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ABSTRACT

This essay presents public criticism as one answer to the question of why
literary criticism has value in the twenty-first century. Reframing criticism in
terms of its multiple functions, the essay moves beyond the critique-
postcritique binary. It advocates for functional and methodological pluralism
as crucial to the discipline’s vitality. It addresses the public functions of story,
criticism, and critic. Public criticism draws out and conveys the cognitive and
collective value of stories, deploying the most appropriate disciplinary and
interdisciplinary methods to show how stories can provide multiple points of
view, enable understanding of collective identities, function as narrative
models enabling surrogative reasoning about target systems, and play a key
public role in anticipations of the future, as narrative futures methods. Public
criticism expands the available public roles for the critic, adapting Roger
A. Pielke Jr's framework to demonstrate how literary critics can function as
humanities arbiters and honest brokers, as well as issue advocates, in the
structures and institutions of public reasoning. Public criticism requires
transparency about the methodological rigour of the discipline, and more
prevalent practices of collaboration and knowledge synthesis. Overall, the
essay provides an implementable framework for how stories, criticism and
critic can inform public reasoning.
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Why is literary criticism of value? This is a question that has been asked and
(un)answered many times. It is both hackneyed and haunting. It calls forth
whole internal histories of the field, from resistance to the very idea that lit-
erature and its study ought to have value at all,' to an ideological commit-
ment to criticism’s value lying in critique and opposition,” to more recent
postcritique attempts to move away from that perceived negativity and
create the space for new ways of reading that, it is claimed, offer the oppor-
tunity to rethink the relationship of literary criticism to the public sphere.’
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Here I take up that opportunity, offering a new idea of public criticism, con-
textualised within the frame of understanding all criticism as serving some
kind of function. The idea of public criticism is one attempt to move
beyond the binary stalemate between critique and postcritique. Proposed
as one function of criticism amongst others, it is part of a broader commit-
ment to functional pluralism, and therefore methodological pluralism, as
crucial to the vitality of the discipline. Public criticism meets the need for
developing new ways of representing the value of criticism, and the huma-
nities in general, although it offers explanation and performance of this
value, not embattled rhetoric of justification or defence.* In doing so, it
offers one way - in theory and practice - for demonstrating the continued
relevance of literary criticism in the twenty-first century.

Function

I here present a framework within which to understand, communicate, and
practice a new form of valuable public literary criticism. It is an idea of public
criticism that diverges significantly from traditional Marxist understandings,
historical and contemporary, of criticism as born of and inherently of value
only as, in Terry Eagleton’s words, ‘a struggle against the absolutist state’.’
That conception of criticism’s public value is guided by Jiirgen Habermas’
idea of the ‘public sphere’, with public reasoning the activity of a public -
here meaning a group of private people — reasoning collectively in opposition
to public authorities.’ But criticism can also function in the context of public
reasoning as defined radically differently, for instance by Sheila Jasanoft, as
‘the institutional practices, discourses, techniques and instruments through
which modern governments claim legitimacy in an era of limitless risks -
physical, political and moral’” Public reasoning according to JasanofPs
definition is located within institutions of power, such as the state, and con-
stitutes the practical activity of such institutions when making decisions in
the public interest.

It gives weight to the arguments of postcritique to acknowledge that the
idea that criticism might function within sites of governmental power seems
a radical, rather than a normative, suggestion, one which might be received
by many as symptomatic of the demise rather than the rejuvenation of the
value of literary studies. It is at odds, for instance, with Michel Foucault’s argu-
ment that the critical attitude is, in Felski’s account, ‘an expression of the desire
not to be governed, or at least not to be governed quite so much’.® But criticism
does not only have to be positioned ‘outside’ to be of value, nor does its being
positioned ‘inside’ mean accepting things as they are without attempting
to change them. To engage is not to relinquish the possibility of critique,
although it may provide new insights and understandings that prompt a
reconsideration of the beliefs and assumptions underlying the critique.
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There is neither a necessary nor essential relationship between literary cri-
ticism and opposition (political or ideological), but that does not mean that
any criticism that is not ideologically informed is a form of quietism. The
understanding of public criticism proposed here considers how literary criti-
cism can function within structures of power (without any necessity for ideo-
logical complicity) to effect change, rather than always and only situate itself
external to, and in critique of, power. It therefore runs contrary to under-
standing the public value of literary criticism, and (whilst being wary of
Steven Connor’s caution not to overly metonymise literary studies) the
humanities more generally, to be that of challenging rather than supporting
power structures and state operations.” There is no doubt that independence,
and sometimes explicit opposition (for instance to the state, or to neoliberal
university systems) is necessary. They provide a key demonstration of the
public value not just of the humanities in fact, but of academia in general.
But they do not have to exclusively define the position of the humanities
and the public value of literary criticism. Both independence and engage-
ment (with the potential for critique happening at both sites) are needed.

