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This paper defends a version of aesthetic cognitivism: the truth of statements 
expressed, implied, or alluded to by a work of fiction matters aesthetically, and 
bears upon the work’s aesthetic value. Our aim is to explore a route from truth 
to aesthetic value that claims, roughly, that, if our engagement with a work of 
fiction is based on truth, it is more vivid than otherwise, and thereby contributes 
to the aesthetic value of the work. Whether truth increases the vividness of our 
engagement with fiction is an empirical question. On the assumption that it does, 
we spell out some consequences for the aesthetic value, and in particular for the 
literary value of a work, as well as for critical practice.
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I. Introduction
What is the relation between cognitive and aesthetic values? Some hold that cognitive val-
ues can bear upon aesthetic ones1 and others that aesthetic values can bear upon cognitive 
ones.2 A third position claims that neither bears upon the other, at least not crucially.3 In this 
paper, we set out to defend a version of the first view: that the truth of statements expressed, 
implied, or alluded to by a work of fiction matters aesthetically, and bears upon the work’s 
aesthetic value. In doing so, the paper defends a particular version of cognitivism with respect 
to literary works, which is in line with what has been labelled ‘aesthetic cognitivism’. In its 
traditional form, cognitivism is the view that we can gain some sort of knowledge or insight 
from literary fiction. So-called ‘neo-cognitivists’ argue that literary fiction can enhance or 

	 1	 See Berys Gaut, Art, Emotion and Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), chaps. 7 and 8.
	 2	 See Anthony Aumann, ‘The Relationship between Aesthetic Value and Cognitive Value’, Journal of Aesthetics and 

Art Criticism 72 (2014): 117–27; Alexandre Declos, ‘The Aesthetic and Cognitive Value of Surprise’, Proceedings 
of the European Society for Aesthetics 6 (2014): 52–69.

	 3	 See Peter Lamarque and Stein Haugom Olsen, Truth, Fiction, and Literature: A Philosophical Perspective (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1994); for further references concerning the three positions, see Aumann, ‘Relationship’, 
124–25nn1–3; for general discussion, see also Dominic McIver Lopes, ‘The Myth of (Non-Aesthetic) Artistic 
Value’, Philosophical Quarterly 61 (2011): 518–36. 
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enrich our existing knowledge.4 According to Berys Gaut, aesthetic cognitivism comprises 
two claims: an epistemic claim and an aesthetic claim. The epistemic claim has it that we can 
gain non-trivial knowledge from art. The aesthetic claim is that the knowledge we thus gain 
can contribute to the work’s aesthetic value.5

The view put forward in this paper stays neutral regarding whether the relevant truths are 
new to the reader or not, and whether they are newly understood by them or not. We are 
interested in the relation between truths that the reader might even have been familiar with 
prior to their encounter with the work, on the one hand, and the aesthetic value of the work, 
on the other hand. Our aim is to explore a route from truth to aesthetic value that claims, 
roughly, that, if our engagement with a work is based on truth, it is more vivid than otherwise, 
and this contributes to the aesthetic value of the work. One may object by claiming that, to 
count as cognitivism proper, the truth in question has to add to the reader’s knowledge, or at 
least enhance their understanding of the matter. However, for our version of cognitivism it is 
enough that truth and aesthetic value are relevantly connected.

The idea that truth contributes to the vividness of our imaginings is put forward, albeit in 
passing only, by Kendall Walton in his Mimesis as Make-Believe.6 We think it is worth exploring 
in more detail. In the second section of our paper, we thus present Walton’s claim that truth 
may enhance the vividness of our engagement with a work of fiction. We explain this idea 
more fully and make some suggestions as to how it could be true. Whether truth increases 
the vividness of our engagement with fiction is an empirical question and will have to be 
tested by empirical research. However, in the remaining sections, we work on the assumption 
that it is correct and spell out some consequences for the aesthetic and literary value of a 
work, as well as for critical practice.

In the third section, we turn to questions of value. Vividness has often been thought of as a 
(positive) aesthetic value. If vividness is considered an aesthetic value, and if it is correct that 
truth enhances the vividness of our engagement with a work of fiction, then the truth of state-
ments expressed, implied, or alluded to by the work contributes to its aesthetic value. This 
view conflicts with what we may call literary anti-cognitivism, a view that was defended most 
forcefully by Peter Lamarque and Stein Haugom Olsen in their Truth, Fiction, and Literature. 
While Lamarque and Olsen think that truth is irrelevant to a work’s literary value, we argue 
that vividness should in fact be considered crucial for what the authors take to be the cor-
nerstone of a work’s literary value, which resides centrally in the work’s capacity to express a 
powerful ‘vision’ of some humanly interesting content, and the notion of a powerful vision 
can be partly spelled out in terms of the vividness of the reader’s engagement with the work. 
Hence, if truth enhances vividness and if vividness is crucial to the notion of literary value, 
cognitive values bear on aesthetic ones in Lamarque and Olsen’s very own terms.

