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[music]

INTRODUCTION

This is Episode 48 of Books and Ideas, and I'm your host, Dr. Ginger Campbell.  

Today I will be talking with Jonathan Gottschall, the  author of The Storytelling 

Animal: How Stories Make Us Human.

Before we get started, I just want to remind you that you can find complete show 

notes and free episode transcripts for every episode of Books and Ideas at 

booksandideas.com.  You can send me feedback at docartemis@gmail.com.  

[music]

INTERVIEW

Dr. Campbell:  Jonathan, it’s great to have you on Books and Ideas today.  I 

thought perhaps you might just start out by introducing yourself ; tell us a little 
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bit about yourself, and maybe how you came to write this book, The Storytelling 

Animal.

Dr. Gottschall:  Sure.  Thanks for having me on.  My name is Jonathan 

Gottschall, as you said.  I teach English at Washington and Jefferson College, 

where I live in the small town of Washington, Pennsylvania, with my wife and 

two daughters.  And that’s somewhat relevant to the reason I wrote the book.  

I’m a literary scholar, and I’ve been thinking about stories for a long time, 

obviously; but I had this experience driving down the road one day, when a 

country music song came on.  The country music song was telling a story, and the 

story was about a young man who goes to ask for the hand of his sweetheart in 

marriage.  

He’s going to ask the father in the traditional way.  And he goes to the father’s 

house, and the father makes him wait in the living room, and there are all these 

pictures on the wall.  He sees the pictures, and they’re pictures of his sweetheart 

as a little girl.  And she’s doing all these little girl things: she’s jumping on the 

bed; she’s riding her first bike; she’s eating a Popsicle; she’s playing Cinderella.  

And the young man has this revelation.  For the first time he realizes that he’s 

there to steal something precious from the father; he’s there to steal Cinderella.  

That was the name of the song; it was Chuck Wicks’ story in song called “Stealing 

Cinderella.” 1  

And I was listening to this song, driving down the road.  And I’m not a country 

music fan; it’s a country music song.  And yet, the next thing I know I’m blind 

from tears, and kind of veering off the road to mourn the day when my own little 

girls would leave the nest and abandon me.  And I really lost it.  It was sort of  like 

somebody had murdered my puppy—that’s  how I was reacting to this.
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And at the same time I’m having this emotional experience I’m also having a 

certain intellectual experience—sort of an out-of-body experience, saying, Whoa, 

this is weird!  I’m looking down at myself, and this is so strange that a song I 

don’t even like can reduce me to this emotional puddle.

And I wrote the book, in part, to try to understand what happened to me that day; 

how stories can have that sort of power—not just over me, but over most people.  

Most people have an experience like this, where a story has affected them in a 

really strong emotional way. 

Dr. Campbell:  Well, that makes a lot of sense.  And so, I guess it’s fair to also 

assume that your daughters inspired the book in this way, and also parts of the 

content of the book.

Dr. Gottschall:  Absolutely.  I didn’t know this going in, but I got very lucky—

just lucky—that my children were at the golden age of children’s pretend play, 

where they were constantly living their lives in and through story.  

They spent very little time in their lives out of story.  They were either having 

stories read to them, they were watching stories in their videos, or they were in 

their pretend play, making up these  incredible wonder worlds of mommies and 

babies, and princes and princesses, and good guys and bad guys, and just living in 

these fantasy worlds.

And so, I had this little developmental psychology lab in my house, where I was 

able to just observe them, and to play with them—to participate in these stories, 

myself.  I really learned a lot from that; from just observing them, thinking about 

them, thinking about their time there, enjoying being in that world with them.  

It reminded a bit of Darwin.  Darwin also was a loving father, and really doted on 

his children.  But it didn’t stop him from making them the subjects of his 
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experiments now and then—always observational experiments.  He wrote some 

great stuff about his children, as well.  

So, that was serendipitous that my children were at the right age for this.

Dr. Campbell:  That was actually one of my favorite things about your book; the 

way you used the stories of your own daughters to illustrate your ideas.  And I’m 

going to come back to the whole issue of what we can learn from children in just a 

minute, but first I think we need a little bit more background information.  

What is the key question that you set out to answer in this book?

Dr. Gottschall:  I think it was a suite of questions, more than a single thing.  I 

guess what I’d say is there’s been this long, long, long debate—argument—about 

what constitutes the human essence; what is it that sets apart a human from the 

rest of creation.  

When we call our species Homo sapiens, we’re making an argument; and the 

argument is that what sets us apart is our sapience—our wisdom, our intelligence.  

Then others would say, no, we’re not all that logical, we’re not all that rational; 

actually it’s upright posture that sets us apart, or it’s the sophistication of our tool 

use, or the sophistication of our cultures,  or our language.  

And those things are all important; I’m not trying to downgrade any of them.  My 

argument is just that one thing has been typically left off the list; and that is 

storytelling.  The way that we live our lives inside stories really does set our 

species apart from others.  

And so, sort of half jokingly, I rechristened the species Homo fictus—fiction man.  

We’re this weird sort of great ape who lives its life inside fiction. 
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Dr. Campbell:  Absolutely.  Perhaps we could talk a little bit about the question, 

or the debate over what is the purpose of story.

Dr. Gottschall:  OK, sure.  

I’ll start with sort of a geeky academic response: What do you mean?  There are 

different levels.  At one level the purpose of story is clearly just enjoyment, just 

escapism; just to give us pleasure.  

But then an evolutionist—somebody who’s a biologist or an evolutionist; 

somebody who’s thinking a little more deeply—wants to say, Oh, wait; of course 

it gives us pleasure, but why does it give us pleasure?  Where does the pleasure 

come from?

 So, it’s really obvious why some things give humans pleasure.  It’s obvious why 

sex gives us pleasure; it’s obvious why eating delicious and nutritious food gives 

us pleasure.  But the pleasure of story is not obvious.  It is not obvious that we 

should spend huge swaths of our lives inside fantasy worlds.  

