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Abstract: The persuasive power of narratives, which has been demonstrated in a
host of psychological experiments, offers a rewarding field of research for
literary studies in general and ethical criticism in particular. If fictional as well
as factual narratives can change the beliefs of readers, then they are ethically
meaningful to disseminate values, emotional dispositions, and cognitive prac-
tices. Building on recent research in psychology and literary studies, this article
explores in three steps the ethical value of fictional narratives. First, the persua-
sive power of narratives is discussed from a cognitive perspective, which in-
cludes consideration of the ethical consequences of taking the perspectives of
others. Second, these insights are connected to a delineation of narrative con-
ventions, which can foster the kind of deeper understanding associated with
altruistic behavior. In the third part, pertinent narrative strategies are discussed
from an ethical perspective. A brief conclusion summarizes the most important
results and sketches some fields that merit exploration in future studies of
ethical criticism.

Keywords: cognitive narratology, narrative conventions, persuasion, ethics, per-
spective taking

Narratives are persuasive: they can induce listeners to change their values and
opinions. But even though the persuasive power of narrative is taken for granted
and exploited in fields such as marketing and politics, literary scholars have as
yet been reluctant to acknowledge this potential of narrative. Psychologists have
tried to understand which kinds of narrative are more persuasive than others, but
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literary scholars have not invested a lot of energy on that score.1 This is arguably a
less than satisfying state of affairs, not least as the power of narratives to
influence readers offers a rewarding area of research for literary studies in general
and ethical criticism in particular. If narratives can alter the beliefs of readers,
then they are important tools for spreading values, emotional dispositions, and
cognitive practices. This does not mean, however, that fictional narratives are
necessarily moral; instead, they can be used for myriad sorts of (im)moral
purposes. As Fredric Jameson asserts in his influential consideration of the
ideology of form – a consideration recently adopted by Terry Eagleton – there is a
close relation between formal features and ethics. However, despite Jameson’s
very suggestive ideas about the value of form as “immanently and intrinsically an
ideology in its own right” (141, see also 99), and Eagleton’s repeated emphasis of
the link between the morals and the literary form of a work of literature (see
Eagleton 46–51, 59), the question as to which narrative conventions shape a
story’s ethics – and that in turn might influence readers – has been largely
neglected. The works of Catherine Harrison, Wolfgang Müller, and James Phelan
are invaluable exceptions amongst a host of studies concentrating on the content
of stories. In the following, I will clarify the question concerning the ethical
importance of narrative conventions by combining recent research in psychology
with narrative theory. I argue that it is worthwhile to take the persuasive power of
fiction seriously by practicing an ethical criticism that acknowledges the impor-
tance of form, and, at the same time, developing criteria for evaluating the ethics
of fictional works.

The Persuasive Power of Fictional Narratives

A large body of psychological research has demonstrated that reading stories
changes readers’ beliefs, their attitudes, and even their personality traits (see Mar,
Oatley, and Peterson; see also Green, Brock, and Kaufmann 313; and Djikic,
Oatley, Zoeterman, and Peterson, 28). At first sight, these results seem surprising:
who would have thought that a simple story can induce American students to
believe that eating chocolate helps you lose weight or that brushing your teeth is
bad for your gums? Yet this is exactly what studies have found, and these initial
findings have subsequently been replicated and broadened in scope since the end
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of the 1990s. Moreover, it is not just factual stories that can persuade readers:
indeed, though it seems unlikely that narratives which readers knew to be
fictional and therefore without a factual truth-status could persuade them to
change their mental encyclopaedia and general world knowledge, many experi-
ments, like the path-breaking one conducted by Prentice, Gerrig and Bailis, have
shown that fiction is just as powerful, if not more so. The morals and values
embedded in literary works matter. In their overview of recent research in this
area, Green and Donahue show that these morals should be taken seriously and
questioned with regard to the kind of ethics that are spread via particular kinds of
fiction.

