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Determinants of the Aesthetic Attitude During Reading

Abstract
We report two pre-registered experiments investigating some of the conditions under which
readers focus on aesthetically relevant object properties in text processing. Experiment 1
(N=159) tested the role of narrativity, psychological information about textual characters, and
readers’ identification with them. Participants’ focus on aesthetically relevant object
properties was stronger after reading a narrative than an expository text. This relationship
between participants’ focus and narrativity was not affected by information about textual
characters, or readers’ identification with them. Experiment 2 (N=159) tested the role of
narrativity, literariness, and readers’ perception of literary features. Again, reading a narrative
led to a stronger focus on aesthetically relevant object properties than reading an expository
text. The effect of literary narratives was meditated by readers’ perception of literary features.
In sum, narrativity and literariness, but not information about characters or identification with

them affect the degree to which readers focus on aesthetically relevant object properties.
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Introduction
The aesthetic attitude

Aesthetic experiences form an essential part of our everyday lives. When we select
clothes to wear today, catch a glimpse of a blooming flower on the way to work, think about
what picture to hang up in the living room, or visit an art gallery, aesthetic decisions and
experiences are likely to be involved. Over the centuries, philosophers have stressed the
importance of a specific state of the recipient, the so-called aesthetic attitude, to fully explain
the nature of aesthetic experiences (see Fenner, 1996). In the context of this article, the
aesthetic attitude is defined as a mental state during which subjects focus on aesthetically
relevant object properties. This attitude is contrasted with the so-called factual reception
attitude, in which individuals direct their attention to the truth content or practical utility of
objects. Here, we report two pre-registered experiments that investigate the aesthetic attitude
in text reading. Each of the experiments tests the contribution of a distinct set of factors that
are thought to make perceivers adopt the aesthetic attitude.

Fenner (1996) summarized traditional philosophical theories, as proposed by British
empiricists and German metaphysicians, in particular Kant and Schopenhauer, when he
outlined five essential aspects of the aesthetic attitude (note that these are not meant to
describe Fenner’s own view but his summary of traditional theories of the aesthetic attitude):
First, recipients adopt the aesthetic attitude to facilitate an aesthetic experience. Thus, the
aesthetic attitude is not an end in itself but serves the desire for an intensive aesthetic
experience. Second, an aesthetic object can be any stimulus given perceivers process it in an
aesthetic way. An object becomes an aesthetic object if recipients focus on aesthetically
relevant object features; hence, the perceivers’ point of view is crucial. Third, the nature of
aesthetic properties is shaped by an interaction between object and recipient. More precisely,
aesthetic properties rely on both the properties of the object that are thought to induce an

aesthetic effect, and on the attitude of recipients who must direct their attention towards these
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characteristics. Fourth, the aesthetic attitude draws on a distinction between subject and
object. Assuming such a distinction helps us explain why everyday objects can become
aesthetic objects without changing their essence, namely if recipients focus on aesthetically
relevant object characteristics. Fifth, the aesthetic attitude originates from the perceiver. In
principle, recipients can control whether they enter into an aesthetic attitude or not.

The notion of the aesthetic attitude has, however, not remained without criticism (e.g.,
Dickie, 1964); the question of whether there is a distinctive mental state which constitutes the
aesthetic attitude and which individuals can turn on and off at will has been the subject of
much debate, including in philosophy (for an overview see Shelley, 2020). Although only
limited empirical work has targeted the aesthetic attitude, the available evidence suggests a
rather complex picture: some aesthetic evaluations happen quickly and automatically and do
not require a specific intention to focus on aesthetically relevant object features (e.g.,
Chatterjee et al., 2009); in contrast, others depend on or are facilitated by, intention and an
aesthetic focus (e.g., Brielmann & Pelli, 2017; Hofel & Jacobsen, 2007). These conclusions
build on experiments that have used mainly visual stimuli (and, in an experiment by
Brielmann and Pelli, 2017, also gustatory and haptic stimuli). So far only one study by

Wimmer (2015) has directly investigated the aesthetic attitude concerning verbal material.

Factors suspected to influence the aesthetic attitude

Narrativity. Contextual information has been found to shape the aesthetic experience,
including for verbal material (for an overview see Appel et al., 2021). Furthermore,
philosophers have claimed that recipients’ intention is crucial for adopting the aesthetic
attitude (see above). Hence, Wimmer (2015) tested the prediction that giving participants a
specific intention via contextual information would be a suitable method to induce the

aesthetic attitude during reading. Contextual information was implemented in the form of
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paratexts, i.e., pieces of text accompanying or complementing a text body (Genette, 1987).
Across three experiments, participants read either a fiction or non-fiction excerpt, comparable
in content, whilst five paratextual methods of inducing the aesthetic vs factual reception
attitude were implemented. Examples of induction methods included labelling the excerpts as
either fiction (“taken from a novel”) or non-fiction (“taken from a travel report™); presenting
a review, which highlighted either characteristics of a novel (“emotive thriller”) or a non-
fiction book (“authentic documentary”); and instructing participants to take the role of a
library staff member who has to categorize the text as an excerpt from a certain type of novel
(e.g. adventure novel, coming of age novel) or non-fiction book (e.g. travel report,
guidebook). In all experiments, participants predominantly entered into the aesthetic attitude,
regardless of either the actual genre (i.e. fiction vs non-fiction) or paratextual induction
method. Wimmer (2015) explained this finding in terms of participants’ knowledge about
narrative features of different genres, which was assumed to have outweighed a potential
paratextual impact. Indeed, all experiments exclusively used narrative texts as stimulus
materials. Narratives can be defined as “representations of temporally coherent events
centered around the goals of a protagonist, which follow a formal grammar or schema
consisting of several related elements, including a setting, an inciting incident, rising action, a
resolution, and a denouement” (Mar, 2018, p. 257). Since all texts corresponded to this
definition of narratives, it is likely that participants considered narrativity as a cue suggesting
an aesthetic processing of the text, and thus, the adoption of the aesthetic attitude. This
assumption was supported by Wimmer (2015)’s main Study 1, where participants were
presented with narrative fiction, narrative non-fiction, expository fiction, and expository non-
fiction excerpts. When participants read an expository excerpt, they exclusively adopted the
factual attitude, but the aesthetic attitude was dominant when they read a narrative excerpt.

Taken together, narrativity has proven to be a factor affecting whether readers adopt the
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aesthetic attitude. An unresolved question concerns the textual and psychological
mechanisms that underlie the relation between narrativity and aesthetic attitude. Next, we will
look at possible factors that could serve as such mechanisms.