Public criticism is one function of literary criticism amongst others.
Thinking of criticism in terms of its multiple (and sometimes contradictory)
functions enables us to move beyond the impasse of the melodramatic binar-
ism of the so-called ‘method wars’'® — as well as their lack of impact on
changes in the discipline’s actual methods - and expands the available char-
acterological repertoire for the critic. In the first instance, current arguments
about method need to be reframed as in fact arguments about function, and
therefore also about value. There is no good reason why the functions of cri-
ticism cannot be plural. Indeed, an ecology of different functions of criticism
- some in fierce competition, some in symbiosis - is crucial to the vitality of
the discipline, to enable it to adapt and evolve, and to facilitate multiple
articulations of its value.

Attending to the multiple functions of criticism enables us to understand
and receive old and new critical approaches'' as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick
observes the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ has not been understood or received
- as ‘a possibility among other possibilities’, not ‘as a mandatory injunc-
tion.'* Thinking about criticism as serving many and varied functions
shares in Sedgwick’s drive to see ‘differentials of practice’.’> The same
drive to de-essentialise critique is found in Rita Felski’s The Limits of Critique
(2015), which very closely follows Sedgwick’s arguments. Where Sedgwick is
perhaps less polemic than Felski is in her acknowledgement that what she
calls ‘the present paranoid consensus’ has been achieved not by displacing
other ways of knowing, but rather ‘simply may have required a certain dis-
articulation, disavowal, and misrecognition’ of such approaches.14 These are,
she insists ‘actually being practiced, often by the same theorists and as part of
the same projects’.'”> For Sedgwick, the history of criticism has always
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witnessed the interlocking of, or oscillation between, different critical
approaches, even if at moments that diversity has been (accidentally or pur-
posively) forgotten.'®

Reflections on the psychology or character of the critic also need to be
reframed in terms of function. David Kurnick observes that the essays so
often referred to within the ‘miniature tradition’ of the ‘method wars’” are
less about the way we go about things when we are engaged in criticism
and more about how we ‘feel about ourselves when we do’: ‘they give us
powerful images of what kind of people we are when we interpret: more
than a new hermeneutics, this work has popularized a series of character
sketches of the academic critic’."” Kurnick is strongly critical of what he
calls this pop-psychology, but attending to characterology invites consider-
ation of other possible functions of the critic. The function of a person is
defined as their role in life, society or within an organisation. So we might
ask ourselves what roles a critic can play in life, society or within an insti-
tution. In the final section of this essay, I suggest that Roger A. Pielke Jr’s fra-
mework of the types of role that scientists can play in public life can be
usefully adapted to describe existing, and provide a range of new, roles
that the literary critic might also play.

Finally, understanding criticism as functional involves asking what role
the objects we study, and criticism of them, are playing in life, society or
within an organisation. This is the subject of the next section of this essay.
And here we do arrive at method. For the questions why? and where? (necess-
arily asked of story, criticism and critic) determine the most appropriate how,
both the methods used for engaging with the object of investigation, and the
modes in which the results of that investigation are communicated. From a
practical point of view, the best or most appropriate method is determined,
in each instance, by the answers to those two questions — ‘why?” and ‘where?’.
The methods available to the literary critic are highlighted most obviously in
what we consider important to teach to our students, what in our pedagogy
we implicitly or explicitly value as the core methods of our discipline: the
ability to read, that is to understand and analyse the mechanisms of a text,
how it produces the cognitive effects and emotional affects that it does.'®
These are skills not just in the formal analysis of individual words,
phrases, or lines, of imagery and rhetoric, but also in the analysis of narrative
- students need to understand about order and discourse, about narrative
voice, about double-ended frame narratives, about narrative temporality,
and so on, in order to understand how a story works. To continue to state
the obvious, other methods we teach are'’: research skills (digital and archi-
val); deploying historical and biographical context; tracing the material
history of a text; attending to patterns of dissemination, proliferation, and
reception; theoretical literacy; skills in writing well and constructing argu-
ments effectively; as well as methods more commonly aligned with other
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disciplines where useful, be it, for example, from computer science, sociology
or philosophy. Thinking of all criticism as functional is an approach that
demands of the critic a willingness, flexibility, and skilfulness to deploy the
method(s) most suited to the specific combination of story, criticism, and
critic function, at that moment encountered. In what follows, I offer a
theory of the public functions of story, criticism, and critic, in order to delin-
eate one critical approach - public criticism, the variety of methods it might
deploy, and the reasons for its value.

