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Abstract

For many years there have been an interest in the positive effects of art. Nowadays,
researchers are able to make bold assumptions about the effect of art as they have neuroscience
as a scientific support. Reading, for example, has the power to better human beings according
to some researchers, making readers more empathic. In this thesis this ability of literature will
be discussed. Thus, the research question for this study was: According to secondary sources,
does transportation into a story increase empathy? After defining the key terms: transportation
and empathy, along with character and identification, a variety of secondary sources in different
domains have been discussed. Namely, neuropsychological research, research on changing the
self, the importance of fictionality, personality research, the so-called sleeper effect and the use
of literature as an educational tool. The secondary literature showed that the effects of reading
are disputed amongst scholars. Neurological findings show that literature is more than mere

entertainment, however, it might be too simplistic to believe that literature can better the world.
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1. Introduction

The positive effects of art have been hypothesised by scholars as early as Aristotle, who
said that tragedies cleanse the soul. Today, there still is an interest in the effects of art on human
beings. However, there is one important difference; with the ever growing interest in the human
mind and new precise inventions, such as fMRI (functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging), of
how to monitor brain activity, it has become easier to study the effect of art in an objective
manner. It is now even possible to link the effects of art with human behaviour and emotions.
Due to these new inventions, neuroscience has found a way to show the underlying mechanisms
of empathy (Keen, “A Theory of Narrative Empathy” 207). For the first time in history it is
possible to directly measure the effects of art on the human brain. This means that it is possible
to measure whether literature is able to change the characteristics of an individual. In this thesis
this ability of literature will be discussed, more specifically, the effects that literature has on
empathy.

When it comes to the workings of the brain, researchers still have much to discover.
However, it is relatively safe to say that brain structures usually do not have a single function.

This includes the regions in the brain where emotions are said to be generated and experienced.

There are many regions that are involved in this intricate
process. One of the principal regions is the limbic system
which surrounds the brain stem in mammals. It is a group of

structures that includes the hypothalamus, the amygdala, the

hippocampus, and parts of the thalamus (see figure 1,
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references when similar circumstances occur (Campbell et al.

1078; Wolters and Groenewegen 436). Apart from the limbic system, there are other regions
outside the system that are said to participate in generating and experiencing emotions as well.
The sensory areas of the cerebrum for instance, interact with parts of the limbic system when it
comes to emotions that manifest themselves in behaviours such as laughter and crying.
Furthermore, there are structures in the forebrain that can attach emotions to basic survival-
related functions such as aggression, nourishment, and sexuality that are controlled by the

brainstem.



The activities of this intricate network of brain systems that interact amongst themselves
can be measured with fMRI. fMRI detects the oxygen use in the brain and can detect where the
activity takes place and how much oxygen that particular activity needs. This means that the
results can show how active neurons are in particular brain areas. For example, in the limbic
system when it comes to emotions, the more oxygen the activity requires, the busier the neurons
are, which means that the subject experiences a particular emotion to a larger degree (Campbell
etal. 1077). Apart from this neuro-scientific approach there are other research methods that are
frequently used. Other biological methods include heart rate measurements and skin
conductance (measuring how much the test subject sweats by measuring the degree in which
the object conducts electricity). Furthermore, there are various psychological methods
including face recognition (a computer application that can monitor emotions by analysing
faces), standardized surveys and self-reports. With surveys a researcher measures the degree in
which a subject ‘feels’ empathy. The self-reports are, as the name suggests, reflections of the
subjects on how they feel after taking tests or taking part in experiments (Keen, “A Theory of
Narrative Empathy” 210).

These new findings lead to bold statements made with scientific support. As Suzanne
Keen mentions in her article “A Theory of Narrative Empathy”, “neuroscientists have already
declared that people scoring high on empathy tests have especially busy mirror neurons systems
in their brains” (207). A neuron is the most basal processing technique in the brain. It is a cell
that is capable of receiving information, processing it and passing it on to another cell
(Zimbardo, Johnson and McCann 54). But fairly recently, researchers discovered another kind
of neuron that responds equally when an action is performed, as when the same action is
witnessed being performed by someone else. These neurons are called mirror neurons. Mirror
neurons are phenomena that were found in primates first, which left scholars interested in
whether humans have the same type of neurons. This could possibly explain how human beings
survive in a complex social world (Winerman 48). As Keen’s quote at the start of this paragraph
indicated, research suggests that these mirror neurons may be an explanation for empathy.

There are various fields that study empathy. These disciplines have one thing in
common though: their research is often multi-disciplinary and the most important discipline
they reach out to is psychology. This thesis will therefore adopt theories found in psychology
as well and will focus on narrative empathy. As Keen explains in Empathy and the Novel,
narrative empathy is placed “at the intersection of aesthetics, psychology, and philosophy” (34).
According to her, fiction depends on authors lying persuasively in order to create a credible

world. However, this creation of a fictional world is only effective if the reader actively helps



to create the storyworld. Human beings are capable to “engage intellectually and emotionally
with imaginary worlds” (Keen, Empathy and the Novel 34). This interest in empathy has
brought up the notion that reading literature can increase empathy. A notion especially being
brought forward by teachers, trying to steer the children into reading more (Keen, Empathy and
the Novel 11).

These are loaded assumptions and inadvertently give the impression of a solution for
many problems in modern society. Basically, literature is able to better humans and
consequently the world. This leads to a key question: Does reading literature actually have an
effect on the degree of feeling empathy? There will be an attempt to answer this question based
on secondary sources. Therefore, the research question for this study will be: According to
secondary sources, does transportation into a story increase empathy?

Before the relationship between transportation and empathy can be explored, it is
necessary to define the key terms. This can be quite tricky due to the multiple definitions that
have been brought forward by a variety of scholars. The two key terms are undoubtedly
transportation and empathy. Transportation is something that a lot of readers experience. The
expression ‘being lost in a book’ is well known and frequently uttered by the so-called
bookworms. It describes the feeling of being so absorbed in a book that readers forget what is
happening around them. This feeling of being lost in a book, which is known by avid readers,
can be called transportation or immersion. The other key term is empathy. Empathy is a
relatively new emotion which has been introduced in the early 1900’s. It is closely related to
sympathy but there is a slight difference. This difference will be touched upon as well in this
study. In addition to these two key terms, there are two more terms that have to be explained
briefly: character and identification. As identifying with characters can have an effect on
transportation. These terms will be explained in the following order: character, identification,

transportation and finally empathy.

1.1 Character and identification

When it comes to character analysis there are many theories. A well-known theory is
the one by Edward M. Forster who made the distinction between flat and round characters.
According to Forster flat characters are constructed around a single idea or quality and a true
flat character can even be expressed in one sentence (65). There are two advantages when it
comes to flat characters. Firstly, they are easily recognized by readers and they are a
convenience for authors. They do not need to be watched for development and can be thus used

freely (Forster 66). Secondly, they are easily remembered by readers because they do not
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change no matter what the circumstances are (Forster 67). At the other end of the spectrum
there are round characters. Round characters have a mind and heart (Forster 72). They develop
throughout the story and are capable of “surprising in a convincing way” (Forster 75).

In the Handbook of Narratology, Fotis Jannidis provides a general definition for
character: “Character is a text or media-based figure in a story world, usually human or human-
like” (14). This definition makes a distinction between storyworld individuals and individuals
in the real world and immediately eliminates non-fiction individuals. For this research, it is the
process of characterizing storyworld individuals that is interesting. Characterization is the
“process of ascribing properties to names which results in agents having these properties in the
storyworld” (Jannidis 15). This can be done in two ways: direct characterization, when the
author explicitly ascribes a trait to a character, or indirect characterization, when the
characterization is the result of conclusions by the reader drawn from the text—partly from his
or her knowledge and partly based on the explicitly ascribed traits and textual cues. In other
words, the reader uses his or her pre-given knowledge of the world and the real people in it and
combines this with the explicit traits and (missing) information given by the author to give
shape to a personality for a character (Jannidis 22). This can be done in different ways. For
example, the author may choose to provide readers with conflicting images which can lead to
different personality interpretations about the same character (Jannidis 15). Characters are seen
as an important aspect of the narrative for readers and researchers overall agree that “character
can be best described as an entity forming part of the storyworld” (Jannidis 17).