And it’s further not obvious that those fantasy worlds should be so danger-

fraught, so trouble-fraught.  If you were a Martian anthropologist you would 

never predict that there was this weird beast called Homo sapiens and they had 

this ability to mentally project themselves into story lands.  

And what would you expect the story lands would be like?  You’d expect they’d be 

worlds of hedonistic wonder, fried ice cream, and zebras and unicorns; 

everything would go right and nothing bad would happen.  But that’s not what 

you find in fiction lands.  You find trouble in fiction lands.

So, fiction is, on one hand, so ordinary, so usual to us that we never even think 

about it.  On the other hand, it’s profoundly mysterious: why does it give us so 

much pleasure?  There are a variety of different evolutionary hypotheses to 
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account for this.  We’re very much in a sort of storytelling stage; we’re making up 

evolutionary scenarios that may account for it.  

We haven’t done enough testing of these scenarios yet, but I think that the 

answer is going to be something like this: If you look at your hand, your hand is 

obviously for a whole bunch of different stuff, and it was shaped by different 

selection pressures.  It was shaped by the need to do fine motor manipulation; it 

was shaped by the need to grab stuff; it was shaped by the need to make fists and 

throw punches.  

It was shaped by different evolutionary forces for different purposes.  And I think 

that the evolutionary significance of fiction we will find is also going to be a 

similarly complicated story—a story of being for different purposes and 

influenced by different selection pressures.

Dr. Campbell:  But you do definitely reject the idea that stories are just a side 

effect of the way our brains are made—that they don’t have any purpose.

Dr. Gottschall:  I don’t definitely reject it; I would put that a little bit 

differently.  I wish we were at the stage where we could definitely reject any of 

these competing hypotheses.  I think that the byproduct scenario is plausible.  It 

could end up to be the answer, in whole or in part.  It’s not the hunch that I lean 

toward at this point.   

The byproduct scenario is basically this: What are stories for?  From a biological 

point of view, they‘re for nothing; they’re just a side effect of the way that our 

brains happen to be wired.  So, for instance, this is one typical scenario: humans 

are incredibly gossip-hungry social creatures; we’re just dying to know what’s 

going on in other people’s lives.  Learning secrets is delicious to us.  

And so, fiction caters to that; it gives us these other worlds that we can go into.  

We get to go into them as a voyeur and find out what’s going on in other people’s 
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lives, and all their intimate secrets.  We get even into the inner sanctum of their 

minds.  But fiction isn’t designed for that.  Our minds weren’t designed to be 

exploited by fiction; it’s just a side effect of the way that our minds happened to 

operate.

So, these are plausible theories.  And what we really need to do—and what I hope 

the book will do—is attract clever, talented experimentalists who are thinking 

about, OK, how can we test these different ideas?

Dr. Campbell:  Can we now move to what we can learn from children?  As I said 

before, that is one of my favorite chapters, because that material was really totally  

new to me.  The most surprising thing was your observation that make-believe is 

more like heaven than hell.

Dr. Gottschall:   No, the other way around; more like hell than heaven.

Dr. Campbell:  Sorry, that’s what I meant to say; more like hell than heaven.

Dr. Gottschall:   Yes, it surprised me, too.  It surprised me even watching my 

children play—that their worlds that they were creating were really disturbing in 

a lot of ways.  

A couple weeks ago my daughter had her friend over.  And they’re little girls; 

they’re six years old, and they’re still in the golden age of children’s pretend play.  

And the little girl comes up on our back deck, and she and my daughter embrace, 

they hug each other, and they immediately teleport into wonderland—

immediately.  

And my daughter says to her, ‘Let’s pretend that our parents are dead.’  And 

boom, I’m dead—eaten by tigers, as it turns out later on in the plot—and they 

have to navigate this terrible tiger-infested forest, where they’re just fleeing and 
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fighting for their lives.  And that’s pretty typical of children’s make-believe; not 

just for my kids, but for kids all around America, and all around the world.  

Grownups have this tendency—I had it too—to misremember Neverland; to 

misremember children’s make-believe.  Again, this sort of heavenly, sun-kissed, 

bunny land, sort of like the way that Neverland was represented on Mr. Rogers’ 

Neighborhood— a safe place. 

Neverland is not a safe place; it’s a dangerous place.  It’s populated by monsters, 

and death, and destruction, and danger.  And threat and trouble is really the 

dominant theme.   What kids do in Neverland is they go and they confront 

trouble.  It’s not always existential trouble—it’s not always tigers trying to bite off 

your head and kill your parents—but it’s always trouble. 

My daughters, again, there’s quite a bit of domestic play—doll play and kitchen 

play—but it’s still trouble-focused.  There will be something wrong with the baby; 

there will be some sort of dilemma that the family has to confront.

Dr. Campbell:  Are boys and girls different?  I know you just have daughters, 

but you talked a lot in the book about the research in this area.

Dr. Gottschall:  Yes.  This is not popular research in a lot of quarters, because 

the whole area of gender differences is fraught with controversy, obviously.  

But there’s a lot of research showing—reliably—that across time and across 

cultures, girls and boys are playing in quite different ways.  There’s a lot more 

physically rough-and-tumble play with boys; a lot more fantasy and real 

aggressive play than you find with little girls.

Boys’ pretend fantasies—the stories they’re creating—tend to be again more 

fraught with violence, more haunted by hobgoblins and axe murderers than little 

girl play.  But both sorts of play are trouble-saturated.  Little girl play can look 
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safer and cuter from a distance, but if you get close enough you find that the girls 

are also working through quite serious problems.

I tell a story in the book (just an example from a book that I had read) where 

these two little girls, from the outside— from far away—it looks like they’re 

having a nice little game; sort of like a My Little Pony game.  They’re playing 

these two little My Little Pony characters.   