In the fourth section, we suggest that, on the one hand, pointing to the truths expressed by 
a work of fiction should play an important role in critical practice, because critics can thereby 
enable readers to fully appreciate the ‘powerfulness’ of some ‘humanly interesting content’ 
as developed by a work of literary fiction. On the other hand, we give some reasons why this 
does not mean that critics should argue for the truth of claims expressed by a work of fic-
tion. We thus go some steps towards explaining why outright debate about the truth of these 
claims seems to be absent from literary criticism.

	 4	 See John Gibson, Fiction and the Weave of Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).
	 5	 See Gaut, Art, Emotion and Ethics, chap. 7.1, for a discussion concerning the epistemic claim, and chap. 8 for the 

aesthetic claim.
	 6	 Kendall L. Walton, Mimesis as Make-Believe: On the Foundations of the Representational Arts (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1990).



Köppe and Langkau: Truth Matters, Aesthetically116

II. Truth and Vividness
In his Mimesis as Make-Believe, Kendall Walton comments on the relation between the truth 
of what is imagined in our engagement with fiction, imaginative vividness, and ‘artistic’ pur-
poses. He notes that, first, knowing that what one imagines is true may enhance the vividness 
(or ‘vivacity’, as Walton has it) of one’s imaginings and, second, that truth may thus serve 
‘artistic’ purposes:

The vivacity of the reader’s imaginings may be enhanced by the knowledge that what 
he imagines is true, by his realization of the reality of the setting of a story and its char-
acters and events. Even if The Executioner’s Song [by Norman Mailer] – or Tolstoy’s War 
and Peace, for that matter – is read mainly as a tragic fable or an adventure story and 
not with an eye to improving (in any direct way) one’s knowledge and understanding 
of the actual historic events, it is likely to be more exciting, more gripping, if one takes 
it to be largely accurate than it would otherwise be. […] To the extent that ‘artistic’ pur-
poses are distinct from cognitive ones, they may be served by getting the facts right. 
The enormous efforts novelists sometimes expend in researching the settings of their 
fictions and the historical figures they use as characters are not to be explained solely, 
sometimes probably not at all, by an interest in informing the reader about them. The 
purpose may be – to use an exceptionally obscure word – to enhance ‘realism’.7

Let us start by noting two things, which can then be set aside. First, Walton notes that ‘get-
ting the facts right’ may be among the author’s artistic purposes, but he does not go into 
much detail as to how knowledge of these facts gets across to the reader. The sentences of 
the work may be straightforwardly true, but truths may also be otherwise expressed, implied, 
or alluded to by the work, or they may be a presupposition for understanding what the work 
is about, and so on. These differences do not matter for our purposes. Further, as Walton 
notes in a cross-reference, the readers’ knowledge that what they imagine is true may also 
stem from the fact that they imagine something ‘of some actual object’ that is in their pres-
ence.8 Since we are concerned with literary fiction, the case of immediate perception is not 
relevant for us. However, as we shall see, the vividness of the reader’s engagement with the 
work may very well benefit from having perceived some object in the past, and hence from 
taking to be true that this object has certain perceptual properties. Second, Walton endorses 
a particular idea of the connection between fiction and imagination as ‘make-believe’.9 But 
we should note from the outset that, for the purpose of exploring a route from truth through 
vividness to aesthetic value, nothing much hangs on the precise contours of either the notion 
of imagining or the relation between our imagination and works of fiction. While we take it 
that an account that assigns the imagination a central place in our engagement with fiction 
is basically right,10 we think that our view is independent of any theory about the attitude 

	 7	 Ibid., 93–94.
	 8	 In this cross-reference, Walton links his observation to his discussion of ‘props’, where he reports the ‘impression 

which I have, and which I suspect others share, that an experience of imagining a bear is likely to be more “vivid” 
if one imagines of some actual object that it is a bear than if one does not’ (ibid., 26).

	 9	 See ibid., chap. 1.
	 10	 See Gregory Currie, Imagining and Knowing: The Shape of Fiction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), chaps. 

