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Remembering objects as mundane as a bicycle basket was a not insig-

nificant part of my vocation [as a writer]. The deal worked out for me as 

a novelist was that I should continuously rummage around in memory for 

thousands and thousands of just such things. Unlikely as it may seem, a 

passion for local specificity, the expansive engagement—something close to 

fascination—with the seemingly familiar . . . object like a lady’s kid glove, 

or a butcher shop chicken, or a Gold Star flag, or a Hamilton wristwatch 

. . . is all but at the heart of the task to which every American novelist has 

been enjoined since Herman Melville and his whale and Mark Twain and 

his river. . . . Its concreteness, its unabashed focus on all the particulars, its 

passion for the singular and pronounced aversion to generalities is fiction’s 

life blood. It is from a scrupulous fidelity to the blizzard of specific data that 

is a personal life, it is from the force of its uncompromising particularity, its 

physicalness, that the realistic novel . . . derives its ruthless intimacy.

—Philip Roth, Pulitzer Prize–winning author, from the symposium  

“The Life and Work of Philip Roth,” aired on C-SPAN March 19, 2013
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FOREWORD

This book has the potential to revolutionize both the study of the experience of 
reading and the study of aesthetic experience generally. But you will need to 
be patient with it.
 Currently, we know very little about what people actually experience when 
they read a text. Do people form visual images of scenes depicted in the text? 
Do people hear the voice of the narrator as though speaking in their heads? 
Do they immerse so deeply that they no longer visually experience the page 
before them? How much variation is there between people, within the same 
person over time, and depending on features of the text or reading context? 
How do differences in readers’ experiences relate to their understanding and 
appreciation of the text? There is virtually no systematic work on these topics 
that adequately confronts the methodological challenges of studying readers’ 
conscious experiences as they stream past. The academic community is simi-
larly ignorant about aesthetic experience while encountering music, movies, 
photography, painting, dance, cathedrals, sunsets . . .
 Russell T. Hurlburt (“Russ,” in this book) is the world’s leading practitioner 
of “experience sampling” methods in psychology—“beeping” people to dis-
cover what was in their stream of inner experience at the moment immedi-
ately before the beep. (I have been critical of Russ’s methods in Hurlburt and 
Schwitzgebel 2007, but as I said in 2007, I know of no better method for 
studying consciousness.) Marco Caracciolo, a postdoctoral researcher in lit-
erary theory, contacted Russ, thinking that Russ’s experience sampling could 
help him explore readers’ experiences when confronting a text like Kafka’s 
Metamorphosis.
 Russ’s reaction is perhaps somewhat surprising: he confronted Marco about 
the presuppositions that Marco was bringing to the enterprise, presuppositions 
Russ thought likely to ruin Marco’s potential to discover the truth about readers’ 
experiences. Thus, Russ led Marco away from the study of others’ experiences 
to an exploration of himself. This book is a record of that encounter, as it took 
place in Russ’s and Marco’s email exchanges. It is characteristic of Russ’s work 
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that he starts with such personal encounters, collaborative but also frankly con-
frontational, whether between himself and a research subject or between him-
self and another researcher. These personal encounters, coupled with a thor-
ough exploration of specific details before drawing general conclusions, often 
yield novel insights otherwise unlikely to have been obtained, insights both for 
the people encountering each other and for the almost-voyeuristic observer.
 The format of the book will require you, as I said, to be patient. If you are 
like me, when you are confronted with an academic text, your first, hurried 
reaction will be to home in as quickly as possible on the takeaway message, 
to determine how much time to invest and on which parts. This book is not 
an expository essay that can effectively be approached in that way. It is a 
journey, so you’ll have to buckle in for the ride at the beginning. If you are 
interested, scientifically or personally, in the experience of reading, you should 
find the journey worthwhile.
 You might think that Russ and Marco could save the reader’s time by edit-
ing the exchanges down to the essentials. To understand why they have not 
done this, you need to know another central and distinctive feature of Russ’s 
approach: Russ believes that toxic presuppositions are often reflected, invisi-
bly to us, in our decisions about what is worth paying attention to and what 
can be omitted without loss. He fights this tendency by employing random 
beepers that force the researcher and subject to consider in detail whatever 
experience happens to be present at the moment of the beep, whether that 
experience seems deep or mundane, typical or unusual, on-topic or off-topic. 
Often, what one is initially inclined to dismiss proves to be the thing one reg-
ularly dismisses—the very thing perpetually in one’s blind spot, the very thing 
one needs finally to learn to see. Russ and Marco, by presenting the full text 
of their exchange, only lightly edited, similarly refuse to prejudge what details 
matter, letting it all hang out for the reader’s evaluation. The result is a conver-
sation of profound importance for both aesthetics and consciousness studies, 
revealing the evolving perspectives of two cutting-edge researchers in their full, 
unguarded humanity and authenticity.

