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abstract
I defend the claim that fictional narratives provide cognitive benefits to readers in virtue of helping them to understand
character. Fictions allow readers to rehearse the skill of selecting and organizing into narratives those episodes of a life that
reflect traits or values. Two further benefits follow: first, fictional narratives provide character models that we can apply to
real-life individuals (including ourselves), and second, fictional narratives help readers to reflect on the value priorities that
constitute character. I defend the plausibility of these cognitive benefits against certain worries raised by Gregory Currie and
Peter Goldie.

i. introduction

In the taxonomy of values that works of art can
convey, the cognitive values of knowledge or un-
derstanding should be regarded as reliant upon
the values of aesthetic appreciation. We are not in
general motivated to attend to works of art in or-
der to derive cognitive benefit from them. We are
motivated by the way artworks delight us, move us,
and absorb us. It then seems to be a by-product
of maximizing aesthetic engagement that cogni-
tive values are also delivered. In particular, if we
understand aesthetic value as the value taken in
experiencing the qualities, forms, and meanings of
a thing for its own sake (as Robert Stecker puts
it), it is plausible that aesthetic appreciation pro-
motes a sort of contemplative heuristic.1 Aesthetic
appreciation puts us in a stance toward things that
precede and motivate the discernment of details,
the unity of the object, and the ordered relations
between details and whole. As such, the most
plausible cognitive benefit that sustained aesthetic
practice is likely to have for us is in cultivating the
very habit of taking an aesthetic attitude toward
things. This is of potentially great cognitive signif-
icance. The cognitive attitudes habituated by aes-
thetic appreciation may well engender our wider
understanding of the world and particularly our

understanding of those items that have received
sustained attention in works of art.

In the case of fictional narratives, our attention
is turned most notably toward the qualities of in-
dividual persons. Accordingly, I defend the claim
that fictional narratives provide cognitive benefits
to readers in virtue of helping us to understand in-
dividual character. I describe this as a cognitive
benefit rather than a moral benefit because I do
not think that fictional narratives necessarily help
us to develop morally virtuous characters.2 I argue
that fictional narratives serve the understanding of
character in a few ways: first, they allow readers to
rehearse a skill that is crucial in the understand-
ing and formation of character: the skill to select
and organize into narratives those episodes of a
life that reflect traits or values. Two further ben-
efits then follow: (i) fictional narratives provide
character models that we can apply to real-life in-
dividuals, and (ii) fictional narratives help readers
to reflect on the value priorities that constitute
character. While these various benefits have been
noted by philosophers before, their reliance on the
first benefit is seldom remarked. An additional
advantage of my account is in providing an analy-
sis of how the traditional aesthetic virtues of unity,
complexity, and intensity contribute to rather than
undermine the promotion of these benefits. That
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is, we can explain how cognitive values are not
just compatible with aesthetic value but promoted
by the appreciative stance. I take it to be a key
desideratum of any defense of the cognitive value
of art that the work qua work of art serves the
delivery of the cognitive value. So an attractive
feature of my account is that it can satisfy this
desideratum for narrative fictions.

Clarifying the relationship between cognitive
and aesthetic value is also important for address-
ing worries raised recently by Gregory Currie and
Peter Goldie.3 These philosophers suggest that fic-
tions have a dubious influence at best because they
exaggerate the influence of character over behav-
ior or exemplify standards of narrative unity that
do not often apply to the lives of real people. While
I admit the force of these worries to some extent,
I maintain that the cognitive value of fictions is
not undermined. When we understand the way
that aesthetic virtues promote cognitive benefits,
we can appreciate that narrative fictions can de-
liver their benefits without necessarily being com-
pletely accurate depictions of everyday life. The
second half of this article is accordingly devoted
to defending this point.

ii. character and its value

Humans are particularly interested in the moni-
toring and acquisition of character because char-
acter is understood to display features of con-
sistency and reason responsiveness that make it
especially desirable. Yet, while we possess fair in-
tuitions about the nature of character and the im-
portance of its development, it is easy to confuse
it with personality, as the difference between the
two can be quite subtle.

The standard psychological notion of a person-
ality trait is that of an individual’s disposition to
display certain consistent attitudes, leading them
to behave in predictable ways across a variety of
situations. Some of these attitudes and behaviors
may differ a great deal from the attitudes and be-
haviors of other individuals. Behavioral outputs
can also be highly robust in that we may develop
habitual reactions to certain “triggers” that are
resistant to change (consider habitual annoyances
or phobias). Thus, personality contributes signifi-
cantly to a person’s distinctiveness and consistency
over time.

The more philosophical notion of character,
meanwhile, is aimed at accounting for similar
qualities of consistency and distinctiveness, also
rooted in attitudinal dispositions. But, crucially,
these qualities have to be developed in the right
way or for the right reasons. It is this demand that
distinguishes the universal possession of some sort
of personality from the more rare possession of
character. Aristotle claims that whatever natural
inclinations we have toward, say, bravery or gen-
erosity must be trained and tempered with prac-
tical wisdom (phronêsis): the balancing of one’s
priorities according to an appreciation of what is
truly worthwhile.4 It is this rational influence that
makes our value-driven behavior properly ethi-
cally evaluable.5 Thus, the person with character
consistently displays certain attitudes because they
have managed to rationally order or reflectively
endorse their preferences. A person may possess
a personality feature, in contrast, just because she
was born that way or has gradually been molded
that way by environmental pressures.