1 and 2, for discussion. Recent contributions to the debate include Stacie Friend, ‘Fictive Utterance and Imagin-
ing II’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume 85 (2011): 163–80; Derek Matravers, Fiction 
and Narrative (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Alberto Voltolini, ‘The Nature of Fiction/al Utterances’, 
Kairos 17 (2016): 28–55; Kathleen Stock, Only Imagine: Fiction, Interpretation, and Imagination (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017).
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we typically take (or are prescribed to take). What we are interested in is a qualitative feature 
of our engagement with fiction that is assessable independently. Any theory concerning the 
attitude that characterizes our engagement with fiction has to account for the fact that our 
engagement with fiction can be more or less vivid. This should not be surprising, since it is 
commonly held that, besides imagination, memories, beliefs, or dreams can be vivid, and 
sometimes even real-life experiences. Because the authors we discuss hold that imagination 
is the central mental attitude in our engagement with fiction, and for reasons of simplicity, 
we refer to the relevant attitude as ‘imagining’.

We can now turn to a more precise characterization of our central thesis concerning the 
relation between truth, imagining, and vividness in order to pave the way for an explanation 
of the bearing of this relation on the aesthetic value of a literary work of fiction. Concerning 
the connection between truth, imagining, and vividness, what we are dealing with is a psy-
chological dependency thesis of the form ‘X tends to be larger if it is based on Y than if it is 
not based on Y’. ‘X’ is a placeholder for the vividness of our imagining some proposition p as 
part of our engagement with works of fiction. ‘Y’ is a placeholder for ‘taking p to be true’ or, 
for short, ‘believing p’. As can be seen from its constituents, the psychological dependency 
thesis is an empirical thesis. We can therefore begin its clarification by noting that it should 
be expected to exhibit four regular features of such theses.

First, there are certain background conditions that need to obtain for the dependency 
between X and Y to hold. Research indicates that people show individual differences in their 
responses to fiction more generally, as well as in their capacity to imagine something viv-
idly.11 Also, whether or not someone imagines something vividly is expected to depend on 
situational factors, as well as on the very proposition in question. Thus, imaginings may be 
blocked from being vivid by some situational distractions, and some truths that are regarded 
as dull or abstract will simply not be candidates for vivid imagining.

Second, the positive dependency between ‘taking p to be true’ and ‘imagining p vividly’ 
should be thought of as probabilistic. It is an empirical prediction to the effect that, if we look 
at sufficiently many instances, we will see the predicted dependency.

Third, the comparative claim (‘larger with Y than without Y’) of the dependency thesis 
should be thought of as governed by a ceteris paribus proviso: the predicted effect will occur, 
other things being equal, that is, only if no other factors are interfering with it. Also, the thesis 
does not imply that other factors may not override the predicted effect.

Fourth, as with any empirical claim, the psychological dependency thesis is in need of 
empirical confirmation. While empirical testing is beyond the scope of this paper, in what 
follows we provide some reasons to think that the psychological dependency thesis is in fact 
true. Doing so comes as part and parcel with explaining the notion of vividness involved. This 
is the task to which we turn now.

Walton gives but one hint as to how an increase in vividness may be understood in the 
present context, namely as imaginings that are ‘more exciting, more gripping’. An experience 
that is both exciting and gripping can be understood as one that not only catches but also 
sustains our attention and keeps us focused on what is imagined. Presumably, it also does 
so in an affectively charged way, as is the case when we develop an emotional interest in the 
theme of the literary work, or in some of the subject-level particulars such as a certain charac-
ter. For instance, we may hope that things turn out well for an adored character, or fear that 

	 11	 See Richard Gerrig, ‘Individual Differences in Readers’ Narrative Experiences’, Scientific Study of Literature 1 
(2011): 88–94; Xu Cui et al., ‘Vividness of Mental Imagery: Individual Variability Can Be Measured Objectively’, 
Vision Research 47 (2007): 474–78.
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they might not. And, indeed, there are good reasons to think that the relationship between 
truth and vividness holds in this regard. Our imaginings may be more vivid in the sense of 
being more exciting and more gripping when they are based on what we take to be true 
because we might believe that someone, possibly we ourselves, could be affected by what 
we imagine. When imagining something about, say, Gandalf (a character in J. R. R. Tolkien’s 
fantasy genre fiction), a reader would usually not think that they could be affected in any 
way that goes beyond their engagement with the novel. But imagining, say, that a notorious 
mass murderer is on the run will keep the reader focused and be more emotional if they also 
believe that the murderer exists and may even be in the vicinity. The reader’s excitement 
may consist in fear for themselves or others, in hopes to evade the murderer, and so on. So, 
the reader’s imagining may be more vivid in the sense of being both attentively focused and 
affectively charged when it is based on what they believe is true.12