The public functions of stories and criticism

In the rest of this essay, I will use ‘story’ to refer to the proper (meant descrip-
tively not normatively) object of study of criticism, not the perhaps more
commonly used ‘text’. By ‘story’ I mean a causal account of something hap-
pening that includes entities with agency, that can be distributed or shared,
and in which both form and content generate affect and cognition. Stories
can be textual (embedded, embodied, and curated) or non-textual (transient
and malleable). Public criticism works with this capacious undertanding of
story, and is most useful when not restricted in its attentions only to ’litera-
ture’ - the tools of literary studies have much to offer to the study of all types
and forms of stories. In focusing my attention in this essay on the narrative
form, I recognise that these reflections might therefore be more or less useful
in relation to other proper objects of literary studies, or of other humanities
disciplines in fact. But I think more is gained than lost in doing so. For such a
focus responds to the ubiquity of stories in culture and society. Narrative is
found across genres, media, sectors, and disciplines. Focusing on narrative
form therefore offers the greatest scope for expanding where, why, and
how criticism might valuably operate. Interestingly, this expansion restores
the more generous understanding of the proper objects of criticism which
Eagleton mourns the loss of at the end of The Function of Criticism (1984)
when he notes that the ‘topics of criticism’ were ‘narrowed and impover-
ished’ when reduced to ‘the so-called “literary canon” >’

In Uses of Literature (2008), Felski calls for a renewed attention to litera-
ture’s connectedness with, and embeddedness and action in, the social world.
But she notes that in many areas of literary studies there remains a deep mis-
trust of the idea that literature can have a use: ‘What distinguishes literature,
in this line of thought, is its obdurate resistance to all calculations of purpose
and function’.*' This resistance is not universal however — in “The Storytel-
ler’, for example, Walter Benjamin identifies ‘an indispensable element of
every real story. It serves, overtly or covertly, a useful function’.”* There is
perhaps less resistance within literary studies to the idea of the eudonic func-
tions of stories - entertainment, escape, happiness, healing - and the
affective value of criticism, than there is to stories” and criticism’s cognitive
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functions.”® But the cognitive value of stories is in fact recognised
and investigated across disciplines.”* Stories function as part of the informa-
tional context in which people think and act, make decisions, and formulate
beliefs and judgements.* Stories - textual and non-textual — influence social
judgement, agenda-setting, and the perception of problem urgency and
responsibility.*

One reason for suspicion of claims for literature’s cognitive value within
literary studies might lie in the fear that attention to cognitive value neglects
attending to the ways in which stories are told. Consider Marjorie Perloff's
assertion, for instance, that ‘if the main purpose of a literary text is to
convey knowledge or formulate truth, questions of form and genre take a
back seat’.?” Such questions may indeed be less foregrounded in public criti-
cism attending to public function and cognitive value than in other critical
approaches, but they need not necessarily be absent. Indeed, the extent to
which they are present, and why, needs to be determined in the context of
the function of the critical act being undertaken - attending to them at the
levels valued within disciplinary criticism, for instance, might in fact be det-
rimental in some instances to the function of public criticism.

The value of public criticism lies in its ability to identify, analyse and com-
municate the cognitive value of stories, in particular in relation to important
issues of debate or decision. To do so, public criticism needs to be able to
identify what role a story or stories is/are playing in life, society or within
an organisation, and deploy methods most suited to understanding and
communicating that function. I here suggest four functions of stories that
render them, and critical engagement with them, of cognitive value to
public reasoning. Each function is (necessarily briefly) illustrated with
examples pertaining to some of the key issues of contemporary public
reasoning: the environment and climate crisis; exponential general
purpose technologies such as Al; nuclear weapons and power; and the
economy. The four cognitive functions of stories I propose focus on
systems and collectives rather than individuals. Stories enable multiple
points of view, increasing knowledge and understanding of a system of rel-
evance to public reasoning. Stories create and consolidate collective identi-
ties, helping identify social groups, understand motivations and actions,
and recognise social norms and how they are or might be changing.
Stories are narrative models, functional tools that enable explanation and
understanding. Stories can also function as anticipatory narrative models,
part of their wider role in anticipatory systems, imagining and testing a
range of futures in order to enable better public reasoning in the present.
Any one story might function in one or all of these ways at the same or
different times, and therefore might need to be approached methodologically
differently depending on which function is currently being attended to. In
the interdisciplinary spirit of public criticism, these function categories are
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not primarily drawn out of the history of literary criticism or theory, but out
of the most cutting-edge recent thinking about stories and their roles across
disciplines. They may therefore be more or less recognisable to literary
critics.

The function perhaps most notably absent for literary critics is empathy,
which has historically been the most important, in some cases in fact the
only, function of stories mobilised to maintain their relevance to public
reasoning.”® The narrative empathy-altruism hypothesis (NEAH) holds
that stories function to produce empathy which leads to prosocial behaviour.
Its validity, or lack thereof, is, as Andreea Deciu Ritivoi identifies, a question
of importance ‘not just for narrative theory but also for political thought’.*’
Convinced by neither the rhetorical nor empirical case for the NEAH, I
propose that stories are of value to public reasoning not for the insight
they may give into the emotional state of others, nor (posited) emotional
or even intellectual changes in the reader. Rather, the public value of
stories lies in the multiple perspectives one, or a collection of, stories can
provide on a system of relevance to public reasoning. Public criticism that
draws out and conveys that knowledge can contribute to greater understand-
ing of the system. It can help change the boundaries of the system (what is
included or excluded in it) and/or help change what is brought most
sharply into focus or foregrounded within it. Functioning in this way, the
useful information contained in stories and conveyed in public criticism is
not about the holder of a specific point of view, but about expanding under-
standing of the systems that holder is observing, the object of their
perspective.