Explaining the relation between narrativity and aesthetic attitude, route 1:
psychological transparency and identification. On one hand, researchers have proposed
that aesthetic experiences result from a process in which recipients empathetically identify
with an aesthetic object or aspects of it (e.g., Crozier & Greenhalgh, 1992; see Brinck, 2018,
for an overview). On the other hand, identification with characters (i.e., the multidimensional
process of taking a character’s perspective; e.g., Consoli, 2018), has been proposed as a key
determinant through which stories trigger their effects on a variety of outcomes (Mar &
Oatley, 2008; van Krieken et al., 2017). Hence, identification processes could play a role in
linking narrativity with the aesthetic attitude. The multidimensional linguistic cues
framework (van Krieken et al., 2017) proposes that readers need to be told what the character
is thinking or feeling in order to take their perspective and identify with them. Consequently,
it can be assumed that identification will be higher for narratives that provide explicit
information about the protagonists’ inner life (referred to as “high psychological
transparency” texts) compared to narratives that provide less or no explicit information about
the protagonists’ emotional states (referred to as “low psychological transparency” texts). As
such, it is possible that the observed relationship between narrativity and the aesthetic attitude
can be explained by empathetic identification with story characters and psychological
transparency of texts.

Explaining the relation between narrativity and aesthetic attitude, route 2:
literariness and foregrounding. The pathway via identification and psychological
transparency might not be the only route mediating the relationship between narrativity and

the aesthetic attitude. Literary scholars have traditionally considered literariness/poeticity as a
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manifestation of the aesthetic in the domain of textual material (e.g., Rihling, 1996), meaning
that an aesthetic text can be described almost interchangeably as literary or poetic. Although
literariness is in principle independent from narrativity (i.e., there are both narrative (e.g.,
novels) and non-narrative (e.g., certain types of poems) literary texts), literariness is often
associated with the use of narrative devices (e.g., Miall & Kuiken, 1999). Hence, it is
plausible to assume that the literariness conveyed by poetic narratives (but which is absent in
typical textbook-style expository texts) invites readers to adopt the aesthetic attitude.

In search of the defining features of literariness, Czech structuralists (e.g.,
Mukarovsky, 1964, 1977) coined the term foregrounding (in Czech: aktualisace; overview:
van Peer et al., 2021). This concept refers to the gestaltist principle of figure-ground
relationship (in other words: foreground-background differentiation; van Holt & Groeben,
2005). It is assumed that what is brought to the foreground in literary texts is the self-
referential function of language. Foregrounding stresses the ‘constructedness’ of language
and disrupts fluent reading, so that greater effort is needed to direct meaning integration. This
is reflected in suppressed default processing and enhanced attentional modulation (Hartung et
al., 2021; van den Hoven et al., 2016). To summarize, we propose that the relationship
between narrativity and the aesthetic attitude traces back to perceived effects of

foregrounding and literariness of texts.

The present experiments

Experiment 1 investigated whether psychological transparency of texts and readers’
identification with textual protagonists underlie the association between narrativity and
aesthetic attitude. In line with Wimmer (2015), we predicted that reading a narrative text
would be associated with a more pronounced aesthetic attitude than reading an expository

text. Furthermore, we predicted that participants who read a narrative text that is high in
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psychological transparency would experience a greater aesthetic attitude than participants
who read a narrative text that is low in psychological transparency or an expository text (note
that other scholars have claimed that having additional information about mental states
reduces (or does at least not increase) readers’ understanding of those states (Kotovych et al.,
2011)). It was also expected that identification with protagonists would mediate the
relationship between text condition and adoption of the aesthetic attitude. Thus, we predicted
that participants who read a high psychological transparency narrative would identify more
strongly with protagonists than participants who read a low psychological transparency
narrative or expository text, leading to a greater aesthetic attitude.

Experiment 2 examined whether literariness of texts and effects of foregrounding
reported by readers underlie the relation between narrativity and aesthetic attitude. It was
predicted that reading a narrative text would be associated with a more pronounced aesthetic
attitude than reading an expository text. Furthermore, we assumed that participants who read
a literary fiction narrative would experience a greater aesthetic attitude than participants who
read a popular fiction narrative or an expository non-fiction text. It was also expected that
perceived effects of foregrounding would mediate the relationship between text condition and
adoption of the aesthetic attitude. We predicted that participants who read a literary fiction
narrative would perceive stronger effects of foregrounding than participants who read a

popular fiction narrative or expository non-fiction text, leading to a greater aesthetic attitude.

Experiment 1
Method
Within-subjects designs harbor a heightened risk of drop out as well as fatigue and
test-retest effects (see Wimmer et al., in press, under revision). To avoid these, we opted for a

between-subjects design including one factor, text, with three levels (narrative with high
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psychological transparency vs narrative with low psychological transparency vs expository
text). We used the randomization option in Qualtrics to randomly assign participants to one
of three equally sized, pre-determined blocks, i.e. one out of three text excerpts. The study

was pre-registered at the Open Science Framework, https://osf.io/xjrw7.

Participants

Participants were recruited from the local student participant pool, received course
credits, and provided written informed consent before data collection. Although Wimmer
(2015) observed a very large effect size of Cohen’s ® = 0.94 (Cohen’s ® > 0.5 is considered a
large effect; MRC CBU Wiki, 2020) for the relationship between narrativity and reception
attitude, we targeted a sample size appropriate to detect a medium-sized effect since
mediational effects — as the one predicted for identification in this experiment — are usually
smaller in size than direct effects (Walters, 2019). We used G*Power to conduct an a-priori
power analysis, aiming for .80 power to reveal a medium effect size of f = .25 at the standard
.05 alpha error probability. This resulted in a total N of 158. This sample size would have a
power of .18 to detect a small effect of f =.10. The target sample was reached after 163
volunteers. 159 participants remained in the final sample; four participants were excluded as
they were not native English speakers. In the final sample, 53 participants had read the
narrative text with high psychological transparency (44 women and 9 men with a mean age of
19.4 years (SD = 1.0)), 54 had read the narrative text with low psychological transparency (47
women and 7 men with a mean age of 19.2 years (SD = 1.3)), and 52 had read the expository

text (44 women and 8 men with a mean age of 19.0 years (SD = 1.5)).
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Reading Stimuli

Texts were selected based on subject matter and word count. Because of the rarity of
the expository fiction genre and the need to keep fictionality constant, we decided to only use
non-fiction texts.