However, it is still unclear what the ontological status of character as an entity in a
storyworld is. Jannidis mentions three theories that address this problem (18). Firstly, he
addresses Uri Margolin’s theory on possible worlds. According to Margolin a character, or non-
actual individual, is a member of a domain or domains of the possible world. And in it or them,
a character can be identified, located and given physical and mental attributes and relations
(844). Possible-world semantics develops a theory of narrative worlds and develops a theory of
non-actual individual (character) in them. The character becomes a possible individual and is a
construct. Characters are required by texts and are therefore not discovered, but determined by
descriptive conditions (Margolin, 846-847). In short, the storyworld is created by the text and
is hence an independent realm and the characters are constructs within a storyworld that are
determined by description. Secondly, Jannidis refers to the perspective of cognitive theory in
the work of Ralph Schneider. Schneider uses the theory of mental models which argues that
people construct mental representation of their experiences of the world. When they encounter

tasks such as problem solving, the representations that they already have can provide guidelines



for the operations of mental tools. Schneider therefore argues that the understanding of a literary
character can benefit from concentrating on a reader’s mental representation and the nature of
characters in them (609). According to him, readers form these mental representations through
the interaction with the text, meaning the information it provides about a character and the pre-
given knowledge readers have from the real world (Schneider 608). Finally, Jannidis mentions
the perspective of the neo-hermeneutical theory of literary characters. This theory resembles
Schneider’s mental model theory but has a focus on the text. The text is an intentional object
and character is seen as a mental model. This mental model is created by a hypothetical reader
who uses different insights of text processing (Jannidis 18).

Although character can be seen as an entity within a storyworld, it does not mean that
character as an entity is self-contained. As Jannidis explains: “They are at the same time devices
in the communication of meaning and serve purposes other than the communication of the facts
of the storyworld as well” (23). Character is a part of a variety of structures that both provides
meaning to the narration, as well as determines the narration. Furthermore, character plays a
role in the symbolic or thematic meaning of the text and storyworld.

When readers have characterized individuals in a storyworld, they might develop strong
feelings about the characters. One of those feelings can be a feeling of identification with the
character. However, identification is a difficult concept to define. As Jannidis argues, it
encompasses a variety of aspects such as: sympathy for a character, when a character is similar
to the reader; empathy with a character, when the character is in a particular situation; and
attraction to a character, when the character is a role model for the reader (24). The notion of
identification can be found as early as the works of Aristotle. In his Poetics he describes “poetry
as a species of mimesis” or imitation (Aristotle 3). According to Aristotle, imitation comes
natural to human beings from early childhood and it is in this that humans differ from animals.
Not only do they imitate, humans also take pleasure in seeing imitations. But imitation has a
more important function than sheer pleasure (Aristotle 6). One of the most lasting functions of
poetry or narrative is catharsis. This can be reached when the mimesis of certain actions arouses
pity and fear. The reader or spectator is able to identify with a character through this process of
mimesis and as a result reaches catharsis. When an individual reaches catharsis through poetry,
he or she is healed or purged of pity and fear (Kearney 51).

Another research area that is interested in identification is psychology. Sigmund Freud,
the well-known psychoanalyst, was one of the first psychologists that discussed identification.
He mentioned identification in his psychosexual stage theory which explains the different

stages children go through when they are growing up. In the third stage, the phallic stage, the



infamous Oedipal conflict arises. The boy is unconsciously attracted to his mother and wishes
to kill his father in order to have her all to himself. But because of his fear towards his strong
and powerful father, he decides to give up his desire for his mother and do the next best thing:
become like his father. The desire to become just like the father is called identification by Freud.
Girls experience the same feeling but in their case they want to have their father for themselves
and thus want to become like their mother (Larsen and Buss 288). This means that there can
be two types of identification. First, a person may feel a sense of identification because someone
1s reminded of him- or herself when looking at the other person. Second, a person may feel a
sense of identification because he or she admires the other person. This feeling can be applied

to characters in a storyworld as well.

1.2 Immersion and transportation

There has been a brief mention of storyworld previously, namely when it came to the
different character theories and Margolin’s possible world theory. If we look at the storyworld
as a possible world, Aristotle’s poetics can be mentioned again. According to him “the function
of the poet is not to say what has happened, but to say the kind of thing that would happen, i.e.
what is possible in accordance with probability or necessity” (Aristotle 16). This leaves out
many genres but it still connects to Marie-Laure Ryan’s notion of text as potentiality. In
Narrative as Virtual Reality she uses virtuality to explain the immersion of readers in narratives.
She provides three definitions of virtual, which she distributes across an axis delimited by two
poles. On the one end there is the optical sense, in the middle there is the association of virtual
reality with computer technologies and on the other end there is the scholastic sense. The optical
sense, which she calls virtual as fake, carries connotations as a double and an illusion. Or in
other words, a duplicate of the ‘reality’. The scholastic sense, which she calls the virtual as
potential, implies productivity, openness and diversity (Ryan, Narrative as Virtual Reality 27).
Aristotle’s view on imitation can be linked to the text as fake, namely an artistic duplication.
Just as there is the text as fake, there is the text as potentiality. Here Aristotle’s view on the
function of the poet can be applied. As mentioned before, this excludes certain genres, but Ryan
finds a solution for that by saying that “[The poet is] to construct imaginary worlds governed
by their own rules” (Narrative as Virtual Reality 44). This means that certain things may be
impossible in the real world, but are within the possibility of the storyworld.

David Herman places narratology as a science amongst the cognitive sciences (Story
Logic 299). According to him, “narrative is a pattern of thinking and communicating” which

helps humans to comprehend the world (Story Logic 298). When reading, humans create a
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broad range of mental representations that helps them to understand the narrative. He prefers
using the term storyworld as opposed to story because it “captures what might be called the
ecology of narrative interpretation” (Herman, Story Logic 13). Herman mentions that readers
do not merely reconstruct what happens in narrative, but reconstruct the surrounding
environment as well (Herman 13). In addition, Herman argues that narrative has a “world-
creating power” (Story Logic 14). He defines storyworld as follows: “Storyworlds are mentally
and emotionally projected environments in which interpreters are called upon to live out
complex blends of cognitive and imaginative response” (Herman, Story Logic 17). Or in other
words, worlds that are evoked by narratives. Narratives in turn, can be defined as blueprints for
the creation of storyworlds (Herman, Basic Elements 107).

When readers create a storyworld, there is the possibility to be immersed in the new
world. When it comes to immersion, the text can be seen as a world. Through language, readers
construct a world in their imagination. Ryan gives the following definition for this world, “The
text is apprehended as a window on something that exists outside language and extends in time
and space well beyond the window frame” (Narrative as Virtual Reality 91). When a reader is
immersed in the text, he or she can be transported to the storyworld. Ryan distinguishes four
degrees of immersion when it comes to reading—concentration, imaginative involvement,
entrancement and addiction. The first degree is called concentration, where the reader is highly
vulnerable for distractions of the external reality. Second there is the imaginative involvement,
where there is a split subject attitude. The reader is transported into the storyworld, but can still
be detached enough to view the text in an aesthetic way. The third degree is called
entrancement, where the pleasure of reading is so high that the reader is completely caught in
the storyworld, or landscape as Ryan calls it, and thus does not experience anything external to
it, including the aesthetic quality of the text. This can be paraphrased as losing yourself in a
book. The final degree is called addiction, which has a negative connotation. There are two
types of addiction: the first where the reader wants to escape quickly from reality but cannot
enjoy the landscape because he or she goes to fast to be able to enjoy it, or the second where
the reader loses the capacity to distinguish textual worlds from the actual world (Ryan,
Narrative as Virtual Reality 98). According to Ryan, there has to be a possible world before the
reader is able to transport into a text. The basis of possible worlds theory presents possible
worlds as the idea of there being a reality, which is the total of imaginable things (Ryan,
Narrative as Virtual Reality 99). This reality consists of a wide variety of elements that are
hierarchically structured by one element which is the centre of the system for the other

members. This centre is seen as the actual world and the other members are interpreted as
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possible worlds. In order for a world to be perceived as possible it must be linked to the centre.
This connection is called an accessibility relation, and has two criteria. First there must be
logical laws and second there must be a validity of physical laws that are obtained in real life
(Ryan, Narrative as Virtual Reality 100). This means that The Metamorphosis by Franz Katka
1s excluded in this definition of possible worlds, as humans do not have the capacity to change
into giant bugs overnight. This opposition between the actual and the possible world can be
seen as absolute or relative. In the absolute interpretation, the actual world exists independently
of the human mind and only the possible worlds are products of mental activities. With the
relative interpretation, “the actual world is the world from which I speak and in which I am
immersed, while the nonactual possible worlds are those at which I look from the outside”
(Ryan, Narrative as Virtual Reality 101). Instead of reality, individual images of reality are
placed at the centre. Ryan illustrates this in Narrative as Virtual Reality with the following

figure, figure 2 (102).
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At the centre there are hypothetical real worlds made up of individual representations.
Surrounding these actual worlds are different objective realities held collectively by cultures or
by various individuals. Their boundaries overlap because they share a physical reality. Even
though there are differences, there is a broad area of agreement as to what exists and what does
not exist. Finally, there are the nonactual possible worlds. The distance between the nonactual
possible worlds is set by the difficulty of enacting with the possible world. When the reader
manages to transport him- or herself into the textual world, sentences are then processed as a
statement of fact. This process is called recentering. Non-actual possible worlds need

recentering to be experienced as an actual world. Ryan calls this experience the “basic condition



for immersive reading” where readers are literally immersed into the storyworld (Narrative as
Virtual Reality 103).