In addition to this, there are at least four further ways in which the vividness of our 
engagement with fiction may be affected by the truth of what we imagine. First, our imagin-
ings may be more vivid in the sense of being motivationally charged. An experience that is 
vivid in this sense is one in which you have a tendency to act upon what is on your mind. 
The truth of what we imagine may play an important part here, too. This is so because our 
belief set is not decoupled from our motivational system. If we believe some proposition p, 
we will be disposed to act upon it (if appropriate, given the content of p and relevant further 
circumstances). So, if we entertain p as part of our engagement with fiction and p is based 
on truth, we might also imagine being motivated to act upon p, or we might actually be 
motivated to act upon p. Again, the above-mentioned example of the mass murderer may 
come to mind. If you think that what you read is true, then this may very well dispose you 
to act upon it in some appropriate ways. Without truth, we would expect your imaginings 
to be decoupled from reality, and hence there will be no immediate motivational pressure 
to interfere with things.

Second, the vividness of our imagining that p may be a function of the easiness or sponta-
neity with which we bring p to mind. It is hard to imagine p vividly if we have no idea what p 
is about, if we think it is unlikely or even impossible, or if we for other reasons have to invest 
a lot of effort into imagining it. In contrast, imagining that p is comparatively easy when it is 
based on what we take to be true anyway. Suppose a reader has never heard of Dave Scott and 
finds it hard to imagine that someone could win the Ironman World Championship six times. 
But suppose the reader believes that Scott did win the Ironman World Championship six 
times – then imagining it will be easy.13 Note that the ease with which we imagine something 
may not constitute an aspect of vividness but rather only promote it. This would, of course, 
also provide an answer to the question why, in the context of reading literary fiction, imagin-
ings based on what we take to be true tend to be more vivid than mere imaginings.

Third, beliefs are always embedded in other beliefs. If we believe that p, we will usually also 
believe many things implied by p; we will, following some minimal rationality requirement, 
believe some things that constitute evidence for p and that p is evidence for. We may, moreo-
ver, have certain higher-order attitudes (such as: I want to have this belief as long as it is true) 
and believe certain counterfactual conditions (I would give up this belief if I were convinced 
of its falsity). In short, a belief that p will be more or less firmly entrenched in our web of 

	 12	 Compare Richard Nisbett and Lee Ross, Human Inference: Strategies and Shortcomings of Social Judgment 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1980), chap. 3, on factors contributing to the ‘emotional interest’ of infor-
mation, which in turn has an impact on the ‘vividness’ of the information. 

	 13	 See Currie, Imagining and Knowing, 159, for a related argument from evolutionary psychology. 
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belief and, in this sense, be understood by us.14 This may have two consequences for our cor-
responding imaginings. On the one hand, the vividness of an imaginative episode may be a 
function of the amount of detail of the imagining.15 So, if, because of corresponding beliefs, 
there are many implications at hand, this may facilitate imagining something vividly in the 
sense of imagining something with many (imagined) implications. On the other hand, just 
as a belief that p would be more or less firmly entrenched in our web of belief and thereby 
understood, our imagining that p may be more vivid in the sense of both being entrenched 
in a ‘web of imagining’ and being understood. Consider Dave Scott again: if you believe that 
Scott won the Ironman World Championship six times, you will most likely believe many 
other things as well, including that there is a world-famous triathlon race located on Hawaii, 
that it consists of a swim, a bicycle ride, and a marathon, that it is thought of as one of the 
most difficult races in the world, that winning it is very hard, and so on. In this sense, your 
imagining that Scott won the Ironman World Championship six times will be both more 
detailed and (more fully) understood if it is based on further beliefs.16

Fourth, if our imagining is based on truth, there will sometimes be some real object we may 
resort to in order to furnish our imaginings with phenomenal (visual, auditory, tactile, or gus-
tatory) properties. For instance, imagining that some events take place on the Twin Towers 
in New York City may invoke mental images of the Twin Towers. Thus, imagining something 
of some real object may make our imagining categorically different from mere propositional 
imagining such that we imagine visual properties of something, or imagine seeing some-
thing. The imagining may therefore be more vivid in the sense that it has phenomenal prop-
erties that are retrieved from memory.17 This is the sense in which it matters whether the 
reader has perceived the relevant actual object in the past (see the beginning of this section).