All texts dealt with Mexican immigration into the Unites States. Two excerpts from
the memoir, The Distance Between us (Grande, 2013), which accorded with the definition of
narratives provided above, served as narrative passages. The high psychological transparency
excerpt naturally contained a large amount of interior monologue describing the protagonist’s
thoughts and feelings. This excerpt was used in its original version. For the low psychological
transparency condition we chose a different part of the book that entailed a higher amount of
external action, with the intention that this excerpt be attractive to participants even when
information about the protagonist’s inner life is removed. In addition, secondary details were
deleted to achieve a word count comparable to that of the high psychological transparency
version. Table 1 illustrates the variations of psychological transparency within the two
narrative conditions.

A non-narrative passage was adapted from the textbook, Mexican Immigration to the
United States (Gamio, 1971), for the expository condition. This excerpt was considered
expository since it did not represent temporally connected events related to the aims of a
protagonist, but described the living conditions of Mexican immigrants based on facts.
Compared with the original, tables and references to tables were removed in order that all
reading stimuli contained plain text only. In addition, minor details were deleted to keep text
length comparable between conditions. As a result, word count was matched across the three
texts (narrative with high psychological transparency: 1515 words; narrative with low

psychological transparency: 1514 words; expository text: 1518 words).
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Each text took between six and seven minutes to read, on average. Full stimuli, as

presented to participants, are available on the pre-registration pages, https://osf.io/xjrw?7.

“Track changes” versions of all text materials showing exactly how the original texts were

modified can be found at https://osf.io/t7zfe/.

Narrative with high psychological

transparency

Narrative with low psychological

transparency

"Go say hello to your father." Tia
Emperatriz came up from behind us and
pushed us toward him. I didn't want to go.
All I wanted was to run away, run back to
Abuelita Chinta's house, far away from him.
I didn't want to see that look on his face. All
those years staring at his photo, wishing that
his eyes were not looking to the left but
instead were looking at me. All those years
wishing to be seen by him. And here he
was, looking at me, but not really seeing
me. He couldn't see past the tangled hair,
the dirt on my face, my tattered clothes. He
couldn't see the girl who had longed so
much for this moment, to finally meet her
father.

I knew he was ashamed by what he saw.
What a cruel joke Felix played on us by not
telling us the truth! If he had, we would
have bathed and changed our clothes before
going to my grandmother's house. Instead, |
had to stand before the father | hadn't seen

in almost eight years, looking like a beggar.

A light shone in the distance, and the
purring got louder. "What's happening,
Papi?" Mago asked.

“Helicopter.”

Carlos tripped on a rock, but Papi kept on
running and didn't wait for him to get up.
"Wait, Papi" | said, but Papi was like a
frightened animal. He scampered through
the bushes trying to find a place to hide.

"Get down!" the coyote yelled from
somewhere in the darkness.

Papi immediately dropped to the ground,
and we became lizards, rubbing our bellies
against the cold, damp earth, trying to find
a place to hide. Pebbles dug into my knees.
I couldn’t see Carlos in the darkness, and 1
cried and told Papi to wait, but he pushed
me into a little cave created by overgrown
bushes. Mago and | sat by Papi's side, and
he held on to us tight while we listened to
the roaring of the helicopter right above us.

The beams of the searchlight cut through

the branches of the bushes.

Table 1. Excerpts of reading stimuli used in Experiment 1.
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Dependent Measures

Reception Attitude. The predominance of the aesthetic attitude over the factual
reception attitude was assessed using a 26-item self-report questionnaire adapted from the
Aesthetic Emotions Scale (Schindler et al., 2017) and from items found to be associated with
the factual reception attitude (Wimmer, 2015, main study 2). After reading the text excerpt,
participants rated how important specific experiences were to them using a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 = ‘not at all’ to 5 = ‘very’. Some items (e.g. “How important was this
experience for you: to be fascinated?”’) are thought to indicate the aesthetic reception attitude,
whereas others (e.g. “How important was this experience for you: to find the text
conclusive?”) are expected to indicate the factual reception attitude.

Although it is assumed that aesthetic emotions can occur independently from the
aesthetic attitude (Menninghaus et al., 2019), adopting the aesthetic attitude can be
accompanied with appreciation of aesthetic emotions. This is because according to the
traditional philosophical conception outlined above, the aesthetic attitude is adopted in the
service of an intense aesthetic experience; aesthetic emotions, in turn, contribute to the
intensity of aesthetic experiences (Markovié¢, 2012). Thus, aesthetic emotions do not
necessarily suggest the aesthetic attitude, but the aesthetic attitude prompts the valuation of
aesthetic emotions. In contrast to the original Aesthetic Emotions Scale, the current
instrument asked participants to rate the subjective importance of these emotions during the
reading assignment rather than the intensity of certain emotions.

Additional items assessing the factual reception attitude, which is not addressed by
the original Aesthetic Emotions Scale, were necessary to enable a comparison of the aesthetic
with the factual attitude. In Wimmer’s main study 2, 13 items were found to be linked with
the factual attitude, i.e., with the belief that participants read an expository non-fiction text.

To achieve an equal number of aesthetic and factual attitude items, 29 items from the

12
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Aesthetic Emotions Scale were excluded (the original Aesthetic Emotions Scale has 42
items). Since we aimed for a homogeneous set of items to achieve high internal consistency,
we decided to focus on positive aesthetic emotions only. Thus, 10 negative emotion items
(e.g., “made me aggressive”) were removed, and a further 19 items were excluded for not
representing a specifically aesthetic emotion (e.g., “made me happy”).

The full questionnaire is available on the pre-registration pages, https://osf.io/xjrw7.
To measure the predominance of the aesthetic attitude, a factor analysis was conducted to
identify two separate factors (aesthetic vs factual attitude), and two sum scores were
calculated to represent the strength of the aesthetic and a factual attitude, respectively.
Internal consistency was a.= .92 for the aesthetic attitude sub-scale, and o = .86 for the
factual attitude sub-scale.

Identification. Participants' identification with the protagonist was assessed using a
scale adapted from Cohen (2001). Eight items, such as, “I was able to understand the events
in the story in a manner similar to that in which the protagonists understood them”, were
rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = ‘strongly disagree’ to 7 = ‘strongly agree’,
and used to calculate a sum score (higher scores indicate greater identification with the
protagonist). The full list of items is available on the pre-registration pages,
https://osf.io/xjrw7. Internal consistency of this scale was a = .92 in the present sample.

Lifetime Exposure to Stories. The Author Recognition Test — Genres (ART-G; Mar
& Rain, 2015) provided an indicator of story reading habits. Participants were asked to
accurately recognize the names of 110 narrative fiction and 50 expository non-fiction authors
(targets) among names of 40 non-authors (foils). A narrative fiction sub-score was calculated
based on the number of correctly identified fiction authors, with higher scores indicating
greater experience with fictional stories. Unlike the scoring procedures of the ART version by

Stanovich and West (1989), foils were not subtracted from hits because the authors of ART-
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G do not recommend this; this may be related to the fact that the ART-G has sub-scales
whereas the ART by Stanovich and West (1989) is unidimensional.