Gerald Vizenor’s Bearheart: The Heirship Chronicles (1990) (a revised
version of his first novel, Darkness in St Louis: Bearheart [1978]) provides
an Indigenous point of view on the environment, government and growth
that can expand understanding of those systems. Ursula Le Guin’s short
story ‘Direction of the Road’ (1974) is less of value to public reasoning for
the access it gives to the ‘mind’ of a tree and more for how the tree’s point
of view (imagined through story) offers a different perspective on the ques-
tion of road development. Where an initial public framing might be to con-
sider how to maximise movement and speed and reduce accidents (and
would take for granted the perspective of the car driver), taking the story
of the tree seriously means expanding the system it is necessary to consider
to include stationary and slow-moving animate and inanimate entities adja-
cent to the road, which might include pedestrians as well as, for example,
hedgerows. Functioning in this way, the story helps to foreground the con-
sequences of increasing speed for static or slow-moving parts of the
landscape.

Public criticism attending to stories as offering points of view on systems
can draw on established core methods of disciplinary criticism, but must do
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so with an awareness of, and in dialogue with, the cognitive value of the story
in relation to issues of importance to public reasoning. As noted above,
public criticism does not mean forsaking attention to the formal qualities
of the story - indeed, as Felski notes, the ‘repertoire of sense-making
devices is firmly anchored in the formal and generic properties of literary
texts’” - but such attention is enacted in the interests of better understand-
ing a story’s contextual cognitive value. Public criticism in this mode needs
to ensure it expands the scope of its own enquiries in order to search out and
include analysis of stories in which the points of view presented do not align
with the critic’s own, in order to gather a wider range of viewpoints, and/or
ensure that the multiple points of view contained within a single story are
equally attended to.

Any increased understanding of individuals that might be achieved
through stories functioning to offer different points of view is of value to
the extent that individuals are part of collectives, and understanding collec-
tive identities is crucial to effective public reasoning. Stories can therefore
also function to enable greater insight into collective identities. With
regard to this function, public criticism attends both to how stories shared
within groups convey social norms and other information relevant to
group coherence, constituting identities and influencing behaviour, and
how stories provide insight into the nature of collective identities, how
they are formed and maintained, through their modelling of such identities
in the contents of the story. (I will say more about modelling in a moment.)

Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward: 2000-1887 (1888) created and sus-
tained the Nationalist movement; Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead (1943) and
Atlas Shrugged (1957) have and continue to shape and sustain American con-
servatism and libertarianism. Popular non-textual economic stories spread
orally, through the news and through social media, influence individual
and collective economic belief and action, such as the Bitcoin narrative,
which has successfully cohered an anarchic and cosmopolitan collective
identity that transcends nation state divisions.”’ The story contents of
Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behaviour (2012) provides social knowledge
about the impact of climate change on different but intersecting collective
identities, those of scientists, low income families, and a population of but-
terflies, in a specific locale, at a specific time, in relation to the use or value of
a particular piece of land.

The TV series Chernobyl represents the identity systems - including the
relationship between the science and policy communities, and the dangers
of misinformation, propaganda and disregard for truth - that characterised
the US and the UK at the time the series was made. Public criticism informed
by historical knowledge of Soviet life and research into the intentions and
role of the series writer can explain why Chernobyl ought not to be taken
as a reliable or realistic model of such structures in the final years of the
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Soviet Union. But public criticism that draws on methodologies from soci-
ology is needed in order to test Belarusian Nobel laureate Svetlana Alexie-
vich’s observation that the series has cohered the younger generation in
Belarus who have learnt more about the extent of the disaster through watch-
ing it, and who have received the series through a lens of stronger genera-
tional environmental consciousness.”> Shared stories contributing to
shared identities are also associated with research groups, for instance, evi-
dence that science fiction (SF) plays a role in the formation of Al researcher
communities, their constituents, and the type of research undertaken, is
anecdotal, historical, (auto)biographical and, emergently, empirical.33

Public criticism attending to the collective identity function of stories
can help identify social groups in terms of narrative networks, leading
to new understandings of motivations and actions and of the norms
that inform them. To do so, public criticism needs to draw on and
deploy different methods in order to study both story sharing and story
content, and explore the cognitive value of both with regard to developing
understanding of collective identities in public reasoning. To study the
effects of story sharing, public criticism needs sociological, empirical,
and experimental research methods. It can also continue to cautiously
deploy new digital methods made available by developments in research
technologies — in particular in relation to accessing and processing large
datasets of stories — whilst being cognisant of the access and ethical chal-
lenges of such research.