To date, no definitive study has explained why stories known to be figments
of the imagination can have such a potential for persuasion.2 Literary studies can
build on psychological research and offer good reasons for this phenomenon.
After all, the very characteristics of the reception of literature, in particular the
suspension of the “fact convention” (Schmidt, 110–143, particularly 116–117,
133–138), that is, the expectation that what is being read is not referring to actual
events, makes it easier to accept, for the moment, even quite strange things.
Readers thereby engage with views that might otherwise, in real life, seem
dubious or even threatening; in knowing that such views do not threaten one’s
cherished opinions, values, and current goals, the reader is opened to new
experiences. Safely curled up in an armchair, it becomes possible to play with
opinions and experiences too dangerous to introduce into social interaction –
similarly, the very fact that they are “only fictional” may be conducive to their
long-term effects. Many readers, when faced with factual stories, spend cognitive
effort on questioning the truth or utility of what has been read, in what is called a
state of transportation or immersion in a good story; however, if readers know
that a story is “just fiction,” it will not seem necessary to invest cognitive energy
in checking whether the content conforms to one’s own world knowledge (see
Green, Brock, and Kaufmann 313). Moreover, becoming immersed in a fictional
world goes hand in hand with accepting it; the process of questioning the story
world’s facticity occurs later. The suspension of disbelief, thus, naturally accom-
panies the process of reading good narratives. Contrary to the Romanticist belief
that the reading of fiction involves the willing suspension of disbelief, it requires
more cognitive effort to suspend belief and critically scrutinize the plausibility or
correctness of what has been read (see Gilbert; Schreier 332).
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The reading of fiction has two possible effects that are noteworthy from the
point of view of ethical criticism: first, fictional stories disseminate values and
change readers’ beliefs; second, reading fictional narratives or viewing fictional
films can exercise cognitive and affective processes that are important for pro-
social behavior and for understanding others. Literature can thus foster empathy
as well as what has been termed “sensitive understanding” (Batson 267), which
encompasses both affective and cognitive processes. While the first effect
(changes in the reader’s convictions) has been the subject of extensive psycholo-
gical research, the second has not been afforded sustained critical inquiry. Until
recently, it has not been asked what kind of stories can encourage readers to
adopt the perspective of others, to discard former stereotypes, and to become
more tolerant towards atypical characters (Nünning, Reading Fictions). In the
following, I will concentrate on the second function that reading, particularly of
fictional stories, can fulfill, and I will propose a few hypotheses concerning the
relationships between the two.

In order to explore which narrative conventions can evoke sensitive under-
standing of others, it is necessary to first delineate the cognitive and affective
processes involved in this kind of understanding. Though there are no unanimous
definitions of key concepts, the neurosciences and psychology usually employ
the term “empathy” to refer to the affective processes of “feeling like” the other
while remaining aware of the difference between oneself and the other whose
feelings are being shared (Singer 433 and Batson). Related feelings, which are
connected to pro-social behavior, have also been referred to as sympathy, pity,
compassion, and sympathetic distress (Batson, Ahmad, and Lishner); they should
be distinguished from the kind of empathic sharing involved in perspective
taking. “Theory of mind” abilities, in contrast, refer to the capacity of cognitively
(albeit not necessarily affectively) gauging their beliefs, aims, and desires, and
drawing conclusion as to which intentions they pursue. Both processes are, in
different combinations, practiced in interactive encounters and in the reading of
fiction; in short, the understanding of people and the understanding of fictional
characters bear many resemblances. There seems to be a “shared neural basis for
attempting to make sense of real people and for processing fictional representa-
tions of persons” (Mar and Oatley 180).3 Moreover, the plasticity of the brain
ensures that extended and repeated practice will have biological as well as
mental consequences. These affective and cognitive activities are not in them-
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selves linked to morality or altruistic behavior; on the contrary, to know just what
others think and feel makes it possible to deceive or hurt them more effectively.
One should therefore differentiate between the ethical and the cognitive values of
fiction – the latter encompasses, for example, the broadening of the reader’s
understandings of both implicit personality theories and the thought processes of
people completely different from the reader. Such an elaboration of implicit
personality theories is a precondition for pro-social action, since one must under-
stand the needs and feelings of others before one can put that knowledge into
practice. However, there is no necessary connection between the cognitive value
of literature, which has been demonstrated by Raymond Mar and his colleagues,
as well as by David Kidd and Emanuele Castano and literature’s ethical value.

Nonetheless, there is at least one kind of perspective-taking that can be
practiced in reading fiction and that has been shown to correlate with altruistic
behavior. This kind of “sensitive understanding” includes cognitive and affective
processes and involves imagining how another person would feel in the same
situation. In contrast, imagining oneself in the position of another is not necessa-
rily related to altruistic behavior. Even though these two practices are closely
linked, participants in experiments who were asked to adopt what psychologists
term the “imagine-self” perspective, which involves imagining how oneself would
feel in a given situation, not only felt different emotions but also experienced
different physiological symptoms than those who were asked to take the “ima-
gine-other” perspective (see Batson). Several conditions must be met in order to
adopt such a perspective, and I argue that fictional narratives are particularly apt
to fulfil these. As far as literature is concerned, the obstacles blocking perspective
taking in real-life situations are negligible: fictional narratives frequently provide
readers with the salient facts necessary to understand the characters as well as
the particular situation in which they act; the pleasure and interest that are part
of the experience of becoming immersed in fictional worlds offer an incentive to
invest the necessary cognitive efforts to assume the perspectives of characters;
and the problems accompanying the adoption of others’ perspectives in real life
are next to non-existent. The combination of these factors allows the reader to
regulate his or her own perspective and to imagine what the characters feel and
think, all while remaining aware of his or her differences from the characters.
Reading fiction thus affords a perfect opportunity for practicing perspective
taking that is, due to its manifold inherent difficulties, precarious in interactive
situations (see Decety and Sommerville; and Rameson and Lieberman).
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The Meaning of Form: Narrative Strategies
Fostering Perspective Taking