Trait Empathy. In the Empathy Quotient (EQ; Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004),
40-item version, respondents were asked to indicate the degree to which they agree with
statements, such as, “I can easily tell if someone else wants to enter a conversation”, using a
4-point rating scale that ranged from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. A sum score was
calculated for each respondent, with a possible range of 0 to 80, and higher scores indicating
greater levels of empathy. Internal consistency of the EQ sum score was a = .85 in the present

sample.

Procedure

Participants were tested individually in a laboratory setting. All materials were
presented on a computer screen via a Qualtrics survey. After giving their informed consent to
participate, participants provided demographic information, and completed the EQ and ART-
G. Next, participants were randomly allocated to one of the three reading conditions
(narrative with high psychological transparency vs narrative with low psychological
transparency vs expository text). Immediately after that, participants completed the
Identification and Reception Attitude Scales. Finally, participants were debriefed in written
form and course credits were granted. The entire experiment took 20 mins to complete, on

average.

Data Analysis
The dimensions underlying the reception attitude questionnaire were quantified using
factor analysis. Two factors assumed to reflect the aesthetic and the factual attitude,

respectively, were extracted using principal component analysis. An oblique rotation method
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(Oblimin Rotation) was applied. Since the aesthetic and factual attitude scores were
correlated, r(159)=.42, p<.0001, it was deemed necessary to deviate from the pre-registered
calculation of an overall reception attitude difference score (aesthetic attitude — factual
attitude). Instead, in all analyses, the aesthetic attitude sum score was entered as the
dependent variable, and the factual attitude sum score was implemented as a covariate. We
also ran all pre-registered analyses. The pattern of results was consistent using both analysis
approaches.

Hypothesis 1 was tested using an ANCOVA with text (high psychological
transparency vs low psychological transparency vs expository) as the predictor, aesthetic
attitude as the outcome, and ART-G fiction sub score, EQ sum score, and factual attitude as
the covariates. Two planned contrasts were carried out: one contrasted expository with high
psychological transparency, and one contrasted high with low psychological transparency.
These contrasts deviated from the pre-registered contrasts (expository vs high psychological
intensity, expository vs low psychological intensity), since these planned contrasts were not
appropriate for testing the hypothesis that reading a narrative text high in psychological
transparency is associated with a greater aesthetic attitude than reading a low psychological
transparency narrative text or an expository text. Hypothesis 2 was tested using a mediation
analysis using the PROCESS macro in SPSS (model 4). Text was a multi-categorical
predictor (levels: high psychological transparency vs low psychological transparency vs
expository), identification was entered as a mediator, and reception attitude served as the

outcome.
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Results

Factor Structure of the Reception Attitude Scale

Factor analysis of the reception attitude questionnaire resulted in two factors,
explaining 47.15% of the total item variance. The results of the factor analysis are
documented in Table 2. Factor 1 refers to aesthetic emotions and was named “aesthetic
attitude”, due to the high loadings of items such as, “To feel awe”, “To feel something
wonderful”, and “To be enchanted”. Factor 2 represents a “factual attitude” on the basis of
items such as, “To find the text conclusive”, “To find the reading valid”, and “To find the
reading logically structured”. Subsequently, three items were excluded from the scales
because they did not clearly load on one of the factors: “To be attracted by the topic”
(loadings were <.50 for both factors), “To feel a sudden insight” (loadings were >.50 for both
factors), and “To sense a deeper meaning” (loadings were ~.50 for both factors). Excluding
these items would have resulted in 13 items for the factual attitude sub-scale, but only 10
items for the aesthetic attitude sub-scale. To achieve an equal number of items for both
scales, three further items with the lowest loadings on factor 2 were excluded (“To get the
gist of the text”, “To find the text coherent”, and “To find the text well structured”). The
remaining items (printed in bold in Table 2) were included in two sum scores reflecting the
aesthetic and factual attitude sub-scales. Missing values (0.4%) were replaced by the series

mean, defined as the mean of the respective item across participants with valid values.

The impact of psychological transparency on adopting the aesthetic attitude

For the EQ, missing item values (1.42%) were replaced by the sample mean.
Participants in the three text conditions did not differ on either the EQ sum score, F(2, 156) =
0.30, p =.74, or the ART-G fiction sub score, F(2, 156) = 1.16, p = .32, however, there was a

group difference in the factual attitude sum score, F(2, 156) = 3.39, p = .04. According to
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Bonferroni post-hoc tests, participants in the expository condition demonstrated a higher
score than participants in the high psychological transparency condition, p = .03; the
remaining pairwise comparisons were not significant (expository vs low psychological
transparency: p = .61, low vs high psychological transparency: p = .54). Descriptive statistics

of outcome measures are displayed in Table 3 and illustrated in Figure 1.
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Item Factor
1 2
“aesthetic attitude” ““factual attitude”
To be attracted by the topic 483 318
To be delighted 142 .355
To be enchanted .799 .328
To be fascinated .644 .397
To be intellectually challenged 406 597
To be surprised .709 .364
To be touched 737 287
To feel a sudden insight 584 553
To feel awe 821 .346
To feel nostalgic .759 .306
To feel something wonderful 810 251
To find text well structured 432 579
To find the reading beautiful 77 .249
To find the reading sublime 717 229
To find the text coherent .340 570
To find the text comprehensible .320 .582
To find the text conclusive 351 814
To gain knowledge 213 .696
To sense a deeper meaning 445 .568
That a linear reading is sensible 219 .655
To get the gist of the text 237 513
To highlight important text passages .362 592
To find the reading logically structured 213 127
To find the reading realistic .168 591
To find the reading valid 240 .760
To read something written by a domain expert 187 552

Note. Items with factor loadings printed in bold were included in the aesthetic attitude or the
factual attitude sub-scales, based on the factor with higher loadings.

Table 2. Factor structure of the items assessing reception attitude

18
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High psychological Low psychological  Expository text
transparency text transparency text

Dependent measure N M (SD) n M (SD) n M (SD)

EQ sum score 53 47.19(10.57) 54 46.36(10.30) 52 47.92 (10.08)

ART-G fiction sub

53  4.60(5.38) 54 6.13(8.04) 52 4.54(4.22)
score

Identification score 53  46.02(8.13) 54 42.02(7.55) 52 32.17 (9.64)

Factual attitude

53 33.33(8.75) 54 3525(6.79) 52 37.08(6.38)
sum score

Aesthetic attitude
sum score

Note. EQ = Empathy Quotient; ART-G = Author Recognition Test — Genres.

