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Imagining empathy for fictional characters
Jonathan Gilmore

2.1.  Introduction

A longstanding thesis in moral psychology and the philosophy of art is that readers 
empathize with fictional characters. This claim is advanced not only in explanations of 
how we read and understand fictions but also in theories that seek to vindicate certain 
moral and political benefits of reading stories, such as how one’s empathy for characters 
enhances one’s capacity for empathy for real people. What is said of this empathetic 
relation to characters in novels is often applied, modulo, in our understanding of 
characters in films, plays, video games and other aesthetic experiences.

In what follows, I will argue that that thesis is false on both metaphysical and epistemic 
grounds. And, I will suggest why, far from serving as a model for how to emphasize 
with real people, what is wrongly identified as empathy for fictional characters is an 
unreliable model for the kind of relation to others that we wish to encourage in real life. 
There will be three parts to this argument. Section 2.2 characterizes what I take to be 
the most plausible account of the putative role of empathy in understanding fictional 
characters. Section 2.3 will identify the metaphysical and epistemic reasons why that 
(only) apparent empathy for fictional characters is not, in fact, empathy. Section 2.4 
will show how considerations advanced in Section 2.3 make the experience that seems 
similar to, but is wrongly identified with, empathy a dubious guide to empathy in real 
life – with respect not only to moral concerns but to other functions of empathy such 
as the prediction of behaviour.

2.2  The concept of empathy in relation to fictions

Conceptions of empathy differ among the psychological and physical mechanisms 
they posit as underlying the process; the theory of mind in which the conception is 
embedded; and the relative importance they attribute to empathy among the various 
ways in which we understand other minds. Without any aim to offer an exclusive 
account of what empathy purports to be, let me describe how I will refer to the process 
in this chapter. I identify empathy as a form of simulation.1
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32	 Empathy and the Aesthetic Mind

Simulation theorists argue that our capacity to imagine counterfactual states of 
affairs plays an important role in our ability to understand other people’s minds.2 
Specifically, the simulation involved in mind reading starts with my imagining having 
another’s beliefs, desires and other mental states; consequently, the contents of those 
imaginings serve as inputs to affective, cognitive and behavioural mechanisms that I 
and the target of my simulation share. I then attribute the outputs of these mechanisms 
– for example, how I come to feel as a result of imagining having the other person’s 
beliefs and desires – to the simulation’s target. In imagining standing in the shoes of 
the other person, I come to form certain mental representations that, if all has gone 
well, I can assume the other person shares. In a common simulationist analogy, one’s 
own mind can be used as a model in the understanding of another person’s mind and 
prediction of their behaviour, akin to how a model of an aeroplane in a wind tunnel 
can be used to predict how an actual aeroplane will behave under relatively similar but 
real conditions.3 Here, just as engineers employing a wind tunnel might discover that a 
particular wing shape causes wind shear, without being able to explain why, so I might 
discover how a person feels by imagining being in her shoes, without knowing just how 
that process occurs.

Importantly, such simulation occurs ‘offline’, or quarantined from my genuine 
beliefs and desires:4 (i) my actual beliefs and desires do not enter as inputs in the 
process if they would contaminate my imagining of the beliefs and desires of my 
target; and (ii) the decisions and behaviour that would follow from imagining having 
the beliefs and desires of the target are, in me, inhibited. Understanding how a small 
child will feel and predicting how he will react when my large and friendly dog sniffs 
his hand requires me to keep what I know about my dog’s gentle disposition, but what 
the child does not, out of my imagining of how things seem to him. This does not 
mean that all outputs of the simulation process are contained; for, as we shall discuss, 
a familiar experience when empathizing with someone is not just to feel an emotion 
about her feelings (e.g. pity over her sadness) but to feel to some degree the target’s 
emotion oneself. There is much debate about the nature of those empathy-triggered 
emotions, indeed, whether they should be classified as genuine emotions at all. I won’t 
enter into that debate, which is at the centre of discussions of the so-called paradox of 
fiction. I only wish to note here that I conceive of empathy as a morally neutral mode of 
mental state attribution.5 That is, whereas a capacity for empathy might be a necessary 
condition for certain moral actions and attitudes, I do not assume that the possession 
or exercise of such a capacity for empathy is intrinsically morally valuable. The capacity 
for mindreading instantiated by empathy can be as useful to a sadistic manipulator as 
a compassionate caregiver.

