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Fiction is an Essential Factor in Human Psychology

Mar and Oatley (2008) claim that fiction is largely ignored in the field of psychology and that literary narratives have a purpose for humans, offering “models or simulations of the social world via abstraction, simplification and compression” (p. 173). Hogan (2011) has argued that literature's ability to produce “empathic emotional experience” in its readers merits it an important role in the study of emotions (p.38). Others have suggested that reading appropriate literature has a strong role to play in assisting therapy clients' recovery through “bibliotherapy.” (Giannini, 2001, Gladding & Gladding, 1991 and Thomas, 2011).

My thesis in this paper is that these arguments to date have understated the case for fiction's importance to psychology. Fiction, in fact, is a major competitor to clinical psychology for the hearts and minds of human beings, and has perhaps been ignored and down-rated by current psychology more because of jealousy than because of reason. Fiction is important not just for its possible purposes, but because it is a very potent force, and choice, in the lives of human beings. Fiction in its various forms has many capabilities that modern clinical psychology seeks: it is capable of moving human beings deeply; it can help us see new viewpoints; it can persuade us quickly and effectively; it can evoke a wide range of strong emotions and their expressions, from crying and screaming to laughing; it can permanently modify our empathy towards other humans; it can release our attention from the stresses and oppressions of each day; and it can inspire within us drives to act in new ways that range from our best to our worst behaviours. It also has a massively bigger audience than does psychology in general. If the field of psychology could understand better how fiction accomplishes its effects, and if clinical psychologists could learn how to apply its powers themselves for the benefit of individual and collective human functioning, we could imagine becoming far more effective therapists and researchers.

Moreover, consuming literary and audiovisual fiction is but a subset of a ubiquitous but veiled tendency of adult human beings to engage in fantasy and make-believe of various kinds. Some adults also appear to live their lives as if they are staging a long and elaborate drama. And just as children grow their minds and develop their skills by generating make-believe, adults operate their complex societies within a rich tapestry of fictional concepts and protocols of make-believe that affect our very identities. The field of psychology has only barely begun to tap our broader penchant for make-believe either for the development of theory or for therapeutic purposes. 

The following section cites research that supports my contention that fiction already brings to a large number of people much of what clinical psychology offers only to a relatively small number of people. In summary, fiction touches us, moves us, grows and changes our minds, preoccupies us and even defines us. Anything that powerful deserves psychology's full attention. 

The Potency of Fiction in Human Lives


Hogan (2011) points out that our psychological theories of emotion have “nothing to say about why cultures all over the world produce verbal art; why the depictions of emotions in those works are so emotionally powerful that we spend a great deal of our lives reading, watching or listening to literary stories; and why those stories repeatedly manifest the same characteristics” (p.13). Fiction works powerfully by transporting us, persuading us, helping us feel, fueling our life dramas, improving our social skills, enabling our games of make-believe, and performing our social identities. The evidence for each and its relevance to psychology are discussed below.

Transportation into Works of Fiction

Many forms of psychotherapy involve accessing and to some extent re-experiencing remembered incidents in the client's life (Corey, 2009). Angus & Greenberg (2011) state that an important means of achieving change within psychotherapy is to have the client describe emotionally relevant experiences in story form, thus allowing further “emotional differentiation and new meaning making” within a session (p.26). In other words, they want their clients to get far enough into their own story to feel and explore the emotions attached to it.

Fiction too enables readers and viewers to be “transported” far enough into a story to evoke an emotional response and to explore the points of view of one or more characters. People return from their immersion in a story “somewhat changed by the experience” (Green & Brock, 2000, p.702). Mar and Oatley (2008) also propose that literary stories “function to abstract social information so that it can be better understood, generalized to other circumstances, and acted upon” (p. 173).