As such, character is ethically valuable, partic-
ularly from the perspective of the individual who
has it, because it is the apotheosis of self-control
and autonomy. Your character traits consist in you
aiming in a particularly steady way at the life you
want to lead. From the perspective of others, hav-
ing character means that you are reliable in a man-
ner that is deliberate or reflectively endorsed.6

This lends a degree of trustworthiness to charac-
ter that even very robust personality traits cannot
match. For instance, unlike personality, if there
are sneaky nonrational pressures pushing us to be-
have in certain ways, becoming aware of such pres-
sures should motivate the individual with char-
acter to manage these pressures in a way that is
in accordance with his values. Naturally, people
also change or refine their commitments over the
course of their lives. But to count as character de-
velopment, such changes must follow from a pro-
cess of self-reflection and not simply a compelling
influence like a traumatic incident.

While the ethical value of character is widely
appreciated, the aesthetic value of character is less
commonly recognized. To see the aesthetic value
of character, we must acknowledge the way that
character reflects the unique life history of the sub-
ject. One does not simply decide to adopt certain
preferences. Both habitual behavioral implemen-
tation and sustained critical reflection upon one’s
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values are required.7 So while character is meta-
physically a set of dispositional properties pos-
sessed by the individual at a given moment, it is
the product of an organizing process that individ-
uals engage in throughout their lives. This is anal-
ogous to the way a painting must be understood
as the product of the artistic process that created
it. And just like a painting, when we appreciate
a person’s character as the product of the unique
life story that created it, we appreciate the per-
son in a respect in which they are irreplaceable or
worthwhile for their own sake.8

While some readers may prefer to regard the
appreciation of a person as a nonaesthetic matter,
valuing a person for her own sake is entirely con-
tinuous with the formulation of aesthetic value we
get from Stecker. Nietzsche also expresses a com-
parable view quite nicely in a famous passage of
The Gay Science:

To “give style” to one’s character—a great and rare art!
It is practiced by those who survey all the strengths and
weaknesses of their nature and then fit them into an
artistic plan until every one of them appears as art and
reason and even weaknesses delight the eye. Here a large
mass of second nature has been added, there a piece of
original nature has been removed—both times through
long practice and daily work at it. Here the ugly that
could not be removed is concealed, there it has been
reinterpreted and made sublime. Much that is vague
and resisted shaping has been saved and exploited for
distant views—it is meant to beckon toward the far and
immeasurable. In the end, when the work is finished, it
becomes evident how the constraint of a single taste gov-
erned and formed everything large and small: whether
this taste was good or bad is less important than one
might suppose, if only it was a single taste!9

Here Nietzsche envisages a conception of charac-
ter in which aesthetic value trumps ethical value.
Like Nietzsche, I am concerned less with the de-
velopment of ethically good character than with
strong character more generally. It is in help-
ing one to understand oneself and one’s values,
whether morally good or bad, that I think the prin-
cipal cognitive benefits of narrative fictions lie.
Thus, I concern myself in this article with the struc-
tural features of character that Nietzsche seems to
regard as meriting aesthetic approval. In Section
VI, I also have something to say about the role
of aesthetic ideals in the construction of charac-

ter. While I have doubts about how effective such
ideals could be, it seems that character is as much
a matter of aesthetic concern as it is of ethical
concern.

iii. narratives

I have claimed that character and life history are
intertwined. Our life histories are bound up with
the process of trying to bring order to this his-
tory. It is for this reason that we should regard
narratives as the royal road to the formation and
understanding of character. Narratives about our
lives reveal to us (and others) the commitments,
casted in struggle, which make up our character.

Narratives function by representing the conti-
nuities between different life episodes. They do
this by identifying underlying causes or mental
states, particularly emotions and desires, that ex-
plain how one event is connected to another. This
activity is then guided by two overarching prin-
ciples: selectivity and conflict. Beginning with se-
lectivity, if one links up one’s past and present by
telling a story about oneself, it necessitates the fil-
tering of one’s various experiences and influences,
emphasizing some details, ignoring others. In par-
ticular, one traces the regularity or continuity of
the things that matter the most. So in tracking the
things that matter the most, narratives allow us to
distinguish enduring values from fleeting notions
or whims. Thus, Harry Frankfurt claims that “a
person is no more to be identified with everything
that goes on in his mind . . . than he is to be iden-
tified with everything that goes on in his body.”10

And elsewhere: “the person, in making a decision
by which he identifies with a desire, constitutes
himself. . . . It is these acts of ordering and of
rejection—integration and separation—that cre-
ate a self out of the raw materials of life.”11

So, many details of a life will simply be irrele-
vant to the nature of one’s character. Which de-
tails exactly will depend on what character traits
one possesses. Take, for example, the choice to
wear a tie. For some people this detail will mat-
ter. It might, for instance, matter to the charac-
ter of Coco Chanel. It might matter, for differ-
ent reasons, to the character of Steve Jobs, who
was known to wear the same clothes every day.
For these people, it means something whether or
not they choose to wear a tie, and so the narra-
tives they tell about themselves (or that are told
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about them by others) will make note of this de-
tail. For the rest of us, meanwhile, the choice of
a tie tends not to matter very much, and so it
would not ordinarily show up in our narratives.
But it must be noted that our characters are rarely
completely fixed, and that as our values and com-
mitments change, so can the details that we se-
lect as relevant to our life stories. For instance,
at one time, it may have been a feature of one’s
character that the choice of tie had very little rel-
evance for one’s larger concerns. But what if your
choice of tie was commented upon by someone,
who, beginning from that conversation, went on to
become the love of your life? What if, to commem-
orate that occasion, you ceremoniously wore the
same tie every anniversary? And what if, follow-
ing a bitter divorce, you began to avoid all objects
with that same pattern from then on, and so on.
Now the choice of a tie plays a definite role in
one’s narrative. And in this way we can see that
the selection of character-revealing details may be
continually revised as one’s commitments and life
projects develop. Details that were once regarded
as irrelevant can come to acquire new importance
in light of future developments.

