Classics and cognitive science

I fully expect … a major revision of the humanities as important and as fundamental as the revision of the humanities that separates the thirteenth century from the sixteenth century. This new revision seems inevitable. The humanities will not disappear in the age of cognitive science, they will not be unrecognizable, they will not lose their identity, but they will add to themselves an unmistakable new dimension precisely because they are so vital and must inevitably participate in the great new venture of the present and immediate future: the deep mapping of the mind. It is nothing less than the discovery of a new world, the discovery of our human selves.

Paradoxically, this new concept is a very old one. It is so old that we have forgotten it. Classical rhetoricians sought to discover the basic conceptual apparatus active in the minds of citizens, and upon which nearly every aspect of their thinking, their language, their literature, and their society is based. Over subsequent centuries, classical rhetoric degenerated into tabulating taxonomies of mannered wordplay and memorizing categories of argument. Our present conception of rhetoric is equally degenerate, which is unfortunate. This book includes many things unknown to classical rhetoric, but in essence it offers a conception of the humanities that is a direct continuation of the classical paradigm, however differently that paradigm may play out in the age of cognitive science.

Turner 1991: 29.

Short bibliography

The standard resource on cognitive approaches to literature is Alan Richardson’s annotated bibliography at www2.bc.edu/~richarad/lcb/bib/annot.html, though it hasn’t been updated for a while and is all too representative of the field in showing no awareness of anything by classicists unless it happens to have appeared in a mainstream literary journal.

review articles

•
Alan Richardson, “Studies in literature and cognition: a field map”, in Alan Richardson & Ellen Spolsky (edd.), The work of fiction: cognition, culture, and complexity (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004) 1-29 – particularly good on the inclusiveness of cognitivism, its power to accommodate and invigorate the agendas of traditional modern and postmodern literary studies.

•
Hans Adler & Sabine Gross. “Adjusting the frame: comments on cognitivism and literature.” Poetics Today 23 (2002): 195-220 – response to the first special issue, q.v. infra; the second special issue is essentially a set of responses to this response

•
Tony E. Jackson, “Explanation, interpretation, and close reading: the progress of cognitive poetics” (review of Stockwell 2002 and Joanna Gavins & Gerard Steen edd., Cognitive poetics in practice)” Poetics Today 26 (2005) 519ff.

broad introductory accounts (neither wholly satisfactory)

•
Patrick Colm Hogan, Cognitive science, literature and the arts: a guide for humanists, 2003

•
Peter Stockwell, Cognitive poetics: an introduction, 2002

A useful collection of readings demonstrating a variety of approaches is Elena Semino and J Culpeper eds, Cognitive stylistics, 2002.

recent special issues: 

•
Two special issues of Poetics Today: spring 23 (2002) and summer 24 (2003). 

•
Special issue of Journal of Consciousness Studies 11.5-6 (2004)

Two journals with a fairly pervasive cognitivist agenda are Poetics and Humor.

some classics

•
George Lakoff, Women, fire, and dangerous things, 1987

•
Mark Turner, Reading minds, 1991; The literary mind, 1996

•
Ellen Spolsky, Gaps in nature, 1993

•
Patrick Colm Hogan, “Literary universals”, Poetics Today 18 (1997) 223-49

•
Mary Thomas Crane, Shakespeare’s brain, 2001

•
Marisa Bortolussi & Peter Dixon, Psychonarratology, 2003 – plodding but paradigmatic

Some questions

Cognitivism generally

· Can cognitivism produce new, useful readings of familiar texts that can’t be achieved by other means?

· How do we escape from promiscuous hypothesis-building as a mere reformulation of the very rhetoric of unfounded ex cathedra assertions that empirical cognitivists criticise?

· Is the import of scientistic models of validity to the literary humanities necessarily a good thing, or even appropriate?

· Is cognitivism intrinsically positivist or poststructuralist? (Both positions have their advocates.)

· Should the cognitive processing of literature be analysed for its similarities with real-life forms of mental processing or for its differences?

Cognitivism and Classics

· Does Classics have anything to offer to cognitivism? Or will this be essentially one-way traffic, as in the case for instance of anthropology and classics?

· Does cognitive science bring something genuinely new to the study of classical literature, or does it just offer new ways of talking about topics that have gone out of fashion (which may of course be a good thing in its own right)?

· What distinctive literary questions arise for classicists that don’t arise in other literary disciplines but could yet be illuminated by cognitivist approaches?

· Cognitivism tends to present itself as the study of the reading (and, less often, the composing) mind; but are the culturally local operations of ancient readers accessible to empirical study? If so, how?

· How can the cognitivist project of universal-chasing (manifesto in Hogan 1997) reinvigorate comparative (and transhistorical) literary studies? Are there, for example, classical western ways of literary understanding whose cultural boundness can be demonstrated by comparison with rival traditions of similar antiquity and complexity? Can a literary history be written on the model of, say, the history of western classical harmony?

· How can a cognitivist approach illuminate the process of literary invention and innovation in antiquity, when key operations of the literary text were being discovered for (arguably) the first time?

· Can the cognitivist underpinnings of ancient literary criticism help us to understand its development and even the literature it was devised to describe?

· Are there areas of Classics particularly crying out for a cognitivist shakeup?