In addition to the social benefits that Mar and Oatley (2008) imply in their analysis, deriving from people being able to simulate and rehearse social interactions while immersed in a fiction story, it is interesting to note that fiction appears to provide almost precisely the kind of client skill that Angus and Greenberg (2011) call for above in making a psychotherapy session effective, though focused on one's own story rather than that of a fiction author. This skill was well described by Robert Benjamin Green (1971) in his dissertation on the Lays (narrative poems) of Marie de France, a medieval poet of the late twelfth century. He advised that to understand her writings and “to penetrate to the core of what takes place,” it is necessary to set aside any reservations about the fantasy and supernatural elements of her stories and “seek those levels of existence and feelings in which are found the deepest and most meaningful emotions and aspirations which Marie has expressed” (p. 9). In Marie de France's prologue to the Lays, she invites readers to “gloser la letre”, which means “to interpret the literal meaning in order to discover the truth which lies behind her stories” (Green, 1971, p.  ii). Fiction's ability to induce and train people to become involved in a story to the point of feeling and understanding associated emotions would therefore seem to be a most interesting target of study for the purpose of enhancing the effectiveness of current psychotherapeutic methods. 

Persuasiveness of Fiction

Green and Brock (2000) highlight the accepted persuasiveness of “public narrative” or story-telling, by noting that “censorship has been ubiquitous for centuries” (p. 701). Their studies demonstrate that the degree of persuasiveness of a narrative correlates with the degree to which a reader gets transported into a work and is able to evaluate the protagonists positively, whether the narrative is fiction or fact (p. 714). It is interesting to note that while quite a few modes of psychotherapy discourage disclosure of life narratives by the therapist to a client, feminist therapy uses narrative disclosure as a key method, among other purposes, “to provide modeling [and] to normalize women's collective experience” (Corey, 2009, p. 354). Such disclosure is reported to be “liberating and empowering for clients” (p. 354).  By contrast, Albert Ellis, developer of Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy, eschewed therapist disclosure in favour of a concentration on directly challenging a client in an attempt to persuade him or her to abandon irrational beliefs. Ellis himself admitted that “even those who temporarily get better are at risk of relapsing and having to take therapeutic steps over and over again” (Ellis, 2001, p. 30).

History teaches us that fiction in almost any form can have very potent negative effects as well. Nazi rhetoric based on blatant untruths about other peoples, including Jews, led to some of the world's most infamous atrocities. Feminist and critical psychology have also pointed out that written and spoken untruths about gender have perpetuated an institutionalized sexist framework that more or less consistently disadvantages women compared to men (Teo, 2005, p. 115). Untruths about themselves that are internalized by oppressed groups also can have longstanding negative psychological and social effects (McCubbin, 2009, p. 314, and Prilleltensky & Gonick, 2006, p. 130). Fiction in its darkest meaning, including deliberate or inadvertent misinformation and lies, has always been known to be an extremely powerful force (Stanovich, 2004a, p. 57, and 2004b, p.102).

The power of fiction to affect our beliefs about ourselves, others and the world in general is well documented. Since this kind of effect is part of what clinical psychology seeks for its clients, whether induced by a therapist or facilitated from within the client, it would seem that studying exactly how fiction is able to achieve these effects might be an extremely fruitful avenue for psychology to pursue.

Fiction as a Door to Emotion

It is common knowledge that various forms of fiction elicit many emotions from their readers and viewers. It is not uncommon for people to experience tears and laughter at a movie, for instance, or in the case of genres like horror, even gasps and screams. Hogan (2011) sums it up well: “Millenia of storytelling present us with the largest body of works that systematically depict and provoke emotion, and do so as a major part of human life” (p. 1). Recent research also investigated the capability of literary fiction to circumvent resistance to emotion (Djikic, Oatley, Zoeterman & Peterson, 2009, p.14). Study participants who scored high on avoidant attachment showed significantly greater emotional change after reading fiction, than after reading documentary nonfiction. Low avoidant individuals experienced less emotional change between fiction and documentary exposure. The authors expressed their excitement at the “possibility of finding, in our cultural heritage, the means of reaching out to those who are hard to reach” (Djikic, Oatley, Zoeterman & Peterson, 2009, p.17). Since access to emotion is central to various forms of psychotherapy (Greenberg, Auszra and Hermann, 2007, p. 482), fiction's power to access emotions, particularly in avoidant individuals, would seem to merit further study in psychology.