Alongside the principle of selectivity, narratives
also signal character by representing conflict and
resistance. Without some minimal degree of re-
sistance from the environment, we could barely
register the emotions, desires, and intentions that
connect up different episodes at all.12 Accordingly,
any narrative that is about a person will tend to
highlight that person’s conflicts, the barriers that
she overcomes or that defeat her. And in reveal-
ing underlying motivational states, conflicts will
thereby help to highlight the enduring commit-
ments of the agent.

A particular subvariety of conflict highlighted
by narratives then concerns conflict between pref-
erences. Narratives often linger on the choices that
we make or the dilemmas that are thrust upon
us. On many occasions, value conflicts are most
clearly exemplified by our conflicts with other
people. For instance, the child wants to devote
himself to the theater while his parents urge him
to choose a steady career. He accordingly tells a
narrative about his development that signals how
he prioritized the arts and rejected the pedestrian
lifestyle of his parents. Later, while freezing in his
bedsit, he wonders if his parents were not right
after all. This is a point I will reiterate when dis-
cussing the cognitive benefits of fictional depic-

tions of character. The representation of interper-
sonal conflicts is particularly useful for coming to
recognize one’s priorities.

Thus, narratives present the material out of
which we come to be aware of what our values
are and how they stack up against each other. At
the same time, our characters reciprocally influ-
ence the way our future narratives will go. This
is because our value commitments should, ideally,
play a significant role in the kinds of situations
we get ourselves into in the attempt to live up to
them.13 If we recognize a consistent fascination
with blood and guts, perhaps a career as a surgeon
would be ideal. In this way, character eventually
becomes a deeper organizing principle for the gen-
eration of narratives. Indeed, within the domain of
intentional-level explanations for the continuities
between events, it is potentially the most powerful
organizing principle, because in ideal cases, one’s
character could connect events stretching out over
many years and across all kinds of varying situa-
tions.

iv. the benefits of fictions

Having outlined the nature of character and its re-
lationship with narrative, we are now in a position
to see how fictional narratives may be a cognitive
benefit to the reader. The primary benefit that we
should identify is actually one that is seldom com-
mented upon: the pure exercise of our skills in
recognizing narratives.14 This is not a trivial skill.
To comprehend a narrative fiction requires the
identification of themes reflected in both style and
content at multiple levels of detail simultaneously.
Details must be hierarchically organized in the
mind of the reader insofar as they reflect underly-
ing themes of the work or the “deeper nature” of
the individuals depicted within it. As we progress
through a work, busily enjoying ourselves, we im-
plicitly engage in an exercise of prediction-error
minimization. The discernment of a theme or char-
acter trait gives rise to expectations concerning
how it might be consistently and relevantly re-
flected in the forthcoming narrative. Our sense
of theme is then updated or revised according to
whether or not our expectations are satisfied. The
sharpening of these pattern-recognizing abilities
in our engagement with narrative fictions then
seems likely to usefully transfer to the identifica-
tion of actions, thoughts, or emotions that reflect
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the traits of real-life people, including ourselves.
As in the case of fiction, the traits we discern
similarly give rise to predictions concerning the
actions, thoughts, and emotions that could (or
should) reflect these traits in the future. We will
then update and revise the attribution of traits as
a function of whether or not our predictions (or
resolutions) are successful.

It should be noted that nonfiction biographies,
as well as narratives of historical events, may
equally offer the kind of benefit to the reader
outlined here. Nonfictional narratives, moreover,
have the advantage of being true or, at least, sen-
sitive to evidential standards regarding what ac-
tually caused what. However, insofar as we are
concerned with rehearsing a certain skill, the em-
phasis in fictional narratives on aesthetic qualities
such as unity, complexity, and intensity has com-
pensatory benefits. A fictional narrative possess-
ing vivid or subtle details or powerful organizing
themes is an ideal training ground for gradually
coming to understand the complex network of
concerns that can make up a person’s life. Aes-
thetic qualities both motivate attention and sup-
port a gradual learning curve. Works of art are
ideal vehicles for delivering information to hu-
man brains (as theories of aesthetic pleasure em-
phasize). They accordingly develop our habits for
acquiring and making sense of complex sets of in-
formation.

Thus, I suggest that fictional narratives have
cognitive benefits in virtue of their structural or
formal features while also working with content
that is more or less similar to real-life events. Since
this benefit is generated simply in the process
of trying to understand the fiction (and forming
expectations about how it will proceed), it is com-
mon to all engagements with fictions, though nat-
urally more complex works will tax our narrative-
recognizing capacities to a greater extent.

Similar claims are developed in a more gen-
eral way by James Young and Catherine Elgin,
who both describe the techniques that authors
use to guide our perspectives on the objects
they represent (including, one supposes, fictional
characters).15 Both authors argue that a cognitive
skill is developed as we engage with such fictions:
the capacity to recognize something about the
world that we might not previously have been able
to recognize. Their claims are complementary to
mine but operate at a different level in the sense
that I am first concerned with sharpening the basic

ability to connect external details with underlying
traits prior to the acquiring of some particular per-
spective on the world from the fiction.