But if you get close and you can listen to what they’re saying, it turns out there’s 

this bad guy named ‘Lurky.'  And Lurky is bothering them, Lurky is dangerous; 

they don’t like Lurky.  And they don’t want to do it, but they've got to kill Lurky.  

And they end up assassinating Lurky with explosives.  

And again, you just don’t know that.  It looks like these two little cute girls in sun 

dresses playing with My Little Pony dolls, or just having this wonderful 

experience.  But really they’ve transported into an imaginative universe where 

they are fighting for their lives.

Dr. Campbell:  It sort of gives a different perspective on Grimm’s Fairy Tales, 

doesn’t it?

Dr. Gottschall:  It sure does.  Do you have children?

Dr. Campbell:  No, I have dogs.  

Dr. Gottschall:  Well, I’ve only had children for about a decade, and so it’s still 

kind of new to me; every time they go through a new phase I’m like, Oh my Gosh, 

this is amazing!  But one of the things that really surprised me about Grimm's, or 

scary tales in general, is how much they loved them.  We are troubled by Grimm's 

Fairy Tales—grownups are.  The children don’t seem to be, very much.  
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I have this one collection of folk tales from around the world featuring heroic 

female protagonists—kind of like adventure stories for girls.  And these are all 

from traditional cultures, and so forth.  I started reading through them, and I’d 

be half-way through and I’d be like, ‘Oh my gosh, I have to stop; this is too dark, 

this is too scary; there’s too much death and destruction.’  His whole family got 

slaughtered; it was very Grimmsy.  

But my daughters just clamored for me to read on.  My younger daughter, at the 

time she was maybe four or five.  I’m like, 'This is too much; all these people are 

dying.’  She’s like, ‘I love death!’  And she wasn’t saying she loves death, but what 

she was really trying to say was, ‘This is fascinating to me to learn about death.  

Don’t stop; I need to know this stuff.’

So, yes, I think the way we’ve tried to sanitize Grimm is possibly a mistake.  And 

we haven’t succeeded, anyway, in taking out the worst stuff.  So, you cleanse the 

most bloody and gory parts out of Cinderella, but you still have a story that little 

girls are consuming avidly today about a little girl who, before she meets her 

prince and lives happily ever after, first loses her parents and comes under the 

power of people who despise her.  They’re still very dark and troubling stories.

Dr. Campbell:  That brings us to a very fundamental feature of storytelling: the 

fact that compelling fiction always seems to be about conflict and trouble.  What 

does that tell us?

Dr. Gottschall:  A lot of what is in the book is, in my view, at the same time 

really obvious and really amazing.  So, the idea that stories are about conflict, that 

stories are about trouble and problems is incredibly cliché from one point of view.  

If you pick up a creative writing book that teaches you how to write creatively, 

that would be like on Page 1—Stories are about conflict.  So, it’s a big cliché.
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And at the same time, as I got further and further into this, I was more and more 

astonished by it.  First off, to find that it truly is universal.  You don’t go to a 

culture where they have stories where everything goes right, and it’s just a fantasy  

wish fulfillment.  People aren’t interested in stories like that.  They’re boring; they  

don’t excite us, they don’t grip us, they don’t grab us.  

And it goes across genres.  You find it in sitcoms, you find it in folk tales, you find 

it in jokes, you find it in urban legends.  Whatever kind of storytelling genre you 

want to find yourself in, you’re going to find the same basic structure.  In the 

book I call it a ‘universal grammar.’  And the universal grammar that you find all 

around the world is problem structures.  Stories are always focused around a 

character who has a problem and seeks to overcome it.

Now again, a lot of people have recognized that, but too few people have asked 

the next question: why should stories be that way?  Again, if you were that 

Martian anthropologist looking at us from the outside, I don’t think you would 

predict that those were the sorts of worlds we would choose to teleport into.

Dr. Campbell:  Do you think the fact that, not only our stories always seem to 

be about trouble and always a character you care about (whether that character is 

an anthropomorphized animal or an actual person), and there are these big 

themes—that’s also a cliché—does that give us any sort of clue about what the 

function might be? 

Dr. Gottschall:  Yes.  Again, this is still in the realm of speculation.  But there’s 

some evidence for it, and so I’ll give you the theory.  

Some people have speculated that you can make an argument from the form of 

fiction.  So, the form of fiction is problem structure.  Can you jump from the form 

of fiction to a speculation about its possible function; about what it’s for?  And 

some people have argued that maybe it’s like a sort of virtual reality simulator; 
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maybe it’s this way because it helps us live our lives better, helps us train for the 

real dilemmas of human life.  

The idea is very closely akin to the idea of a flight simulator.  A pilot will jump 

into a flight simulator so that he or she can train up on all the big dilemmas of 

flying a plane, without the potential carnage and hell fire of actually getting into a  

plane and making those mistakes in real life.  

People have speculated that maybe fiction serves a similar function: that we 

project ourselves into these vivid virtual reality worlds; we confront the big 

dilemmas about the big issues in human life, and as a result we get better at 

confronting those problems in the real world.

Now, what this is actually, is basically a recycling of an ancient idea about the 

function of fiction: that it gives us vicarious experience; that it’s actually good for 

us because it helps us, again, just learn about the world, and learn good responses 

to basic problems that humans confront.  

And there is some experimental evidence for this.  There’s evidence that people 

who consume a lot of fiction outperform heavy non-fiction readers, or heavy non-

fiction watchers (like if they watch a lot of non-fiction TV) on basic tests of social 

abilities and basic tests of empathic abilities—the ability to read other people’s 

emotional and mental states.

So, there seems to be some evidence, at least, in support of this so far, suggesting 

that all this training we get in the virtual worlds of story actually does serve to 

equip us to deal with problems in the real world.