Unsurprisingly, simulation theories have been marshalled to explain how we 
attribute mental states to fictional characters.6 Focusing here just on affective 
attributions, in the simulationist model our awareness of the emotions of a fictional 
character (say, of Emma Bovary’s dissatisfaction with bourgeois domesticity) does 
not stem solely from inferential reasoning about what attitudes would likely follow 
from what the fiction represents as her beliefs and desires, but is arrived at more 
directly through imagining being her. I imagine having Emma’s beliefs and desires 
and occupying her situation. Then, adjusting for other relevant differences between us, 
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I attribute to her the emotions or other states that I discover this process generates in 
me. I can learn of the disappointment and restlessness she experiences in the face of 
Charles’s insipidness – his conversation ‘flat as a sidewalk’ – from what I’m caused to 
feel when I vividly imagine being in her situation with her floridly romantic beliefs and 
desires (Flaubert 1992: 48).

However, just as I don’t confuse the initial mental states that I adopt in imagining 
the fictional scenario with my own mental states, I don’t confuse those emotions and 
other states generated in me as a consequence of that empathy as really about my own 
life. Indeed, my actual feelings about humdrum domesticity might be the opposite of 
Emma’s. Still, by imagining of myself that I am in her circumstances and discovering 
what feelings this imagining gives rise to, I can learn through non-inferential means 
something about her state of mind. More precisely, starting with what I take to be true 
in the fiction, true of the character, and so on, I can discover through empathy further 
aspects of what is true in the fiction, namely, what the fiction represents as Emma’s 
thoughts and feelings.

Of course, critics of appealing to empathy as a mode of relating to fictions note 
that it isn’t the only means by which we learn of the mental states of a character. 
Our understanding of Emma Bovary depends on what we know of the fantasies 
promulgated by the romance novels she reads, of psychological tendencies Flaubert 
intended his characters to exhibit, common features of domestic life in the period of 
the novel, and so on. Such facts allow both direct inferences to her mental states and, 
indirectly, help narrow the scope of beliefs, desires and other mental states that we can 
plausibly attribute to her via empathy.

Furthermore, empathy isn’t the sole source of our emotions while reading a story, 
for a fiction may elicit feelings in audiences that don’t match those of a character. Our 
emotions, for example, may not mirror those that a character experiences because 
we have access to facts within the story that the character does not: she may feel 
excitedly optimistic about her assignation with a stranger, but we, made privy by a 
narrator into things that she hasn’t seen, feel wary of that encounter.7 Indeed, in many 
cases, the emotions we may feel for characters in a fictional scenario don’t correspond 
to the emotions of any of its characters. Because of Flaubert’s framing, we find the 
events of his Bouvard and Pecuchet amusingly grim; however, the unlucky titular 
duo’s feelings are always optimistic. In such cases, it may be only the author’s or an 
implied narrator’s evaluative attitude that we come to share. Finally, we may recognize 
from textual evidence what the feelings of a given character are, but not share in 
those emotions because the fiction elicits us to feel contrary ones. A malevolent but 
reliable narrator, such as Montresor in Poe’s ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ or Bateman in 
Ellis’s American Psycho, might be described in such a way that we don’t enter into an 
empathetic representation of his state of mind – we don’t imagine feeling his emotions 
– but instead respond with alternative story-prescribed attitudes towards the events 
he recounts.

However, all those considerations show only, as we should expect, that empathy 
for characters is not the exclusive source of our affective responses to fictions, nor the 
exclusive source of our knowledge of a character’s mental states. A plausible account 
of empathy’s role in informing and shaping our responses to fictions need only claim 
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34	 Empathy and the Aesthetic Mind

that sometimes it serves those functions, just as empathy sometimes serves as our best 
guide to what real people think and feel.

