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Abstract:

The talk responds to the attempt by some to ground the study of literature in a theory of evolution by natural selection. Literary Darwinism (so-called) has actively courted and received broad-based recognition from the major media in the United States and abroad. The time is ripe for a response from within literary study, one that engages head-on the claims it makes about both literature and science. I argue that literary Darwinists have trouble showing how the forms of literature are adaptations or how the mind could have an innate disposition to literary texts. I further argue that the adaptationist story about literature is not the right way to integrate genuinely interesting insights from the cognitive sciences into the literary humanities or for the literary humanities to contribute to an interdisciplinary conversation about the mind. Whereas literary Darwinism draws on one strand of nativist and internalist evolutionary psychology, I suggest that we should look to approaches more genial to the perspectives of the humanities, especially recent work in extended or environmentally sensitive models of cognition.