The most immersive media experience is provided by moving pictures, especially in
movie theatres. This can be mimicked when the reader simulates the story, vividly imagines it
and turns the mind into a cinema. Once a reader gets immersed in a fiction, the characters come
to life and become real for the readers. The world the characters live in takes the place of the
actual world, even if it might be just momentarily (Ryan, Possible Worlds 21). Richard J. Gerrig
mentions different kinds of media as well, including paintings and television, but calls them all
narratives (3). In the end they all have the same purpose namely, “a narrative serves to transport
an experiencer away from the here and now” (Gerrig 3). Gerrig describes six elements of the

literal experience of being transported as can been seen in table 1.

Table 1 Found in Experiencing Narrative Worlds (Gerrig 10-11)

Transportation elements
1. Someone (“the traveller”) is transported
by some means of transportation
as a result of performing certain actions.
The traveller goes some distance from his or her world of origin

which makes some aspects of the world of origin inaccessible.
The traveller returns to the world of origin, somewhat changed by the journey

ov MwinN

During the first step the reader assumes new characteristics in order to be transported.
Readers willingly adapt themselves to the local conditions, in this context the possible world.
The means of transportation is a narrative in any kind of form. This can be a novel, but as
mentioned before, a movie or even a painting is also able to transport individuals. With the third
step Gerrig means that readers perform narratives (Gerrig 12). When they perform narratives,
readers actively contribute to their own experience of the storyworld (Gerrig 29). The fourth
step can be interpreted in two ways. First, there is the distance in space and time. Second, there
1s a particular distance that makes it impossible for readers to intervene in the storyworld. This
second interpretation is the fifth step (Gerrig 13). Finally, if a reader is successfully transported
to a storyworld, it could be possible that is has an effect on him or her, no matter how minimal
it may be (Gerrig 16).

As indicated previously, there are different degrees of being transported or immersed
into a storyworld. Ryan mentions three different types of immersion in Narrative as Virtual
Reality: spatial immersion, temporal immersion and emotional immersion (121). With spatial

immersion Ryan means the response to the setting. This type of immersion depends heavily on
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the reader’s personal memories. A word, name or image can be all that is needed for an
individual to be transported into a particular landscape. It is not the length and detail of the
descriptions that causes the immersive quality of the information, but rather the salience of the
features and whether the descriptions project a map of the landscape (Ryan, Narrative as Virtual
Reality 124).

Next there is the temporal immersion which Ryan defines as “the reader’s desire for the
knowledge that awaits her at the end of narrative time” (Narrative as Virtual Reality 140). In
opposition to spatial immersion that slows the pace of reading down, temporal immersion urges
readers to rush through the text because of the desire or suspense. Temporal immersion is about
the human experience of time. Henri Bergson split up time in duration and external time.
Duration is the internal time, the amount of time a person experiences. External time is the
objective and chronological time, the time that the clock indicates (Bergson 109).

Thirdly, Ryan mentions emotional immersion which has to do with the response readers
have towards characters. Scenes in novels can create emotional responses even though readers
have the background knowledge that it is made up (Narrative as Virtual Reality 124).

In order to be immersed or transported into a storyworld, readers have to be engaged
with the narrative. Rick Busselle and Helena Bilandzic proposed four dimensions of
engagement: narrative understanding, attentional focus, emotional engagement and narrative
presence. The first dimension is called narrative understanding, which is the ease in which
reader construct a model of meaning. When readers are engaged, they should be unaware of the
comprehension progressive. Even though the first and foremost activity of narrative
engagement is comprehension, this should happen unaware. The next dimension is attentional
focus which has a similar argument as narrative understanding. An engaged reader should be
unaware of being focused on a narrative. Or in other words, “one should nof be aware that one
is not distracted” (Busselle and Bilandzic 341). Thirdly, emotional engagement, feeling for and
with the characters. Something that is “specific to the emotional arousal component of narrative
engagement” (Busselle and Bilandzic 341). Finally, the last dimension narrative presence,
which is similar to what Gerrig calls transportation. In this dimension the reader feels as if he
or she has left the actual world and has entered the storyworld. Busselle and Bilandzic see this
as a two-fold phenomenon. There is the intense focus which results in losing awareness of the
self and the surroundings, and there is the sensation of entering another world. According to
Busselle and Bilandzic narrative presences is only available when an “alternative world or

environment is created” (341).



Melanie C. Green and Timothy C. Brock conceptualise transportation into a narrative
as a mental process: “an integrative melding of attention, imagery, and feelings” (Green and
Brock 701). Following Gerrig’s theory, they proposed three consequences of transportation.
Firstly, transportation makes parts of the world of origin inaccessible. This means that readers
can lose access on a physical level, for instance, they may not notice what is happening around
them. On a psychological level, readers might encounter a subjective distance from the reality.
Secondly, readers that are transported can experience strong emotions and motivations, even
though they know that the events in the narrative are non-existent. Finally, similarly to Gerrig,
readers return from their ‘journey’ somewhat changed by what they have experienced (Green
and Brock 702).

Green and Brock make a distinction between transportation and cognitive elaboration
as they both are hypothesised as having the ability to change beliefs or attitudes. They argue
that “elaboration leads to attitude change via logical consideration and evaluation of arguments,
whereas transportation may lead to persuasion through other mechanisms” (Green and Brock
702). Additionally, they attribute three mechanisms to transportation. First, transportation can
reduce negative cognitive responding. When readers are transported they are more likely to
believe story claims which in turn can influence their belief. Second, transportation into
narratives can make the experience seem like an actual experience. Direct experience is a
powerful mean when it comes to forming attitudes. Finally, as Ryan mentions, transportation
may create strong feelings towards characters. The experiences or beliefs of the story characters
can have a strong influence on the readers’ beliefs (Green and Brock 702). Among these

emotional responses, empathy may occur.

1.3 Empathy and sympathy

Empathy is a term that is difficult to define, which results in having several definitions
for the same word. For example, Rosalind F. Dymond sees empathy as a social insight (28).
But Helene Borke on the other hand defined empathy as a cognitive accomplishment.
According to Borke empathy is “the ability to comprehend the affective (and sometimes
cognitive) status of another” (Eisenberg and Lennon 101). Another straightforward definition
is that of Carl R. Rogers, who defines it as understanding the other from his or her point of view
(4). However, the confusion does not stop there. Nancy Eisenberg and Randy Lennon noticed
that not only empathy was used to discuss this specific cognitive ability, but sympathy was
being used as well (101). This means that empathy and sympathy are being used as
interchangeable terms even though they embody different concepts (Wispé 314).
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In order to know what empathy is, it is important to know what it is not. As mentioned
in the paragraph above empathy and sympathy are often being used as interchangeable
concepts. Coming from the Greek sympatheia, sympathy has a much longer history in
psychology. Sympathy literally means ‘with (syn) suffering (pathos)’. In the 18" century David
Hume and Adam Smith introduced the concept of sympathy into the behavioural sciences
(Wispé 314). It was mainly Smith who used the term as the heart of his system and it is his
definition that is seen as the classic description. In Theory of Moral Sentiments he argues “How
selfish soever man may be supposed there are evidently some principles in his nature which
interest him in the fortunes of others, and render their happiness necessary to him, although he
derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing it.” (Smith 47). In other words, as Lauren
Wispé phrases it, “Sympathy for Smith was a way of feeling for others by putting ourselves in
their situation” (314). This means that the way Smith sees sympathy is purely altruistic.
Consequently, this means that sympathy according to Smith is an intrinsic feature. After
Smith’s concept of sympathy various scientists picked up the notion and discussed it in their
own research. Charles Darwin for example used Smith’s analysis and used it in his discussion
of the evolution of morality and saw it as an “all-important emotion” (478). And it is that all-
important emotion that counters the cruelty of nature according to Darwin. In the first half of
the 20™ century the notion of sympathy could be found in social psychology texts. William
McDougall, Floyd H. Allport and Junius Brown for instance have written on sympathy. But in
the second half of the 20™ century the concept of sympathy became less interesting and it fell
into disfavour. Around that time authors started to prefer the term empathy (Wispé 315).

