Lies we can believe in: Fiction, pretense, and human nature

Gibson Room, Cocke Hall (unless noted otherwise)

Friday, March 26th
9am – 9:15am – Opening remarks

9:15am – 10:30am – Raymond Mar 

Title: Correlates and Outcomes of Simulating Experiences Through Stories

Abstract: Engaging with stories appears to involve a mental simulation of experience, driven by the events depicted in the narrative. Simulation in this context involves mentally projecting one’s mind into the world of the narrative, transporting oneself into the story. I will present empirical research pertaining to the correlates and outcomes associated with this process, both socioemotional and cognitive in nature. The role of mental projection in narrative comprehension will first be discussed, based on neuroscience evidence. This will be followed by an examination of how the social abilities of readers are related to the reading of fiction, and whether empathy and mental inference can be improved by fiction-reading. Lastly, the cognitive ramifications associated with fiction-reading will be discussed, with a focus on vocabulary, capacity for abstract reasoning, and perceptual flexibility.

10:30am-10:45am – Coffee break 

10:45am – 12pm – Suzanne Gaskins 


Title: Pretending in the Here and Now


Abstract: Children’s pretend play is often assumed to be largely intrinsically motivated and universal in its basic character and in its developmental origins, immediate functions, and long-term outcomes. This paper will problematize this accepted construal of pretend play, based on a case study. A number of characteristics of Yucatec Maya children’s play will be described and placed in cultural context, demonstrating that rather than being universal, there is a fundamental culturally organized foundation to pretend play. In particular, the quality of Yucatec Maya children’s pretend is centered on the task of replicating and interpreting observed cultural scripts rather than fantasy. This pretense is grounded not only in the social organization of children’s everyday lives, but also in a specific, culturally supported attentional stance I have called open attention. In cultures like the Yucatec Maya, where children’s play is not cultivated by caregivers, where children are legitimate peripheral participants in household work, and where open attention is practiced, pretend play occurs, but it is a peripheral activity and has more ties to the real world. Thus, together with observation, imitation, and practice play, children’s pretense keeps them in the here and now.

12pm – 1:30pm Lunch Beak 

1:30pm – 2:45pm – Peter Metcalf


Title: The Widow's World: Myth, Narrative and Lies

Abstract: The longhouses of central Borneo seemed designed to promote conversation, which freely combines elements of story-telling, lying, exaggeration, and teasing. At the same time there are forms of expression that are deadly serious -- literally. A major exponent of the latter in the longhouse community where I worked was a formidable lady named the Widow Kasi. Kasi had a strong sense of who she was, and conveyed that in many ways. Was what she told me "fiction," or myth, or reportage, or something else
entirely?
2:45pm – 3:15pm – Coffee break and travel to Gilmer Hall

3:30pm – 4:45pm - Marjorie Taylor 


Title: Encounters with imaginary others

Abstract: The creation of an imaginary companion is a form of fantasy production that is relatively common in early childhood and, in the preschool period, tends to be associated with positive characteristics such as advanced theory of mind, narrative skills, and the ability to get along well with others.  The developmental course of this type of pretend play has not received much attention, but imaginary companions are not solely a phenomenon of early childhood, as has often been supposed.  Adolescents and even adults sometimes have them or engage in related activities involving imaginary others.  Interactions with imaginary companions in later life have tended to be viewed with suspicion as signs of pathology, but our longitudinal research with high-risk middle-school children suggests a different view.  We believe that adolescents, as well as preschoolers, derive emotional support from imaginary relationships that is associated with resilience, rather than mental health problems.  In addition, our research with adult fiction writers suggests similarities between having an imaginary companion in childhood and the relationships that writers develop with the characters in their novels.  In our view, encounters with imaginary others can be a source of support and inspiration throughout life.

4:45pm – 5:15 – Reception in Gilmer 190 lobby

Saturday, March 27th
9am – 10:15 am – Kristin Andrews and Anne Russon (w/brief intro from Mitch)


Title: Orangutan pantomime: Elaborating on the message


Abstract: Communication is usually defined as information exchange between signaler and recipient.  This definition leaves out the background expectations that make information exchange possible, and that also enable behavioral coordination with little or no intentional information exchange.  Such behavior coordination occurs in familiar shared contexts, where the actions needed to show partners’ intentions, attitudes, or wishes can be minimal. This deflationary form of communication does not require intentional encoding and decoding of content, theory of mind, or understanding others' intentions. It is consistent with communicative behavior in prelinguistic infants. We expect that much communication within great ape communities takes this form.   However, when background expectations break down and communication fails, intentional communication is called for, and a signaler may deliberately send information that elaborates on the failed communication.  Captive great apes do this using iconic gestures.  We focus on pantomime, a subset of iconic gestures that involves transmitting information with narrative structure by acting it out.  We present observational evidence of elaborating on failed communication via pantomime and other iconic gestures by rehabilitant orangutans in four forests in Indonesian Borneo.  Orangutan pantomime is rare, as would be predicted of communication designed against a background of shared expectations.  When it occurs, however, it shows precise semantic meaning, on the spot creation of new gestures to suit the current situation, and rich understanding of what others do and do not know. We discuss the implications of pantomime for creating open communicative repertoires and the evolution of language.

10:15am – 10:45am – Coffee break

10:45am - 12pm  – Kendall Walton (w/ brief intro from Mitch)

Title: Learning from fiction

Abstract: That works of fiction are rich sources of knowledge is obvious. Novels, stories, movies, theater, musicals provide us with lots of information; sometimes they foster understanding, insight, even wisdom.  What is interesting is not whether but how we learn from fiction, the cognitive and social mechanisms involved, and also what kinds of things we learn, what kinds of knowledge we acquire.  I will construe fiction very broadly, and will consider some of its not too distant relatives. How do we learn from pictorial and architectural and musical works of art, from aesthetically regarded natural objects, from acts of pretense that don’t purport to be art, from uses of metaphor and other tropes in ordinary conversation?  Also, I will consider not just the acquisition of knowledge, but other kinds of cognitive effects as well.  Fiction can obscure as well as enlighten, it can foster misconceptions, raise questions, plant doubts, remind us of things we already know, confirm and deepen convictions, change our attitudes, etc.  There is enormous variety in the ways that works of fiction (and their relatives) achieve their cognitive effects.  Sometimes they serve as vehicles of communication; the author or artist uses them to tell us something.  But in many instances fiction makers are not happily regarded as communicating the information or insights appreciators derive from their works.  Sometimes a fiction (or an act of pretense) is part of our reason for believing what it gets us to believe, part of our evidence for what we take to be a new insight.   But in many of the more interesting instances this is not so.  Fictions influence us cognitively, encouraging, provoking, inspiring us to change our beliefs or adopt new ones, even when we don’t take the fiction or its creation to be evidence for the new beliefs.  Our evidence, our reasons for thinking what we come to believe is true, if we have any, lie elsewhere.  An especially significant function of fiction is to provide us with new conceptual tools, without which some kinds of understanding would be difficult or impossible.