Two more specific benefits for the reader’s char-
acter development can be understood as follow-
ing from the principles of selectivity and conflict
that guide narrative construction (again these are
somewhat overlapping with the benefits described
by Young and Elgin). Insofar as fictional narra-
tives provide exemplars of selectivity in portraying
what matters in the characterization of a person,
they provide models that we compare to real-life
individuals. And insofar as fictional narratives de-
pict inter- and intrapersonal conflict, they help us
to reflect on our own value conflicts. In either case,
it must be emphasized that it is a consequence of
the way that fictional narratives emphasize virtues
of unity (continuity and coherence of narrative)
and intensity (dramatic tension) that these further
benefits are sustained.

The benefit of providing character models is
drawn from a long tradition of regarding the fic-
tional narrative as a sort of thought experiment, a
role that nicely distinguishes the value of fictional
narratives from that of real-life biographies.16 It
is in this vein, for example, that Samuel Johnson
praises Shakespeare:

Shakespeare approximates the remote, and familiarizes
the wonderful; the event which he represents will not
happen, but if it were possible, its effects would probably
be such as he has assigned; and it may be said, that he has
not only shewn human nature as it acts in real exigencies,
but as it would be found in trials, to which it cannot be
exposed.17

One particular formulation of this benefit that I
am interested in comes from Gordon Graham.18

Graham articulates in some detail how fictional
narratives provide exemplars that enhance our
powers of understanding because we can compare
the characters we find in these works with the
people we are acquainted with in real life (includ-
ing, one would assume, one’s own self). So, cru-
cially, fictional narratives do not provide knowl-
edge about human nature in virtue of accurately
portraying some type of human being. Rather, pos-
sessing the fictional exemplar helps us to see the
real world afresh, allowing us to perceive personal
characteristics that we might not otherwise have
noticed. We may, for example, acquire the ability
to perceive aspects of Austen’s Emma in ourselves
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and thereby see our actions in a new light as a
consequence of what has been associated with the
fictional character.19

Note that it is an attractive feature of Graham’s
account that the particular details of the artwork
are never dispensable to the delivery of this source
of understanding. We are not being given some
generalized truth that could just as easily have
been summarized in theoretical terms. All the sub-
tleties and complexities of the fictional depiction
play a role in our appreciation of the model pro-
vided. So a statement like “she reminds me of
Jane Austen’s Emma” may reference a complex
set of interacting features that are hard to artic-
ulate more specifically but nevertheless possible
to recognize. Even characters that are less richly
drawn (such as Mr. Woodhouse) become exem-
plars for us in this way. We do not have to formu-
late propositional rules for their character traits.
We need only retain an intuitive image of them.

A more psychologically oriented way to put
the benefit outlined here is in terms of making
certain organizing features more accessible to the
reader than they were previously. And it is by
making certain details vivid, or “sticky,” that fic-
tional narratives make the character traits with
which these details are associated more accessible
to the reader. Accordingly, this cognitive benefit,
while available to all fictions, is relative to how
memorably the different characters are depicted.
Thus, as the reader goes about his or her day-
to-day life, the character exemplar acquired from
reading is easily recalled, because the associated
features that so impressed the reader are readily
attributed to the people that the reader meets. For
better or worse, this “tagging” of underlying char-
acter traits by reference to more easily observable
features seems to be how the empathic faculties
of the reader are enhanced on the Graham-type
view. We rely on the selectivity displayed by nar-
rative exemplars to pick out the features we take
to be relevant to real-life characters.

It is in virtue of the way that fictional narratives
rehearse the skill of relating outward features to
underlying character dispositions that we are able
to draw character models from fictions that can be
applied to life. So, note that the background skill
of discerning narratives in people is here supple-
mented by a library of exemplars that we glean
from fictional narratives. For instance, the fiction
helps us to see how a particular emotional episode
may be embedded within the wider motivational

set of the protagonist, and we are given a vivid
picture of that emotional experience that adds to
our library of the kind of inner life available to
someone like that.

In accordance with this point, it is worth stress-
ing that some fictions may provide only simplis-
tic genre characters where others are more nu-
anced. It is even difficult to say that “superior”
fictions will provide complex characters since it
seems that the aesthetic virtues of unity and in-
tensity (in character) can, on occasion, outweigh
the virtues of complexity (consider, for instance,
various supporting characters in Dickens). Our
best attitude to all this seems to be just that fic-
tions provide models, good or bad, and it is up
to us which fictional models we regard as best
fitting the people we encounter in real life. As
such, although I endorse the traditional view that
fictional narratives serve as useful thought exper-
iments regarding characters—particularly as ar-
ticulated by Graham—I must add a proviso. It
depends on the sensibilities of the reader as to
whether he or she is encouraged to accumulate
simplistic rather than complex character exem-
plars. Narratives are offering a definite cognitive
benefit here—providing more models—but this
benefit is relative to the cognitive predispositions
of the reader. Potentially, if the reader is fed a
diet of complex works, their cognitive ‘tastes’ may
become more refined. We thus have a reason for
getting children to read the kinds of works that
display the kind of character models that meet
our approval.