53 32.22(8.67) 54 32.37(7.52) 52 25.72(8.44)

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for each dependent measure in each experimental group

The ANCOVA revealed a main effect of text on the aesthetic attitude sum score, F(2,
153) = 24.53, p < .0001, n?, = .243. Analysis of the contrasts revealed that the aesthetic
attitude sum score in the high psychological intensity condition was significantly higher than
in the expository condition, contrast estimate = -8.80, SE = 1.39, p <.001. However, the
aesthetic attitude sum score in the high psychological intensity condition did not differ from
the low psychological intensity condition, contrast estimate = -0.84, SE = 1.36, p = .536. The
EQ sum score, F(1, 153) = 5.43, p = .021, n%, = .034, and the factual attitude sum score, also
had a significant impact, F(1, 153) = 60.14, p <.0001, n% = .282, whereas the ART-G fiction

sub score did not, F(1, 153) = 0.57, p = .81.

19



Determinants of the Aesthetic Attitude During Reading

80 50.= 60 -
75 45 - 55 : o
70 - ‘ e 50 - 5
s - ; . 2 s -
: ' *7 - -
Fal ¢ : ) 5 o] 3 : -
; . i . § 2
a 55 " -3 - 3 £ 37 -
z - . @
2 50 3 § 25 30
; s %1
S 454 ) @ 20+ ) & 25
g = 3 . E
g 40 . = . X, Tt = 20+ :
£ ] .
35 X 15 »
10 .
30 10
5 — -
2541 = - — 5
20 0 - - v - 0
T T T ’ I 3 T T T
expository low transparency  high transparency Y owanapacsecy,  high Y y low transparency  high transp
50 - 50
45 - N - - 45 | - -
§ | - ; . A :
@ 35 - = e - . .
i - :
7 - ¢ ’ @ - ~
[z - o4 e
g 30 é 30 - o
£ : » -
E 2 .
2 25+ ® 54 s - .
o ’“; o.- .~ -
20 - . . 20 .
15 - ' . 15 |
10 10 .
T T T T T
y fow transparency  high y y low transparency  high

Figure 1. Pirate plots for each outcomes measure and condition, showing raw data points, a horizontal line reflecting the condition mean, and a

rectangle representing the Bayesian highest density interval.
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Mediating effects of identification

Missing item values (1.26%) for the identification scale were replaced by the sample
mean. Mediation analysis did not suggest a mediating influence of identification as all 95%
confidence intervals of the indirect effect of text on the aesthetic attitude score contained

zero, narrowest 95% CI [-1.37, 0.05] (see also Figure 2).

Exploratory analyses

ANCOVA and mediation analysis were repeated without seven participants who had
selected more than two mock authors in the ART-G. Excluding participants based on guesses
within Author Recognition Tests is a common approach (cf. Kidd & Castano, 2013, 2019;
Kidd et al., 2016; Panero et al., 2016; Samur et al., 2018) as such false alarms can reflect a
rather inattentive participation style. Excluding participants with more than two guesses is
more rigorous than measures applied in previous experiments (e.g., Kidd & Castano, 2019)
since Moore and Gordon (2015) suggested a higher penalty for selecting mock authors than
originally recommended (for an example applying this more stringent cut-off score see
Wimmer et al., 2021). In these exploratory analyses, all significant effects remained as in the

analyses reported above.
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Identification

X1: b =-4.35, p=.008
X2: b =-14.54, p <.0001 b=0.12, p=.086

Text condition >| Aesthetic attitude

Direct effect, X1: b=-0.47, p=.737

Direct effect, X2: b=-7.00, p =.0001

Indirect effect, X1: b =-0.50, 95% Cl [-1.37, 0.05]
Indirect effect, X2: b =-1.68, 95% Cl [-3.90, 0.18]

X1 = contrast comparing the high with the low psychological transparency text
X2 = contrast comparing the the high psychological transparency with the expository text

Figure 2. Model of text condition as predictor of aesthetic attitude, mediated by identification
with protagonists. The confidence interval for the indirect effect is a bootstrapped CI based

on 5000 samples.

Discussion

The first empirical investigation of the aesthetic attitude in text processing was carried
out by Wimmer (2015), showing that readers’ aesthetic attitude depends on textual
narrativity: regardless of fictionality, the aesthetic attitude dominated when a narrative text
was read, whereas the factual attitude was adopted when an expository text was read. The
present study aimed to replicate this association between narrativity and reception attitude,
and tested mechanisms through which narratives might exert this influence. Specifically, we
examined whether the aesthetic attitude is more pronounced when readers are presented with
narratives high in psychological transparency compared with narratives low in psychological
transparency. In addition, we tested whether the assumed relation between narrativity and

reception attitude was mediated by identification with protagonists of a story.
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The hypothesis that reading a narrative text is associated with a more pronounced
aesthetic attitude than reading an expository text was confirmed. When lifetime exposure to
written stories and trait empathy were controlled for, the aesthetic attitude was significantly
greater for the high psychological transparency story than for the expository text. The same
pattern emerged for the relationship between the low psychological transparency story and
the expository text.

The assumption that participants who read a narrative text with high psychological
transparency experience a more intense aesthetic attitude than participants who read a low
psychological transparency narrative was not confirmed. Hence, although the level of detail
in which a character’s perspective is described has been proposed as a central determinant of
identification with protagonists (van Krieken et al., 2017), it does not appear to be essential
for promoting the aesthetic attitude, at least not when this elaborateness of the character’s
perspective is implemented as psychological transparency.

Resonating with this, results of a mediation analysis did not support the hypothesis
that the relationship between narrativity and reception attitude is mediated by identification
with protagonists. On one hand, psychological transparency modulated the level of
identification such that the high transparency narrative was associated with greater
identification than the low transparency narrative, which in turn was related to greater
identification than the expository text (cf. the path leading from text condition to
identification in Figure 2 and the descriptive statistics reported in Table 3). This finding
supports the multidimensional linguistic cues framework (van Krieken et al., 2017), but
contradicts the assumptions by Kotovych and colleagues (2011; see above). On the other
hand, identification was not related to reception attitude (cf. the path leading from
identification to reception attitude in Figure 2), nor was there an indirect effect of text

condition on reception attitude via identification. This seems to suggest that stories, in
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particular those high in psychological transparency, as distinct from expository texts facilitate
identification with their characters, but identification does not seem to account for the finding
that narrative texts induce the aesthetic reception attitude. Interestingly, however, trait
empathy predicted the adoption of the aesthetic attitude. This could indicate that more stable
dispositions like trait empathy impact more strongly on reception attitudes than proximal
processes of identification with a specific story character.