Fiction's Role in Social Skills, Anxiety and Motivation

Mar and co-workers (2006) demonstrated a correlation between fiction-reading and social abilities (p.708). Readers of fiction also generally have higher empathy than readers of nonfiction (Mar, Oatley & Peterson, 2009). Fiction is popularly used as a modulator of stress, as anyone knows who has curled up with a good book or gone out to a movie after a hard day. It can also be inspirational, mobilizing individuals to actions that they might not otherwise have undertaken before being immersed in the world of the story. All of these functions match what clinical psychologists have attempted to put in place for the benefit of their clients: ways of improving social skills, ways to increase awareness of and empathy towards others, ways to reduce anxiety and cope with everyday stresses, and ways to spark people out of inaction, apathy and depression (Goldman, Angus & Safran, 2010, p. 189). 

Life Dramas as a Form of Fiction

Some psychologists have suggested that many of us construct life plans in the manner of a fictional drama or script, sometimes a tragic one, based on “childlike illusions” (Berne, 1972, p. 26 and Steiner, 1974, p. 20). In script theory, people are seen as building a role for themselves during childhood or early adolescence, to act out throughout their lives, in conjunction with others around them whom they recruit to play various parts (Steiner, 1974, p. 23 and Berne, 1961, p. 119). This concept is also echoed by contemporary narrative therapists who refer to a “macronarrative” as a story created by an individual to describe and prescribe the general themes and paths they will follow in life (Angus & Greenberg, 2011, p. 12). People who are acting out their “same old story” can find themselves repeating behaviours that clearly don't work in their current life circumstances (Angus & Greenberg, 2011, p. 62). The challenge to both script and narrative therapists is to help a client shut down the play and re-author their life story to make it more realistic and functional in the present (Berne, 1972, p. 362 and Angus & Greenberg, 2011, p. 139). Our participation in self-scribed fictional dramas can have a range of consequences, both positive and negative, depending on whether we have created a winner or a loser script (Steiner, 1974, p. 104). Many modes of current psychotherapy address this phenomenon without recognizing it as part of a human penchant for fiction and make-believe. For example, Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy assists clients in reassessing “irrational beliefs” that have had negative effects on their lives (Ellis, 2001, p. 20). It is possible that even within these therapy modes, reconsidering some people's resistant, repetitive behaviours as part of a tendency towards involvement in fiction and make-believe might allow for additional insight and new techniques.

Adult Participation in Make-believe

Almost a century ago, Sigmund Freud (1920) commented on people's use of fantasy: “The artist is not the only one who has a life of imagination. The twilight realm of fantasy is upheld by the sanction of humanity and every hungry soul looks here for help and sympathy” (p. 327). While mainstream psychology may largely have abandoned or ignored Freud's view of the universality of fantasy since then, others have more recently revived an interest in it. Kendall Walton (1990), sees make-believe as an adult as well as a child activity and as “a pervasive element of human experience, important not just in the arts but in many other areas of our lives as well” (p.7). He sees “appreciators” of fiction in its various forms as participating in games of make-believe with these works, and that this kind of make-believe “lies at the heart of the experience of being 'caught up in a story'” (p. 241). Again, Robert Benjamin Green describes well how writers can create a substrate of make-believe for their readers when he says that medieval poet Marie de France constructed “living phantasies which became another reality” (Green, 1971, p. 19).