Public criticism attending to the cognitive value of story content with
regard to collective identities needs a robust theory of narrative represen-
tation in order to explain how stories provide knowledge about the world.
Such a theory is found in the third function of stories proposed here - mod-
elling. Stories can be understood as narrative models. A narrative model is an
idealised description or conception of a target system, through narrative
means, which can help perform some cognitive function with respect to
that system, yielding knowledge through surrogative reasoning>* The
nature of the narrative representation underpinning stories’ modelling func-
tion can be understood according to Roman Frigg and James Nguyen’s DEKI
account of representation.” It is so called because of its key elements: deno-
tation, exemplification, keying up, and imputation. A model denotes a target
system. The model exemplifies certain properties of that system - this is a
selective act determined by context. These properties are imputed to the
target system by the model designer or the model user - that is, they stipulate
that the properties exemplified in the model hold in the target system. But an
exact correspondence is rarely proposed. A precise articulation of the
relationship between the properties of the model and their imputed corre-
lates in the target system is needed. This precise articulation is a key,
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which explains exactly how the properties of the model relate to the target
system.

DEKI provides a more rigorous understanding of narrative representation
- of how stories relate to the world - than that found in the history of literary
critical thinking about mimesis, which too often flounders on the rocks of
defining representation. In his otherwise impressive history of mimesis,
Stephen Halliwell merely proposes that the relationship between the story-
world and the real-world is one of ‘correspondence or equivalence’ or of
‘coherence or congruity’.’® DEKI offers a tighter formulation of the nature
of the relationship between story and world or, as it can now be termed,
between narrative model and target system. Frigg and Nguyen suggest as
much in the final chapter of Modelling Nature (2020), where they propose
that DEKI could be extended to explain the workings of symbolic art, film,
and literature. They give example readings of Frans Pourbus the Younger’s
painting of Anne of Austria, the 1987 film The Way Things Go (dir. Fischli
and Weiss), George Orwell’s Animal Farm, and Voltaire’s Candide: or, Opti-
mism. They suggest that extending DEKI to art, film, and literature could
provide a new account of ‘the epistemic value of art’.””

To provide a worked example, the target system denoted in Kim Stanley
Robinson’s Aurora (2015) is planet Earth and its human inhabitants - a
large target system, but an important one given that climate change is a
global issue, even as it has radically different local effects. Aurora exemplifies
certain properties of that system. That is, the novel represents many proper-
ties of our present-day situation. These include: unstable environmental
effects with consequences for the planet’s ability to sustain human (and
other) life; the possibility that one mode of adaptation is the colonisation
of other human habitable planets; and, the challenges of governing resources
and people in a closed system. The novel is affective and effective because the
reader imputes that these properties exemplified in the model hold in the
target system; that is, the novel has relevance to its readers - it enables
them to engage in surrogative reasoning about contemporary circumstances
- because the reader is convinced that its themes and concerns correlate with
their reality. For the story to enable such reasoning, an articulation of the
precise nature of that correlation is needed. This precise articulation, the
key, is provided through public criticism that shows how, for instance, the
novel prompts its readers to consider possible policy responses to climate
change such as the relocation option on the one hand, and the resource man-
agement and collective governance option on the other. With regard to the
latter, in recreating the closed system of Earth on an imagined interplanetary
relocation ship, Aurora models the resource and governance challenges and
options that Earth currently faces, but which some individuals and collec-
tives have been slow or resistant to confront, countenance, and address.
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Public criticism recognises that certain narrative models are only useful in
certain contexts, that the same model is not (necessarily) useful in different
contexts, and that the knowledge produced needs to be used carefully. But it
also asserts that, deployed judiciously and in appropriate contexts, surroga-
tive reasoning about narrative models can help inform public reasoning.
Public criticism must ascertain which stories are relevant to the public
issue at hand, what target system the story or stories enable surrogative
reasoning about, whether the narrative model is functioning in mimetic or
anticipatory mode (depending on whether the target system is actual or
hypothetical), and, if the former, whether the story is mimetically legitimate.
Public criticism that asks and answers such questions can enable narrative
models to be effectively and explicitly incorporated into a pluralistic evidence
base to inform public reasoning. The DEKI account of narrative represen-
tation, and approaching stories as narrative models, represent new
methods in publicly valuable literary criticism, but they are methods that
also still draw on established core methods of the discipline for the operation
of the literary critical key.

Whereas mimetic narrative models can aid surrogative reasoning about
nearer term or narrower areas of public reasoning in which more elements
of the target system are fixed, anticipatory narrative models can function
in longer-term areas where more elements of the target system vary, and
over greater ranges. Anticipation is crucial to effective public reasoning
since, as Kenneth Boulding notes in the foreword to one of the foundational
works of Futures Studies (FS) — Fred Polak’s The Image of the Future (1973) -
‘The human condition can almost be summed up in the observation that,
whereas all experiences are of the past, all decisions are about the future.
The image of the future, therefore, is the key to all choice-oriented behav-
ior’.2® Aurora, for example, has cognitive value as an anticipatory narrative
model, rather than a mimetic one, if its hypothetical target system is under-
stood to be the consequences and effects of the development and deployment
in human systems (in particular, those of governance) of artificial general
intelligence. Anticipatory narrative models are one way in which stories
function as narrative futures methods. Such methods can be used to antici-
pate under conditions of uncertainty and contingency, can help avoid (or
raise critical self-consciousness about) colonial attitudes towards the
future, and can extend futures practice beyond experts, leading to enhanced
civic engagement and deliberative democracy.