Yet, I wish to argue that, even when we narrow the scope of empathy’s role in 
understanding fictional characters, empathy for real people and empathy for fictional 
characters are different in kind. To mark that difference, I will henceforth distinguish 
between the ordinary or default notion of empathy that we feel for real individuals 
with what I will refer to as quasi-empathy for fictional characters. By this, I mean to 
signal that our empathy for fictional characters is not outside the operator ‘it is to be 
imagined that’ but inside, as part of the imaginative project of engaging with a fiction.8 
By this, I do not mean that empathy for fictional characters is, for example, weaker 
than empathy for real people or that it merely plays a less significant role as a form 
of mind reading. Rather, I mean to argue that it is different in kind, not merely in 
degree, as a mode of access to a character’s mind. Let me describe two reasons for that 
rejection. Each identifies an asymmetry between our empathy for real individuals and 
quasi-empathy for fictional characters.

2.3.  Empathy versus quasi-empathy

2.3.1.  A metaphysical reason
The first reason is straightforwardly metaphysical. Unlike a simulation’s real-life targets, 
fictional creatures don’t have mental mechanisms whose workings our own minds 
could mirror.9 When not referring to actual individuals, a fictional text (film, play, 
song) prompts us only to imagine that a character exists who shares mental processes 
with us. Thus, we don’t in the first instance simulate an actual person when we imagine 
standing in a given character’s shoes on our way to determining how she feels. As 
Susan Feagin notes, our simulation of fictional characters ‘is not a relationship holding 
between two persons’ (Feagin 1996: 95). Among the elements of a proper engagement 
with a fiction, such as learning what is true in it, and responding cognitively and 
affectively as the fiction prescribes, is our imagining that we empathize with a character. 
Through triggering that quasi-empathy, a text causes or at least guides us to represent 
the character’s mental state in a certain way. This reflects the more basic metaphysical 
point that a fictional character does not exist independent of being represented. 
Rather, fictional characters are constituted by how they are represented by a text.10 To 
borrow an example from Peter Lamarque, the features of shallowness and ostentation 
that Dickens invokes in the name of the Veneerings in Our Mutual Friend are intrinsic 
qualities of those characters themselves. The evaluation we are elicited to make of them 
via that name and other descriptions is part of their very identity as characters. As 
Lamarque notes, it is not ‘as if there is some other perspective on the Veneerings under 
which they subsist as decent, honest, kindly, altruistic folk who have somehow been 
falsely captured by the mocking tone of the narrator’ (Lamarque 2007: 121).11 Such 
representation prescribes specific imaginings of certain properties of those characters 
while allowing readers to ‘fill in’ within some constraints many properties about the 
nature of which the text is silent.
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In Section 2.4, we will see why this dependence of a character’s existence on its 
manner of being represented poses problems for the use of quasi-empathy as a model 
of actual empathy.

2.3.2.  An epistemic reason
The metaphysical difference described above entails an epistemic difference between 
empathy and quasi-empathy, specifically a difference between what the mental 
representations involved in each are respectively answerable to. The satisfaction 
conditions of the attribution of beliefs, desires and so on that I make of a real person 
via empathy are those mental states actually possessed by her. The satisfaction 
condition of the attributions of mental states via quasi-empathy to a fictional 
character, by contrast, is how she is represented by the text.12 In other words, a fictional 
representation normatively constrains the range of thoughts and feelings that should 
be (imaginatively) attributed to one of its characters. The normative principle here is 
that insofar as a reader desires to engage with a story as it is designed, her attributions 
of mental states to its characters should be grounded in the text’s prescriptions of how 
to imagine its characters.13 There is no such normatively constraining role for our 
representations of real people with whom we might empathize. For, the satisfaction 
conditions of our attributions of thoughts to real people are not supplied by how 
those people are represented or described, but by what their mental states really are. 
Of course, it is often the case that when presented with evidence about a fictional 
character’s mind, we attribute to them the same thoughts or feelings we would if the 
evidence were about a real person’s mind. Similar inputs to our empathetic processes 
result in similar outputs, whether the process involves what we only imagine to be the 
case or what we believe. Authors can thus rely on our ability to engage in something 
like empathy in order to communicate what is going on in the minds of characters 
without saying so outright. But, as we shall see in Section 2.4, the difference in the 
satisfaction conditions of the mental state attributions we make to real people and 
fictional characters allows for a significant divergence in the outputs of empathetic 
processes across fictions and real life. Before turning to that, let us consider a rejoinder 
to the claim that these basic metaphysical and epistemic asymmetries between real and 
imagined processes of empathy should prompt us to think of them as different in kind.

