
At a time when university funding is 
being cut on both sides of the Atlantic, 
every academic discipline is now faced 
with the task of justifying its worth. The 
arts and humanities face a particular 
challenge since the benefit of these 
disciplines is immeasurable by the 
standard currently favoured – namely, 
quantifiable economic impact.

In response to this challenge, clear voices 
are now echoing through the liberal arts 
corridors of academia, championing the 
importance of subjects such as literature. 
They argue that the close study of texts 
teaches a student how to read carefully and 
think critically; it gives students access to 
ways of living, of thinking, of acting, which 
they might never experience otherwise; 
it opens students’ minds to the past, to 
the present and to the future, forcing 
them to see beyond their own time and 
place, and in doing so to reflect critically 
upon it. Studying literature at university 
produces individuals who are trained to 
think, to scrutinse and to challenge; who 
are skilled at paying attention to language 
and who are acutely aware of the power 
that it wields. It prepares citizens who 
are willing and able to challenge the 
structures of power and the dominant 
discourses they encounter when they enter 
the global workplace; it produces socially 
and ethically conscious individuals who 
know about the overwhelming cultural, 
political and environmental crises we face 
in the contemporary world, and who have 
the desire and ability to do something 
about them.

Such arguments for the value of studying 
literature are powerful and their rhetoric 
compelling; as students of literature 

themselves, those who make them are 
living proof of their validity. But where else 
might we look for such evidence? And how 
do we convince those in the corridors of 
power of the dangers faced if universities 
are not supported in the cultivation of such 
critically astute individuals? The research 
project in which I am currently involved 
provides just one of many possible answers 
to these questions.

On ‘What Scientists Read’, I have teamed up 
with a sociologist, a scientist and a creative 
writer in order to investigate what scientists 
read, and what influence literature has on 
their scientific thought and practice. In 2012 
we interviewed scientists across Scotland 
about their reading habits from childhood 
onwards, and we are still receiving posts 
on our website from scientists around the 
world. From this qualitative research, we 
now have evidence to support and expand 
many of the claims for the value of reading 
literature I have outlined; and we are 
disseminating those results in academic 
publications, public engagement activities, 
and in a report for policy makers.

From taking part in this project I have 
learnt that we must not be afraid to look 
beyond our own disciplines for different 
models of measurement; and that we must 
go out into the world beyond the university 
to educate those who no longer move 
within its walls. But we must also not forget 
that literature itself is a most powerful 
body of evidence – no one who has read 
Yevgeny Zamyatin’s dystopian novel We 
could any longer believe that a world 
without reading, without writing, without 
literature and the imagination, is one in 
which any of us would wish to live.

Why study 
literature?

In her latest research project, Dr Sarah Dillon, 
Senior Lecturer in the School of English, reveals 
how an appreciation of literature can influence 
scientific thought and practice.
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