Stories already play a role in the processes of established futures methods.
For example, in incasting, the story functions as a prompt for speculation on
impacts of alternative futures: ‘incasting is a simple matter of having partici-
pants divide into small groups and read a paragraph that describes a rather
extreme version of an alternative future. [...] They are then asked to describe
the impacts on a series of domains, such as law, politics, family life,
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entertainment, education, work, etc’.>* Comparably, in backcasting, a future
state is envisioned and then a story is created about the events that would
lead from the present to that future state. Future mapping also uses pre-
defined narrative end-state scenarios, but also includes ideas for events
leading up to those states. Participant teams then select and arrange the
events, in essence creating a ‘full story’ but with the assistance of having
the story pathway parts provided, although with their ordering and connec-
tion to be determined. Science fiction prototyping (SFP) is an ‘emerging
foresight technique’ inspired by ‘hard’ SF.** SFPs are defined by Brian
David Johnson as ‘short stories, movies and comics that are created
based on real science and technology’.*' They have a twofold function:
one, commercial and instrumentalist, to help develop new products and
technologies; the other, social and ethical, using science fiction to explore
the use and implications of those future technologies. SFP develops out
of a keen respect for SF as a genre, but also distances itself from it on the
grounds of intention, context, and purposiveness.42 Public critics can
take part in, or lead, SFP exercises, thereby playing a part in widening
the sources of evidence included in public reasoning (both the form of evi-
dence and the source of people generating it), and contributing to a more
deliberative democracy. Collaborative storytelling games can function
similarly, with the same benefits, in particular offering an important
avenue to further include non-experts in futures work.*’

The development of narrative futures methods has largely been under-
taken by academics outside of literary studies. Developers of narrative
futures methods therefore often lack the rigorous training and professional
skill that literary critics possess. This can weaken the quality of critical
engagement with narrative scenarios in FS and futures practice, both those
produced by standard futures methods and those produced by novel narra-
tive methods. In particular, the lack of intersection and interaction between
ES and SF studies might explain the most underdeveloped narrative futures
method - the use of existing SF stories as anticipatory narrative models.
Many works of SF are written with similar intent and purpose to SFPs and
collaborative storytelling games, and have a wide effect on public views,
actions, and decision-making. Given they are produced by creative pro-
fessionals, they are also usually significantly more sophisticated and reward-
ing in their rigorous imagining than lay products. Whilst not (necessarily)
collaborative in creation, critical engagement with such stories can indeed
be collaborative, and can take place within a futures context. Moreover, lit-
erary theory has long dispensed with authorial intention as an arbiter of the
meaning and effects of a story, so critical engagement with SF stories irre-
spective of author intention can yield rich insights into possible and prefer-
able futures. In particular, SF stories functioning as anticipatory narrative
models enable surrogative reasoning about future states, and the pathways
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to those states, of cognitive value to public reasoning.** Public criticism of
narrative models undertakes surrogative reasoning drawing on the core
methods of literary criticism. But it also incorporates new methods in
order to fully engage with the valuable public potential of narrative futures
methods. Such methods include civic engagement, hosting or participating
in cross-sector and interdisciplinary collaborative workshops, establishing
and maintaining interdisciplinary and cross-sector relationships, storytelling
game design, and story creation.*” Such practical and creative activities, often
taking place outside of the physical or conceptual space of university literary
criticism, are valuable methods of public criticism.

The public functions of the critic

In the previous section, I have delineated the cognitive and collective value of
stories and public criticism of them. Narrative experts who are highly skilled
in analysing and interpreting the functioning of stories are needed to draw
out and convey this collective cognitive value to non-experts. But for narra-
tive expertise to contribute to public reasoning by creating narrative evidence
on a cognitive and collective scale, it is necessary to expand our conception of
the public functions of the critic. The literary critic can play different roles at
different times, in relation to life, society and institutions, and our discipline
as a whole can be collectively strengthened by different groups and individ-
uals functioning in these different ways at different times. When it comes to
seeking out a plural understanding of the function of the literary critic, and
perhaps of the humanities scholar more generally, we can usefully learn from
the sciences not in terms of their methods, but in terms of the learning that
has amassed over some time in the sciences regarding the different public
roles a scientist can play. Indeed, Roger A. Pielke Jr's The Honest Broker:
Making Sense of Science and Politics (2007) provides a model that might
be productively adapted to the humanities.*®

Pielke outlines four idealised types of engagement that scientists can adopt
(depending on their view of science and of democracy) when considering the
range of roles they may choose to play if they wish (or do not wish) their
research to inform public reasoning in some way. Pielke’s book might be
described as sharing a functional disposition, but in relation to scientific
rather than humanistic knowledge. Pielke’s categories are: the pure scientist
- focusing on research with ostensibly no regard for its utility; the science
arbiter — a responsive role, providing expert advice when approached by a
policymaker with a specific request; the issue advocate — who has a desired
policy outcome in mind; and, the honest broker of policy alternatives —
one who ‘engages in decision-making by clarifying and, at times, seeking
to expand, the range of choices available to decision-makers’.*” Pielke also
identifies a fifth type, called the stealth advocate, representing experts who
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attempt to ignore or disguise their intentions by over-emphasising the apo-
litical or independent nature of their advice, with related risks to the overall
quality of the public reasoning.