In spite of producing these novel insights, Experiment 1 was limited in at least two
ways. Firstly, whilst the use of three text excerpts (just a single text in each condition)
matched on subject matter (i.e., Mexican immigration), fictionality (i.e., all texts were non-
fiction), and word count (i.e., all excerpts were about 1,500 words in length) achieved a high
level of experimental control, it might have also restricted the generalizability of the findings
solely to the text excerpts under investigation. To avoid this limitation in Experiment 2, we
implemented three texts of varying themes per text condition. This was meant to make our
results more generalizable across textual variations. Second, the excerpts used in Experiment
1 were rather short, taking just 6 to 7 minutes to read. Within textual aesthetics, there is no
evidence available on the reading duration necessary to evoke a rather stable reception (i.e.,
aesthetic or factual) reception attitude. However, it is reasonable to imagine that a reading
duration of up to 30 minutes is better suited for eliciting a stable reception attitude compared
with the shorter durations used in Experiment 1, without provoking fatigue effects (see Kidd
& Castano, 2013, for an exemplary series of experiments successfully applying reading
stimuli of this length). Hence, the texts investigated in Experiment 2 were selected to meet

this criterion for reading duration.
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Experiment 2
Method
The study was pre-registered on the Open Science Framework, https://osf.io/mtvbe,
and implemented a between-subjects design including one factor, text, with three levels
(literary fiction narrative vs popular fiction narrative vs expository non-fiction text). The
randomization option within Qualtrics was used to randomly assign participants to one of the

three text conditions.

Participants

As in Experiment 1, participants were recruited from the local student participant
pool, were awarded course credits, and gave written informed consent before data collection.
We aimed to match the sample size in Experiment 1, i.e., a total sample size of N = 159
meeting inclusion criteria for final analyses. This target sample was achieved after 166
volunteers. Four participants were excluded since their foils score on the ART-G was more
than 3.5 SD above the sample mean; two participants were excluded for failing an attention
check item interspersed within the foregrounding scale; and one participant was excluded
because the time they spent on reading the text stimulus was more than 3.5 SD above the
sample mean. Hence, 159 participants remained in the final sample. 54 participants had read
a literary fiction narrative (88.9% women with a mean age of 19.20 years (SD = 2.25)), 47
had read a popular fiction narrative (80.4% women with a mean age of 19.79 years (SD =
4.63)), and 58 had read an expository non-fiction text (90.9% women with a mean age of

19.91 years (SD = 6.04)).
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Reading Stimuli

The current research question required that literary narratives were compared to non-
literary narratives and expository texts. Although there is an unresolved debate about the
relationship between literariness and fictionality, the most common type of literary text is
often assumed to be fictional, with some scholars (e.g., Iser, 1991; Schmidt, 1980) even
considering all literary texts to be fictional. Hence, we chose to investigate fictional literary
narratives. As a non-literary counterpart, we selected popular fiction narratives, taken from
Kidd and Castano (2013). We decided to use non-fictional expository texts due to the rarity
of expository fictions (see above), even though this meant that the expository texts would
differ from the two narrative texts in terms of narrativity and fictionality.

In order to broaden the generalizability of our reading materials (see above), three
texts were implemented per text condition, using reading stimuli from Kidd and Castano
(2013). “The Vandercook” (Alice Mattinson), “Uncle Rock” (Dagoberto Gilb), and “Corrie”
(Alice Munro) served as literary fiction texts; “Jane” (Mary Jane Rinehart), “Space Jockey”
(Robert Heinlein), and “Too Many Have Lived” (Dashiel Hammett) represented popular
fiction texts; and the expository non-fiction texts under investigation were “How the Potato
Changed the World” (Charles C. Mann), “Bamboo Steps up” (Cathie Gandel), and “The
Story of the Most Common Bird in the World” (Rob Dunn). Kidd and Castano selected these
texts based on their matching length, which was 4,640 words, on average. In addition, the
literary fiction texts had all won a literary prize; the popular fiction texts were taken from an
anthology of popular fiction and exemplified a variety of genres including science fiction
(“Space Jockey”), mystery (“Too Many Have Lived”), and romance (“Jane”); all three

expository texts were published in the Smithsonian Magazine.
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Dependent Measures

Reception Attitude. To determine the predominance of the aesthetic over the factual
reception attitude we employed the 26-item self-report questionnaire applied in Experiment 1.
Two sum scores based on the same items as in Experiment 1 were calculated to indicate the
intensity of the aesthetic and a factual attitude, respectively. In the current sample internal
consistency was o = .88 for the aesthetic attitude sub-scale, and o = .80 for the factual attitude
sub-scale.

Perceived foregrounding effects. The extent to which participants perceived
foregrounding effects with respect to the reading assignment was assessed through a 15-item
self-report scale adapted from van Peer and colleagues (2007). Respondents indicated the
degree of agreement to statements such as, "The text made me stop and think™ using a rating
scale ranging from -5 to 5, with -5 being ‘strongly disagree’, 5 being ‘strongly agree’. The
full item list is available on the pre-registration pages, https://osf.io/mtv5e. A sum score was
calculated to achieve an indicator of perceived foregrounding effects. Internal consistency of
this scale was o = .89 in the present sample.

Lifetime Exposure to Stories. Story reading habits were assessed as in Experiment 1,
using the ART-G.

Openness to Experience. Using the 8-item openness sub-scale of the International
English Big-Five Mini-Markers (Thompson, 2008), participants rated the accuracy with
which adjectives, e.g., “artistic”, describe themselves on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 =
“inaccurate” to 5 = “accurate”. A sum score was computed after reverting negatively phrased

items. Cronbach’s a in the present sample was .74.
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Procedure

Volunteers participated remotely, via an online Qualtrics survey. After giving their
informed consent to participate, participants provided demographic information, and
completed the openness scale and the ART-G. Next, participants were randomly allocated to
one of the three reading conditions (literary fiction narrative vs popular fiction narrative vs
expository non-fiction text), where they were randomly presented with one of the three texts
available for that condition. Next, participants completed the foregrounding and reception
attitude scales. Finally, participants were debriefed in written form and received coursed

credits. The entire experiment took 45 mins to complete, on average.

Data Analysis

Hypothesis 1 was tested by means of an ANCOVA with text (literary fiction narrative
vs popular fiction narrative vs expository non-fiction text) as the predictor, aesthetic attitude
as the outcome, and ART-G fiction sub-score, openness sum-score, and factual attitude as the
covariates. Two planned contrasts were carried out: one contrasted expository non-fiction
with literary fiction narrative, one contrasted literary with popular fiction narrative.
Hypothesis 2 was tested via a mediation analysis using the PROCESS macro in SPSS (model
4). Text was a multi-categorical predictor (levels: literary fiction narrative vs poplar fiction
narrative vs expository), perceived foregrounding was entered as a mediator, and reception

attitude served as the outcome.