The conditions for the “imagine-other” perspective, involving imagining how the
other feels in a given situation, are more prone to be met while reading fiction
than in real life, yet this does not mean that every work of fiction induces the
reader to practice this kind of understanding. Unfortunately, psychological re-
search into the kind of narrative that unfolds fiction’s persuasive power has only
yielded few results. The most obvious correlation is between the reader’s degree
of transportation and his or her emotional engagement with the fate of the
characters. This is also linked to the persuasive power of fiction: the reader must
imaginatively, emotionally, and cognitively engage with the tale in order to care
about the characters and to adopt the beliefs and values that are being presented.
Interestingly, two factors related to the story content have been disproven: in
short, neither the “homophily” between reader and protagonist (that is, the
similarity between the reader and the character he or she feels empathy with) nor
the “nearness of topics” (the presentation of topics that interest the reader in his
or her daily activities) plays a role. According to Slater and Rouner, not even the
gender of the protagonist is of importance (see also Bortolussi, Dixon, and
Sopčák). Instead, what has been found to be significant in this respect are two
factors, namely, the quality of the writing and the “perceived realism” of the
story, both of which can be linked to stylistic features. Apparently, stories written
by canonical or bestselling authors have had more impact than those produced
by psychologists for the purposes of testing (Green 248–249). While this stands to
reason, it does not provide enlightenment as to the features that constitute a
story’s quality. However, I would argue that, from the perspective of literary
studies, one can point to a number of narrative conventions that encourage
perspective taking. It is worth emphasizing that these conventions cannot deter-
mine how individual readers respond to a text. Readers’ interpretation strategies
depend on their knowledge, as well as on their (emotional) experiences and
memories. It is difficult to point out textual features which usually result in
perspective taking of the intended authorial audience, but there are few strategies
that can ensure that someone who actively reads a text will at least share the
characters’ thoughts, if not their emotions. While there is a (bottom-up and top-
down) interplay between textual features and cognitive information processing
(Schneider, “Narrative Dynamics,” 51 f.), the schemata triggered by textual cues
are culture-specific and the individual experiences and memories within them
may differ widely. Moreover, there are variances with regard to the ability and
willingness of readers to adopt characters’ perspectives. Since culture plays a
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large role in how and why someone reads a text, differences between, for exam-
ple, Chinese and American or Western European readers are to be expected.

A tentative analysis of the narrative strategies and stylistic features encoura-
ging an adoption of the imagine-other perspective can begin with a story’s
“perceived realism.” This concept, which the psychologist Melanie Green has
correlated with the degree of transportation and the emotional interest of readers,
does not refer to realist fiction in the narrow sense of the word; instead, it aims at
the impression of readers who ascribe lifelikeness and plausibility to the story’s
events as well as to the feelings, intentions, and actions of the protagonists. What
is in question would seem to be what Keith Oatley, another psychologist who
values fictional stories because of the “vicarious experiences” they offer to read-
ers, terms the truth of coherence, that is, the text-internal consistency of the
events as well as the thoughts and feelings of the characters linked according to
principles and causes that are held to prevail also in real life (Oatley, “Fiction May
Be Twice,” 109). Oatley’s view is backed by various other experts on the field, for
instance Busselle and Bilandzic. Characters like Harry Potter or the hobbit Frodo
would thus meet the criterion of perceived realism. Within their respective fic-
tional worlds, the characters act in a way that is plausible to the extent that they
correspond to current folk psychology. Given the specific circumstances, readers
would expect the characters to feel and think –more or less – as they do. This fits
in well with the requirements for the imagine-other perspective: characters must
be lifelike in the sense that they conform to beliefs about psychological processes,
for this allows the reader to understand their thoughts, feelings, and actions. This
does not mean, of course, that in order for characters to be perceived as lifelike
they must be models of reason and internal consistency: on the contrary, small
deviations or even obvious defects can prove fascinating because they remain
within the bounds of the thinkable, despite also being beyond the pale of the
normal. Indeed, it could even be argued that the most lifelike characters are those
that are complex and carry internal contradictions. Moreover, genre conventions,
individual preferences, and the cognitive abilities of readers (for instance, chil-
dren as opposed to adults) each play a large role in defining what is plausible
within the frame of the fictional world. In a science fiction novel or in a fantasy,
for instance, wielding a lightsaber or a magic charm can be far more “realistic”
than shooting a pistol.