Compared with sympathy, empathy is a fairly recent concept first appearing in the early
1900’s. The German philosopher Theodor Lipps coined the term Einfiihlung, working from
Robert Vischer’s work, he systematically organized the concept (Wispé 316). He emphasised
that Einfiihlung is something subjective and that it can only be done by “me as a self” (Lipps
112). According to him Einfiihlung is a tendency of perceivers to project themselves into the
object that is being perceived. To simplify this, for Lipps empathy meant placing yourself in
somebody else’s shoes. This definition is the same that Smith used for sympathy. This clearly
shows the confusion surrounding these two notions. Wispé suggests that empathy has become
the term of choice in the field of psychology. According to him it has become a popular word
to use, which translates itself in an increase of interest in empathy rather than sympathy (Wispé
316). However, he concludes his article with two different definitions. According to Wispé,
“sympathy refers to the heightened awareness of the suffering of another person as something

to be alleviated” (318). This definition brings up two aspects. First, there is the increased
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sensitivity of sensing someone else’s emotions. But this is only the case for negative emotions
as sympathy is defined by Wispé in those terms. Second, Wispé addresses the fact that the
suffering of someone else must be alleviated. This means that a sympathetic person will try to
mitigate the suffering of another person, even if he or she does not have the power to do so.
The urge to help and the feeling of compassion will still be present (Wispé 318). Keen calls
sympathy “the more complex, differentiated feeling for another”, when comparing it with
empathy but mentions that these two concepts are associated (Empathy and the Novel 4). Her
definition of sympathy follows the same line as Wispé’s, “I feel a supportive emotion about
your feelings” (Keen, Empathy and the Novel 5). Like Wispé, the feelings occur for another
and not for the self.

After defining sympathy, Wispé next provides a definition for empathy. “Empathy, on
the other hand,” he says, “refers to the attempt by one self-aware self to comprehend un-
judgmentally the positive and negative experiences of another self” (318). Thus empathy,
according to Wispé, is all about understanding someone else’s experience, whether they are
negative or positive. This means that empathy takes more energy than sympathy for “empathy
depends upon the use of imaginal and mimetic capacities” (Wispé 318). Even though the two
concepts look alike, the major difference is that somebody who empathizes reaches out for the
other, and somebody that sympathizes is moved by another (Wispé 318). As Wispé puts it, “In
empathy 7 act ‘as if” I were the other person. In sympathy I am the other person” (318). In
Empathy and the Novel, Keen provides a similar definition for empathy, “we feel what we
believe to be the emotions of others™ (5).

Stephanie D. Preston and Alicia J. Hofelich prefer to use the term empathy broadly,
“[they] refer to [the] processes by which observers come to understand and/or feel the state of
another through direct perception or imagination of their state” (25). Their definition includes
three different types of empathy. First they mention emotional contagion, which is subjectively
feeling the same emotion as another. This is generally seen when individuals express intense
emotional states. The second type of empathy they mention is ‘true empathy’, or an other-
oriented state. Within this state however, the observer still has a distinction between the self
and the other. And finally they mention cognitive empathy, where the other is understood by
engaging personal representations through top-down processes (Preston and Hofelich 25).
When empathy is triggered through a top-down process, a person moves into the feeling and
thinking of another person through imaginative transposing. The individual imagines him- or

herself experiencing the same feelings and thoughts as the other. On the other hand, there is the
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bottom-up processing which is the tendency to automatically mimic expressions of others
which can trigger feelings such as empathy (Decety and Jackson 54).

To summarise, most scholars agree that empathy has a cognitive component whereas
sympathy is purely emotional. However, as mentioned by Eisenberg and Lennon, there are
definitions that attribute a cognitive aspect to sympathy as well. This shows the difficulty of
defining a concept such as empathy. But what is the role of fiction in all of this? The argument
is that through identification with characters, readers learn to empathise with real-life
individuals and consequently become more compassionate. However, this might not be as
simple as it seems. As Keen says “empathetic response to fiction is less consistent than it might
at first seem” (Empathy and the Novel 3-4). According to her, empathy is even quite unlikely
to be influenced to such an extent that narrative can increase empathy, compassion and pro-

social behaviour (Keen, Empathy and the Novel 4).



2. Literature and its effects

In order to examine which texts that are designed to evoke feelings in readers were the
most effective, Keen devised an experiment for her students. There were three sample texts.
First an email with the proposition for a money transaction with a cash reward, sent by someone
who claims to live in Africa. Second a handwritten letter from an eighteen-year-old from
Uganda, with a plea for financial assistance so that she can continue her schooling, claiming
that she has to support her family after her father died. Finally, a text which consisted of an
excerpt from Alexander McCall Smith’s novel Morality for Beautiful Girls. The excerpt that
Keen used was the story of Motholeli, a girl who rescues her baby brother from a burial pit and
escapes enslavement, but who loses the use of her legs after being bitten by a diseased dog.
Being wheelchair bound, she is sent to an orphan farm but ends up being rescued together with
her brother. Keen hypothesised that her students would feel no sympathy towards the first text,
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“respond favourably to this ‘stranded student’” and “respond feelingly” towards the Smith
novel (Empathy and the Novel 29-30). Almost all students dismissed the e-mail, feeling no
appeal at all and responded sceptically. Many of the students felt confused about the
handwritten letter, but responded cautiously. Little than a half of the students felt it could be a
genuine letter. However, the majority was hesitant about helping a stranger who suddenly
makes contact out of nowhere. But the third text, the novel, drew forth the truest and strongest
feelings. None of the students saw Motholeli as a stranger and the character identification
seemed to disarm the distrust towards strangers. In addition, it opened the possibility for an
emotional response. One student even changed her opinion of the continent and country, Africa
and Botswana, to a more positive view. Two other students were judgmental towards
themselves after reading the excerpt. They felt angry and ashamed, angry because these
situations happen and they are not able to do anything about it, and ashamed because the student
would not be able to behave in the same humbling and accepting way as Motholeli (Keen,

Empathy and the Novel 31). This suggests that literature is a tool that can elicit emotional

responses.
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2.1 Neuropsychological research

As indicated before, scientific developments have allowed researchers to measure the
effects of literature on the brain. As Keith Oatley describes, when individuals read novels or
watch movies, their own goals and plans are swapped with those of a fictional character. Those
plans are then put into the human’s planning processor, which individuals use to construct their
own planned actions. The fictional narrative gives cues as to what is happening when the action
takes place and the reader or viewer then experiences empathetically the emotions they would
feel in relation to the outcome of the action (Oatley 427). To put this to the test, Nicole K. Speer
et al. examined neural activity in the brain when people read stories. In their experiment they
tried to determine whether readers have the same brain regions activated when reading about
an action, as would be activated when actually carrying out the activity (Speer et al. 990). Their
results suggest that readers activate the same regions while reading about activities in the
context of a narrative, as they would if they were actually performing the activity themselves.
Furthermore, when specific aspects of the narrated situation were changing, the “regions that
are involved in processing goal-directed human activity, navigating spatial environments, and
manually manipulating objects in the real world” increased in activation. This means that when
a reader processed a character’s interaction with the object (for instance grabbing a pen), brain
regions that are associated with grasping hand movements increased in activation (Speer et al.
995).

Speer et al.’s research looked at physical activities but they did not incorporate the
representation of another person in their study. Jean Decety and Jessica A. Sommerville
however, took the other in account and studied the self-other representations. They argue that
the self is a construct that relies on a neural network which encompasses shared self-other
representations (Decety and Sommerville 527). Their results showed that representations of
aspects of the self partially overlapped with representations of the other. This means that
humans have the ability to represent their own thoughts and those of the other and that these
abilities are tied together. Moreover, this suggests that there seems to be a partial overlap
between self-processing and processing the other, meaning that they may have similar origins
within the brain (Decety and Sommerville 532).