Results
The impact of literariness on adopting the aesthetic attitude
Missing values were replaced by the sample mean. This affected 0.15% of the item

values of the openness scale, and 0.46% of the item values of the aesthetic attitude score.
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Participants in the three text conditions did not differ on either the openness sum score, F(2,
156) = 0.33, p = .72, or the ART-G fiction sub score, F(2, 156) = 1.05, p = .35. However,
there was a group difference on the factual attitude sum score, F(2, 156) = 6.13, p = .003.
According to Bonferroni post-hoc tests, participants in the expository non-fiction condition
demonstrated a higher score than participants in the popular fiction condition, p = .002; the
remaining pairwise comparisons were not significant (expository vs literary fiction: p = .16,
popular vs literary fiction: p = .35). Descriptive statistics of outcome measures are displayed

in Table 4 and illustrated in Figure 3.

Literary fiction Popular fiction Expository non-fiction
narrative narrative text
Dependent measure N M (SD) n M (SD) N M (SD)

Openness sum

coore 54 2942 (5.14) 47 28.72(5.23) 58 29.43 (4.55)

ART-G fiction sub

54 593(7.70) 47 7.55(7.85) 58 5.43 (7.62)
Score

Foregrounding

coore 54 13.16 (22.65) 47 0.9 (28.05) 58 9.53 (22.69)

Factual attitude

54 34.02(6.71) 47 31.85(6.48) 58 36.56 (7.35)
sum score

Aesthetic attitude

54 33.25(6.90) 47 2951(8.22) 58 27.60 (8.29)
sum score

Note. ART-G = Author Recognition Test — Genres.
Table 4. Experiment 2: Descriptive statistics for each dependent measure in each

experimental group

The ANCOVA revealed a main effect of text on the aesthetic attitude sum score, F(2,
153) = 11.21, p <.0001, n% = .128. Analysis of the contrasts revealed that the aesthetic

attitude sum score in the literary fiction narrative condition was significantly higher than in
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the expository non-fiction condition, contrast estimate = -6.61, SE = 1.40, p <.001. However,
the aesthetic attitude sum score in the literary fiction narrative condition did not differ from
the popular fiction narrative condition, contrast estimate = -2.80, SE = 1.48, p = .060. The
factual attitude sum score also had a significant impact, F(1, 153) = 20.22, p <.0001, 1% =
.117, whereas the openness sum score and the ART-G fiction sub score did not, F(1, 153) =

2.72,p=.10, and F(1, 153) = 0.09, p = .76, respectively.

Mediating effects of foregrounding

Missing values (0.48%) on the foregrounding scale were replaced by the sample
mean. Mediation analysis did not suggest a mediating influence of perceived foregrounding
effects in explaining differences in aesthetic attitude between the expository non-fiction and
the literary narrative fiction condition, since the 95% confidence interval of the
corresponding indirect effect contained zero. However, the presence of an indirect effect
(indicated by the 95% confidence interval excluding zero) between the contrast comparing
the popular and the literary narrative fiction condition on the one hand and aesthetic attitude
on the other revealed a mediating role of perceived foregrounding effects on the relationship
between text condition (popular vs literary narrative fiction) and aesthetic attitude (see Figure

4),
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Foregrounding
X1l:b=-12.67, p=.010

X2:b=-3.63,p=.433

b=0.088, p =.001

Text condition >

Aesthetic attitude

Direct effect, X1: b=-2.62, p = .091

Direct effect, X2: b=-5.32, p = .0003

Indirect effect, X1: b =-1.12, 95% Cl [-2.38, -0.19]
Indirect effect, X2: b =-0.32, 95% Cl [-1.17, 0.42]

X1 = contrast comparing the literary with the popular narrative fiction condition
X2 = contrast comparing the the literary narrative fiction with the expository non-fiction condition

Figure 4. Experiment 2: Model of text condition as predictor of aesthetic attitude, mediated

by perceived foregrounding. The confidence interval for the indirect effect is a bootstrapped

Cl based on 5000 samples.
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Discussion

Experiment 2 aimed to further replicate the association between narrativity and
reception attitude. It also examined whether the aesthetic attitude is more pronounced when
participants are presented with literary fiction stories compared with popular fiction stories.
We also tested whether the assumed relation of narrativity with reception attitude was
mediated by perceived effects of foregrounding.

Consistent with results from Experiment 1 and the earlier findings by Wimmer
(2015), the hypothesis that reading a narrative text is linked with a stronger aesthetic attitude
than reading an expository text was confirmed. After controlling for lifetime exposure to print
narratives and trait openness, the aesthetic attitude was found to be significantly greater for
the literary fiction narrative than for the expository text. A parallel pattern was observed for
the relation between the popular fiction story and the expository text.

The prediction that participants who read a literary fiction narrative experience a more
intense aesthetic attitude than participants who read a popular fiction narrative was not
confirmed. Therefore, even though literariness has been considered as the essential
manifestation of textual aesthetics, it does not appear to be necessary for directly generating
the aesthetic attitude.

Nevertheless, results of a mediation analysis revealed an indirect effect of literary vs
popular narrative fiction via perceived effects of foregrounding. So, whilst there was no
direct relationship between literariness (in terms of literary vs popular narrative fiction) and
the aesthetic attitude, there was an indirect link such that reading literary fiction narratives
was more strongly associated with foregrounding effects than reading popular fiction
narratives (see the path leading from text condition to foregrounding in Figure 4);
foregrounding effects, in turn, were significantly positively related to the aesthetic attitude

(see the path leading from foregrounding to aesthetic attitude in Figure 4). This pattern
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suggests that foregrounding effects may be specific to reading literary as opposed to popular
fictional narratives, and further corroborates the role of foregrounding within literariness.
Finally, it supports our prediction that foregrounding acts as a mediator in the relationship
between narrativity and the aesthetic attitude, albeit restricted to specifically literary fiction
narratives.