2.3.3.  A rejoinder to the metaphysical and epistemic objections
One might suggest that it would be too hasty to assume that the metaphysical and 
epistemic differences between quasi-empathy and empathy mean that the former 
cannot serve as a model for the latter.

Addressing the metaphysical objection, it seems that even if we endorse the 
metaphysical point above that fictional characters are not actual persons, this does not 
entail that our affective, behavioural, and cognitive representations of such fictional 
characters will follow suit. We feel shock and revulsion over Medea’s murder of her 
children; bereft over the death of a character in a novel; disdain for the scheming 
Don Juan; anger at having been unceremoniously shot down in a role-playing video 
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game; stimulated by sexual portrayals; admiration for a story’s plucky heroine. Despite 
major differences among proposals for how to dissolve the paradox of fiction, all 
acknowledge the prima facie plausibility of the claim that we respond emotionally to 
fictional characters despite knowing that they exist only as fictional representations.

Indeed, psychological studies of the neural- and person-level nature of these 
responses find much continuity across our imagining of fictional characters and our 
mental representations of real people. Specifically, studies of emotional responses 
to imaginings find that whether the representations that underlie our emotions are 
caused exogenously (as in perceiving) or endogenously (as in free imagining), they 
appear to follow the same neural pathways to the brain structures that are causally 
responsible for the emotions (Sabatinelli et al. 2006; Wallentin et al. 2011). There 
are no neural pathways to the emotion centres reserved just for representations 
formed in the imagination, nor is there a proprietary affective mental mechanism for 
processing such imaginings (Schroeder and Matheson 2006). Mikkel Wallentin and 
his colleagues (2011) found, accordingly, that when people read emotionally arousing 
fictional stories, the patterns of bodily responses and neural changes they exhibited 
tended to match those that occur when people experience ordinary conditioned 
responses to auditory stimuli known to reliably elicit affective reactions. Comparable 
results emerged in other studies of emotional responses that were elicited by fictional 
video and auditory narratives (Decety and Chaminade 2003; Ferstl, Rinck and Von 
Cramon 2005; Sabatinelli et al. 2006; Jabbi, Bastiaansen and Keysers 2008).14 Speer et 
al. (2009) also note that there is a substantial degree of shared mechanisms between 
the understanding of fictional characters’ motivations and those of people in real life.

Finally, brain studies suggest that the emotions evoked through the simulation 
of fictional characters are highly similar – with respect to their underlying neural 
patterns – to those that arise through our empathetic identification with real people. 

For example, in a 2011 meta-analysis, Raymond Mar (2011) proposed that neural 
networks involved in story comprehension substantially overlap with those that 
are activated in contexts in which we try to discover the thoughts of others. Mar 
does not distinguish among the different kinds of thoughts attributed to fictional 
characters or actual people in these studies, but affective representations figured 
prominently among them. Complementary psychological studies show that readers 
form elaborate representations of the emotions of fictional characters akin to those 
they construct for real individuals, and readers readily identify the emotions that 
characters undergo as belonging to specific context-motivated kinds just as they 
do for actual people (De Vega, Diaz and León 1997; Gygax, Oakhill and Garnham 
2003). Of course, in reading a fiction, the target of such reflection may be the actual 
author’s thoughts, and thus not a person within a fiction but one who inhabits 
the reader’s world (leave aside the question of whether that target can be reliably 
reached). However, an understanding of the author’s thoughts via simulation is 
compatible with a successive or simultaneous understanding via simulation of 
fictional characters’ minds as well.