Moving on to the benefit of reflecting on value
conflicts, philosophers such as Hilary Putnam,
Martha Nussbaum, and Noël Carroll have de-
fended the claim that narratives provide exem-
plars of evaluative attitudes and, for Nussbaum
especially, exemplars of moral sensitivity and
deliberation.20 Nussbaum thinks that if novels
guide us through the sensitive ethical delibera-
tions of their protagonists, we will be inculcated
with similar deliberative behaviors. Perhaps this
is so, but not all novels depict this kind of deliber-
ative richness. A much more straightforward and
widely applicable account is just that novels al-
low us to engage with the evaluative attitudes dis-
played by their protagonists and compare and con-
trast the worth of these attitudes for ourselves.21

The attitudes presented include that of the nar-
rator, where signs of narrative unreliability are
a healthy reminder that it, too, is an evaluative
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perspective that we may or may not wish to en-
dorse. One might also point to fictional narratives
in which a tree or the wind is ascribed intentions
and agency or narratives featuring supernatural
creatures. These kinds of examples are interesting
for highlighting that the evaluative attitudes ex-
pressed by a character become inextricably bound
up in our minds with that character’s wider stylis-
tic qualities. For instance, the ponderousness of
Treebeard in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings is bound
up with the character’s “tree-like” qualities. One
might accordingly complain that fictions never
give us unbiased views on the values under consid-
eration. But I am inclined to accept that evalua-
tive attitudes are always bound up with their mode
of presentation, and these modes of presentation
matter a great deal to us. As observed above, one
does not simply endorse an attitude; one must also
find ways of incorporating that attitude into every-
day practice. If one strives to become generous,
for instance, there is likely to be a whole range of
personal sacrifices that go along with maximizing
that value, including a greater willingness to give
one’s time and attention to others. In conceptual-
izing the quite radical shift in personal style that
may be required, one can be imaginatively guided
by certain dramatic examples from fiction, such as
the transformed Mr. Scrooge.

There is some debate concerning the extent to
which we empathize with or simulate the attitudes
of different fictional characters or narrative per-
spectives on those characters.22 Most philosophers
would allow for a plurality of ways in which we can
get in contact with the attitudes depicted in the
text, all more or less capable of giving us a sense
of what life is like from a certain perspective. This
seems sufficient for us to draw rich comparisons
between different evaluative perspectives. And,
once again, the skill of discerning narratives will
allow us to anticipate the likelihood of conflicts
developing between the different evaluative per-
spectives. Indeed, narratives are given dramatic
intensity via powerful images of the emotions and
desires driving the protagonists and the sense of
how these are going to collide. Thus, putting us
in a position to compare the experiential lives of
different people seems vital for what interests us
about narratives.

If we can get a feel for what it is like for dif-
ferent characters, we can view the interaction be-
tween different fictional characters as potentially
mirroring the internal motivational conflicts of the

reader. As mentioned above, our conflicts with
other people are a useful means to become aware
of how our values stack up against each other.
Thus equally, insofar as we find ourselves more or
less in sympathy with different characters, in tak-
ing sides regarding the hoped-for development of
events, there is a cognitive benefit in helping us to
figure out our priorities.23

There is an interesting symbolic lesson to be
found in fictional works in this respect. The ability
of the characters to tolerate each other, enjoy each
other, or dominate each other becomes symbolic
of the ability of the traits emphasized in those char-
acters to cohere. For example, Anna Karenina’s
passion, Vronsky’s vanity, and Alexey’s propriety
cannot happily be combined. And this can be a
generalized way to categorize different types of
narratives, where broadly speaking, tragedies sig-
nal a catastrophic inability to reconcile conflict-
ing values and comedies display just the opposite.
Of course, I do not expect that readers will ex-
plicitly take narratives to be symbolic in this way.
Yet to the extent that readers regard the conflicts
between the protagonists to be plausible or well
founded and given further that they form expec-
tations concerning how those protagonists might
further interact, there is certainly an opportunity
here for the reader to grasp, at least implicitly, the
higher-level compatibility between traits or pref-
erences.

Carroll develops a related point that a novel
may thematically explore the balance of character
traits by depicting their varying instantiation in a
number of different people (what he calls a “wheel
of virtue”).24 The example he uses is that of the
balance between imaginativeness and practicality
in various members of the two families depicted
in Forster’s Howard’s End. This particular novel is
a deliberate exploration on the part of the author
of the optimal way in which such character traits
should be mixed. Other novels should allow us to
form judgments about the balance and relation-
ship between traits without having explicit goals
to this effect.

I would add here that while we might “try on”
a certain evaluative perspective in the course of
reading, it is probably rare that definite desires
to mimic certain characters are raised in us. More
generally, the contemplative aesthetic attitude in-
vites us to evaluate all the perspectives presented,
and, if we endorse any of them, certain of our at-
titudes will be slightly strengthened or weakened
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as a result.25 So with regard to the average reading
experience, we should not expect radical revision
of our life goals or any trend toward a particular
kind of character. As Joshua Landy has argued,
literature “helps us to find our own values, which
may turn out to be moral values such as rich re-
sponsibility, but which may just as well turn out
to be, say, an individualist (and other-sacrificing)
perfectionism.” Works of literature, he says, are
like friends: “We rather prefer them to invite us
to be who we are.”26

v. the skeptical challenge

I have claimed that fictional narratives offer
character-relevant cognitive benefits in terms of
sharpening our narrative-recognizing capacities,
adding to our inner library of character models
and giving us the opportunity to reflect on our
value priorities. We must now address two chal-
lenges to these claims. In this section I address
a criticism from Gregory Currie and in the next
section one from Peter Goldie.