Public criticism’s consideration of the public role of the literary critic can
be informed by considering how Pielke’s typology might map on to literary
scholarship, and humanities scholarship in general. Literary critics have tra-
ditionally inhabited the role of pure academic, or of issue advocate. Where
literary critics are explicit about their personal values and beliefs, they can
operate openly as issue advocates intending to influence public reasoning
in a particular direction. This role may include taking part in political acti-
vism. Pielke notes that ‘the defining characteristic of this role is a desire to
reduce the scope of available choice, often to a single preferred outcome
among many possible outcomes’, and that ‘issue advocacy is fundamental
to a healthy democracy and is a noble calling’.*® But issue advocacy is not
the only possible role a literary critic can play in public reasoning - literary
critics can also function as humanities arbiters and honest brokers. These
positions may offer a much needed way out of the current impasse I see
many humanities issue advocates currently facing, in which realisation
that the work of their discipline is not sufficient (or even perhaps necessary)
to change the world can lead to a questioning of faith in its value at all. Many
humanities academics have lost the ‘faith in exposure’® that Sedgwick
associates with paranoid reading while still continuing to practice it,
unable to consider alternatives due to the persistence of a concomitant
belief that paranoid reading is ‘the only and inevitable mode, motive,
content, and proof of true knowledge’,”® and of the public value of their
work.”" They are also plagued by what Felski identifies as the challenge of
reconciling their intellectual commitments and, I would add, institutional
positions, with their ‘political claims to speak “from below”.”*> Considering
the roles of humanities arbiter or humanities honest broker as viable
additions to the possible public functions of the literary critic, and other
humanities scholars, offers new sites at which to locate both the public
and self-reflective value of the humanities.”

The science arbiter ‘supports a decision maker by providing answers to
questions that can be addressed empirically, that is to say, using the tools
of science’,” often playing this role as a member of expert advisory commit-
tees. The literary critic as humanities arbiter can support a decision-maker by
providing answers to questions that can be addressed through the tools of
our discipline, also as a member of expert advisory committees if such struc-
tures were to adapt to accommodate us. To function in this way requires
explicit explanation of, and public understanding of, what constitutes
methodological rigour in literary studies: robust methods (as recognised
by sub-field), appropriate to their object of study; depth and breadth of
knowledge of the existing critical literature and the situation of one’s
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research in relation to it; sensitive, detailed, and acute close reading; archival
research, or identification by other means of new relevant material; the con-
struction of coherent and compelling arguments substantiated by evidence
gathered; peer review; and, ongoing engagement, rejection, refinement,
and deployment of arguments and ideas across a field, over time, leading
to cumulative knowledge as well as evolution and novelty. Routine
effective, explicit, academic and public description and communication of
the methods and structures guaranteeing rigour in literary studies, and the
humanities more widely, would enable the role of humanities arbiter to be
filled more regularly, enable humanities academics to be more easily incor-
porated into the structures of public reasoning, and give decision-makers
more confidence to ask humanities experts questions, and more confidence
in the robustness of our answers.

To function as an honest broker rather than an issue advocate, the literary
critic must deploy their expertise to serve the public good regardless of
whether they, as citizens, are aligned in terms of politics or values with
those currently in power. Those the literary critic might most seek to
inform may be precisely those with whom both sides feel they have least
in common. This is a challenge at which many literary critics may well
balk, so far removed is it from the issue advocacy alignment of research
with activism. But in public criticism this needs to be one role that the lit-
erary critic can play among many. To do so would require literary critics
committed to influencing public reasoning in this way to operate both in
their research practices, and in public, in more politically neutral ways,
enabling more public trust in the non-partisan nature of their knowledge
and expertise.

Public trust in humanities scholarship, including literary criticism, is
therefore dependent on greater communication and understanding of the
robustness of our methods, and on either the clear statement of personal pol-
itical values influencing the research (in the full knowledge that this can actu-
ally make it less effective, in the sense that the research becomes conflated
with, and therefore easily dismissed as, only an academic version of an
already well-understood political position), or with developing and practis-
ing research methods that mitigate against personal beliefs and politics.
One way of achieving the latter is through a greater emphasis on collabor-
ation and synthesis in our research practices, since a decision-maker
within the structures of public reasoning may be more confident of the
value of insights that come from a given field of research if it is clear that
the knowledge is produced by researchers with different political leanings
or sets of values. Whilst synthesis practices exist in the sciences (consider
for instance the IPCC, or in medicine [Cochrane] and international develop-
ment [Campbell]), they are very rare within the humanities.”® Researchers
are inevitably drawn to, and rewarded for, creating new knowledge, and
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the generative effects of synthesis tend not to be included within that categ-
orisation. Public criticism includes synthesis as a valuable and important
method, both the task of bringing together existing knowledge within a dis-
cipline, and knowledge across disciplines, of relevance to a question of
importance to public reasoning. In public criticism the value lies not just
in the function of the individual critic generating original work alone, but
in collaborative working to generate collectively produced knowledge, and
in the synthesis of work across fields (a practice which requires its own
forms of rigour, creativity, and judgement).