Interestingly, when literary fiction narratives were contrasted with expository non-
fictions, the above-mentioned difference in aesthetic attitude between the two text conditions
was not mediated by perceived effects of foregrounding (see Figure 4). This may be because
there was no significant effect of text condition (literary narrative fiction vs expository non-
fiction) on foregrounding effects. In other words, reading literary fiction was not associated
with greater foregrounding effects than reading expository non-fiction. Considering that,
firstly, the expository pieces were all journalistic texts published in the Smithsonian
Magazine and, secondly, the literary potential of journalistic texts has been widely recognized
(Appel et al., 2021), it may not be too surprising to find that the foregrounding effects
perceived by the participants did not differ between the literary fiction and the expository
non-fiction texts. Despite these effects of foregrounding, aesthetic attitude was significantly
enhanced after reading a literary fiction compared to expository non-fiction text. In sum,
reading literary fiction texts was directly linked to a stronger aesthetic attitude than reading
expository non-fiction— without a mediating role of foregrounding effects —, and only
indirectly linked with a stronger aesthetic attitude than reading popular fiction texts — this

time mediated by perceived effects of foregrounding.

General Discussion
Aesthetic experiences are mental phenomena that form an important part of our daily

lives. Philosophical theories have discussed the role of the aesthetic attitude within the realm
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of aesthetics; however, very little empirical work has been carried out on this topic. In this
paper we reported two experiments that tested determinants of the aesthetic attitude during
reading. Both experiments aimed to replicate a previously observed pattern suggesting that
the aesthetic attitude is enhanced by narrativity. In addition, the two experiments examined
different routes through which this relationship may be manifest — Experiment 1 looked at the
pathway via psychological transparency and identification with protagonists, and Experiment
2 tested the pathway via literariness and foregrounding effects. This research topic is
important because it provides new evidence concerning the aesthetic attitude, a mental state
that has so far been largely neglected by empirical aesthetics despite the longstanding
tradition of this concept within philosophy. Thus, it helps us gain a more complete
understanding of the aesthetic experiences pervading our lives. In addition, our experiments
test these effects in verbal material, in particular comparing narrative vs expository texts,
which is another rather neglected area of research on aesthetics.

In terms of research methods, the two experiments followed a between-subjects
design to compare effects across different reading materials. Although within-subjects
designs offer important advantages in most experimental work, including higher statistical
power and separation of participant variance from other sources of variation, a between-
subjects design was deemed the superior choice for the present research questions. This is
because the between-subjects design reduced/eliminated the impact of fatigue, attrition and
test-retest biases that are common during longer, repetitive testing sessions in a within-
subjects design. The superiority of a between-subjects design for this kind of study is further
reflected in the many studies that have used this design when comparing effects of text
reading (e.g., Dodell-Feder & Tamir, 2018; Kidd & Castano, 2013; Matecki et al., 2019;

Samur et al., 2018; Wimmer et al., in press, Experiment 1).
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Both experiments found consistent evidence that reading a narrative text elicits a more
intense aesthetic attitude than reading an expository text. This pattern presents a conceptual
replication of Wimmer (2015), since the same relationship between narrativity and reception
attitude was observed whilst using different reading stimuli and different measures to assess
reception attitudes. Thus, this seems to be a stable finding across text materials and methods
of measurement. Regarding the underlying mechanisms, Experiment 1 failed to demonstrate
that psychological transparency of a text or identification with textual protagonists explain
the link between narrativity and reception attitude. Experiment 2 revealed that literariness
evokes the aesthetic attitude in two ways: directly by influencing the difference in aesthetic
attitude between literary fiction narratives and expository non-fiction texts, and indirectly via
foregrounding by explaining the difference in aesthetic attitude between literary and popular
fiction narratives.

The two experiments also revealed how the aesthetic attitude might be influenced by
individual differences between observers, in particular key aspects of readers’ personality. In
Experiment 1 empathy, a personality trait that is thought to influence identification with story
characters, was found to have a significant effect on the strength of the aesthetic attitude. In
contrast, in Experiment 2 openness to experience, a trait that has been proposed to involve
high levels of aesthetic sensitivity, did not impact on the aesthetic attitude. To further
elucidate the relationship between personality traits and reception attitudes, future research
could consider more general traits that have been associated with aesthetic experiences,
including education level (see Hartung et al., 2017), tolerance of ambiguity and alexithymia
(see Pietras & Czernecka, 2018), as well as more domain-specific traits, including preference
for perspective-taking (see Hartung et al., 2017), aesthetic processing preference (see
Kopatich et al., 2021), aesthetic responsiveness (see Schlotz et al., 2020), and art affinity (see

Tschacher et al., 2015). To achieve this, it would be desirable to work with more
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heterogeneous samples. In the present studies, the homogeneity of samples may have
impeded the investigation of individual differences. Firstly, since participants in both
experiments were exclusively undergraduates, mainly studying psychology, a stronger impact
of the perceiver could be observed if more diverse samples were recruited, especially
regarding expertise with reading and/or aesthetics. Such a diverse sample could be achieved
by recruiting older aged participants, who have acquired more life experience, greater
exposure to text, and have more unstable aesthetic attitudes compared to younger adults
(Pugach et al., 2017). This diversity also applies to gender. Although the gender distribution
did not differ between the three experimental conditions in either experiment, which rules out
a confounding effect of gender, all groups were predominantly feminine. Given well-known
gender effects for reading (e.g., Logan & Johnston, 2010), it would be interesting to test
whether the current pattern of findings persists in a more gender-balanced sample.

Interestingly, some of the present findings seem to contradict assumptions proposed
by traditional philosophical theories of the aesthetic attitude. For example, the observed close
relationship between narrativity as an object property and the aesthetic attitude seems to
conflict with the idea that any object can be an aesthetic object as long as perceivers process
it aesthetically. At least for the set of texts investigated by Wimmer (2015) and the present
studies, an expository text structure has proven to be significantly less compatible with the
aesthetic attitude. Consequently, the assertion that any object can be an aesthetic object seems
to require modification. However, the notion that aesthetic properties are subject to an
interaction between object and perceiver can in principle be reconciled with the present
findings since narrativity and literariness seem to be object properties that are particularly
well-suited to evoke the aesthetic attitude. It is possible that this traces back to readers’
implicit knowledge that narrativity and literariness are text properties promising high

aesthetic pleasure, however this remains a purely speculative claim and deserves targeted
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investigation. Finally, the assumption that the aesthetic attitude is based on a subject-object
distinction and originates from the subject is not directly supported by the present evidence.
Obiject properties, in particular narrativity and literariness, were processed similarly across
participants, so assuming a subject-object distinction or a guiding role of the subject is not
mandatory to explain the current findings.

In conclusion, across two pre-registered experiments, we found that a more intense
aesthetic attitude is elicited by reading a narrative text compared to an expository text. We
tested potential mechanisms for these effects on aesthetic attitude, and found that both
literariness (in terms of literary fiction narrative vs popular fiction narrative) and perceived
foregrounding play a role in modulating the aesthetic attitude, however variations in

psychological transparency and identification with the story characters did not.
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