Eric Schwitzgebel
Professor of Philosophy

University of California, Riverside
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To:  The reader
From: Marco Caracciolo
  Groningen, The Netherlands

We spend a significant part of our lives engaging with stories told in 
conversation, literary fiction, movies, theater, comics, and video games. 
We do so not just because stories can be entertaining, interesting, and 
informative, but also because these qualities have an experiential “feel” 
attached to them: narrative can elicit powerful emotions or evoke vivid 
mental imagery; it can stir up the audience’s past memories and invite 
them to consider existential or ethical questions.
 Armed with these ideas, and prompted by the recent rise of inter-
est in the so-called “experientiality” or “consciousness factor” of nar-
rative within my field, narrative theory, I emailed Russ Hurlburt, asking 
his advice on an empirical study that I was planning. I had just finished 
reading Russ’s book-length conversation with philosopher Eric Schwitz-
gebel, and I had a hunch that Russ would be responsive and helpful. 
What I did not expect, however, was that our correspondence would 
end up challenging many of my assumptions regarding narrative and 
experience.
 In my first email to Russ I wrote that I wanted to set up an empiri-
cal study of narrative experientiality on the basis of his Descriptive Expe-
rience Sampling (DES) method. We decided to run a pilot study where 
“Lynn” and “Alex” would read Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis. The 
participants were two skilled DES subjects, so we could expect them to 
deliver high-fidelity descriptions of their experiences. We would “beep” 
them in the DES way a few times while they read; they would take notes 
on whatever was in their experience just before each beep; and then Russ 
would interview them about their beeped experiences.
 The results of these interviews are described in the body of this book, 
and I don’t want to spoil it for you. Here’s a glimpse: Lynn’s experi-
ences while reading were approximately what I (and probably you, dear 
reader) anticipated. But Alex’s experiences (as Russ described them) sur-
prised me, almost alarmed me. Baldly stated, I didn’t believe him. Alex’s 
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reading experiences couldn’t possibly be like that; or if they were, Alex 
couldn’t possibly be reading with comprehension. My temptation was to 
disregard Alex’s DES report on the grounds that it was apparently irrele-
vant to my study.
 Russ suggested that my disbelief and inclination to disregard were 
likely the products of my own presuppositions, which blinded me to 
actual experiences while reading. I parried, saying that Russ undervalued 
the big picture of the experience of reading: the DES method was biased 
in favor of experiences of a narrow temporal scope, stripping down the 
richness of the reading experience and leading to reports as bizarre as 
Alex’s. There ensued an email correspondence where we hammered 
away at my presuppositions or Russ’s narrowness regarding issues cen-
tral to both consciousness science and literary studies: the methodolog-
ical pitfalls involved in the investigation of experience; the difference 
between “pristine” experience as can be apprehended through the DES 
method and the “broad” experience that forms the backbone of narrative 
experientiality; the degree to which experience can be shared with others; 
the role of language and metaphor in shaping experience and experien-
tial reports; what it means for a text to convey a character’s experience; 
the dividing line between a humanistic and a scientific approach to expe-
rience. Eventually I, too, wore the DES beeper, in a kind of participant- 
observation. I don’t want to spoil that part of the book for you, either, 
but when the time comes you’ll see that my first-person encounter with 
DES left a mark on my views about experience.
 A few months ago I was invited to present my work on narrative 
experientiality at a conference on psychological approaches to litera-
ture. The audience was a small but extremely competent group of liter-
ary and psychological scholars. As part of my presentation, I explained 
the Metamorphosis study and described Alex’s experience. The audience 
laughed out loud at the obvious absurdity of such a description. Their 
reaction was strikingly similar to my own surprise/alarm when Russ 
first described Alex’s experience to me. You might expect that I would 
have found these scholars’ laughter congenial, a validation of my view 
of the reading experience. Indeed, a year ago I would have been one of 
the laughers, but now the laughter irritated me: I recognized it to be the 
noise of presuppositions being stirred up in the audience, the same pre-
suppositions that I had been trying hard to work through over the course 
of my dialogue with Russ. My reaction to the laughter made it clear that 
Russ’s and my interchanges had been transformative for me.
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 It was then that I understood that others might value a vicarious par-
ticipation in the Russ/Marco interchanges, and that technology would 
make it possible. I have never met Russ, so our dialogue has been 
entirely electronic, and as a result, whatever had been transformative 
for me continued to exist in its original email-exchange form. We should 
make that accessible.
 This book presents a mostly verbatim account of Russ’s and my inter-
changes. We have edited out a few places to make your reading easier, 
but those alterations are minor and, I think, do not appreciably alter the 
flow, content, or energy—they continue to display the tension that results 
when two people try to be honest with each other about important mat-
ters that might involve personal blindnesses on one side or both. Much 
of the conversation is about my own presuppositions, and, dear reader, 
you have every right not to care much about that—they are, after all, only 
one person’s small or large delusions. Yet, as the laughter of my col-
leagues evidenced, I think some of my presuppositions about experience 
may be broadly shared. I don’t want to be dogmatic about that, however, 
so I invite you into the fray. You may come to believe, as Russ suggested, 
that my initial views were presupposition-ridden, that your own views 
were similar to mine, and that you have profited from our skirmishes. 
Or you may come to believe that Russ has duped me into accepting his 
overly narrow way of looking at experience. But either way, I think you will 
appreciate the genuine struggle that is conveyed in these pages.
 In the course of my conversations with Russ I have often been struck 
by the poetic quality of his DES descriptions. Virginia Woolf suggested 
that art isolates one instant from the stream of time and turns it into a 
single, clear-cut “moment of being.” To me, this process bears a striking 
resemblance to the rigor and determination with which Russ pursues a 
randomly chosen instant of his participants’ existence. To use Woolf’s 
favorite metaphor, Russ’s experience sampling can be said to “crystal-
lize” human time. Here artistic and scientific methods seem to con-
verge. As Russ himself put it when I drew his attention to the poetry of 
DES: “when you get down deep enough into genuineness, [every human 
endeavor] looks pretty much the same.” Such genuineness and pains-
taking attention to detail surround all of our exchanges, giving them the 
personal tone and resonance which—I hope—will make the puzzles of 
experience concrete and relevant to you.

