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The digital age takes readers into what Nicolas Carr calls "The Shallows" (2010): Working on a 

screen with multiple possible links spreads the user's attention thin and leaves their intellectual 

engagement on the surface. The malaise of the digital "shallows" seems to be answered (to some 

extent) in the recent rise of interest in mindfulness and other meditation techniques, which promise 

achieving deeper states of attention in their everyday life. Such mindfulness mediation shares some 

features with the traditional descriptions of literary reading: It leads readers into states of deep 

engagement, detached from the surroundings and their immediate emotional load, and at times, 

achieving a state of "flow". The pedagogical implications of meditation are beginning to be 

examined (Coholic 2010; Rechtschaffen 2014), but the particular role of reading offers further 

avenues. 

 This position paper proposes a comparative investigation of meditation techniques and 

literary reading in the digital age. Does literary reading yield effects similar to mindfulness 

mediation, and are these effects mediated by substrate affordances of print vs digital reading 

devices? Can we think of reading as a mode of meditation? And, if so, are meditative effects in any 

way related to features of the reading device? What new roles do these similarities open up to 

reading in the digital age in terms of its educational, therapeutical or simply pleasurable aspects? 

 

Potential Research Contribution 

 

In the first instance, the research on mindfulness and literary reading will be exploratory, working 

towards a catalogue of features shared by literary reading and meditation, including their 

importance for analogue and digital environments. Part of this work will be to single out factors and 

variables to be systematically assessed in experimental work at a later stage. Factors and variables 

can be related to (i) texts (e.g., literary genre; text length; narrative/poetic/aesthetic style; 

degree/kind of literariness); (ii) devices, substrates and interfaces (e.g.; visual ergonomics; 

haptic/tactile feedback); (iii) reader characteristics (e.g., age; meditation experience; experience 

with digital reading devices). This work will bring an additional dimension to the "experiential" side 

of literary reading in WG 3, and it also connects with issues of attention as investigated by WG1, 

thus enhancing the multidimensional model of reading and potentially contributing a measure to the 

metrics towards which the scientific programme of the Action works. 

 On the basis of this catalogue of features, and drawing on existing research in reading and in 

the effectiveness of mediation, a study to provide empirical support of these similarities (or debunk 

them as coincidental) can be designed. Such a study would investigate whether literary reading 

(both online and off-line) is 1) phenomenologically comparable to mindfulness mediation and 2) 

yields similar effects. It answers to a broad set of the Action's objectives, namely cross-disciplinary 

research with innovative approaches, joint scientific publications and exchanges, as well as 

evidence-based recommendations for educators and educational publishers and a strong appeal to 

the interest of the general public. 
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