Such sub-personal forms of continuity appear to enable person-level continuity 
in affective experiences, that is, a phenomenological similarity in emotions triggered, 
respectively, by internal and external sources. Participants in studies that examine the 
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comprehension of fictions report, for example, undergoing identical or substantially 
similar emotions in the way they think about both real people and imagined characters, 
and that they sometimes form attachments with make-believe individuals suggestive 
of those they have with actual ones.15

Taken as a whole, these findings suggest that when it comes to our engagements 
with fictions, psychology doesn’t always respect ontology. One who defends the 
identity of empathy with quasi-empathy against the metaphysical objection might 
say, yes, the targets of these empathetic processes might be different in kind, but the 
processes themselves operate on the same track.

With respect to the epistemic objection, it might be added that there is a wide range 
of contexts in which pretend processes are successfully relied on to enhance real ones. 
Might not the same hold between the processes of pretend empathy and real empathy? 
When I swing my arm as if employing a racquet to hit a tennis ball, I’m not actually 
playing tennis. But my movement can help me get better at the game nonetheless. And 
if I first visualize potential routes I could take before setting off to do some errands, I’m 
likely to perform those tasks more efficiently.

That structural parallel in the epistemic functions of empathy across fictions 
and the real world can be made more explicit when we consider that what a person 
simulating the mind of another discovers is not, in the first instance, how she would 
feel or behave if she were in the situation of the simulation’s target, but how anyone 
suitably similar to the simulator and target would tend to feel or behave (Feagin 
2011). That general truth is then applied to the particular case at hand. Thus in the 
case of the small child approached by my husky dog, I learn through empathy what 
any individual in such a position would feel, not just what that particular child does. 
Such generality is a reflection of a successful simulation being dependent on (by no 
means guaranteed) shared affective and reasoning processes between the simulator 
and the target. By contrast, such simulation breaks down in cases in which such 
shared psychological tendencies cannot be assumed, as when we confront others 
whose mental economy is very different from our own, or whose beliefs and desires 
we cannot begin to fathom. Simulation based on the representation of a fictional 
character is, in this respect, no different. As in the case of simulating real people, 
simulating fictional characters can issue in domain-general understandings and 
predictions that are also applicable to inhabitants of the real world. I imagine myself 
in what the fiction represents as Emma Bovary’s situation and discover from my 
resulting emotion or emotion-like state how she (and anyone similarly situated) 
likely feels.

Those close analogies between empathy and quasi-empathy might appear to rebut 
the metaphysical and epistemic claims that the two processes are different in kind. Yet, 
I want to suggest here that such a rebuttal is undermined by a significant disanalogy 
between the two experiences pertaining to the norms and practices of fictions. This 
disanalogy is a consequence of the epistemic difference in satisfaction conditions 
discussed above: what counts as a justifying reason for empathetically attributing 
certain mental states to a character does not always count as a justifying reason for 
empathetically attributing those thoughts to a real person. I turn to this disanalogy 
now.
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2.4.  The normative and artistic disanalogy 
between empathy and quasi-empathy

Empathy for a real person aims at the mental states that she has; what I’ve called quasi-
empathy for a fictional character aims at the mental states that the fiction represents her 
as having. In this section, I wish to show that because a fictional character is constituted 
by how it is represented, the grounds upon which we attribute thoughts to a character 
are often not appropriate grounds for making such mental state attributions, in 
analogous contexts, to real people.