Marco
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To:  The reader
From: Russ Hurlburt
  Las Vegas, Nevada, USA

When Marco Caracciolo asked for some advice in applying my 
Descriptive Experience Sampling (DES) method to study the phenom-
ena of the experience of reading, I replied that I thought his study 
underappreciated the sensitivities required to study phenomena, that 
if he really wanted to take inner experience seriously, he needed to 
start over. I expected that to be the end of it.
 Instead, it was the beginning of an email correspondence where 
we confronted each other about many of the crucial issues involving 
experiential science and humanism. I am a grizzled scientist who, 
across five decades, has pioneered the exploration of inner experience 
(thoughts, feelings, sensations, etc.). Marco is a vigorous humanist 
whose work deals with the “experientiality” of literary narrative—its 
capacity to draw on the audience’s past experiences and turn them 
into novel imaginative experiences. Those intersecting interests but 
divergent histories and personalities energized the confrontations: 
Marco thought I was too narrow in my approach and wanted me to 
respect his broad view of experience. I thought Marco was unknow-
ingly ambiguous in his thinking about experience and that his over-
confidence reflected presuppositions about experience rather than 
facts.
 This book presents our exchanges as they happened, not sanitized 
or bowdlerized. I think you will find those exchanges to be genu-
inely confrontational. Confrontation has acquired a bad connotation, 
implying intemperate argumentation, but genuinely to confront means 
to come face to face with. Genuine confrontation begins with a per-
sonal disagreement (the real Russ suggesting to the real Marco that 
Marco’s comments may reflect presupposition rather than fact; or the 
real Marco suggesting to the real Russ that Russ’s comments overlook 
important aspects) and then, face to face, exposing relevant details 
until the disagreement is clarified or resolved.
 I’ve written rather a lot about presuppositions (particularly in 
Hurlburt, 2011a; Hurlburt and Schwitzgebel, 2007, 2011), that they are 
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delusions that warp one’s view of the world. I fancy myself as hav-
ing quite a bit of practice in sniffing out presuppositions in myself and 
others, the result of 35 years of investigating the details of inner expe-
rience, and in helping others to grind away or set aside (“bracket”) 
their presuppositions. From that experience I highlight three aspects: 
First, presuppositions (aka delusions) are blindnesses. If Marco has 
presuppositions, he will not, in fact cannot possibly, recognize them 
and must energetically deny their existence—that’s the nature of delu-
sion. Second, no one (unless they have attained perfection) has direct 
knowledge of the presuppositions of others. What looks to me like 
Marco’s presupposition might actually reflect my own blindnesses or 
hypersensitivities. Third (really a corollary of the first two), if there is 
progress in the bracketing or grinding away of a presupposition, it will 
require repetition and more repetition, and progress will be uneven.
 The conversations displayed in this book are always on the scent of 
Marco’s or my presuppositions or blindnesses. The value of this book, 
if value it has, derives from the likelihood that you, dear reader, share 
Marco’s presuppositions or my blindnesses/hypersensitivities, and 
that you might profit from our transformative confrontations. If what I 
said in the previous paragraph about the nature of presuppositions is 
correct, then you also will require repetition and more repetition. Try-
ing not to spoil the conclusion for you, here is an example. Marco and 
I disagreed about pristine experience and broad experience: I thought 
they were fundamentally different whereas Marco thought they were 
largely the same (you’ll find the details of that distinction inside this 
book). We battled back and forth, trying, eventually successfully, to 
work through our differences. We could (as would most authors) have 
written a book that explicates our conclusions: pristine experience 
is like this, broad experience is like that. Instead, we have provided 
a book that seeks to change your way of apprehending distinctions 
such as between pristine experience and broad experience. That is, this 
is not a book about it (types of experience); this is a book about you 
(potentially abrading away some presuppositions about experience).
 So I warn you that the conversations in this book meander. Con-
versations that are effective in bracketing presuppositions must mean-
der. I might call these conversations “braided” in the sense that there 
are multiple strands that wind around each other, reaching backward 
and forward to make a stronger structure. Each plait retreats behind 
the others but then emerges again at a deeper level, exposing presup-
positions from a new perspective. I think the interwovenness of our 
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confrontation is essential to the bracketing of presupposition pro-
cess, and the good news is that the result of the braiding is a stron-
ger structure than would result from exposing each plait one at a time. 
(By the way, the book’s cover is inspired by the braided nature of our 
confrontation.)
 This book therefore displays our interchanges, word for word, 
no holds barred. We have provided some landmarks to make your 
reading easier, edited out a few strands that led farther afield than 
we judged desirable here, and provided some occasional edits to cor-
rect misspellings and the like, but what remains is essentially verba-
tim, preserving the tension that ran through our interaction. I hope it 
engages your (slightly prurient) interest in genuine human exchange. 
There is no jargon employed, no special expertise required, and I hope 
you will find that our emails read more like fiction than technical 
scholarship, making our exploration of experience personally compel-
ling as well as valuable to psychologists, consciousness scientists, liter-
ary scholars, and humanists of all stripes.
 Last but by no means least, I salute Marco’s commitment to genu-
ine discovery, wherever that path leads, and his unflinching willing-
ness to present this book, which reveals aspects of the private Marco 
(as revealed by the beeper and otherwise) at an uncommonly per-
sonal and not always flattering level. I respect greatly his willingness 
to open these conversations to public scrutiny and trust that you will 
find his commitment revelatory and motivating as well as just plain 
interesting.