Thus Decety and Sommerville argue that the representation of the other and self might
have similar origins. But the question remains whether these activations actually have an effect
on empathy. Tania Singer et al. took the self-other condition and looked whether individuals
would literally feel the same pain that a loved one would feel. Pain is experienced in several

regions of the brain amongst which the cerebrum and thalamus. This pain-related network is
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also called the pain matrix (Singer et al. 1158). Singer et al.’s results showed that many
structures in the pain matrix were activated similarly to when an individual feels pain him- or
herself. Additionally, participants who scored higher on the empathy scales showed stronger
activations in the pain matrix areas when their partners were perceived to be in pain (Singer et
al. 1159). Thus, empathising with the pain of the other does not activate the whole pain matrix,
but it activates the subjective affective dimension of pain (Singer et al. 1161). Like Decety and
Sommerville’s study, Singer et al.’s results show that there is a neural overlap between the self

and other.

2.2 Changing the self

The previous studies suggest that there is a neurological process that underlies feeling
empathy for others. However, is there a possibility for the self to be changed? Maja Djikic et
al. studied whether fiction can transform the self. They hypothesised that art can cause changes
in the self-experience of personality traits. Djikic et al. hypothesised that exposure to an
artistically recognised narrative would cause greater changes in self-reported traits than
exposure to the documentary story of the same content, even if this change might be temporary
(25). Participants who were in the artistic narrative condition scored higher trait changes than
participants who were in the documentary condition. Furthermore, the participants who read
the artistically recognised narrative showed a significantly greater emotion change. These
results suggest that art can cause significant changes in the self-perception of individuals when
it comes to their traits. This study argues that art, and in this case literary art, can have an effect
on individuals’ traits and emotions. This suggests that art can be more than mere entertainment
(Djikic et al. 27).

Other scholars who wanted to show that literature is more than mere entertainment are
Raymond A. Mar and Keith Oatley, who wanted to bring literary fiction into the realm of
psychology and scientific research (173). According to them, authors and psychologists have
the same interests, namely “understanding human behavior and its underlying cognitions and
in addition motivations” (Mar and Oatley 187). Mar and Oatley argue that fictional stories are
informative and are simulations of real world experiences. This might explain why reading
narratives provides a special kind of experience (Mar and Oatley 173). Mar and Oatley indicate
that narratives simulate the social world through abstractions which in their turn transmissions
social knowledge (187). In other words, fiction is a simulation by readers’ minds that extends

their understanding of selves in the actual social world. This means that readers can experience
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complex social situations through simulations in storyworlds, which can help them understand
how these situations work in the real world.

Apart from the effects of literature on social skills, there has been quite some research
on the effects of reading on different personality traits. Empathy, for example, is a trait that has
been studied often. Dan R. Johnson’s research showed that reading has an increasing effect on
empathy and prosocial behaviour. Johnson specifically researched the role of transportation
into a story and the effect it has on empathy and whether this translated into prosocial behaviour.
For his definition of empathy, he uses Decety and Philip J. Jackson’s different types of empathy.
As indicated before, these include “affective empathy, meaning feeling concern or compassion
for another, emotional contagion, or experiencing identical emotions as another, and
perspective-taking, or a basic understanding of another’s thoughts and emotions” (Johnson,
“Transportation into a Story” 150). The last is also known as cognitive empathy. The
component that is predicted to be most affected by reading fiction is affective empathy and it
is this type of empathy Johnson uses in his study. Johnson found that when individuals
experienced higher transportation into the story, they had a higher affective empathy for the
characters (“Transportation into a Story” 151). In addition, individuals that were more
transported into a story and reported higher affective empathy for characters, were significantly
more likely to show prosocial behaviour. However, affective empathy did not entirely mediate
the influence of transportation into a story on prosocial behaviour. This means that there is
something else that led to prosocial behaviour. The author suggests that this may be explained
by readers copying the main character’s modelled prosocial behaviour (Johnson,
“Transportation into a Story” 152). Mar, Oatley and Jordan B. Peterson found similar results in
their study. Their narrative transportation variable was an independent predictor of empathy
ability. The authors suggest that this may have to do with an individual’s willingness to
transport into a narrative. If this might be the case, then there is a possibility that an individual
is also willing to transport into another’s mind. On the basis of these results they argue that
reading can improve transportation in stories and therefore improve the understanding of others
(Mar, Oatley and Peterson 421).

The previous studies did not take lifelong exposure to literature in account. Mar et al.
however focused on the long-term exposure to fiction. They hypothesised that frequent readers
of fiction have better social-processing skills whilst reading, even though they do not
experience actual social contact when reading. This is in contrast with non-fiction readers who
do not enjoy the simulation of experiencing social contact (Mar et al. 695). The results showed

that exposure to fictional literature is positively related to social ability when compared to
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exposure to non-fiction. Furthermore, fiction was positively associated with empathy whereas
non-fiction was negatively related to empathy (Mar et al. 705).

Another study that looked into the difference of fiction and non-fiction was done by
David C. Kidd and Emanuele Costano. In addition, they also looked at the degree of literariness
of narratives. But in contrast to Mar et al., Kidd and Castano researched Theory of Mind, which
differs slightly from empathy. Kidd and Castano define it as “the understanding of others’
mental states” or the ability to ‘mentalize’ (377). Whereas empathy refers to the ability to
understand what others feel, whether that is an emotion or a sensory state (Singer et al. 1157).
Their results showed that literary fiction enhances Theory of Mind as opposed to non-fiction.
Furthermore, participants who were more familiar with fiction were better in identifying
facially expressed emotions. In addition, when comparing literary fiction and popular fiction,
participants who were in the literary conditions showed a greater Theory of Mind (Kidd and
Costano 380).

Scholars have suggested that narratives evoke emotions through empathy which in turn
relies on the Theory of Mind, or ‘mentalizing’. Mikkel Wallentin, Arndis Simonsen and
Andreas H. Nielsen examined whether these assumptions are grounded. They call mentalizing
“a ‘cold’ form of empathy”, whereas affective empathy adds a bit of “shared emotional
experience” (Wallentin, Simonsen and Nielsen 138). Their results showed that participants who
scored higher on the empathy tests reported greater emotional arousal. This supports the notion
of empathy being a driving force behind experiencing emotions in narratives (Wallentin,
Simonsen and Nielsen 146). Furthermore, the passages in the narrative that were related to
empathy all evoked some kind of mentalizing. This suggests narratives evoke emotions by two
interacting emotional systems. On the one hand affective empathy and on the other hand the

affective Theory of Mind (Wallentin, Simonsen and Nielsen 147).

2.3 Fictionality

Jennifer J. Argo, Rui Zhu and Darren W. Dahl took another approach. They investigated
whether the degree of empathy has an effect on the preference for high or low fictionality with
transportation as a mediator (614). They used a specific genre for this, namely emotional
melodramatic entertainment. They hypothesised that differences in the degree of empathy may
have an influence on individuals’ responses to emotional melodramatic entertainment.
Individual differences in empathy (low empathizers vs. high empathizers) will interact with the
level of fictionality (high vs. low) and in turn determine the enjoyment of a melodrama. They

hypothesised that high empathizers will favour low fictionality, or in other words ‘more real’
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narratives and that transportation will mediate the influence of empathy and fictionality (Argo,
Zhu and Dahl 616). In line with their hypothesis, high empathizers favoured the melodramas
when they were low in fictionality (Argo, Zhu and Dahl 617). Furthermore, transportation had
a significant impact on the relationship between empathy and fictionality when it came to the
evaluation of emotional melodramatic entertainment (Argo, Zhu and Dahl 618). These results
however, are in contrast to the results found by Mar et al., who concluded that readers of fiction
had higher empathy levels than non-fiction readers. This difference can be accounted to several
reasons. First of all, Argo, Zhu and Dahl looked at a specific genre (emotional melodramatic
entertainment) whereas Mar et al. looked at non-fiction and fiction in general. Second, Mar et
al. measured a long-term exposure whereas Argo, Zhu and Dahl examined immediate effects
of their study. And finally, Argo, Zhu and Dabhl started from empathy levels, whereas Mar et
al. examined the effects on empathy. Argo, Zhu and Dahl’s study suggests that individual
differences may have an effect on emotional responses to narratives. This means that the
reader’s emotional state can also have an effect on other processes, such as the degree of
transportation. Melanie Green, Christopher Chatham and Marc A. Sestir were interested in this
and they examined if the reader’s pre-reading emotional state has an effect on the degree of
transportation. In addition, they took the fact and fiction difference in account during their
experiment. They hypothesised that a match between the reader’s emotional state and the
emotional content of the story would increase transportation. Or in other words, being happy
makes it easy to ‘travel’ into a joyful narrative and being sad makes it easy to ‘travel’ into a
mournful narrative (Green, Chatham and Sestir 39). Additionally, like other scholars (e.g.
Djikic, Oatley and Moldoveanu), they predicted that openness to experience, such as mild
positive emotions, will have a positive effect on transportation, even when there is no emotional
match (Green, Chatham and Sestir 40). In their analysis Green, Chatham and Sestir did not find
a significant difference between fact or fiction when it came to emotional response. The
participants were equally upset by a tragic story, whether it was thought to be factual or
fictional. In line with their hypothesis though, individuals who had a matching emotional state
with the tone of the story were more transported into the narrative. Furthermore, individuals
who were content and in a thoughtful state showed a greater immersion as well. However, as
opposed to Green, Chatham and Sestir’s expectation, not all relevant positive emotions showed
these effects (48).