Dr. Campbell:  It’s really interesting how emotionally involved we become in 

stories.  And I think you did mention in the book about the fact that our 

emotional brain processes stories as if they were real.  
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We’ll talk more about the brain in a minute, but is this what’s meant by ‘the 

problem simulation theory’ of storytelling—what you just described?

Dr. Gottschall:  Pretty much, yes.

Dr. Campbell:  Because I have listeners who I know are familiar with Steven 

Pinker’s work, could you talk just very briefly about how this model is different 

from his—or at least one that he’s talked about in the past?  And that was in How 

the Mind Works, so I’m not even sure if he still subscribes to that view.  But that 

book is still pretty popular.

Dr. Gottschall:  Yes, I think he does.  Again, I can’t remember for sure, but I 

think he also brings it up in the next book after that.  What was that called?  

Blank Slate.  

People have the wrong idea about Pinker.  Pinker is almost always trotted out as 

the prime proponent of a ‘byproduct’ view of storytelling—the idea that it’s for 

nothing.  Pinker thinks most of the arts are for nothing, biologically speaking.  

But he does think that fiction has a biological purpose.  And it’s similar to what I 

just described.  

His analogy is a chess master.  What a chess master will do is go out and 

memorize game plans.  They’ll have all these if/then responses to every scenario 

that you might face in a chess game.  And he says maybe that’s what fiction is for:  

you go in and you learn all these different game plans for different situations in 

human life.  

It’s very similar to what I and some other people are saying.  The difference is 

that Pinker’s model appears to be based on this idea that you actually have a 

specific game plan in mind; that you actually remember the story—that you say, 

Hey, in Anna Karenina, Anna did this in response to this problem, and this is 

parallel to the problem that I face, and I will follow a similar course.  
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There are several problems with that, I think.  One is that we don’t remember 

fiction very well.  We tend to remember the gists of stories, and not the fine 

details.  So, what I’m suggesting is that we don’t remember these things 

consciously—we don’t need to—but that they’re still carved into the grooves of the 

mind.  

So, it’s sort of in the same way that you learn how to ride a bike, or swing a golf 

club.  You have no conscious understanding of how you’re doing these things, but 

your performance still improves.  And that’s what most people are suggesting for 

fiction; that we get that sort of training, where we don’t have to have a conscious 

memory of it in order to improve the way we navigate our lives.

Dr. Campbell:  You mention in the book that you do think that this problem 

simulation theory is testable.  I can see that, in principle, it is testable.  Do you 

have any idea of how to test it, or are you just putting it out there and saying, like 

you said before, that we need some really smart people that are good at designing 

experiments?

Dr. Gottschall:  A lot of people have said, Oh, these ideas are just untestable.  

And they’ve said this right from the start, without even trying.  What I would like 

people to do is to try it first, and then fail.  

So, it’s not like there’s been a massive effort by scientists and other smart people 

to try to come up with theories, and it was too hard, and so they went to tackle 

string theory instead.  It wasn’t like that at all.  There’s been no effort.  

And here’s the problem: People in the humanities who have been interested in 

this question haven’t had the expertise to go over and design scientific tests.  

They just don’t have that background.  

And people in the sciences have looked at the arts, for the most part, and said, 

Oh, that’s out of my jurisdiction; that’s the arts, so there’s this line here I’m not 
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supposed to go over into that territory, the humanities territory.  And so, they 

haven’t thought about it very deeply.  

But now there’s starting to be crossover back and forth.  And I do think this is 

going to be a hot research area over the next decade or so.  Yes, I have some ideas 

about how these things might be tested.  All ideas should make predictions about 

how the world would be organized if that idea is true.  

The flight simulator idea, for instance, suggests that people will get better at 

various tasks by being exposed to fiction.  For instance, it’s just so they'll learn to 

be better social operators; they'll learn more about the social world, they’ll get 

better at navigating social dilemmas and social problems

And that’s testable.  You can look at two groups of people—the people who read a 

lot of fiction, who are exposed to a lot of fiction, and the people who aren’t—and 

compare their responses.  And there are all kinds of variations on those studies 

that can be done.  

Yes, there are some very obvious experiments that can be run.   Some people 

think that the ultimate evolutionary function of storytelling is based, not in 

natural selection, but in sexual selection; it’s a way of showing off the quality of 

your mind, and attracting mates, and all those things.  

And there are obvious predictions based on that, also.  For instance, some people 

suggested that in a very classic model of sexual selection you should expect that 

most prominent writers will be youngish men in their prime reproductive years.  

And so, you can test that idea.  

Again, I don’t think that’s going to be the right answer; but it’s a testable answer.  

And it doesn’t have to just to be about me thinking about it and dismissing it; we 

can test it.  We can see if it’s correct or not.
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[music]

I want to take a moment to remind you about my new eBook, Are You Sure? The 

Unconscious Origins of Certainty.  It costs only $2.99 at Amazon.com.  

It's possible to read the Kindle format on a wide variety of devices, including your 

computer; but if you'd like the PDF format, all you have to do is send me a copy of 

your Amazon receipt.  

If you're a fan of the Brain Science Podcast this is a great way to share a taste of 

the show with your friends who don't listen to podcasts.

Now let's get back to the interview.

[music]

Dr. Campbell:  Jonathan, now I'd like to shift gears a little bit, and talk about 

dreaming.  It turns out that dreaming is not exactly the happy place, either.

Dr. Gottschall:  Yes, again this is very much like children’s make-believe. We 

don’t remember our dreams very well, and so we have this sort of cultural feeling 

that dreamland is a good place.  It’s reflected in our language.  When something 

good happens to us we say, Oh, that was a dream come true; or we say, If only 

dreams came true. 