Russ

Q: Why should I want to participate vicariously in your argument? Why 
don’t you two just work out your differences, figure out what you 
jointly believe, and tell us about that? That would be much more 
efficient!

RUSS AND MARCO: As in many things, the journey is more important 
than the destination. If there is value in the reading you are under-
taking (and we think there is), it comes from the transformation, not 
merely the acquisition of a new set of facts. That kind of transfor-
mation requires taking one perspective and then another and then 
another on the same material, requires confrontation, requires 



All Rights Reserved. Copyright © The Ohio State University Press, 2016. Batch 1.

M E S S A G E S  T O  T H E  R E A D E R  •  9

repetition, requires growth, requires time for stubbornness or 
pride to melt away.

Q: I’m new to this topic. What is Descriptive Experience 
Sampling?

RUSS: Here’s what you need to know at the outset: Descriptive 
Experience Sampling (DES) is my attempt at presenting a 
method that produces high-fidelity descriptions of inner expe-
rience. If you are a subject in DES research, you carry a ran-
dom beeper into your natural environments (work, driving, 
shopping, recreation, etc.). When it beeps, you are to notice 
your inner experience (thoughts, feelings, sensations, percep-
tions, etc.) and jot down its characteristics. At the end of a 
sampling day (after you have collected about six beeps), you 
participate in an “expositional” interview designed to help you 
provide faithful accounts of your experience.

Q: What do you mean by inner experience?
RUSS:  Thoughts, feelings, sensations, tickles, seeings, hearings, 

etc.; anything that directly presents itself “before the footlights 
of consciousness” (as William James would say) at a particular 
moment. The details will become clear as we progress.
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I

IN WHICH MARCO ASKS RUSS ABOUT READING, 

BUT HE RESPONDS ABOUT PRESUPPOSITIONS

January 7
Dear Dr. Hurlburt,
I am a postdoctoral researcher at the Department of Arts, Culture, and 
Media of the University of Groningen in the Netherlands, and my work 
deals with the phenomenology of reading literary narrative. In particu-
lar, I am interested in correlations between the experiential components 
of people’s engagement with literature (mental imagery, emotions, etc.) 
and higher-order judgments concerning the ethical, social, or aesthetic 
relevance of literary texts.
 I’ve recently come across your Descriptive Experience Sampling 
(DES) method, and after reading up on your work I started thinking of 
applying a version of your methodology to the study of the reading expe-
rience. As far as I know this hasn’t been attempted before (although in 
several cases your subjects did get a beep while they were reading), so 
I would be greatly interested in any comment or suggestion you may 
have on the experimental design described below. My project is still in its 
infancy, so feel free to suggest radical revisions to the set-up.
 First of all, your subjects typically carry the beeper with them 
throughout their day; but since I am interested in a very specific activity 
here I think it would be impractical to ask my participants to ignore the 
beeps when they are not reading, or to turn on the beeper only when they 
start reading. My guess is that a relatively controlled experimental situa-
tion would be more suitable to this study. For instance, I could ask each 
participant to read a novel in my office (or in a more “natural” setting 
such as a coffee shop) for a couple of hours, informing them that the 
beeper will go off at random intervals after they have been reading for 30 
minutes. I think this warm-up period is important for readers to be able 
to immerse themselves in the novel, letting go of the thought that they 
are participating in a psychological study etc.

[1]
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 Immediately after the beep, participants would stop reading, jot 
down some notes, and come to me in order to be interviewed about their 
experiences. This procedure would be repeated several times over three 
or four reading sessions, with the participant picking up at the point 
where he or she was interrupted by the beep. The plan is to sample the 
reading experiences of a group of 10 readers, who would be asked to 
read the same novel (I need the same novel because the purpose of the 
project is to gain insight not just into the reading experience per se, but 
also into how stylistic and narrative strategies can interact with and per-
haps constrain the reading experience).
 Before the first session, each participant would receive a minimal 
phenomenological training (mainly in order to agree on the terminology 
used in the interviews); I will also make clear that the purpose of the 
study is to gain accurate information on how participants respond to the 
text at an experiential level, not assessing their literary competence or 
interpretive skills (I imagine institutional pressures are to be taken into 
account here, especially if the subjects are recruited among literature 
students—something that I’d rather avoid).
 If you have any thought or suggestion about this variation on your 
methodology I’d be most interested in hearing it! In any case many 
thanks for your fascinating work.
All the best,
Marco Caracciolo

NOTE: Before you read on, we encourage you to note your reaction to 
Marco’s proposed study. We strongly urge you to jot down a few notes 
about it—we’ll wait! You might think that you don’t need to jot down 
notes—that you’ll be able to recall your reactions later. That is likely not 
true (it’s one of the themes of this book). For now, we advise you to humor 
us: jot down a few words about Marco’s study and your reaction to it.