So according to some scholars there is a difference between fact and fiction when it
comes to the effects on empathy. Contrary to that statement, some scholars have not found any

significant differences. Another approach at discovering the influence of fiction versus factual
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narrative, is to take the neural mechanisms that underlie the processing of factual and fictional
narratives in account. If there are different neural mechanisms, there might be a difference
between factual and fictional narratives and the influence they have on readers. Ulrike Altmann
et al.’s results indicate that the processing of fictional and factual narratives shares some brain
areas. Some brain regions were more strongly activated in the facts condition and vice versa.
The regions that were more strongly activated in the facts condition are more likely to be part
of the mirror neuron system and are involved in action observation, imitation or imagination.
When it comes to fiction, apart from expecting entertainment, readers also gather information
to update their world knowledge (Altmann et al. 25). When reading fiction, the region that
contains the working memory, attention, action monitoring and pain perception is activated. In
addition, this region also reacts to emotional chemical bonds and appears to have a role during
the representation and evaluation of the value of future plans and action. This means that
reading fictional narratives seems to surpass mere information gathering (Altmann et al. 26).
Altmann et al. argue that “readers perceive the events in a fictional story as possibilities of how
something might have been, which leads to an active simulation of events—similar to the
simulation of a possible past or possible future” (26). In other words, reading factual narratives
appears to elicit mental processes regarding actions and their outcomes, whereas reading
fictional narratives seems to initiate simulations concerning the motives of an action and thus
the character’s mind (Altmann, 27). Their results show that both factual and fictional narratives
activate mental processes of imagination, but they reflect other simulation levels. Factual
narratives represent inner imitations of actions, whereas fictional narratives represent
stimulations of imagination and simulation of hypothetical scenarios (Altmann 28). This
indicates that different neural mechanisms are activated when reading fictional and factual
narratives. Nonetheless, there are regions that are activated in both conditions although they do
differ in the level of activation. This suggests that it can be possible for fiction and fact to have

different effects on empathy.

2.4 Personality

Nevertheless, these studies forget one important aspect and that is personality. It may
be possible that people who are more open to new experiences tend to be influenced by stories
more easily than people who are less open to new experiences. Openness is a personality trait
that can be measured with the Big Five Model. From the different personality traits (Openness,
Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness and Neuroticism), Openness was the only

personality factor that was associated with fiction (Mar, Oatley and Peterson 416). As Mar,
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Oatley and Peterson mention “certain traits may predict greater enjoyment of fiction, and also
better empathic accuracy’ (408). In their study, they aimed to rule out this aspect in the relation
between reading fiction and empathy. Their analysis shows that Openness, or being open to
new experiences, does not necessarily mean that individuals enjoy fiction more and thus
automatically perform better when empathy is tested (Mar, Oatley and Peterson 422). They
argue that these results rule out individual differences and its effect on the relationship between
fiction and empathy.

The interest in personality differences was picked up on by Djikic, Oatley and Mihnea
C. Moldoveanu. They continued to look at the difference between fiction and non-fiction, but
took particular personality traits in account as well. They hypothesised that readers of fiction
will have higher scores on the empathy scale. Additionally, the expectation was that people
who score high on Openness (the empathy personality trait indicator) will have higher empathy
levels. Their results showed no difference between fiction and non-fiction except when it came
to the interaction with Openness. Participants who scored low in Openness had a significant
increase in their empathy levels when reading fiction (Djikic, Oatley and Moldoveanu 41).
However, the participants who scored high on Openness went against the expectations. Their
scores on the empathy scale actually lowered when reading either fiction or non-fiction. The
authors suggest that the lack of difference between fiction and non-fiction has to do with the
fact that both texts were literary. The largest surprise, however, was the fact that participants
with high Openness reported lower empathy levels. The authors suggest that this may have to
do with the so-called ceiling effect. There was simply no room for positive change on the scale.
Or there is the possibility that the participants were made aware of their limitations and reported
afterwards that they have less empathic accuracy (Djikic, Oatley and Moldoveanu 42).
Nonetheless, their results were the same as Mar et al. when it came to the effect of long-term
exposure to literature. The participants who had had more exposure to literature reported higher
levels of empathy (Djikic, Oatley and Moldoveanu 43).

Eva M. Koopman continued the work on the personality factor and long-term exposure
to literature. She did an extensive research on empathic reactions after reading and took the role
of genre, personal factors and affective responses in account. These are few of the factors that
are often mentioned in discussions when it comes to the relationship of reading and empathy.
The study revealed that having empathy as a personality trait predicts empathic understanding
(Koopman 75). Long-term exposure to literature is another predictor for empathic
understanding as well as personal experience with the subject of the narrative. However, there

was no difference when it came to fictionality. Koopman suggests that narrativity may play a
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larger part and it might be a more important and useful concept than fictionality. In other words,
it does not matter whether the story is factual or fictional, as long as it is written in a literary
way it will have an effect on the reader. In contrast to other studies, simply being absorbed into
the storyworld was not sufficient enough to trigger empathic responses. Nonetheless,
empathising with characters did predict empathic responses. As mentioned before, long-term
exposure to literature is a predictor for empathic understanding. This exposure seemed to be an
important indicator and suggests that repeated exposure to narrative texts is important,
something argued before by Mar et al. and Djikic, Oatley and Moldoveanu (Koopman 76). In
conclusion it can be said that this study showed that personal factors do have an effect on
empathic responses. Nevertheless, Koopman confirms with her results that repeated reading is

related to empathic understanding (Koopman 77).

2.5 The sleeper effect

However, the previous results only show the immediate effect of reading. If reading
truly can better humanity, the effects need to be lasting and have a permanent effect on their
readers. Markus Appel and Tobias Richter took this into account as they looked at the absolute
sleeper effect of fictional narrative. Or in other words “the belief [that] change caused by the
processing of fictional narratives not only persists, but that the magnitude of this belief change
may even increase over time” (Appel and Richter 114). Their results indicate that the belief in
a statement increases over time, suggesting an absolute sleeper effect (Appel and Richter 127).
Appel and Richter argue that these results therefore suggest that fictional narratives can have
an implicit influence on the way individuals view the world. In addition, these effects may last
longer than is assumed. This means that fictional narrative can be used as a powerful
educational tool (Appel and Richter 129).

Matthijs Bal and Martijn Veltkamp studied the absolute sleeper effect as well, but
looked at the effect of fiction on empathy. They believe that the effects of fiction on empathy
present themselves over time and are even increased. Just as Johnson, Bal and Veltkamp took
the moderating role of transportation into account (4). Their results showed that there was no
immediate effect on empathy. However, when empathy was measured a week after the
experiment the individuals had an increase in empathy. Furthermore, in line with Johnson’s
findings, the more transported the individuals were, the more their degree of empathy had
increased. But not only that, readers who were lowly transported into the fictional story became
less empathic over time. So not only do readers who are transported become more empathic

over time, the opposite happens as well, readers that are not transported become less empathic
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(Bal and Veltkamp 5). Thus according to these results, readers of fiction are more empathic

than readers of non-fiction.