But thank goodness they don’t.  Dreamland is a rotten place; you wouldn’t want 

to live there.  Most of the emotions we feel in dreamland are overwhelmingly 

negative.  Most of the things that happen in dream world are overwhelmingly 

unpleasant, problematic, danger- and trouble-ridden.  

So, even when we’re not having nightmares, we’re still in worlds of anxiety and 

trouble.  Something like one in two hundred dreams is a sex dream, let’s say; but 
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even those aren’t any good.  And our other dreams are tinged with anxiety, terror, 

regret. 

Yes, dreamland is a nasty place.  And again, there’s this question that follows 

from that: why are dreams that way?  One of the explanations I pursue is, is this 

part of the problem simulation as well?  Are we training up in our sleep?  Are we 

going through scenarios so that we can get better at them in real life?

Dr. Campbell:  And you mentioned in the book that animals dream.  And even 

the fact that animals dream tends to warrant the suggestion that dreams might 

have a purpose.  How do we know that animals dream?  How do they prove that?

Dr. Gottschall:  Well, there’s this really awful and fascinating experiment 

conducted in the 1950s by a dream scientist named Michel Jouvet.  Jouvet2 had 

this idea.  He was wondering—he was a dream scientist—if cats dreamed, and if 

other animals dreamed.  And he decided to start with cats; there were cats all 

around.  So, he got a whole bunch of stray cats, and he started messing with their 

brainstems.  

The reason he was doing this is that the brain, when it’s sleeping and dreaming, is 

firing just like it would be in real life.  Say, in real life you’re fighting a zombie, 

and your brain is flooding your body with muscle commands to say punch the 

zombie.  That’s happening in your dreams, too; the signal is just getting blocked 

in the brainstem.  

So, the only reason you don’t get up and act out your dreams is because the 

message is not getting to the body; it’s getting blocked by the brainstem.  Jouvet 

goes into the cats’ brainstems and he knocks out the blockade.  And so, those 

dream commands that are being generated by the sleeping brain reach the body.  
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And what do the cats do?  They get up and they start acting out their dreams 

inside their cages.  Jouvet knows they’re sleeping, because he's got them hooked 

up to electrodes and their brainwaves are saying that these cats are asleep.  

They’re not sensitive to what’s going on in the real world; so, you can flick at their 

eyes with your hands, they don’t blink,  you can hold tuna fish in front of their 

face, they don’t eat it. 

And the cats begin acting out their dreams.  What’s interesting about this 

experiment is not only that we find out that cats almost certainly dream from it, 

but we find out what they dream about.  What we find out is that kitty dreams, 

just like human dreams, are not nice.  

They’re dreaming, not about cat life in general.  They don’t’ have dreams where 

they’re just eating catnip or licking up some cream.  They’re not doing that; 

they’re fighting and fleeing.  They are attacking their prey.  Their hair is up on 

end as they back away and paw at a dreamed attacker.  

So, cat dreams seem to be, just like our dreams, trouble-saturated; problem-

saturated.  And it suggests that dreaming is widespread in the animal kingdom, 

and that it might serve the same purpose, in humans and other animals, of 

simulating problems and getting better at them.

Dr. Campbell:  So, as you observed in the book, trouble seems to tie all these 

things together: the pretend play, fiction, and dreams.

Dr. Gottschall:  Yes, the big theory of the book is that there’s sort of a red 

thread that ties together these simulated imaginary universes that humans enter 

into—pretend play, dreams, and fiction.  And it suggests that they might all serve 

a common function of training people up for the big dilemmas of human life.
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Dr. Campbell:  Well, Jonathan, perhaps we could talk a little bit about how 

neuroscience might shed some light on the role of storytelling.  You talked about 

it in the book.  Is there anything that really still stays with you on that subject?

Dr. Gottschall:  Yes and no.  In some ways we’re still in the very early stages of 

neuroscience, and we’re in even earlier stages of understanding the neural 

underpinnings of imaginary experience.  

There were some things that kind of struck me as interesting.  One was they 

started to do studies of brains on fiction: what is actually going on in a brain as 

it’s being exposed to fiction?  And you can at least imagine a model of fictional 

experience where the mind, the brain, is sort of a passive spectator of whatever 

it’s experiencing.  So, again, you read Anna Karenina, and you are able to observe 

that Anna is sad and this is a tragedy; but you do so in a disconnected way, as a 

sort of observer.  

But what the experiments suggest is that people’s brains aren’t responding like 

observers.  Their responding is much more like participants; like they are inside 

the action.  And so, when Anna Karenina is sad in the movie, the viewer’s brain 

looks sad.  When the scene is angry, the brain looks angry—not like it’s observing 

anger, but that it is actually anger.  So, it seems consistent with various models of 

mirror neurons, which suggests that people are processing the story by 

simulating it at a neural level in their own minds.

Dr. Campbell:  I liked the point you made about Sherlock Holmes.  I happened 

to be reading your book when I was at the beach.  And I have a niece who’s in 

college, and she was showing me this new version of Sherlock Holmes from the 

BBC, which is set in the modern times.  
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So, I had just read what you wrote about Sherlock Holmes when I was watching 

some episodes of this show.  And I never really examined Sherlock Holmes’ 

method, and I realized he really does do exactly what you said.

Dr. Gottschall:   Yes.  This is based on split brain research that has been very, 

very fruitful.  Basically you have these scientists led by a guy named Michael 

Gazzaniga, who’s been studying people with very serious kinds of epilepsy who, 

back in the old days, had their brains split—which means that a surgeon would 

open up the top of their head, stick a scalpel in between the two hemispheres of 

the brain, and disconnect them.  

And this sort of isolated the storytelling elements of the brain, and pinned it 

down for study.  The result of these studies is the discovery that we all have this 

left hemisphere storyteller whose job it is to organize; go through the flood of 

data that’s always coming, rivering into our brains, and to take that data and to 

sort it for story patterns, for cause and effect, for an explanation for the story.  