January 8
Hi Marco—
I agree that understanding the phenomenology while reading would 
probably be of great value to literary folks, to psychological scientists, 
and to those engaged in pedagogy.
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 I agree that there are (to my knowledge) no good studies of the 
phenomenology while reading.
 I agree that applying DES to the experience while reading might be 
extremely fascinating as well as worthwhile from the two perspectives 
above, so I applaud your project.
 In my opinion, the main difficulty of a study such as the one you 
propose is the overcoming or bracketing of presuppositions, both by 
yourself and by your subjects, but your description does not seem to 
address that. Unless you are successful in that bracketing, I think your 
study’s results will not be very interesting. If you are successful, your 
study’s results will likely be incredibly interesting. That is, I think that 
if you really want to know about the phenomenology while reading, 
then by far the most important part of your design will be your ability 
to enable yourself and your subjects to bracket presuppositions. All 
other design features are secondary to that.
 In that light, I think there is no such thing as the “minimal phe-
nomenological training” to which you refer.
 I think that any training you might do on the terminology to be 
used in the interviews will reify your own presuppositions and assist 
the subjects in entrenching their own presuppositions, and is therefore 
undesirable.
 I think that any attempt to make “clear that the purpose of the 
study is to gain accurate information on how participants respond to 
the text at an experiential level” will precipitate a collusion between 
you and the subject that will substantially undermine your ability gen-
uinely to find what you’re looking for. There is only one possible DES 
phenomenological task—to apprehend whatever experience happens 
to be ongoing at the moment of a beep. In your study, that implies 
that your sincere interest must be to apprehend whatever experience 
happens to be ongoing at the moment of the beep while the subject 
happens to be reading. That is, if you want to apprehend phenome-
nology in high fidelity, you must be equally interested in seemingly 
unrelated phenomena (“distractions”) as in those phenomena that 
seem on target.
 And I do mean equally interested. If you (think you) “know,” prior 
to your investigation, what phenomena are interesting, then you might 
as well not conduct the investigation—you’ll just underscore your 
presuppositions.
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 If you have developed an effective way to bracket your own 
and your subjects’ presuppositions, then it probably doesn’t matter 
whether they read in your office or at home.
 If I were to conduct such a study, I would have each subject 
begin by engaging in 3–5 DES sampling days (including an interview 
about each day’s samples before proceeding to the next sampling 
day) while they go about their everyday nonreading activities. That 
is, I would learn how to talk to my subjects on turf that is not par-
ticularly of interest to my study. During those iterative interviews, 
I would try (and probably be successful) to awaken an interest in 
them and in me to apprehend their experiences, whatever they are, 
in high fidelity. That is, I would try to foster the notion that getting 
their experience right (that is, in high fidelity) is more interesting 
than getting it in line with their (or with their perception of my) pre-
suppositions. That is not an easy task, but it is attainable if you are 
sincere and skilled.
 Then, and only then, I’d ask them to read, and beep them while 
doing so, and emphasize that I’m interested in their experience at 
the moment of the beep, in high fidelity and whatever it is (whether 
related to reading or not).
 That may well be more difficult for you than for them.
 You likely will have the reaction that that is a lot of work, and so it 
is. But bracketing presuppositions is a lot of work. If you can figure out 
a more streamlined way to bracket presuppositions, I’m all for it, but 
I’m pretty sure that any attempt at streamlining is probably motivated 
by some presupposition and therefore counterproductive.
 I think your study is unworkably ambitious. Your question (“how 
stylistic and narrative strategies can interact with and perhaps con-
strain the reading experience”) is what I would call a validation ques-
tion, and to answer it you would need many stylistic and narrative 
strategies, many subjects, and many samples from each subject. Most 
behavioral scientists ask validation questions, and on that altar sacri-
fice phenomenological adequacy. I think that is bad science in areas 
where phenomena might be important.
 At this point in the history of the world, I think validation stud-
ies regarding experience are premature. If you want phenomenolog-
ical adequacy, I’d suggest reorganizing your study to ask a straight-
forwardly phenomenological question: What are some experiential 
phenomena that occur while reading? I’d use a variety of subjects 
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(probably fewer than 10) reading a variety of materials, and see what 
emerges.
 I’d take seriously the trying to figure out how to bracket presup-
positions effectively, by whatever means are necessary. For example, 
I’d suggest co-interviewers whom you respect but who have interests 
different from yours.
 I’d recommend that you take individual differences seriously. 
There is no reason to believe that people have the same experiences 
while reading, even if they are reading the same passage.
 I’d read my 2011 book.
 I suspect all that may seem daunting and/or disappointing. If psy-
chological science had a real commitment to the phenomena it studies, 
then there would be an infrastructure that supports the kind of work 
that you’d like to do, an infrastructure that has already done some of 
the basic work (of the kind that I am suggesting here). However, that 
is not the state of the world. So I think if you are really interested in 
phenomena, then you need to start at the beginning.
 Please let me know if you have questions or comments.
—Russ Hurlburt

MARCO: After exchanging the hundreds of emails that are displayed 
in this book, I find it impossible not to notice the naïveté of my 
planned study. My remarks on the “relatively controlled experimental 
situation” and the “minimal phenomenological training” appear to 
express what I now see as a (largely false) confidence in my own 
experience-sampling skills.