2.6 Literature as an educational tool

There have been several suggestions that literature can be used as an educational tool
and there have been scholars who have looked at the pedagogical implications of feeling
empathy for fictional characters. Although Howard Sklar uses the term sympathy as opposed
to empathy, he examined how narrative experiences can help individuals to develop their
emotional capacities (481). His experiment was conducted under secondary school students and
consisted of two different texts. These texts showed opposite results. On the one hand, only
subjects who were high-sympathisers found sympathy for characters. On the other hand, the
individual inclination towards feeling sympathy did not have an effect on their expressions of
sympathy and therefore might have been produced because of the text (Sklar 489). This means
that different types of text have different kinds of effects on readers. Sklar argues that fictional
texts stimulate emotions. According to him the judgements readers make are similar to those
that are made in non-narrative situations (Sklar 490). And it is here that there are educational
opportunities. Cognitive and rational skills can be combined with affective sensibilities.
Emotions can thus provide a stimulus for rational reflection (Sklar 491). Sklar suggests that
educators should not rely on the content of the story or on the literary features. Instead,
educators should support their students to understand their own emotions and ideas. This should
be done through structured discussions with the students. These discussions “would involve a
negotiation between individual varieties of sympathy on the part of students [...] and the
directions implied by the text”. With these discussions, the distance between the real and the
hypothetical is bridged and therefore the extent of the belief in the fictionality is no longer
relevant (Sklar 494-495).

Whereas, Sklar tried to show that educators can teach their students to be more empathic
through literature, Johnson’s research suggests that narratives can reduce prejudices against
minority groups, particularly for highly immersed individuals. Johnson looked at the prejudice
towards Arab-Muslims. His results showed that participants who reported a higher
transportation degree, showed lower levels of Arab-Muslim stereotyping after reading the
narrative (Johnson, “Transportation into Literary Fiction” 82). These results are quite bold as
they imply that the answer to racism and discrimination lies in books that show non-
stereotypical characters. Opposed to these positive results, Ann Jurecic doubts the ‘power’

ascribed to empathy by some educators and scholars. She argues that empathy is far more
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complicated than some scholars seem to portray. Empathy is complex and integrated and is
difficult to measure, even with the existing scales (Jurecic 16). According to her, educators
cannot assume that students will become more empathic simply by reading a book (Jurecic 12).
Studying literature is not a shortcut for becoming humane and empathic (Jurecic 24). Readers
tend to pick books that contain characters or plots with whom they know beforehand they will
identify. Students may be encouraged or are even told to read novels that cut across social and
cultural boundaries, but this is not the case for private reading. Furthermore, Jurecic mentions
that “readerly empathy differs profoundly from social empathy” (15). When individuals read
for pleasure, they release themselves from social obligations. Jurecic explains “feeling an
empathic connection with an autobiographer’s narrative persona [...] is a whole lot easier that
interacting with her in person” (15). Jurecic concludes that literary critics and educators can
only encourage readers to ‘learn’ from narratives. It is, however, fully up to the reader’s choice

if he or she wants to learn from novels (Jurecic 15).
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3. Discussion

To summarise, there have been many studies that examined the relationship between
reading and empathy. It is argued that there are neurological processes that underlie the effects
of art. Oatley for instance explained that the brain is like a planning processor that works the
same way when reading novels and real life actions. Speer et al. found similar results when they
examined brain activities when participants were reading. These neurological findings provide
the argument that literature is not pure entertainment. Mar and Oatley for instance, tried to bring
literary fiction into the realm of psychology in order to prove this. Other scholars followed and
started to approach literature through scientific research. Mar, Oatley and Peterson took
transportation into account and their experiment showed that the willingness to transport into a
storyworld has a positive effect on empathic ability. Johnson’s research supported this view as
his experiment showed that the more an individual is transported into the storyworld, the higher
the increase was in empathy. Although this did not necessarily have an effect on pro-social
behaviour.

These studies only examined the immediate effects of reading. Appel and Richter took
the absolute sleeper into account and argue that literature can be used as an important tool to
teach. Supporting Appel and Richter’s findings, Bal and Veltkamp found similar effects when
looking at the long term effect of reading fiction on empathy. They also took the role of
transportation into account. Their results suggest that individuals who were transported had an
increase in empathy and lowly transported individuals even became less empathic over time.

Another interesting distinction is the difference of the effects of fiction and non-fiction.
Mar et al. concluded that fiction readers had higher empathy levels than non-fiction readers.
Kidd and Costano showed similar results as their results indicated that fiction had positive
effects on Theory of Mind. However, Koopman, Djikic, Oatley and Moldoveanu and Green,
Chatham and Sestir did not find significant differences between fiction and nonfiction.
Koopman, Djikic, Oatley and Moldoveanu suggest that this might have to do with the
narrativity or literariness of narratives.

A final important aspect is that of individual traits. Mar, Oatley and Peterson did not
find any individual differences and therefore suggest that personality does not have an effect
on the relation between fiction and empathy. Koopman’s results, however, suggest that
personality differences do have an effect on the fiction and empathy relationship. Nonetheless,
in accordance with the other studies her results indicate that repeated reading has a positive
effect on empathic understanding. These results are impressive, but Jurecic warns scholars that

empathy is more complicated than studies may show. Empathy is a complex emotion that is
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difficult to measure. It is too simplistic to assume that individuals will become more empathic
purely through narratives. Besides, when individuals read they release themselves from social
obligations and do not feel they have to empathise. Sklar solves this problem by urging
educators to not simply discuss plots or narrative features, but go into discussions with the
students. Educators can support their students with these structured discussions.

The aim of this study was to try to answer the following question: According to
secondary sources, does transportation into a story increase empathy? Reading certainly has
some kind of effect on individuals. Neurological findings partly prove that there is more to
literature than mere entertainment. However, it is difficult to follow Mar & Oatley in claiming
that literature can better human beings. This is supported by the fact that the magnitude of the
effects of literature continues to be disputed between scholars. Critics mention that an emotion
such as empathy is too complicated to measure. Besides, ascribing such positive effects to
reading might be a bit simplistic. Nonetheless, there seems to be an overall consensus that
transportation into a narrative is associated with a greater emotional response towards a
narrative. There also seems to be an agreement that there is a certain overlap between fiction
and fact when it comes to neural region activation. Which in turn suggests that fictional
narratives can change an individual. However, there are still too many questions left
unanswered in order to answer the research question.

As Dixon and Bortolussi point out, it is still not known what component of narratives
elicits emotions. Do the features play a role or is it the content that is important? Or maybe it is
the interaction between the two that elicits emotions (Dixon and Bortolussi 64). Moreover,
different types of narratives could have different kinds of effect. Argo, Zhu and Dahl showed
that low fictionality evokes more empathy when it comes to emotional melodramas. It can be
interesting to do further research into different genres. Or perhaps Koopman is on to something
when she mentioned that the narrativity is more important when it comes to eliciting emotions
than whether the narrative is fictional or factual. Furthermore, it still cannot be ruled out that
empathic people tend to read more. Koopman for example found that personality differences
have a certain degree of effect on empathic responses. Moreover, while Wallentin, Simonsen
and Nielsen used a whole narrative namely The Ugly Duckling, the other studies discussed
above used short fragments. It might be interesting to see whether whole narratives elicit more
or less emotions after reading. Besides, if literature has this amazing strength that can turn
humans into better beings, then there should be more research on the effects of literature on
adolescents or perhaps even a younger target group, as children are easier to influence. It would

be interesting to follow children from a young age into their adulthood whilst keeping up with

31



their reading habits. That would truly show the effects of literature on empathy. Finally, the
participants in the experiments that have been described above were mostly women. Even
though the results did not find gender differences, it might be interesting to try and represent
men more in the studies. Perhaps if there are more men in the experiments, there would be

differences between the genders.

32



References

Allport, Floyd Henry. Social Psychology. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1924.

Altmann, Ulrike, Bohrn, Isabel C., Lubrich, Oliver, Menninghais, Winfried and Jacobs, Arthur
M. “Fact vs Fiction—-How Paratextual Information Shapes Our Reading Processes.”
Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience 9 (2014): 22-29.

Appel, Markus and Richter, Tobias. “Persuasive Effects of Fictional Narratives Increase Over
Time.” Media Psychology 10 (2007): 113-134.

Argo, Jennifer J., Zhu, Rui (Juliet) and Dahl, Darren W. “Fact or Fiction: An Investigation of
Empathy Differences in Response to Emotional Melodramatic Entertainment.” Journal
of Consumer Research 34 (2008): 614-623.

Aristotle. Poetics. Trans. Malcolm Heath. United Kingdom: Penguin Books Ltd, 1997.