Gregory Currie has argued that fictions sys-
tematically misrepresent the ways that character
traits influence behavior because the empirical ev-
idence suggests that character does not in fact
exist.27 His position is supported by John Doris,
who argues that people are far more sensitive to
small situational factors than should be observed
if our actions were guided by robust character
commitments.28 Currie allows that fictions may
still reveal a lot about the immediate determi-
nants of behavior such as desires and delibera-
tions. But he observes that character functions in
narratives as an organizing principle for the pre-
sentation of these lower-level states, making their
interplay “vivid and coherent.”29 This organizing
principle is deceptive. Consider, for example, the
following passage from War and Peace discussed
by Peter Goldie:

The first thing he saw on riding up to the space where
Túshin’s guns were stationed was an unharnessed horse
with a broken leg, that lay screaming piteously beside
the harnessed horses. Blood was gushing from its leg as
from a spring. Among the limbers lay several dead men.
One ball after another passed over as he approached and
he felt a nervous shudder run down his spine. But the
mere thought of being afraid roused him again. ‘I cannot
be afraid,’ thought he, and dismounted slowly among

the guns. He delivered the order and did not leave the
battery. He decided to have the guns removed from their
positions and withdrawn in his presence. Together with
Túshin, stepping across the bodies and under a terrible
fire from the French, he attended to the removal of the
guns.30

Goldie comments:

If we know Prince Andrew as does a careful reader of
War and Peace, we can say to ourselves: ‘That’s right! It
makes sense that he would do that. And how much like
Prince Andrew to dismount slowly!’ Not what I would
have done in those circumstances, I feel sure, and not
the only intelligible thing for someone to do, but nev-
ertheless, in retrospect, a very understandable response
from him.31

Now Currie does not deny that fictions can present
valid examples of deliberation. It is surely possi-
ble for someone to display the attitude displayed
by Prince Andrew in this passage. We can more-
over expect that if he can resist the terrors of war
once, he could probably do it again. Rather, skep-
ticism about character should stop us from feeling
assured that, having displayed moral fortitude in
other contexts in the past, it is predictable that
Prince Andrew will manage the terrors of war as
well as he does in this passage or that he will con-
tinue to display moral fortitude in other contexts
in the future (if he were real). We would be bet-
ter off paying attention to situational factors that
tend to make people behave in apparently brave
ways.

So if character does not exist, a great deal is
lost in our capacity to draw models from narra-
tives, for these models encourage us to draw vivid
and coherent connections between the behaviors
of the people we encounter in real life by ref-
erence to their hypothesized characters. But to
perceive people in this light is deceiving or illu-
sory because no such character connections exist.
It is somewhat like seeing faces in clouds. Our at-
tention may indeed be drawn to details that we
would not have otherwise noticed, but that is not
what really matters when it comes to understand-
ing people better. We are not deceived about the
bare presence of the detail; we are deceived about
the status or meaning of that detail with respect
to an organizing principle.

The problem is not just that fictions may give
us faulty character models. Insofar as the skill



Cochrane Narrative and Character Formation 311

of reading narratives is guided toward discerning
characters, we may be training ourselves with a
useless skill. Potentially the cognitive benefit of
weighing up priorities is also affected. Although
we can reflect on the attitude of Prince Andrew in
reading this passage and perhaps come to endorse
courage under fire more strongly as a result, we
should never be confident that our endorsement
will make a blind bit of difference if we ever found
ourselves in such a situation—because a-rational
situational factors may well override the attitudes
we endorse under less pressured circumstances.

I think, however, that we can resist drawing
such strong conclusions from the skeptical argu-
ments. The evidence that situational factors can
sometimes make us forget our resolutions does
not undermine the fact that resolutions raise the
probability of acting on certain values and habit-
ual practice doubly so.32 If Prince Andrew has a
self-conscious commitment to being brave and if
he realizes (quite naturally) that here is a bravery-
relevant situation, the evidence from psychology
does not give us reason to think he would not
at least try to act as he does here, and it may well
come off. Moreover, it seems perfectly possible for
such a person to think, “Gosh! I was rather brave
that time. I should maintain that attitude in the
future!” Or, he might say to himself, “I was a real
fool that time. I could have gotten myself killed for
nothing!” Either case would count as a character
development and is perfectly intelligible. A third
alternative is that Prince Andrew suffers from
post-traumatic stress disorder, and his commit-
ment to bravery is destroyed. This, too, is perfectly
intelligible but would not count as character de-
velopment. Yet, despite this possibility, it is clear
that our self-conscious resolutions (what Bratman
calls our “self-governing policies”) are major de-
terminants of our behaviors.33

In a similar vein, Jonathan Webber has argued
that the empirical studies indicating the domi-
nance of situational factors rely on temporarily
increasing the cognitive accessibility of certain at-
titudes that it is normal to possess (that is, to con-
form to social norms) in a way that can cause
some of our other attitudes (to help others) to
be suppressed.34 This evidence is consistent with
understanding the possession of a character trait
according to the degree to which it raises the prob-
ability of acting on the relevant value. Meanwhile,
many of the traits of interest to virtue ethicists are
not a matter of simply reacting to situations but

are primarily concerned with the kinds of situa-
tions we actively aim to bring about or avoid, such
as novelty seeking or shyness. These traits are not
generally addressed in the psychological studies
discussed by character skeptics.