RUSS:  Show of hands, please: A few pages back, did you jot down 
something about Marco’s naïveté or overconfident self-assurance? (If 
you didn’t jot it, it doesn’t count.) I suspect there are not many hands 
showing, because I think Marco in this regard is very much like most 
people who consider exploring experience.

RUSS AND MARCO: One of the themes in this book is Marco’s transfor-
mation from self-assurance about his phenomenological skill to the 
recognition of the naïveté of that self-assurance. Such transformation 
is crucial, as Epictetus noted: “What is the first business of one who 
studies philosophy? To part with self-conceit. For it is impossible for 
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any one to begin to learn what he thinks that he already knows” 
(108 ad/1865, II, 17).

  Abrading away overconfident self-assurance is accomplished not 
by acquiring a new set of facts or attaining a higher level of eru-
dition/competence, but rather by cultivating the valuing of naïveté. 
That cultivation is a large part of the journey that is this book, a part 
that requires multiple perspectives and repetitions.

[2]

[3]

[4]

January 9
Dear Russ Hurlburt,
Many thanks for your extremely rich reply! I completely agree with the 
importance of bracketing presuppositions, for me as well as for the par-
ticipants. I will certainly try my best both while illustrating the purposes 
of the study and in the interviews.
 It’s a great idea to sample the participants’ everyday experiences 
before examining their reading experiences. As you say, it’s a lot of work 
and I will probably have to reduce the number of participants. But I see 
the point of setting the stage for the study by interviewing the partici-
pants about their nonreading experiences. Thanks a lot for the sugges-
tions! I will have to think about all this.
 One comment on the issue of validation: I agree, in principle, that 
it’s problematic to make generalizations about the experiences provided 
by reading the same novel.
 Even though I understand your cautiousness (“There is no reason 
to believe that people have the same experiences while reading, even if 
they are reading the same passage”), I still think that if our experiences 
of the world were not broadly similar, it would be impossible to share 
experiences with others, for instance in so-called “joint attention” (see 
Seemann, 2011). You may have a different experience from mine while 
you read the same passage or, say, view the same painting, but the fact 
that we can discuss and compare our experiences suggests that there is 
no unbridgeable difference between my experiences and yours. They may 
not be the same, but they are sufficiently similar to be discussed and 
negotiated in social interaction. (And the reason why they are similar, I 
would say, is that they are based on the same object—novel or paint-
ing; see Caracciolo, 2012, on the sharing of experiences between writers 
and readers.) Maybe you’ll say that this is, in itself, a presupposition. But 
isn’t this kind of presupposition built into any episode of linguistic shar-
ing of experiences—including, of course, interviews?
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 In any case, thanks once again for the great feedback.
All the best,
Marco

Q:  I can accept that this book will meander and repeat—I understand 
that that is necessary if one is to abrade away conceit. But so I don’t 
drift away, can you give me at least a hint of the direction we will 
take?

RUSS AND MARCO: As Russ points out in his introductory note, our con-
versation is “braided”: the division into chapters is designed to help 
you orient yourself through our exchanges. However, bear in mind 
that there are no clear-cut boundaries, because the same themes 
keep recurring in all (or most) of the chapters.

  Here’s a rough list of the themes we’ll address:

  a)  Broad/pristine experience: The status of experiences in the broad 

sense vis-à-vis pristine experience: do they fall into the same 

category?

  b)  Shared experience: Whether and to what extent experiences (pris-

tine and broad) can be shared, linguistically or otherwise.

  c)  Talk about experience: The difference between pristine expe-

rience and what people say about their experiences (broad 

experience).

  d)  Humanistic/scientific: The difference between a humanistic and a 

scientific approach to experience.

  e)  Presuppositions: The role of presuppositions and delusions.

  f)  Judgments: Do judgments always involve pristine experience?

  g)  Mentalism: Skinner’s notion of “mentalism” and pristine 

experience.

  h)  Metaphor: The role of metaphor in conveying experience.

  i)  Personal: The personal dimension of our conversation.

  j)  Concepts: The relationship between concepts and experience.