Public criticism is inherently interdisciplinary and intersectoral.”® In his
focus on the epistemic value of criticism, Jonathan Kramnick calls for an
understanding of ‘how a “reading” of a poem on for example the topic of har-
vesting apples might be of interest for a scholar working on sustainable agri-
culture’.”” Such an understanding would, he says, ‘provide the ground for
ongoing conversations and collaborations among disciplines’.”® Public criti-
cism as presented here provides that understanding. It offers the ground not
just for collaboration among disciplines, but across sectors, providing an
implementable framework for how a story about harvesting apples might
be of interest not just to a scholar working on sustainable agriculture, but
to the policymakers tasked with designing agricultural policy.

Conclusion

Twenty-first-century literary studies might well benefit from engaging in a
collective futures exercise to imagine its own possible, probable, and prefer-
able futures, the multiple pathways it might follow, and how to not just
survive, but thrive, in environments of recurrent risk. But to be productive,
such an exercise would need to be conducted out of a spirit of disciplinary
self-confidence and respect, rather than anxiety and contempt. It may
prove a far more fertile exercise in futural development than internecine
conflict; at the very least, it would give us another way of going about things.
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(Futures Literacy through Narrative) (‘Futures Literacy Through Narrative’,
Futures, 125 (2021), 102663). For just one example of story creation as literary
critical method in issue advocacy criticism, see Ruha Benjamin’s creative
work, such as her experimentation with speculative methods in ‘Designer
and Discarded Genomes’, paper presented at the Future Perfect, E37, Data
& Society, 28 June 2017; audio recording available here: https://listen.
datasociety.net/episodes/future-perfect-designer-and-discarded-genomes-
zV Abl1xP.

The framework is not, of course, without its critics. See, for instance, Sheila
Jasanoff, ‘Speaking Honestly to Power’, American Scientist, 96.3 (2008),
pp. 240-43.

Roger A. Pielke Jr, The Honest Broker: Making Sense of Science in Policy and
Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 17. See Roger
A. Pielke Jr, ‘Five Modes of Science Engagement’, Roger Pielke Jr.’s Blog:
Science, Innovation, Politics, 19 January 2015, https://rogerpielkejr.blogspot.
com/2015/01/five-modes-of-science-engagement.html  [Date: accessed 8
August 2022], for an accessible overview.

Pielke Jr, ‘Five Modes’, unpaginated.

Sedgwick, ‘Paranoid Reading’, p. 17.

Ibid., p. 16.

Caren Irr summarises the position of such work on the question of its public
value: ‘Ideology critique remains the primary social contribution made by
intellectuals in the humanities to the project of emancipation and planetary
survival’ (‘Ideology Critique 2.0°, The South Atlantic Quarterly, 119.4 (2020),
pp. 715-45 (p. 715)).

Felski, The Limits of Critique, p. 144.

Public criticism’s consideration of the functions of the literary critic provides
an answer to the key question that Best and Marcus identify, that of ‘why lit-
erary criticism matters if it is not political activism by another name’ (‘Surface
Reading’, p. 2). Best and Marcus note their thinking arises ‘in part, out of a
sense of political realism about the revolutionary capacities of both texts and
critics, and doubts about whether we could ever attain the heightened perspi-
cacity that would allow us to see fully beyond ideology’ (pp. 15-16).

Pielke Jr, ‘Five Modes’, unpaginated.
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55. Cochrane is an international network providing information and evidence for
healthcare workers, funders, and researchers to enhance decision making
(https://www.cochrane.org/). Campbell’s International Development Coordi-
nating Group (IDCG) ‘is a multidisciplinary network of researchers, policy-
makers and practitioners’ that ‘prepares, edits, updates and disseminates
systematic reviews of high policy relevance with a dedicated focus on social
and economic development interventions in low- and middle-income
countries’ (https://www.campbellcollaboration.org/contact/coordinating-groups/
international-developmenthtml). The British Academy is now beginning to
conduct useful synthesis work in the UK across the research community in the
Social Sciences, Humanities and the Arts (SHAPE) - see, for example, their
report The Covid Decade: Understanding the Long-Term Societal Impacts of
Covid-19 (The British Academy, 2021), pp. 1-72.

56. See Sarah Dillon ‘The Deictic Humanities: Towards a Taxonomy of Interdis-
ciplinarities’ (forthcoming) for a taxonomy that includes within it, as in fact
one type of interdisciplinarity amongst others, intersectorality.

57. Kramnick, ‘Criticism and Truth’, p. 240.

58. Ibid.
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