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Fictionality and the Mind
Graduate seminar

Spring 2008
Bence Nanay

Assistant Professor

Department of Philosophy

Syracuse University

Visiting Assistant Professor (Spring semesters only)
Department of Philosophy

University of British Columbia

Office: 367 Buchanan E

Web: http://web.syr.edu/~nanay
Email: nanay@.syr.edu
When: Friday 12.30-2.40 pm

Where: Lasserre 5C

Office Hours: TBA

Course description: 

The main question we will try to address is how our mind works when engaging with fictional works, narratives and fictional narratives. The course is divided in three units, which address the way our mind works when we engage (a) with fiction, (b) with characters and (c) with narratives, respectively. Some of the problems covered will include: 

(a) How can we fear for or feel pity for fictional character, while knowing full well that they do not exist? How do we react to fictional works that present morally dubious claims? What is the role of imagination in our engagement with fiction? 
(b) What are the mental processes that enable us to identify with fictional characters? What is identification anyway? Is it a version of imagining from the inside? Is it a version of empathy? Can we identify with characters who we know very little about? 
(c) What counts as a narrative? Is some kind of causal relation between events a necessary condition for being a narrative? Is a certain kind of emotional reaction a necessary condition for being a narrative? If so, how can we describe this emotional reaction? What is the role of actions or potential actions in narratives? 
Approximate schedule:
Unit 1: Engaging with fiction 



Paradoxes of fiction

Pretense, imagination and fictionality

The puzzle of imaginative resistance 

Unit 2: Engaging with characters 



Identification

Empathy and imagining from the inside
The Hitchcock paradox

Unit 3: Engaging with narratives 

Narrative and causation
Narrative and emotions

Narrative and action

Books: 

Shaun Nichols: The Architecture of Imagination. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006. 
Gregory Currie: Arts and Minds. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004. 

All the other texts are available on the website. 

Course requirements and grading: 

Class presentation (30%)

Participation in class (20%)

Final research paper (50%)

Preliminary Schedule: 

January 11: Introduction

January 18: The paradoxes of fiction


Primary reading: Kendall Walton: Fearing Fictions (online)
January 25: Pretense, imagination and fictionality
Primary reading: Alvin Goldman: Imagination and Simulation in Audience Responses to Fiction. In: Nichols. 
February 1: The puzzle of imaginative resistance I. 

Primary reading: Tamar Szabó Gendler: Imaginative resistance revisited. In: Nichols.
February 8: The puzzle of imaginative resistance II.
Primary reading: Jonathan Weinberg and Aaron Meskin: Puzzling Over the Imagination: Philosophical Problems, Architectural Solutions. In: Nichols. 
February 15: Fiction and contingency 


Primary reading: Gregory Currie: Characters and Contingency. In: Currie.
February 22: No class (reading week)

February 29: Identification and character engagement

Primary reading: Gregory Currie: Anne Brontë and the uses of imagination. In: Currie.
March 6, 3.30pm (note that it’s a Thursday, location: Buchanan B220): Identification as imagining from the inside (guest: Berys Gaut)

Primary reading: Berys Gaut: "Identification and Emotion in Narrative Film", in Carl Plantinga and Greg M. Smith (eds.), Passionate Views: Thinking about Film and Emotion, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999, pp. 200-16. (distributed in class)
March 14: Art and Spectatorship workshop (Buchanan B Penthouse, 11am – 5pm)


No reading

March 21: No class (school holiday)

March 28: Narrative and causation

Primary reading: Gregory Currie: Both Sides of the Story: Explaining Events in a Narrative (online) 

April 4: Narrative and emotions


Primary reading: J. David Velleman: Narrative Explanation (online) 

April 11: Wrap-up. 

Additional Readings: 
Unit 1. Engaging with fiction 

Walton, Kendall 1978 Fearing Fictions. Journal of Philosophy 75.1, 5-27.

Neill, Alex 1991 Fear, Fiction and Make-Believe. Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 49.1, 47-56.

Gendler, Tamar Szabó and Karson Kovakovich 2005 Genuine rational fictional emotions. In: Kieran, Matthew (ed.) Contemporary Debates in Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art. London: Blackwell. 
Walton, Kendall 1997 Spelunking, Simulation, and Slime: On Being Moved by Fiction. In Emotion and the Arts, ed. Mette Hjort and Sue Laver. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Goldman, Alvin 2006 Imagination and Simulation in Audience Responses to Fiction. In: Nichols. Or:  [download the text from here]
Skolnic, Deena and Paul Bloom: The Intuitive Cosmology of Fictional Worlds. In: Nichols. 

Currie, Gregory: Characters and Contingency. In: Currie. 
Gendler, Tamar Szabó 2000 The Puzzle of Imaginative Resistance. Journal of Philosophy 97: 55-81. [download the text from here]
Walton, Kendall 2006 On the (so-called) puzzle of imaginative resistance. In: Nichols. Or:  [download the text from here]
Weatherson, Brian 2004: Morality, fiction and possibility. Philosopher's Imprint Vol. 4. No. 3. [download the text from here]
Gendler, Tamar Szabó 2006 Imaginative resistance revisited. In: Nichols. Or: [download the text from here]
Yablo, Steven unpublished: Limits to Imagination. 

Currie, Gregory 2002 Desire in Imagination. In: Imagination, Conceivability, and Possibility, edited by T. Gendler and J. Hawthorne. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 201-221. 

Weinberg, Jonathan and Aaron Meskin: Puzzling Over the Imagination: Philosophical Problems, Architectural Solutions. In: Nichols. 

Unit 2: Engagement with characters 
Currie, Gregory: Anne Brontë and the uses of imagination. In: Currie 

Morton, Adam 2006 Imagination and Misimagination. In: Nichols. Or: [download the text from here]
Smith, Adam 1759/2002 The Theory of Moral Sentiments. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, chapter 1. [download the text from here]
Wollheim, Richard 1973 Imagination and Identification. In Richard Wollheim, On Art and the Mind: Essays and Lectures, London: Allen Land. pp. 54-83.

Carroll, Noël 2001 Beyond Aesthetics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Currie, Gregory 1995 Image and Mind: Film, Philosophy and Cognitive Science. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Chapter 5, esp. 5.3. 

Currie, Gregory 1995 Imagination and Simulation. In: Martin Davies and Tony Stone (eds.): Mental Simulation. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Feagin, Susan L. 1996 Reading with Feeling: The Aesthetics of Appreciation, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, pp. 113-142.

Gaut, Berys 1998 Imagination, Interpretation, and Film. Philosophical Studies 89: 331-41. [download the text from here] XXX
Smith, Murray 1995 Engaging Characters, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Smith, Murray 1997 Imagining from the Inside. In: Richard Allen and Murray Smith (eds.): Film Theory and Philosophy. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 412-430. 

Neill, Alex 1996 Empathy and (Film) Fiction In: David Bordwell and Noël Carroll: Post Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies. Madison: Wisconsin University Press, pp. 175-194.

Unit 3: Engagement with narratives 
Carroll, Noël 2001 On the Narrative Connection. In: W. van Peer & S. Chatman (eds.): Perspectives on Narrative Experience. Albany: State University of New York Press, pp. 21-41. 
Currie, Gregory 2006 Narrative Representation of Causes. Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 64: 309-316. 
Velleman, J. David 2003 Narrative Explanation. Philosophical Review 112: 1-25. 
Currie, Gregory 2007 Both Sides of the Story: Explaining Events in a Narrative. Philosophical Studies 135: 49-63. 