In addition to perceived realism, one must also consider narrative conven-
tions likely to evoke the reader’s interest in the fate and mental processes of
particular characters. As far as the imagine-other perspective is concerned, read-
ers must imagine how a character feels in a specific situation, given the charac-
ter’s particular perspective, that is, his or her system of preconditions, which is
shaped by personality traits, emotions, dispositions, beliefs, desires, and aims
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(see Hartner 150–160). Literary scholars have identified three main narrative
strategies capable of prompting the reader to take the perspective of characters,
to raise empathic feelings for the characters, and reduce the reader’s distance to
the characters. First, the adoption of characters’ perspectives can be initiated by
presenting their perceptions, thoughts, and feelings in a seemingly immediate
way, such as via quoted thoughts, interior monologue, free indirect discourse, or
psychonarration. This allows the reader to follow and empathically share the
mental processes and emotions of fictional characters, and thereby reduces the
distance between reader and characters. Second, narrator comments (and, at
least sometimes, comments by other characters) can add to the reader’s knowl-
edge about a character’s perspective or appeal to the reader to sympathize with
the character. These comments can fulfil a wide spectrum of functions: they can
explain a character’s motives, underscore a lack of alternatives to a character’s
actions (which might otherwise initially appear egotistic), emphasize a charac-
ter’s plight and suffering, relate a character’s actions to common human needs,
and so on.

Though the effects of these two conventions inviting readers to share char-
acters’ thoughts and feelings are closely linked, it is necessary to distinguish
between the different kinds of understanding they evoke. The first convention
enables the reader to follow characters’ mental processes, and is mainly con-
cerned with the aspect of focalization and the sharing of their fleeting percep-
tions. The second provides knowledge about the characters and offers insight into
their respective personalities and current mental states, thereby allowing the
reader to understand characters and adopt their perspectives without actually
following their thought processes. The first convention allows thinking like and
feeling like or with the character, that is, the participation in the character’s
thoughts and feelings. The second provides knowledge about the characters and
can, in turn, induce readers to feel for them. The latter allows for sympathy, pity,
and a deeper understanding of a character’s perspective. Both aspects are intri-
cately related as far as the taking of perspectives is concerned, but they proceed
via different means. Both are important for an exploration of the cognitive value
of literary works; they enable the reader to vicariously experience thoughts and
feelings of others and allow him or her to “simulate” characters’ emotions, there-
by enlarging the scope of the reader’s own knowledge as well as engaging
cognitive processes of crucial importance for social coexistence and interaction
(see Mar and Oatley, Tooby and Cosmides on the value of simulation).

The third, and equally time-honored, mode of heightening the interest and
empathy of readers is that of setting a character into a precarious position.
Creating suspense and evoking a situation of potential harm is a mode of enga-
ging the reader that is referred to as “situational empathy” (Hogan 140). Accord-
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ing to scholars like Richard Gerrig and Fritz Breithaupt, the situation and the
expectations which are raised with regard to it are of major importance for the
reader’s emotional responses. In order to feel with (and for) characters, they must
be in a situation that potentially allows for positive as well as negative endings.
In such situations, the reader is prone to evaluate the future development of
events in light of his or her own wishes as well as those of the characters. Scholars
have stressed the relation between the fictional situation and the reader’s sharing
of characters’ experiences and feeling; nonetheless, this narrative convention
differs significantly from the others, in that it provides an incentive for investing
the cognitive effort necessary for caring about a character’s mental processes.
Although putting a character in danger offers neither insight into his or her
personality nor any means for sharing complex mental processes, it reduces the
distance towards literary characters and is an important basis for the reader’s
willingness to take their perspectives.