Bal, Matthijs and Veltkamp, Martijn. “How Does Fiction Reading Influence Empathy? An
Experimental Investigation on the Role of Emotional Transportation.” PLoS ONE 8.1
(2013): 1-12.

Bergson, Henri. Time and the Free Will. An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness.
Trans. Frank L. Pogson. New York: The Macmillan co., 1910.

Borke, Helene. “Interpersonal perception of young children: Egocentrism or empathy.”

Developmental Psychology 5 (1971): 262-269.

Brown, Junius. Psychology and the Social Order. New Y ork: McGraw-Hill, 1936.

Busselle, Rick and Bilandzic, Helena. “Measuring Narrative Engagement.” Media Psychology
12 (2009): 321-347.

Campbell, Neil A. et al. Biology. San Francisco: Pearson Benjamin Cummings, 2008.

Cranenburgh, Ben. Neurowetenschappen een overzicht. Amsterdam: Elsevier
gezondheidszorg, 2009.

Darwin, Charles. The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex. New York: Appleton,
1871.

Decety, Jean and Jackson, Philip L. “A Social-Neuroscience Perspective on Empathy.” Current
Directions in Psychological Science 15.2 (2006): 54-58.

Decety, Jean and Sommerville, Jessica A. “Shared Representations Between Self and Other: A
Social Cognitive Neuroscience View.” TRENDS in Cognitive Sciences 7.12 (2003):
527-533.

Dixon, Peter and Bortolussi, Maria. “The Scientific Study of Literature. What Can, Has, and
Should Be Done.” Scientific Study of Literature 1.1 (2011): 59-71.

Djikic, Maja, Oatley, Keith and Moldoveanu, Mihnea C. “Reading Other Minds. Effects of
Literature on Empathy. Scientific Study of Literature 3.1 (2013): 28-47.

33



Djikic, Maja, Oatley, Keith, Zoeterman, Sara and Peterson, Jordan B. “On Being Moved by
Art: How Reading Diction Transforms the Self.” Creativity Research Journal 21.1
(2009): 24-29.

Dymond, Rosalind F. “A scale for the measurement of empathic ability.” Journal of Consulting
Psychology 13 (1949): 27-33.

Eisenberg, Nancy and Lennon, Randy. “Sex Differences in Empathy and Related Capacities.”
Psychological Bulletin 94.1 (1983): 100-131.

Forster, Edward M. Aspects of the Novel. London: Edward Arnold Publishers, 1960. (Original
work published 1927).

Gerrig, Richard J. Experiencing Narrative Worlds. On the Psychological Activities of Reading.
New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1993.

Green, Melanie C. and Brock, Timothy C. “The Role of Transportation in the Persuasiveness
of Public Narratives.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 79.5 (2000): 701-
721.

Green, Melanie C., Chatham, Christopher and Sestir, Marc A. “Emotion and Transportation
into Fact and Fiction.” Scientific Study of Literature 2.1 (2012): 37-59.

Herman, David. Story Logic: Problems and Possibilities of Narrative. Nebraska: University of
Nebraska Press: Lincoln and London, 2002.

---. Basic Elements of Narrative. Chichester: Blackwell Publishing, 2009.

Jannidis, Fotis. “Character.” Handbook of Narratology. Ed. Peter Hiihn, John Pier, Wolf
Schmid and Jorg Schonert. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2009. 14-29. Print.

Johnson, Dan R. “Transportation into a Story Increases Empathy, Prosocial Behavior, and
Perceptual Bias Toward Fearful Expressions.” Personality and Individual Differences
52 (2012): 150-155.

Jurecic, Ann. “Empathy and the Critic.” College English 74.1 (2011): 10-27.

Kearney, Richard. “Narrating Pain: The Power of Catharsis.” Paragraph 30.1 (2007): 51-66.

Keen, Suzanne. “A Theory of Narrative Empathy.” Narrative 14.3 (2006): 207-236.

---. Empathy and the Novel. New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 2007.

Kidd, David Comer and Castano, Emanuele. “Reading Literary Fiction Improves Theory of
Mind.” Science 342 (2013): 377-380.

Koopman, Eva Maria (Emy). “Empathic Reactions After Reading: The Role of Genre, Personal
Factors and Affective Responses. Poetics 50 (2015): 62-79.

Larsen, Randy, J. and Buss, David, M. Personality Psychology. Domains of Knowledge About
Human Nature. New York: McGraw-Hill Companies, 2010.

34



“Limbic System.”Rhsmpsychology. Web. 12 feb. 2016.

Lipps, Theodor. Zur Einfiihlung. Leipzig: Wilhelm Engelmann, 1913.

Mar, Raymond A. and Oatley, Keith. “The Function of Fiction is the Abstraction and
Simulation of Social Experience.” Perspectives on Psycholohical Science 3 (2008):
173-192.

Mar, Raymond A., Oatley, Keith and Peterson, Jordan B. “Exploring the Link Between Reading
Fiction and Empathy: Ruling Out Individual Differences and Examining Outcomes.”
Communications 34 (2009): 407-428.

Mar, Raymond A., Oatley, Keith, Hirsh, Jacob, dela Paz, Jennifer, Peterson, Jordan B.
“Bookworms Versus Nerds: Exposure to Fiction Versus Non-Fiction, Divergent
Associations with Social Ability, and the Simulation of Fictional Social Worlds.”
Personality 40 (2006): 694-712.

Margolin, Uri. “Individuals in Narrative Worlds: An Ontological Perspective.” Poetics Today
11 (1990): 843-871.

McDouggal, William. An Introduction to Social Psychology. Boston: Methuen, 1912. (Original
work published 1908).

Oatley, Keith. “The Cognitive Science of Fiction.” WIREs Cogn Sci 3 (2012): 425-430.

Preston, Stephanie D. and Hofelich, Alicia J. “The Many Faces of Empathy: Parsing Empathic
Phenomena through a Proximate, Dynamic-Systems View of Representing the Other in
the Self.” Emotion Review 4.1 (2012): 24-33.

Rogers, Carl R. “Empathic: An Unappreciated Way of Being.” The Counseling Psychologist
5.2 (1975): 2-10.

Ryan, Marie-Laure. Narrative as Virtual Reality. Immersion and Interactivity in Literature and
Electronic Media. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001.

---.  Possible Worlds, Artificial Intelligence and Narrative Theory. Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press, 1991.

Schneider, Ralph. “Toward a Cognitive Theory of Literary Characters: The Dynamics of
Mental- Model Construction.” Style 35 (2001): 607-639.

Singer, Tania, Seymour, Ben, O’Doherty, John, Kaube, Holger, Dolan, Raymond J. and Frith,
Chris D. “Empathy for Pain Involves the Affective but Not Sensory Components of
Pain.” Science 303 (2004): 1157-1161.

Sklar, Howard. “Narrative as Experience: The Pedagogical Implications of Sympathizing with

Fictional Characters.” Partial Answers 6.2 (2008): 481-501.

35



Smith, Adam. The Theory of Moral Sentiments. Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1976. (Original
work published 1759).

Smith, Alexander McCall. Morality for Beautiful Girls. New York: Polygon, 2001.

Speer, Nicole K., Reynolds, Jeremy R., Swallow, Khena M. and Zacks, Jeffrey M. “Reading
Stories Activates Neural Representations of Visual and Motor Experiences.” Psychol
Sci 20.8 (2009): 989-999.

Wallentin, Mikkel, Simonsen, Arndis and Nielsen, Andreas Hgjlund. “Action Speaks Louder
Than Words. Empathy Mainly Modulates Emotions from Theory of Mind-Laden Parts
of a Story.” Scientific Study of Literature 3.1 (2013): 137-153.

Winerman, Lea. “The Mind’s Mirror.” Monitor 36.9 (2005): 48.

Wispé, Lauren. “The Distinction Between Sympathy and Empathy: To Call Forth a Concept,
A Word Is Needed. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 50.2 (1986): 314-
321.

Wolters, E. Ch. Neurologie. Structuur, functie en dysfunctie van het zenuwstelsel.
Houten/Diegem: Bohn Stafleu Van Loghum, 2001.

Zimbardo, Philip, G., Johnson, Robert, L. and McCann, Vivian. Psychologie: Een Inleiding.
Trans. Bridget Peeck, Sandra van Mameren-Broers and Stijn Meuleman. Amsterdam:

Pearson Education Benelux, 2009.

36