And so, I equate this little left-brain storyteller to Sherlock Holmes.  Sherlock 

Holmes is brilliant.  He’s a wonderful storyteller.  What you find in the stories is 

that Sherlock is always coming to these incredible deductions, these incredible 

stories; these explanations based upon clues that are kind of fragmentary.  But 

he’s always right, because he lives in Neverland—he’s an imaginary character.

We have a little Sherlock Holmes in our head, too, that’s always making up these 

stories; always jumping to conclusions.  The storytelling mind is a wonderful 

evolutionary innovation.  Without it our lives would be a blooming, buzzing 

confusion.  There would be no meaning, no sense in it; it would just be random 

noise and chaos.  

But the problem with the storytelling mind is it’s allergic to uncertainty, it’s 

allergic to randomness.  It just can’t stand it.  When it can’t see a story in the 
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world, when it can’t find a story in the world, it’s all too happy to make one up, 

Sherlock Holmes style.  And so, we’re always going through our lives making up 

these sorts of stories; and many of them are not very trustworthy.

Dr. Campbell:  It really is as if we can’t not weave whatever information we’ve 

got into a meaningful story.  

I went on a meditation retreat about 10 years ago, and it was a silent retreat.  The 

thing I learned from it was I began to see how I was making stories up about the 

people around me; because I didn’t have any real input, so it made it more 

obvious to me that the stuff was mine.  I think usually we just don’t realize that 

we’re even doing it.

Dr. Gottschall:  We don’t.  It’s so ubiquitous.  

I’ll tell a little personal story from yesterday.  I was having a little spat with my 

wife.  It was nothing; it was just one of those little spats that people have.  And we 

had both constructed these sort of elaborate narratives where we were the 

protagonists; and the other spouse, my wife, was the antagonist.  We both had 

our stories, and we were the heroes of our own stories.  

Even though I’ve written this book, and I’m very aware of the human tendency to 

do this—to tell stories, especially about ourselves, that are intensely self-serving, 

and intensely fictional—I still have trouble with it.  I still catch myself doing it all 

the time.  It’s just so automatic that it’s very hard for people to override that 

tendency.

Dr. Campbell:  Yes, it’s easy to say, Oh, this dark side of this is the people who 

come up with things like conspiracy theories.  We can point at that and say that’s 

obviously fabricated.  But it’s a lot harder to see that you’re doing it yourself.
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Dr. Gottschall:  I think it’s even more than that.  First off, I totally agree with 

you; it’s always easy to point out the other guy’s conspiracy theory.  Our ideas, we 

think of as not being conspiracy theories; it’s always the other guys.  

One thing that’s interesting to me, though (I’ve thought a lot about conspiracy 

theories; I think of a conspiracy theory as a story; as a fiction story that the 

conspiracy theorist happens to believe is true), is almost all of us, I think, hold to 

one or another ill-grounded conspiracy idea.

On the right, a lot of people believe that global warming is a conspiracy; it’s a 

hoax dreamed up by tree-hugging scientists and liberals intent on destroying 

America.  And this isn’t really a minority view, either.  Different polls will suggest 

that a majority of Republicans think it’s made up.  

And it’s easy for people on the left to make fun of them for that.  But then over on 

the left side, in the wake of 9-11, majorities of Democrats and young people 

subscribe to various 9-11 conspiracy theories; that the towers were brought down 

by elements of our own government.  

And so, what’s really fascinating about conspiracy thinking isn’t how weird it is.  

That’s not the interesting part.  What’s interesting about it is how common it is; 

how natural it is to us.  If you go onto the Internet and you type in ‘conspiracy,’ 

you’ll find that there’s a conspiracy theory for just about everything.  Anybody, 

any event, there’s someone working it into a vast dark narrative.

Dr. Campbell:  What about the relationship between stories and morality?

Dr. Gottschall:  This is again another old argument; another old, old debate.  It 

goes back as least as far as Plato; and I’m sure earlier.  Plato wanted all the 

storytellers banished from his ideal Republic because he thought they were 

responsible for pedalling immoral fare, and corrupting the youth.  
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It’s a very common argument.  Plato was just the first in a long line of sort of 

panic attacks about what story is doing to the culture, what it’s doing to young 

people; so, penny dreadful novels , comic books, TV, video games, the way these 

are responsible for the corrosion of the moral structure of society.  

And you can see why this is such an appealing argument, if you look at what 

fiction is about.  Fiction is about immoral behavior.  There’s so much of it that is 

about moral transgression; about people behaving badly, doing bad things.  Vice, 

depravity, chaos, and murder; these are all great staples of fiction.

But what people who are condemning fiction tend to leave out is that there’s a 

strong moral structure to fiction.  There’s bad behavior in fiction—it’s all over the 

place; it’s the subject of fiction—but it’s always condemned; almost always.  

Fiction is deeply, conventionally moral.  And this goes for even the Avant-garde 

stuff.  

It’s very hard for fiction writers, fiction makers, to break away from the 

conventional moral structure of the story, where the bad people get what they 

deserve and the good people get what they deserve at the end.  And if occasionally  

that structure isn’t honored, as in a tragedy, we still know how it should have 

gone.  We have still been encouraged to make our moral judgment.  

So, in general, when we go into fiction worlds we’re entering deeply moral 

universes governed by poetic justice, where good is rewarded and bad is punished 

and condemned.

Dr. Campbell:  Jonathan, do you want to talk a little bit more about how stories 

seem to affect our minds and brains?  You talk about us being molded by fiction, 

not just morally, but in a lot of other ways too, aren’t we?

Dr. Gottschall:  Can you give me a little more to go on there?
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Dr. Campbell:  Well, one of the things I was thinking about was you were 

talking about how much we learn from fiction without even realizing it.  I’m going 

to give you a quote from your book as a jumping-off point.  You said on Page 149, 

“Fiction has probably taught us as much about the world as anything else.”  And I 

think that’s a fair statement.