It must be emphasized, however, that each of the three conventions discussed
above can, by the same token, be employed in order to increase the distance
between character and reader. For example, in her article “Theory of Narrative
Empathy,” Suzanne Keen emphasizes the difficulty in identifying – and demon-
strating – the effectiveness of such strategies as first-person narration (213–214).
Literary devices that enable – or force – the reader to follow the thoughts and
emotions of characters or speakers may increase this distance when these mental
processes contravene the reader’s values or “feeling rules” (Hochschild) – for
instance, when a character rejoices in the torture of another or fails to mourn the
death of a friend. In particular, contemporary and multi-perspective works fre-
quently present abhorrent, disgusting, or, at least, undesirable feelings that the
reader understands though they evoke negative emotions instead of empathic
sharing. Likewise, narrator comments can just as well highlight a character’s
egotistic and self-serving aims, which might otherwise have remained hidden.
Even placing a character into a dangerous situation does not necessarily increase
the reader’s desire to adopt the character’s perspective: indeed, it is a staple of
thrillers that readers are induced to hope for the failure or even death of a one of
the main characters, while feeling with his or her victim. In this respect, the
character of a serial killer may serve as focalizer in precarious situations, with the
reader hoping that the character will be apprehended in time. The process of
sharing thoughts and emotions can therefore be reduced to a merely rational
process, one which evokes disgust and antipathy rather than empathy. In such
cases, adopting a character’s perspective may still broaden the reader’s knowl-
edge and refine his or her personality theory, but it does not involve an evocation
of similar feelings. When it comes to literary conventions, there is no form-to-
function mapping: the cognitive, as well as the ethical potential of fiction is
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shaped by a combination and arrangement of different strategies, as well as by
the strategies’ relations to the story’s contents and to the cultural values of the
time of its production.

I wish to argue that increasing the reader-character distance is of crucial
importance for the process of perspective taking. Losing awareness of the differ-
ence between oneself and a character implies complete identification with the
character’s goals and could result in the adoption of the imagine-self perspective.
This is rare, however, even as far as the empathic sharing of thoughts and feelings
is concerned. In contrast to scholars such as Keith Oatley, I argue that a dual
process is involved in sharing a character’s thoughts and feelings. This process
consists of an oscillation between two quite different cognitive activities on the
part of the reader: First, there is the process of “feeling like” the character in
question (Mar, Oatley, Djikic, and Mullin 824; Schneider, “Cognitive Theory,”
613). Depending on the particular context, this process shifts between a more
emotional and a more cognitive simulation of the character’s thoughts and
feelings; the latter simulation would prevail, for instance, when following the
thoughts of an anti-hero or villain. Second, the process of simulation is linked to
the reader’s own appraisal of the situation in question. This appraisal is influ-
enced by the reader’s knowledge of the text thus far read, and can include
information about events not available to the focalizer. It is also based on the
reader’s own experiences and what he or she wishes to see in the story’s further
development. This second process is intricately connected to an overall assess-
ment of the situation and to the moral positioning of readers; it is closely related
to questions of ethics. As James Phelan has noted, “[o]ur emotions and desires
about both fictional and nonfictional characters are intimately tied to our judg-
ments of them” (Living to Tell about It 160).

The Ethics of Form: Narrative Strategies from an
Ethical Point of View

So far, I have stressed that the adoption of the imagine-other perspective is
ethically desirable. This corresponds to the Western tradition of appreciating
empathy, sympathy, and the power of literature to evoke these feelings. As the
pro-social associations of the imagine-other perspective evidence, there is good
reason to follow this tradition, to which authors such as George Eliot have
contributed. Moreover, the kind of “ambassadorial empathy” (Keen, “Strategic
Empathizing,” 483–487) that raises sympathetic understanding for members of
out-groups can have important beneficial consequences. Nonetheless, I wish to
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argue that both raising and blocking empathy, as well as careful orchestration
and modulation of distancing devices, are at the center of an ethics of fictional
form; in short, creating distance is just as important as reducing it. Especially in
light of psychological studies, the use of distancing devices seems even more
important, since readers tend to supply characters’ emotions and thoughts with-
out having to be told about them explicitly and without benefit of the conventions
described earlier (Habermas and Diel).

With regard to the ethical value of literature, it is advantageous to differenti-
ate between two aspects: On the one hand, there is the reduction of the distance
between readers and characters, and the adoption of the imagine-other perspec-
tive. This can increase the reader’s knowledge; it also exercises mental processes
that can subsequently be activated in real-life situations. On the other hand, it is
important to emphasize the ethical significance of distancing devices that contri-
bute to an awareness of the differences between readers and characters. Especially
in postmodern times, it is necessary to consider the experience of alterity, of the
otherness of others. According to the French philosopher Alain Badiou (41), the
acceptance of alterity and the radical difference between oneself and everybody
else (including oneself) is a cornerstone of a theory of ethics. This view is compa-
tible with a Levinas-inspired ethics, which has moved away from the prescriptive
dimension of traditional values and towards a more tentative and open postmo-
dern ethics. As Herbert Grabes asserts, “[i]f multiplicity, heterogeneity or alterity
are the predominant features of this period, as regards both society and individual
search for identity, contemporary ethics must […] promote an ethical stance that
will […] enable us to live in it with dignity” (“Ethics, Aesthetics” 25–26). Because
we live in a society marked by multiplicity, heterogeneity, and alterity, literary
works have an ethical value that transcends the practice of the imagine-other
perspective, for they not only enable us to appreciate this kind of heterogeneity
and complexity, but also help us to accept otherness, to refrain from stereotyping
and categorizing others, and to abandon the insistence on closure. This does not
imply a devaluation of the kind of perspective taking described above; rather, it
makes it possible to appreciate the ethical value of narrative strategies that induce
both sensitive understanding of lifelike characters and the acknowledgement of
instability, openness, heterogeneity, and complexity.