  When Marco writes on January 9 (near where [3] is in the margin 
above) that people’s experiences are broadly similar, he is opening 
up the discussion of theme (b). As here, we’ll provide “road map” 
comments to signal (often very approximately) where each theme 
starts and where it ends.
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January 10
Hi Marco—
Please see my comments below.
—Russ

RE [2] “I will certainly try my best [to bracket presuppositions].” [The 
“2” refers to the number in the margin of the previous email.]
 Perhaps you expected that I would be pleased to hear that you 
will try your best to bracket presuppositions, but actually I am dis-
mayed. I’m not surprised, because your response is typical of scientists 
I have encountered. I think bracketing presuppositions is a high skill 
(Hurlburt, 2011a; Hurlburt and Heavey, 2006; Hurlburt and Schwitz-
gebel, 2007, 2011), perhaps on a par with violin playing. If you were 
to say “I agree with the importance of virtuosic violin playing, and 
I will certainly try my best,” we both would think that statement is 
absurd. “Trying my best” has only a little to do with violin playing 
skill (which depends far more on method, practice, repetition, instruc-
tion, feedback, instrument, etc.). Your statement implies that if you 
try to bracket presuppositions, you can be successful, and that is, I 
think, very far from the truth. Presuppositions are delusions, and their 
bracketing requires method, practice, repetition, instruction, feedback, 
instrument, and so on, applied consistently over time.
 It is, of course, desirable (in violin playing and bracketing presup-
positions) to try your best at each step of the way, but without method, 
practice, repetition, instruction, feedback, instrument, and so on, try-
ing is useless.
 So my dismay comes from the fact that you, like others, seem dras-
tically to underestimate the required rigor of effective bracketing of 
presuppositions, and that can’t be a good thing.

RE [3] “If our experiences of the world were not broadly similar, it 
would be impossible to share experiences with others.”
 When Mary (sincerely, skillfully) says “I feel a pain in my heart 
about Jill,” she describes a stabbing sensation in her chest, so painful 
that she nearly doubles over. When Sally (sincerely, skillfully) says 
“I feel a pain in my heart about Jill,” she describes a cognitive pro-
cess that judges Jill’s situation to be extremely important and prob-
lematic (and she feels no chest pain). Mary thinks (delusionally) that 
Sally feels chest pain; Sally thinks (delusionally) that Mary is judging 
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Jill’s situation. Mary and Sally can bridge their (unnoticed) differences 
because both do indeed find Jill’s situation problematic. However, 
Mary’s and Sally’s experience is not the same. Whether it is similar or 
not is a matter of definition of “similar.” Mary and Sally will typically 
never notice the differences between their experiences, even though 
those differences are immense (Mary is nearly doubled over; Sally cog-
nitively engaged).
 I think that to overlook these differences (as I think most psychol-
ogy and probably most literary criticism does, but I’m no expert there) 
is, as you predicted, a presupposition (aka a delusion).

RE [4] “But isn’t this kind of presupposition built into any episode of 
linguistic sharing of experiences—including, of course, interviews?”
 Yes, indeed. There are (broadly) three ways to deal with that: (1) 
(ostrich) I’ve got presuppositions about experience but so do you, so 
I won’t do anything about mine; (2) (behaviorist) I’ve got presupposi-
tions about experience and so do you, so science should ban all reports 
of experience; and (3) (genuinely bracket) I’ve got presuppositions 
about experience and so do you, so we should both apply our collec-
tive intelligences to develop methods that might rationally be expected 
to be effective in keeping presuppositions at bay.
 DES tries to fit into option (3). It has developed a method that 
explicitly seeks to help the investigator and the subject bracket pre-
suppositions in these ways: it discusses specific, brief moments; it ran-
domly selects moments to discuss (avoiding the selection of “favorite” 
moments); it asks open-beginninged questions; it uses an iterative 
method; it uses co-interviewers of different persuasions; it discusses 
brief moments because it expects to take a long time to check and 
recheck the meanings of words and their intention; and perhaps 100 
more ways that are discussed in Hurlburt (2011a).
 You might say that even though I intend to bracket presupposi-
tions, I am not adequately skilled in so doing. To which I would reply: 
fine; then either be a behaviorist and rule out all discussion of experi-
ence; or develop a procedure that allows you to do better than I do; or 
examine my work carefully and see if what you say is true.

ROAD MAP: Note that this (January 10) email introduces both the presup-
positions theme (e) and the personal theme (i).
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January 11
Dear Russ,
Many thanks for your further thoughts and comments, lots of food for 
thought here!
 I didn’t mean to be dismissive when I wrote “I will try my best,” since 
I genuinely share your concern about presuppositions. But I’m not sure I 
follow you when you draw such a sharp distinction between “trying one’s 
best” and things like “method, practice, repetition, instruction, feedback, 
instrument.” To me, all these count—or could count at least—as trying 
one’s best.
 At any rate thanks again for the feedback, I think I have a much 
clearer picture of the strategies I should implement to make my study 
methodologically sound now. And of course I’ll keep drawing inspiration 
from your work.
All the best,
Marco

January 12
Hi Marco—
Preliminarily, let me say that I am no mind reader: I happily accept 
that I didn’t and don’t know exactly what you meant by “try my best.” 
(And while I’m on this topic, I also should state explicitly that I am not 
the judge of who is or who is not deluded—I happily accept my igno-
rance on that score also. In particular, I do not feel anything remotely 
close to “You’re deluded and I’m not, ha ha!” As I tried to state explic-
itly and repeatedly in my 2011 book, my sense is much more “You’re 
deluded and so am I.” The question is how to keep the ramifications of 
our (as in my) delusions from debilitating.)