I reject then the fundamental skepticism that
fictions cannot portray valid models of charac-
ter and that we cannot validly learn to discern
character-relevant narratives by engaging with fic-
tions. I have, however, been sufficiently impressed
by the same empirical evidence that impresses
Currie and Doris to relegate the status of character
to that of an ideal that may not be very commonly
attained. Indeed, the skeptical evidence suggests
that vigilance regarding one’s character is more
vital than has traditionally been recognized.35 The
similarities between personality and character in
terms of delivering consistency and distinctiveness
probably make character seem more prevalent
than it really is. We may believe that we are act-
ing on reflectively endorsed commitments when in
fact we are motivated by less rational pressures.36

So in the terms that I understand character, I judge
that fictional narratives habitually exaggerate the
presence of character because they habitually sug-
gest deep consistencies in the value-driven behav-
ior of their protagonists when such consistencies
are probably rather rare.37

For this reason, we must advise caution when
discerning character-revealing narratives in the
lives of other people or in applying models gleaned
from literature.38 The practice is, however, more
secure when it comes to narrating our own lives,
since even if a narrative starts out as mere con-
fabulation, the self-conscious attempt to live up
to a narrative is a valid form of character build-
ing. Moreover, while perfect consistency in one’s
value-driven behavior may be vanishingly rare,
we nevertheless gradually approach this ideal as
we continually reflect on our actions and circum-
stances and struggle to maintain our values. In our
own case, we also have rather better (though not
perfect) acquaintance with the extent to which our
actions follow from our values. Though of course
self-deception remains a significant possibility and
the psychological evidence helps us to acknowl-
edge that, it has always been recognized that char-
acter commitments are revealed only by lifelong
practice and careful reflection.

When it comes to the benefit of trying out differ-
ent evaluative attitudes, our defense should also
be robust. I have not claimed that the cognitive
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benefit of fictional narratives comes from being
surreptitiously inculcated with some evaluative
perspective. Rather, the benefit comes from the
narrative making vivid the way a person might
commit to a value in a manner that allows us to
weigh up that value commitment for ourselves.
The critic who complains that fictional narratives
tend to overestimate the importance and causal
role of character in deciding the outcome of events
should accordingly be mollified. On the sort of
reading I am promoting, exaggeration is a virtue.
It is precisely because of the ways that narrative
fictions idealize or exaggerate the role of charac-
ter traits in determining events that allows us to
more clearly discern what the value amounts to.
We see the kinds of behaviors or outcomes that are
most compatible with that attitude. For example,
War and Peace flags for us the way a brave per-
son might feel and behave in a certain terrifying
situation. Equally, the conflict between characters
permits us to see more clearly than usual the way
that values can interact. Thus, the aesthetic virtue
of intensity serves the cognitive benefit of figuring
out our priorities particularly well, giving fictional
narratives a compensatory advantage over more
truthful biographies or histories.

vi. the ideal of unity

A second challenge to the hypothesized cogni-
tive benefits of fictions comes from Peter Goldie.
Goldie supports the notion of character and par-
ticularly the structural role that narrative plays
within it, but he worries that we may derive stan-
dards from fictions that are not suitably applied to
real life. In particular, Goldie suggests that in the
attempt to fit the events of our life into a grand
narrative, we may be encouraged to over-attribute
narrative meaning to events that would better
be understood as coincidence.39 For instance, the
struggle to reconcile oneself with a catastrophic
occurrence like the death of a child may lead only
to bitterness or self-deception if we attempt to
find some larger reason for that occurrence. As
Goldie notes, in many cases, the best that might be
said is simply that sometimes unfortunate things
happen. The world has not conspired to pick you
out for any particular reason or grander purpose,
and moving on may best be achieved in coming
to terms with this bleak, if truthful vision of the
world.

Goldie’s worry seems to encourage us to qual-
ify the cognitive benefit of narrative discernment:
that we should not try to discern narratives in
all circumstances. However, Goldie is warning
us against a certain dubious kind of narrative in
which it is implicitly supposed that there is some
external author of events that will give to each
according to their deserts, rewarding heroes and
punishing villains. The response to Goldie’s warn-
ing is to clarify the way in which telling narratives
about ourselves or others is supposed to work.
To be clear, when we apply a narrative to our-
selves or others, we are trying to discern underly-
ing features or patterns that connect certain life
events together, that is, that certain events con-
tribute to the development of a particular trait
or that a preexisting trait is causally responsible
for bringing about various behaviors. We are not
trying to model or predict how events proceed in-
dependently of the way our intentions, emotions,
or preferences seek to influence the outcome of
events.

So the cognitive benefit of sharpening our nar-
rative skills via engagements with fictions should
avoid Goldie’s worry so long as our narrative skills
are applied toward the revelation of character. For
instance, in any narrative about one’s life aimed at
revealing one’s character, one would almost cer-
tainly include experiences of catastrophic loss. The
reactions to such events can reveal important and
potentially distinctive features of one’s character
as well as contribute to the development of new
value commitments.

Meanwhile Goldie’s worry helps us to recog-
nize that while fictional and real characters share
many structural features, they operate under dif-
ferent overarching principles of selection. In our
own lives, we selectively narrate episodes that re-
flect our values and preferences with less of an
eye toward some ultimate outcome and more of a
sense that all these things happened to a single per-
son. In the case of narrative fictions, in contrast,
the overarching principle of selection is typically
the plot. This overarching principle should not be
carried over into our character-based narratives.