It therefore seems promising to briefly consider aesthetic devices that in-
crease the distance between readers and characters. Practicing empathy is only
part of a more complex cognitive process as far as altruistic behaviour is con-
cerned: it is also necessary to differentiate between persons whom one should
empathize with and those whom one should not. Moreover, distancing strategies
are closely linked to the aesthetic quality of literature. Viktor Shklovsky has
related this to the techniques of defamiliarization; he stresses that a major asset
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of reading literature is to make the familiar appear strange, to change ingrained
paths of perception, and to enhance the cognitive effort of understanding the
represented elements (12–13). According to Shklovsky, literature can enable read-
ers to break from routines, to see – and appreciate and evaluate – things anew.
Defamiliarizing devices, which slow the reading process and enhance the dis-
tance of what is being described to the reader (who must puzzle out what is
meant) can also open the space necessary for questioning stereotypes and pre-
judices and for affectively engaging with characters who may initially seem
strange. On the basis of Shklovsky’s insights, David Miall and Don Kuiken claim
that aesthetic devices instigate a “a three-phase structure in response” (299) that
encourages readers to search for a new context in order to comprehend the
defamiliarizing phrase, metaphor, or attitude, and ultimately achieve deeper
understanding.

However, defamiliarizing devices do not always lead to cognitive closure;
from an ethical perspective, what seems to be even more important is the flex-
ibility and openness such devices require of readers. For example, it is frequently
impossible to categorize characters; especially in modernist works, the first
description of a figure often amounts to nothing more than hints about their
opinions, attitudes, or dispositions. Ambiguity and uncertainty often feature in
fictional stories, and this kind of polyvalence relates to the power of fiction to
engage readers’ emotions as well as their interests. Moreover, the dynamics of the
reading process must be taken into account: the same character may appear in a
different light in separate situations, and, until the end of the story, it may remain
uncertain whether or not there will be a reversal that will necessitate a revision
and reinterpretation of the story’s events. In contrast to our routines in everyday
life, in reading fiction our first impressions are often questioned and need to be
revised. Even in some types of formula fiction – for example, romance page-
turners and detective novels – part of the suspense is engendered by uncertainty
about whether a character is indeed what he or she seems. In many cases, it is
possible in retrospect to recognize former misunderstandings and to reinterpret
events in light of these new insights; in other cases, the uncertainty concerning
the evaluation of a character remains. Some literary texts necessitate the acknowl-
edgement of complexity and otherness as well as only partial comprehension;
they deny cognitive closure and complete comprehension.

In particular, multi-perspective texts that present a wide range of heteroge-
neous characters – and the personality traits, values, and emotional dispositions
they embody – can initiate a number of cognitive activities that add to the ethical
value of fiction. Shifts in focalization, which call for rapid adjustment to different
points of view, can enhance the effects of defamiliarization. This change between
focalizers becomes more demanding if characters’ respective perceptions are not
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easily reconciled, if characters interpret and evaluate an object or situation in
different ways. Henrike Moll and Andrew Meltzoff, in their studies of child devel-
opment, have stressed that there is a huge difference between, on the one hand,
taking the perspective of a character and, on the other, “confronting” different
perspectives and dealing with heterogeneous points of view (672). This differen-
tiation is also important for understanding the cognitive and the ethical value of
reading fiction. Encountering a story’s events via a character’s perceptual and
cognitive point of view encourages the reader to take the character’s perspective
and share in his or her feelings; however, the presentation of contradictions
between different characters’ perspectives makes it necessary that the reader
gains distance from them. The reader must simultaneously share and critically
evaluate the characters’ views and decide whether to adopt the interpretation
given by one character over that of another – or to arrive at a completely different
interpretation, on the basis of their own (superior) knowledge. This implies that
the reader must choose which characters to empathize with and which to main-
tain distance from. Contradictory perspectives and shifts in focalization not only
highlight the heterogeneity of perception and feeling; they also ask the reader to
practice a cognitively complex process of “confronting” perspectives and forming
his or her own opinions as well as positioning oneself in the face of such contra-
dictions. A similar potential for foregrounding inconsistencies lies in the use of
dramatic irony, which signifies a discrepancy of knowledge between the charac-
ter or narrator and the reader, who is in a position to recognize the former’s errors.
Various other aesthetic devices can also guide the processes of perspective taking.
It is infeasible to discuss them here, as an effective and detailed account would
have to explore, among other things, conventions concerning the handling of
time and the importance of ambiguities and gaps or blanks (Iser 67, 68).