Walton (1990)  notes that most of us follow very specific and accepted protocols for behaving around and talking about specific kinds of fiction and the objects, themes and characters they contain and portray (p. 385). Clinical psychology also has protocols for its therapy sessions, and it is interesting that in the context of therapy sessions, psychology has had vigorous debates about human memory and the pliability of our recall of events in our past during therapy. One might in fact just as well portray psychotherapy sessions as exercises in make-believe, since retelling of events is necessarily based on incomplete or inaccurate recall. Yet, like in Walton's version, both clients and therapists quickly adhere to the unwritten rules of exchange of fantasy. The client describes events and feelings with a firm conviction of reality whether or not the events happened that particular way, and therapists engage in discussion with the client about these same characters and events, with appropriate deference to the assumption of their truth and existence. It can be argued, of course, that the exercise of accessing emotion in a therapeutic context provides the core value to the client, whether what is discussed is fiction or not. But that only underscores the point that make-believe is used as a viable substrate for interactions between human beings, even in therapy.

Some have been critical of mainstream psychology for its lack of emphasis on interactions between human beings. Discursive psychology, which Hepburn and Jackson (2009) describe as a “radical critical force in psychology,” suggests that more emphasis in psychology on the actual interaction between individuals would reveal new aspects of human beings that cannot be accessed by conventional experiments. In particular, application of discursive psychology to the question of adult use of make-believe might be quite enlightening.

A compelling portrayal of modern adult make-believe was created recently by Henry Joost and Ariel Schulman in the documentary movie Catfish (2010). In the film, one individual goes beyond the accepted bounds of make-believe by constructing an elaborate deception using online Facebook identities, and in the process draws both the protagonist and the audience into involved relationships with people that don't exist. After the deception is uncovered, the protagonist continues to relate at least conceptually to the fake characters, even in the presence of the confessing perpetrator, and must face the question as to why he so readily engaged with these characters. The audience and the public are left in debate among themselves as to whether the movie itself was a documentary or a ruse (Hutcheson, 2010). My point in raising this example is that in our current world, issues of adult make-believe are found in many circumstances, and many of us are relatively comfortable with such acts of make-believe, with discussion of them, and with the ambiguity we must face when it is not clear what is fact and what is fiction.

It is accepted in psychology that many of us have used make-believe in childhood, and that it is most prevalent in children from about age two until the beginning of primary school (Smith, 2005, p. 179). Smith notes that it is not clear how much make-believe is natural in modern society and how much is socially encouraged by a “play ethos”, perhaps to build “theory of mind, creative or role playing abilities” (p.202). Pretend play in adults may not be as blatant, but it would seem to carry the same six core characteristics as childhood pretense, which Smith describes as: “a pretender, a reality, and a mental representation that is projected into reality, with awareness and intention on the part of the pretender” (p. 179). Should psychology not take seriously this possibility, understand how it works, and harness it more deliberately in the pursuit of individual change in therapy?

Human Culture as Fiction

The final point in this case for seeing fiction as more central in human life than psychology will admit, is that from a social constructivist point of view, much of the fabric of society itself is a form of fiction. Gender, money, sexuality, nationality, race, religion, and thousands of other concepts we deal with daily are in fact largely social and not solely natural phenomena. These are acted out or performed in daily living, yet we all tend to feel that these concepts are factual, real and natural, rather than fictitious and socially elaborated (Clarke & Braun, 2009, p. 236).  We are in fact taught exactly how to perform these concepts according to hegemonic norms, and for the most part we are not encouraged to challenge their truth or their fundamental nature (Huygens, 2009, p. 274). Since many of the concerns that bring people to psychologists involve these concepts and their effects on our feelings and identities, it would seem primary to dealing with people's issues to study in much more depth the fictitious nature of social concepts and the effects of that on us.

Summary and Conclusion


There is a growing body of evidence that fiction is a potent force for moving and changing people, and it is more ubiquitous in its various forms in our daily lives and in the structure of our society than ever psychology has tended to acknowledge. Clinical psychology in particular seeks many of the powers that fiction exhibits, and could benefit from knowing more about how fiction works its magic on us. Simply put, Saturday Night at the Movies wins hands down for most of us over having a therapy session. Psychology, know thy competition!
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