RE [5] Distinctions about “trying one’s best.”
 I’ve been teaching DES interviewing for a long time. Suppose I’m 
working with “Jack,” and I point out what seems to me (imperfectly, to 
be sure) to be his presupposition about some particular something that 
has emerged in an interview. I suggest the desirability of bracketing 
that presupposition. The typical “Jack” response is something like “I 
will try my best—I am genuinely concerned about presuppositions” 
with the implication that he will do better in the next interview. But I 
think trying his best will not make Jack a better interviewer in the next 

[5]
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interview, any more than trying his best will make him a virtuoso the 
next time he picks up a violin.
 Over the course of years of work and practice, trying one’s best 
will make for better interviewing (and virtuosic violining), so I am 
indeed in favor of trying one’s best. But it’s a long-haul kind of thing.
 True presuppositions operate out of sight, or prior to sight. If I’m 
right when I point out a presupposition to Jack, he must think I’m 
wrong. If he says, “Oh! You’re right!” then I’m pretty sure I’m mis-
taken, because presuppositions don’t give up without a fight. If I’m 
right, then Jack must think I’m exaggerating, that I really don’t under-
stand what he meant, that I might be right about this detail but it’s 
really just a trivial detail, that he’s actually much more skilled than I 
think he is, that he’s much more knowledgeable about this topic than 
I am (but he’s a kind and polite person so he wouldn’t say that, at the 
risk of hurting my feelings), that it’s my presuppositions that are in 
play, not his. And of course he might be right about all that, because 
I am not in a position to judge my own presuppositions. Therefore I 
have no right to be dogmatic. On the other hand, I have been doing 
this a long time and have a track record of being a pretty good (not 
perfect) sniffer of presuppositions, so I have no right simply to cave in, 
either. As a result, by their fundamental nature, presuppositions bring 
real people into direct conflict about very personal things.
 So the best I can hope for from Jack is for him to say, sincerely, “I 
accept that you might know something about presuppositions in gen-
eral, but I think you’re mistaken about this one; I’ll do what you say 
out of regard for your track record.” But he won’t actually do what 
I say, because he doesn’t and can’t understand what I say. So at the 
next interview (continuing the scenario that my presupposition-sniff 
was in the ballpark) he will do the same thing that he did in the first 
interview (or perhaps worse). I will point it out again, he will deny 
it again, this time with perhaps more vehemence. In the third inter-
view (if there is one, because Jack’s valuable time might seem to him to 
be being wasted on my obvious incompetence) Jack will do the same 
thing again, and I will point it out again, but this time there will be a 
glimmer of comprehension about what I’m talking about and a real 
recognition that something needs to be done about it. In the fourth 
interview, he will do it again, but this time he will recognize it by 
himself and be mad at himself for not having been able to change his 
behavior. In the fifth interview, he will correct the problem on his own. 
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But in the sixth interview, the problem will be back, and he will be 
frustrated by its return; but he will recognize that he has to work at it 
some more. And so on, the problem coming and going, working and 
working, until eventually it mostly doesn’t come anymore.
 That’s the typical presupposition bracketing scenario at its best.
 If that’s what you had in mind by “I will do my best,” then I’m all 
for it.

RE [1] Your study.
 I could do a very brief version—like a pilot—of your study. For 
example, I could beep two experienced subjects in two or three pas-
sages. If that’s of interest to you, please suggest a shortish work that 
could be read with interest by undergraduates—say, an hour of read-
ing—and I’ll figure out how to beep people in at least approximately 
the same place (e.g., 8 seconds after they turn page 11).
—Russ

January 13
Dear Russ,
RE [6] “Please suggest a shortish work.”
 I’d suggest Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis. It’s long enough to 
beep the subjects a couple of times but short enough to be read in one 
sitting. It lends itself to multiple readings and interpretations [see Russ’s 
comments in RE 42] while remaining highly readable in style and cap-
tivating in its subject-matter. But The Metamorphosis is also a text that 
foregrounds and problematizes experience: Kafka is well known for his 
ability to evoke narrative junctures that have a tangible experiential “feel” 
(think only of the adjective “Kafkaesque” and how we use it to describe 
situations that are somehow reminiscent of Kafka’s paradoxes and 
absurdities; see Troscianko, 2010). In The Metamorphosis, for instance, 
we are told that the protagonist turned into an insect of some sort, but 
he is never described directly: despite its central importance in the story 
we have little information about the character’s new body. How do read-
ers cope with this indeterminacy in their imaginings? It is this kind of 
question that makes The Metamorphosis a good case study for investigat-
ing the reading experience.
 If you like this choice, I could send you a pdf and a list of key pas-
sages within a day or two.
Marco

[6]
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NOTE: In an exchange of emails, Russ and Marco agree that Russ will 
run a pilot study that delivers four beeps during the reading of The 
Metamorphosis. The beeps will be delivered in such a way that the par-
ticipants will be reading more or less the same passages when they hear 
the beeps. A screen shot of the Metamorphosis text reader can be found 
on the Companion Website.

COMPANION WEBSITE: Additional materials accompanying this book can 
be found on the book’s companion website. A link can be found on this 
book’s page on The Ohio State University Press website (or simply Goo-
gle “caracciolo hurlburt companion”).