In empathizing with a real person, we adopt the point of view of that person, 
imagining sharing her beliefs, desires, feelings and other aspects of her state of being; 
this allows us to use our own mental and somatic responses to such imagining to 
attribute further thoughts or feelings to her (and, indeed, anyone similarly situated). 
However, that describes typically only one part of the process of empathizing with 
fictional characters. For empathizing with fictional characters involves a twofold kind 
of attention: we attribute thoughts to a character on the basis of both (i) what the 
fiction represents as true about the character’s beliefs, desires and other mental states; 
and (ii) the means by which the fiction presents those facts. Specifically, our empathy 
with a fictional character, through which we discover, for example, her feelings, beliefs, 
desires or intentions, is partly guided and constrained by a fiction’s formal demands: 
the style of the work, the unfolding of its plot, genre-specific conventions, media and 
technique, the mood the work expresses, the appearance and names of the characters 
and so on.

To distinguish between these two sources of the mental states we attribute to a 
character, I will refer to the contrast between taking internal and external perspectives 
on a fiction.16 We adopt the internal perspective when we refer to facts in a story 
that motivate us to imagine other propositions as true within the story; we adopt the 
complementary external perspective when we refer to factors outside the states of 
affairs of the fictional world that perform that imagination-generating function. The 
internal stance identifies the contents of a fiction as if they were true or were being 
recounted by a real narrator. The external stance on a work, by contrast, describes 
it in terms of its identity as an artefact, with reference, for example, to its characters, 
plot, style, medium, meter, tone and other aspects of the vehicle of representation. 
From the internal stance, Othello’s speech is rough (‘rude am I in my speech’), but 
from the external, it is beautiful and refined ‒ as an instance of Shakespeare’s poetic 
diction.17 These internal and external perspectives on a fiction are correlated with two 
kinds of explanation of what occurs in it. For example, an internal explanation of why 
Cordelia will not follow her sisters in their extravagant expressions of filial piety to 
Lear will appeal to her sincerity, her belief that to express genuine love is not to adopt 
formulaic locutions, but to speak from the heart. An external explanation will appeal 
to such factors as how her refusal is a device that sets the plot in motion and introduces 
significant themes such as the fragility of status and identity.

Applying the distinction to empathy, we approach a story from the internal 
perspective when we imagine having the beliefs and desires of a fictional character in 
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order – via the processes of simulation – to attribute to them a given emotion or other 
mental state. From that internal perspective, empathizing with a character is indeed 
analogous to empathizing with real people. However, the important disanalogy is that 
our quasi-empathy for a fictional character is also grounded in and constrained by the 
external perspective we adopt in engaging with a fiction – that is, our recognition of 
its style, genre, plot and so on.18 Outside of appeals to notions of providence, fate or 
karma, there can be no such external perspective on real states of affairs by which they 
could be determined or explained. Of course, the idea of such an external perspective 
can be an artistic theme, as in The Truman Show, about a character whose days are 
unwittingly choreographed for the sake of a television series, and The Comforters, a 
novella with theistic intimations by Muriel Spark, in which Caroline discovers that she 
is only a character in a fiction (she periodically hears a keyboard typing) and resolves 
to frustrate her Author’s plans. Yet, only in a fiction can a person’s mental states really 
be a function of the demands of the story in which they’ve been represented.

For example, the emotions that we can appropriately attribute to a character within 
a fiction may differ according to what genre the story belongs to. Knowing that we 
are watching a slapstick comedy or children’s animation will rightly prevent us from 
attributing serious suffering to a character who is hit in the head with a brick. Yet, if 
the work is a gritty murder mystery, we will appropriately imagine that the character 
feels grievous pain. Likewise, beliefs and decisions that can be attributed to fictional 
characters depend on the kind of story to which they belong. We can reasonably 
predict that when a horror film features a babysitter hearing strange noises coming 
from the attic, the beliefs or desires she forms will be consistent with the odd decision 
not to flee the house with her charge. Why don’t fictional characters think the way real 
people should? Often because of the demands of the plot.