Dr. Gottschall:   Yes, I think that’s true.  I think it's very, very true.  I think 

about what I know; so much of it is based upon stories—on fiction stories.  

Almost everything I know about police work is based on stories.

Dr. Campbell:  Good example.

Dr. Gottschall:  I have no experience with the criminal justice system except 

through TV fiction, or detective novels, or whatever.  And of course, that is a 

distortion.  I know it’s a distortion—what I see on TV.  But I still know an awful 

lot that I wouldn’t know otherwise.   

I know a lot because I’m addicted to Patrick O’Brian novels.  He wrote about 20 

novels about life in the British Navy in the Napoleonic era.  I know a ton about 

that.  I didn’t know anything about that before. 

And I know a lot about czarist Russia from reading Dostoevsky and Tolstoy.  

Otherwise I wouldn’t know anything about it.  I wouldn’t know much about 

Napoleon’s conquest in Russia without reading War and Peace; and so on, and so 

forth, ad infinitum.

Right now I’m reading Jeffrey Eugenides’ wonderful novel, Middlesex.  I highly 

recommend it.

Dr. Campbell:  I’ve read that.  That’s an incredible book.
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Dr. Gottschall:   I really like it.  And I’m learning a lot that I didn’t know about 

Detroit in the 1960s, and I’m learning a lot about the Greek immigrant 

experience that I did not know.  And so, there is just this sort of edification that 

comes from fiction.  

I’m not reading Jeffrey Eugenides because I want to learn about Detroit or the 

immigrant experience.  But that is a side effect of it.  And that does seem 

consistent with, again, this idea of what is the value of fiction.  We get this 

vicarious experience, this vicarious knowledge.  

There’s a saying—I can’t remember who said it, but I really like it, even though 

I’m not going to be able to quote it very well.  But it’s basically something like 

this: we only have one life, but anybody who has a library lives infinite lives.  

You have this experience of what it would be like to be a Greek immigrant in the 

1960s in racially-polarized Detroit during the time of the riots.  I learned a lot 

from the book.

Dr. Campbell:  I can still remember reading To Kill a Mockingbird when I was 

about 14, which was actually not that much past when it was originally written.  I 

was 14 in 1970, or somewhere around in there, so the Civil Rights Movement was 

still going on.  But I remember how emotionally moved I was by reading it.  

That was another point you made in your book, which was how contagious 

emotions and ideas in fiction can be.  And that can be a good thing or a bad thing.  

And you did an excellent chapter, that we won’t get into, that is an example about 

how it could be a bad thing.

Dr. Gottschall:  But this is important, though.  

You asked about how fiction shapes us.  I think the idea of contagion is really 

neat.  Tolstoy wrote a book called What is Art? ; and he defined art as infection.  
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That’s what it is; art is an infection.  The true artist infects his audience with his 

ideas and his emotion.  

Most of us have this sense that what is fiction for, Well it is so I can screw around 

and relax; so I can have this nice vicarious experience, then I walk away 

unscathed and unchanged.  Well, when you get into the research, it doesn’t look 

that way at all; it looks like we’ve been infected.  Novels and films, like To Kill a 

Mockingbird, have been tremendously influential in changing and molding our 

belief systems.  

Again, there’s really neat and strong psychological research on this showing that 

when people get into labs and they’re exposed to fiction stories, their points of 

view, their values, their attitudes shift in a direction consistent with the story.  

This can be shown after only a couple episodes of a show like, let’s say “Modern 

Family.”  You can see people’s attitudes toward homosexuality liberalizing as they  

watch that show.  

And again, that’s kind of neat and encouraging; but what if the show is portraying 

values that you don’t like?  It’s still shifting attitudes and values in a direction 

that you don’t like.  So, it’s a double-edged sword.  It has changed the world 

massively for the better, and there are also examples of how story has changed 

the world massively for the worse.

Dr. Campbell:  And then there are the people who say that they never read 

fiction, that they only read nonfiction.  And that brings me to a quote from your 

book that stuck with me, which was when you said, “Memory, of course, is never 

true.”  It’s not really a gulf between fiction and real life, because we’re all, like you  

said, living our own stories.  You quoted Carol Tavris as saying that "memory is 

an unreliable, self-serving historian."  
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My main podcast is called the Brain Science Podcast, so I talk a lot about 

neuroscience.  We’ve talked a lot about memory, and how it’s not as reliable as 

people think it is, and the things that go on in the emotional brain, and all that; 

and the pattern recognition tendencies of our brain.  So, the fact that we make up 

a story of our real life is certainly a function of how our brain works.

So, I came away from your book with the feeling that what’s going on in fiction is 

not only a reflection of how our brain works, but it’s a two-way street.  And you 

talked a lot about how our brains are actually changed by story.  

Now, I have one more thing I want to ask you about; the question of where story 

is going.  And you talk in the book about how you don’t think that story will come 

to an end, it’s just evolving—it may not always be the novel.  

At the time I was reading your book I had just finished the video game Mass 

Effect 3.  And I had spent three months playing Mass Effect, building my 

character to go into Mass Effect 2, getting to Mass Effect 3; and getting to the 

end, I mean literally like days before I read your book—because I read it at the 

beach.  

And I was so invested in the character at the end.  I couldn’t believe how invested 

I was—because I never play role playing games, I usually just play shoot people 

games.  But I was so invested in the character.  And I’m still trying to figure out 

why that particular experience made me feel so invested.  

I know that the writing was good.  And it probably helped that you were allowed 

to play the character as a female if you wanted to—which I am, obviously.  And 

you make choices all through that game, which makes you feel invested.  But it 

just was such a great example, I felt, of the power of what your book is talking 

about.
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Dr. Gottschall:  Yes, I think that’s great.  I’m really encouraged to hear that, 

because it’s so consistent with what I wrote in the book.