Writers sometimes claim that characters take
on a life of their own and begin to dictate how
the plot develops. But this process will, in general,
follow the establishment of a narrative problem,
which draws the protagonists away from positions
of stability, providing forward momentum to the
story until the narrative problem is settled one
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way or the other and stability is regained.40 That
is, if you present a certain kind of person with a
certain sort of problem, then the nature of their
character may well dictate how events develop
(especially since fictional narratives idealize the
manifestation of character traits). But, ultimately,
the fictional narrative is framed around that prob-
lem while only a small portion of a real person’s
life is so focused. So it is unrealistic to apply that
same standard of selection to a person’s whole
life. Accordingly, applying a plot standard to real
life that is derived from narrative fictions could
generate unhealthy expectations.

The interesting issue underlying Goldie’s worry
is the extent to which fictional narratives present
aesthetic ideals for life at which we might aim.
Since fictional narratives are guided by narrative
problems, our lives may seem fairly incoherent in
comparison. What fictional narratives often dis-
play, and what we typically lack, is the focus on
an issue of some importance and the freedom to
doggedly pursue it from one situation to the next.
What we experience is more often grinding away
at some goal day after day and then going home
in the evening and thinking about something else
for a while. We may retain the same general val-
ues and goals. But we also concern ourselves with
multiple unconnected issues in any single day and
have a sense of time being reset every night. This is
the kind of feature of life that novels do not gener-
ally portray, precisely because it is not conducive
to a focused narrative.

To what extent should we blame ourselves for
lacking the focus of fictional characters? Alexan-
der Nehamas suggests that fictional characters dis-
play an ideal to which we should aspire.41 Because
fictional characters are nothing more or less than
the totality of features and actions depicted in the
text, they display a kind of super-essentialism; they
would not be the same character were any detail to
differ. Nehamas suggests that we should similarly
acknowledge and accept everything that has ever
happened to us, pointing to Proust as a good exam-
ple of this ideal. However, Nehamas’s ideal seems
rather unfair since fictional characters only dis-
play unity because the unimportant details have
already been shorn away; they are already the
finished product of a selective process. So while
our lives may seem to lack the aesthetic virtue
of unity in comparison to fictional characters, we
can hardly be blamed for it since our lives are far

bigger and more complicated than even works of
Proustian dimensions.

Still, we are often moved by the ideal of unity.
The establishment of character is, after all, essen-
tially a move toward a more coherent existence.
And it is not unusual for individuals to seek not
just unity but singularity. Sometimes we latch onto
a master value around which all other values are
felt to lie. This is partly what Nietzsche is referring
to in the passage from The Gay Science quoted
above. Yet it seems equally valid to appreciate an
individual life for its complexity and nuance. In
his later notes, Nietzsche synthesizes these values
when he declares that “the highest human being
would have the highest multiplicity of drives, in
the relatively greatest strength that can be en-
dured. Indeed, where the plant ‘human being’
shows itself strongest one finds instincts that con-
flict powerfully (for example, in Shakespeare) but
are controlled.”42 Certainly this is an attractive
aesthetic ideal. However, it is highly uncertain to
what extent one could deliberately realize such an
ideal. Nietzsche implies that some lucky people
will just find themselves in possession of one of
these aesthetically rich characters. I am inclined
to think that while we might aim at greater unity,
complexity, or intensity, there are so many uncon-
trolled factors in life that it is already challenge
enough to put some of the main themes in order.

Overall, while I doubt the effectiveness of aes-
thetic ideals in character construction, it is worth
acknowledging that we have aesthetic standards
and that we are likely to gain these standards
from our acquaintance with works of art. Note
that there do not seem to be clear ethical grounds
for preferring a complex over a simple character.
For instance, even if we thought that moral par-
ticularism was an ethically superior stance, that
would not entail the ethical superiority of com-
plex characters. One’s moral sensitivity to the par-
ticularities of a situation is compatible with the
simple character commitment to serving justice.
A complex character, meanwhile, might possess
the complex commitment to all kinds of intellec-
tual or aesthetic values in addition to the moral
good. Consider also in relation to this the aesthetic
value of originality. There is nothing very ethically
valuable about having an original character, but it
is something we appreciate in our friends, and it
would be a poorer life if we could only retread
some established character model, unresponsive
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to the particular manners of the contemporary
world.

vii. conclusion

I have claimed that fictional narratives offer
character-relevant cognitive benefits in terms of
(i) helping us to rehearse the skill of selecting
details of our lives so as to discover organizing
character commitments and, as a consequence of
this benefit, also (ii) supplying character models
that we intuitively apply to ourselves and others
and (iii) making vivid what it means to commit
to different evaluative attitudes, giving us the op-
portunity to reflect on our priorities. These val-
ues have been promoted before, but hopefully
I have managed to strengthen their plausibility,
particularly in defending them from the criticisms
of Currie and Goldie and in clarifying the way
that aesthetic virtues such as intensity, unity, and
complexity can serve cognitive values rather than
undermine them. We can thus acknowledge that
fictions qua works of art play a role in deliver-
ing cognitive benefits and that the acquisition of
cognitive benefits is compatible with aesthetic ap-
preciation for its own sake.

Supplementing this exploration of the cognitive
benefits of fictions has been a concern with the ex-
tent to which character is a matter of aesthetic ap-
preciation. It seems that fictional narratives may
move us to aim at certain aesthetic ideals in our
characters, but I doubt that we have a great deal
of control over whether or not we succeed. Life
throws all kinds of external and internal contin-
gencies at us, and managing to make some kind
of order out of all of this already has significant
ethical and aesthetic value.43
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