Sometimes such formal features of a fiction give audiences reason to attribute 
attitudes to a fictional character while in principle failing to provide what would count 
as reasons for attributing those attitudes towards real people. For example, works 
of fiction are often designed to cause us to attribute malign motivations to certain 
characters through representing them as ugly and virtuous motivations to others 
by showing them as beautiful. Indeed, even children without a mastery of genre 
conventions visually discriminate between those in a film or television show who are 
‘good’ and those who are not to be trusted. That stylistic device exploits an irrational 
disposition to associate virtue with beauty along the lines of the ancient conception 
of beauty of soul.19 Insofar as we are affected by that bias when trying to understand 
real people whom we find physically ugly, we attribute intentions and dispositions on 
the wrong grounds. Yet, works of art regularly rely on that bias to furnish us with 
the correct understanding of their characters’ minds. For example, in the opening 
pages of Crime and Punishment, Dostoevsky’s narrator describes our protagonist as 
‘remarkably good-looking, taller than average, slender and trim, with beautiful dark 
eyes and dark blond hair’ and, two pages later, the pawnbroker as ‘a tiny, dried-up 
old crone, about sixty, with sharp, spiteful little eyes and a small, sharp nose’, her 
long thin neck resembling ‘a chicken’s leg’. The text’s contrast between attractive and 
repulsive features does not so much tell us which particular mental representations 
should be attributed to each character, as provide the respective backgrounds against 
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which certain attributions would seem to fit with their target and others would seem 
somehow inconsistent. It would be jarring, for example, if following the description of 
the pawnbroker, Dostoevsky told us that she was warm and trusting in her relations 
with others.

In some cases, formal properties of a fiction are intended to be experienced as 
figurative properties of what a work represents, eliciting empathetic attributions 
to characters distinct from what might be attributed to those characters were they 
not partly constituted by the medium. Thus, a painter can induce us to imagine that 
someone has violent tendencies through brushstrokes aggressively applied. The names 
of characters, such as ‘Gradgrind’, can cause us to correctly attribute to them certain 
self-conceptions and other mental traits, where we would be mistaken in doing 
so on the same grounds towards real people. The mood exhibited by a work of art 
often operates on our tendency to take the valence of feelings experienced roughly 
contemporaneous with a situation as an indication of its value, even when our feelings 
stem from a wholly independent source (Slovic et al. 2002). This affect heuristic is 
exploited in films where the elicitation of certain moods in audiences promotes the 
assignment of attitudes towards fictional characters, even though such conditions 
would not instantiate any basis for attributing analogous attitudes towards real people 
(Clore, Gasper and Garvin 2001; Smith 2003). For example, nonlinear sound with 
abrupt frequency transitions played during a film can make us think of a represented 
character as beset by anxiety, while warm colours can motivate us to attribute to a 
character a feeling of delight. However, just because the day is rainy and cold is no 
reason to assume the actual people you meet on the street are in a despairing state of 
mind.

More generally, there are features widely shared in the fictional representation of 
characters’ minds that would, if attributed to real people, corrupt our understanding 
of their thoughts and behaviour. For example, we readily accede to a faulty form of 
understanding – the fundamental attribution error or correspondence bias – of real 
people’s motivations in seeing their actions as explained by stable character traits 
and deep psychological dispositions, rather than by much more powerful situational 
factors.20 This tendency distorts our understanding of real people’s behaviour, but it is 
often successfully relied on by traditional fictional narratives (perhaps it is essential to 
certain genres) to systematically elicit from us insight into why characters in the fiction 
behave as they do.