Multi-perspective works especially necessitate the interpretation, evaluation,
and weighting of different perspectives. In order to arrive at an understanding of
an event that has been presented from the respective points of view of different
characters, the reader must assess not just the characters’ reliability and their
comprehension of the facts but also their moral values. The reader’s ethical
response is relatively clearly guided by the text when both bonding and distan-
cing devices tend to work toward the same ethical purpose. Notable examples of
such texts include those eighteenth-century and Victorian novels that heeded the
maxim of the “just distribution of sympathy,” with villains being presented in an
unfavorable light and heroes in a favorable one.4 Especially in modernist and
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postmodernist works, however, it is frequently impossible to arrive at a conclu-
sion that categorizes the respective views and values as either “reliable” and
“ethically sound” or as “untrustworthy.” The heterogeneity of even a single
character’s thoughts, feelings, and dispositions often impedes such judgments;
the comfort of cognitive closure remains beyond reach. Readers are encouraged
to accept alterity and heterogeneity. They practice a process that, from an ethical
perspective, is arguably as valuable as adopting the perspectives of others. In
literary works, this process is guided by distancing and engaging devices. Narra-
tive conventions that reduce the distance towards the characters invite the reader
to empathically share the characters’ thoughts and to develop an understanding
of and fellow feeling with different, even mutually exclusive, viewpoints.5 If at
least some of the focalizers or narrators can engage the reader’s sympathy, it
becomes more difficult to condemn their limitations and depreciate them as being
untrustworthy. The complexity and denial of closure inspired by the use of
narrative forms can thus induce readers to comprehend contradictory positions,
thereby rendering alterity more acceptable and moving towards an ethics of
alterity.

The ethical implications of particular combinations of bonding and distan-
cing devices are even more complex in works that foreground the question of the
reliability of narrators or focalizers (Phelan, “Estranging Unreliability”). Unreli-
able narration is per se a problematic narrative device as far as the ethics of a
novel are concerned. After all, unreliable narrators usually tell their story from
their own point of view; particularly those sincere, but in some way misguided,
deviant or mentally ill character narrators that Booth (304) and many others dealt
with allow us insight into their thought processes and justify their behaviors in
accordance with their own norms, trying to encourage the reader to empathize
with them. A skillful handling of free indirect discourse may allow for some
degree of ironic distancing between the narrator and the focalizer, which a careful
reader may discern – but with regard to unreliable narrators this kind of distance
simultaneously becomes crucial and problematic. The relation between ethics
and unreliable narrators with questionable norms and values is thus fraught with
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thetics,” onwhich the following arguments are based.



contradictions. On the one hand, the confrontation with radically different views
may establish this kind of fiction as a valuable vehicle for ethics, because it
evokes an experience of alterity. On the other hand, the reader’s gaining of insight
into the consciousness of morally suspect narrators and being invited to share
such narrators’ thoughts and feelings may lead to a development of sympathy for
both the narrators and their questionable ethics. Moreover, the confrontation
with – ethically questionable – unreliable narrators or focalizers can serve a
function that is ethically important: these narrators may initiate self-reflection
into the reader’s own, differing values and principles. After all, cognitively
following the thoughts of narrators or characters does not necessarily imply either
affective sharing or a loss of critical distance on the part of the reader. On the
contrary, the exposure to offensive views and feelings may, especially in novels
that feature contrasting perspectives or elicit pity for the narrator’s victims, lead
to disgust and to a reaffirmation of the reader’s values.

A similar, perhaps even more important, kind of ethical reflection can be
inspired by multi-perspective works featuring heterogeneous perspectives that
can neither be reconciled with each other nor discarded as irrelevant or simply
wrong. Such novels, which require openness and acceptance of ambiguity and
complexity on the part of readers, implicitly raise the question of whether there
are absolute ethical values. These works raise readers’ awareness with regard to
the hierarchization of values or the problems of neatly distinguishing between
“acceptable” and “unacceptable” positions. The same function can be fulfilled by
novels that include several narrators or present only a particular point of view
while hinting at other, equally valid ones. The use of narrative bonding and
distancing devices thus emphasizes the problem that there might be – as claimed
by Alain Badiou (43, 61, 65–81), for example – no ethics “in the abstract” but only
an “ethics of truths,” which acknowledges that truth can only be related to (and
come into being in) particular situations and particular individuals. The aware-
ness of and reflection on such an “ethics of truths” can be enhanced through a
use of narrative conventions that leads readers to care about characters, to
become involved in characters’ fates, and to adopt their perspectives, yet which
at the same time require the recognition of the heterogeneity of and contradic-
tions between the positions the characters embody.