My feeling about why you were so invested in it is…  Again, let’s back up a little 

bit.  There’s all this anxiety right now about what’s happening in the storytelling 

universe.  People are writing obituaries for the novel.  There’s this feeling that 

reality TV is replacing scripted dramas and comedies, and that story in the 

traditional sense might be fading out of our lives.  

I think that’s a misguided view.  I think reality shows are stories; and they’re this 

new kind of storytelling where the lies and distortions are happening in the 

editing room, rather than in the writing room.  

And video games I think are a sort of a step in the evolution of storytelling.  I 

think it’s really exciting what’s happening right now; this new form of 

storytelling, where all the conventions and all the genres are still being worked 

out, and still being discovered.  

But when you enter into a game like what you’re talking about—a role playing 

game—you’re entering into a rich story land, where you get to be the character 

inside the story.  You don’t watch the character from the outside, as you might in 

traditional fiction; you are the character.  You are the character as they go 

through all their troubles and problems.  

So, it’s not so surprising to me to learn that your investment in the character was 

so much stronger; because that character is you.  That’s really quite interesting to 

me.

Dr. Campbell:  Now I think I’m spoiled for the other kind of games.  That’s the 

bad part.
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Dr. Gottschall:  Well, yes; these games are addictive for a reason.  My main 

example in the book was World of Warcraft, which is sort of a D&D-like role-

playing game.  But it’s really impressive from a story perspective.  

You go into this world where the game designers have developed 10,000 years’ 

worth of history.  They’ve written it all up, and explained it.  They have all these 

novels filling in the backstory.  There’s a whole mythology.  There are novels and 

books lying around the game world that your character can pick up and read to 

learn a backstory.  

And people get stuck in these games;  I think avid players play 20-30 hours a 

week.  And it’s just incredibly compelling for them.  One of the things that draws 

them to it isn’t just the fighting goblins.  That’s fun, but part of what draws them 

to it is the interactive nature of the storytelling.  

That’s what a video game gives you; this interaction with the story world, where 

you’re not just a passive observer, you are participating in the story, and 

influencing how it’s going to end.  So, avid players will describe the Warcraft 

experience as something like this: the experience of being inside a novel as it was 

being written; or being a character in the story and also one of its authors.

And so, the interactivity of it is, I think, really what is exciting about it; this 

potential that people are going to have to interact with the story world.

Dr. Campbell:  Jonathan, we’re just about out of time.  Are you working on 

anything new?

Dr. Gottschall:  Yes, the next thing I’m working on, the next book is, weirdly 

enough, a total departure from this one.  I kind of wanted to get out of my box 

and do something new.  
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So, for the last couple of years I’ve been working on a book about fighting—

humans and fighting.  I had been interested by the rise of mixed martial arts in 

America—this cage fighting stuff.  I’ve been noticing it for years, and I’ve been 

watching it in a guilty sort of way, and wondering what’s it about; having this idea 

in the back of my head, Why would people do this?  Why do men fight?

So, the book will be about those sorts of questions.  But it’s for me a new angle, 

where there’s a sort of participatory angle to it.  I joined a cage fighting gym and 

trained there, and tried to learn how to fight, and got beat up a lot.  And actually 

the climax of the book will be me having my own little cage fight.

Dr. Campbell:  Doing something that gets you away from your day-to-day 

teaching English?

Dr. Gottschall:  It sure does!  Yes.  It’s definitely been a departure for me.  

It’s not a wild departure, though.  My first book was called, The Rape of Troy: 

Evolution, Violence, and the World of Homer.  And so, I’ve been interested 

professionally in the causes of violence and the meanings of violence for a long 

time.  So, it wasn’t a complete departure, but it’s the first thing that I’ve done 

that’s not literature-focused—story-focused. 

Dr. Campbell: Well, Jonathan, I really enjoyed The Storytelling Animal, and I 

hope you’ll let me know when your next book hits the shelves.

Dr. Gottschall:  I will.  I enjoyed talking to you, and hearing about your video 

gaming.

[music]

I want to thank Jonathan Gottschall for coming on Books and Ideas.  His new 

book is The Storytelling Animal: How Stories Make Us Human.  I highly 
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recommend that you pick up a copy of it.  It's not a hard read, but it is one that 

will make you think about stories in a different way.  

It's not available in audio format, but one of the things I do like about it is that 

there are a lot of images in the book that really are well done.  They really help to 

illustrate Gottschall's ideas.  And one of the subjects that we didn't talk about as 

much as we might have is the moral role of storytelling, and the teaching role of 

storytelling.  If you like fiction or you don't like fiction, I think this book will give 

you food for thought.

Now, I'm not exactly sure when I'm going to release this episode, so I'm not going 

to make any announcements about other episodes, except to say that I do have an 

upcoming interview planned with Dr. Bruce Hood on his new book, The Self 

Illusion, and during that interview I hope we will expand on some of the aspects 

of what's going on in the brain with regard to storytelling.

You can find show notes and episode transcripts for Books and Ideas at 

booksandideas.com.  You can find everything that I do, all my podcasts and posts, 

at virginiacampbellmd.com.  And, as always, you can send me email at 

docartemis@gmail.com.  

And don't forget to check out my new eBook, Are You Sure? The Unconscious 

Origins of Certainty.

Thanks again for listening.  I look forward to talking with you again very soon.

[music] 

Books and Ideas is copyright 2012 Virginia Campbell, MD.  You may copy this 

podcast to share it with others, but for any other uses or derivatives please 

contact me at docartemis@gmail.com. 
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[music]

Theme music for Books and Ideas is “The Open Door” by Beatnik Turtle.  Be sure 

to visit their website at beatnikturtle.com.

[music]

Transcribed by Lori Wolfson
All errors or omissions responsibility of the transcriber
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