It should be noted that works of art often exploit the different deliverances of 
external and internal perspectives to produce conflicting mental state attributions. We 
are surprised to find that the person with the pleasant visage in the movie turns out to 
be the serial killer. It runs counter to our implicit assumptions about evil to discover 
that Milton’s Satan is attractive and charismatic – he is described in topoi associated 
with the heroic figures of Achilles and Aeneas – and he has none of the appearance 
of a foul fiend. In the other direction, the initial visual repulsiveness of John Merrick, 
the title character in The Elephant Man (1980), is quieted as we are given access to 
his thoughts and recognize his dignity. This change in our attitude is enhanced by 
complementary changes in the film’s presentation of Merrick’s stance, complexion and 
dress towards the direction of normative standards of human appearance.
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The responses enjoined by such devices of a fiction are of a piece with those 
demonstrated in studies of human judgement and decision making, where people 
rationalize a response by appealing to factors that have no genuine role in producing 
the response (Nisbett and Wilson 1977; Johansson et al. 2005). We are induced to 
feel, for example, an unjustified aversion to a character via informationally irrelevant 
processes, such as physical disgust-elicitors, but rationalize that response by judging 
him to be morally bad, that is, as possessing qualities meriting our independently caused 
attitudes (Wilson and Brekke 1994).21 Dickens can thus rely on our susceptibility to 
elide physical with moral disgust in his references to Fagin’s greasy clothes and reptile-
like bearing to cause us to project the possession of venal attitudes onto that character. 
Relatedly, there is a close connection between some of the means by which works 
of art successfully elicit us through quasi-empathy to attribute beliefs and desires to 
fictional characters, and the various defects that commentators have recently stressed 
in our ordinary empathetic relations to other people by which, by contrast, we are led 
to misunderstand their mental states or fail to act towards them from the right kinds of 
moral motivations (Prinz 2011; Pedwell 2014; Bloom 2017).

However, there is a major difference between the generation of these responses in 
relation to fiction and real life: When we are aware of exhibiting such ungrounded 
mental state attributions in real life, we tend to work against them. Indeed, even if we 
are sometimes (usually?) ineffective in countering these biases in ourselves, we still see 
them as defects calling for correction in others.22 By contrast, we recognize that fictions 
are designed to exploit those biases and otherwise unjustified responses, and have 
become effective in doing so through progressive research and development in the 
myriad techniques by which audiences are caused to attribute thoughts to characters. It 
is, thus, part of the project of our engagements with fictions, games and other exercises 
of the imagination that we allow those biases to operate when their effects are an 
intended outcome of how a work is designed.23 We are, as it were, complicit in our 
standard empathetic and cognitive capacities being hijacked by aesthetic manipulation. 
The appropriate grounds for our attribution of beliefs, desires and other mental states 
to a fictional character in artistic contexts, qua artistic contexts, can and often do differ 
from the appropriate grounds for attributing mental states to real people.

Of course, we may wish to respect identical grounds when our interest in a 
made-up character is only for its standing as a representative of a real person, for 
example, when, thinking counterfactually, we imagine how a typical patient might 
respond to a diagnosis, a voter to a policy proposal or a shareholder to a corporate 
announcement. But artistic contexts, unlike those truth-apt contexts of imagining, 
sanction our imputation of beliefs and desires to characters on grounds that would not 
justify analogous imputations of those beliefs and desires to real people.

I want to acknowledge that different factual representations of some state of affairs 
can employ different framing techniques such as to evoke different empathetic emotions 
in readers or observers. The prosecutor and defender in a criminal trial can describe 
the actions of the defendant in ways that are designed to cause the jury to impute to the 
accused respectively radically different intentions. The significant asymmetry between 
mental state attributions elicited by fictional and factual representations’ content is 
not that one kind is mediated by its mode of presentation and the other not – for 
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both can be – but that we may correctly attribute thoughts to a person in a factual 
representation that are inconsistent with what the representation’s framing aims to 
have us attribute to her. By contrast, a fictional representation’s framing – features 
that could be catalogued in our taking the external approach – constrains what can 
be said to be true of a fictional character’s mind when approached from the internal 
perspective.

I’ve argued on metaphysical and epistemic grounds that our empathy-like 
engagement with fictional characters is not analogous to our empathy for real 
individuals. I’ve then tried to draw attention to how differences in the criteria governing 
what are appropriate inputs into each process show that one cannot be a reliable model 
for the other. This conclusion casts doubt, in principle, on the purportedly edifying 
effects of imagined empathy on the capacity to exhibit actual empathy.24 Our ends in 
engaging with works of art – such as absorption, entertainment and aesthetic pleasure 
– license our reliance on a quasi-empathetic process to represent the minds of fictional 
characters that would lead us astray if it were employed to understand real people.
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