These observations concerning the initiation of ethical reflections on the read-
er’s ownvalues alreadypoint toward relationships between the twopossible effects
of reading fiction: on the one hand, the dissemination of values and effecting
change of the reader’s beliefs, and, on the other, the practice of cognitive and
affective processes important for understanding human beings. The topic certainly
merits further attention, but I would like to suggest that three interrelations espe-
ciallywarrant exploration. First, theprocess of takingperspectives andarriving at a
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deeper understanding of the beliefs, emotions, and actions of fictional characters
may lead to a higher appreciation of perspective taking and a recognition of its
importance for behaving responsibly in complex social situations. Second, shifts
fromcategorization to individuation and the discardingof stereotyping aparticular
character may engender a change of attitude towards particular stereotypes or an
awareness of the problems of stereotyping in general. Third, taking the perspec-
tives of characters and temporarily adopting their values and traits may lead to a
reflection on and appraisal of these values and thereby result in the dissemination
of values. It should be emphasized that the latter two of these relationships are
interconnected, sinceahighappreciationof aparticular attitudeorpersonality trait
embodied by a character will enhance the reader’s willingness to adopt that
character’sperspective and to shift fromcategorization to individuation.

In addition, both possible ethical effects of reading fiction depend on the
reader’s transportation. They are also closely related to the reader’s willingness
and ability to become emotionally and cognitively immersed into the story world.
While it has been shown that engaging the reader’s emotions enhances the degree
of transportation and the persuasiveness of a story, there may also be a reciprocal
relation with highly ethical texts that involve readers’ emotions to a greater extent
than do other works.6 There thus seems to be a two-way interaction between
ethics and emotions, which may account for the persistent persuasiveness and
appeal of certain literary fictions that have continued to fascinate readers through
the ages.

Conclusion: Fields of Research for a Cognitively
Informed Ethical Criticism

Reading fiction is not just a pleasurable pastime. It conveys values, exercises
cognitive and affective processes, and shapes readers’ minds. The ethical impor-
tance of literature has been stressed by scholars in both Western and Eastern
countries. Rarely, however, has it been attempted to consider insights from
psychology and cognitive studies in order to link the use of particular constella-
tions of narrative conventions to specific kinds of ethical values. While the effects
of particular narrative conventions always depend on their specific combination
and weighting as well as on the content and context of the particular work, two
aspects merit consideration with regard to the analysis of the ethical value of
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specific works of literature: first, the power of literature to encourage readers to
adopt and practice the imagine-other perspective and, closely related, the use of
narrative conventions that reduce the distance to lifelike characters; and, second,
the importance of distancing devices and of strategies enhancing the work’s
complexity and denying the reader cognitive closure. These seemingly contra-
dictory narrative conventions often occur in combination with each other, and a
more or less balanced mixture between them seems to correspond to major
features of post-modern ethics – the sharing of experiences of lifelike characters
in complex works that resist easy answers and encourage readers to accept and
even appreciate heterogeneity and alterity.

However, many questions remain open, especially as far as the effects of the
arrangement of specific narrative strategies are concerned. A framework for
understanding such combinations has been sketched here, yet this could be
further detailed and modified in any number of ways worthy of exploration.
Which constellations of particular devices reduce the distance between reader
and character and invite the reader to feel with and for the character in question?
To what extent are these combinations subject to historical change, what role is
played by cultural values, and is it possible to relate specific constellations to
specific genres? Are there particular devices that can be identified in a large
number of cases (at least as far as the adult readers are concerned), such as
placing the protagonist in a precarious situation, admiring and understanding
comments from other “ideal characters,” and concentrating on the protagonist’s
point of view, as might be suggested by a look at eighteenth-century devices still
in use today (for example, see my article “Voicing Criticism”)? And, last but not
least, what role do specific cultural models play as far as concerns, for instance,
features about the contents of the work or the depiction of the characters? How do
characteristics such as physical attractiveness, (generally) ideal personality traits,
and emotional dispositions relate to the use of formal conventions?

The number of open research questions could daunt scholars into surrender-
ing before even making any attempt. However, there are good reasons for endea-
voring to address these problems. The persuasive power of fiction is a fact:
fictional stories have an ethical impact – and literary and cultural scholars seem
to be the only people with the requisite expertise not only to explore the dissemi-
nation of values in given (popular) texts and films, but also to analyze which
ethically valuable practices become initiated in the reading of such works. At a
moment when the legitimization of literary scholarship has become an urgent
problem in many countries, the promise of such a benefit is particularly stimulat-
ing and justifying.
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