As the foregoing considerations should have shown, ‘vividness’, when applied to our 
engagement with works of fiction, is an umbrella term that covers a range of different phe-
nomena, namely (comparatively high levels of) the attentiveness and focus we bring to our 
imaginative enterprise, its being affectively and motivationally charged, the ease and sponta-
neity of our imaginings, their amount of detail, the amount of understanding involved, and 
phenomenal properties of what we imagine. As we wish to understand it, there is a disjunc-
tive set of individually sufficient and non-exclusive features that constitute the vividness of 
our engagement with works of fiction. What binds these different features together is that 
they are all sensitive to truth, as explained by the psychological dependency thesis. In a nut-
shell, given the appropriate background conditions are met, our imaginative engagement will 
(ceteris paribus) be more vivid in any, some, or all of the ways we have just explained, if we 
take what we imagine to be true.

	 14	 For a notion of understanding along these lines, see Linda Zagzebski, Virtues of the Mind: An Inquiry into the 
Nature of Virtue and the Ethical Foundations of Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 49.

	 15	 The amount of detail is sometimes said to be relevant for (or explanatory of) the vividness of mental images, not 
of propositional imaginings; see Amy Kind, ‘Imaginative Vividness’, Journal of the American Philosophical Asso-
ciation 3 (2017): 32–50, and Julia Langkau, ‘Two Kinds of Imaginative Vividness’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy 
51 (2021): 33–47. But propositional imaginings can be more or less detailed too, for example, by consisting of 
larger or smaller numbers of relevant propositions. 

	 16	 Compare also Friend, ‘Fictive Utterance and Imagining II’, 173–75, for empirical evidence that our real-world 
knowledge is activated when reading fiction, and for an argument that this activation is indeed necessary for 
basic understanding. 

	 17	 Arguably, phenomenal properties can themselves be more or less vivid; see Kind, ‘Imaginative Vividness’ and 
Langkau, ‘Two Kinds of Imaginative Vividness’. See also Renate Brosch, ‘What We “See” When We Read: Visualiza-
tion and Vividness in Reading Fictional Narratives’, Cortex 105 (2018): 135–43, for a review of empirical research 
on mental imagery while reading fiction. 
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To get clearer on our thesis, let us discuss some potential counterevidence. Suppose that we 
observe that some imaginings are especially vivid even if – or maybe in some sense because 
– they are very remote from the truth. Horror fiction may be especially exciting and grip-
ping (indeed, all too gripping for some), and still it is abundantly clear to anybody that the 
dreadful monsters do not exist. What this shows is that truth is not necessary for imaginative 
vividness, or so the objection goes.18 Now, while we certainly agree that truth is not necessary 
for imaginative vividness, pointing this out in no way threatens the psychological depend-
ency thesis. Suppose that you watch a horror movie, and you find it exciting and gripping. 
The psychological dependency thesis predicts that you would find it even more exciting and 
gripping if you (for whatever reason) think that what you imagine is true. The psychologi-
cal dependency thesis thus amounts to some sort of a (counterfactual) comparison between 
two imaginings of the very same content such that, in the one case, you will imagine some 
content (simpliciter), while in the other case you will imagine this content and also take it to 
be true. In this comparative scenario, the predicted effect is that your imaginings will ceteris 
paribus be more vivid in the second case. Note also that the psychological dependency thesis 
does not claim that truth will create vividness in the sense that it is causally sufficient. Rather, 
truth will (tend to) enhance vividness, given that all relevant circumstances are such that viv-
idness is a possibility in the first place.19

Is there any empirical evidence available that shows that the psychological dependency 
thesis might be true? We are aware of no studies that are directly pertinent to this thesis, but 
there is some interesting research in its vicinity that could be relevant. Nico Frijda hypothesizes 
that emotions ‘emerge, wax, and wane according to rules in strictly determined fashion’,20 and 
he sets out to formulate ‘laws’ that capture these empirical regularities. Among them is the 
‘law of apparent reality’, which reads as follows: ‘Emotions are elicited by events appraised as 
real, and their intensity corresponds to the degree to which this is the case.’21 The first thing 
to notice is that, since this ‘law’ is coined on the eliciting conditions of emotions specifically, 
it addresses only part of what we have identified as constituting the vividness of our engage-
ment with works of fiction. However, it does fit the psychological dependency nicely since 
appraising events ‘as real’ seems to involve the belief that an emotion stimulus is real.22 In 
a more recent study by Green, Chatham, and Sestir, Frijda’s ‘law’ is dubbed as a ‘“common 
sense” view’ that suggests ‘that nonfiction (fact) would create heightened emotions as com-
pared to fictional materials. […] All else equal, to the extent that an individual considers an 
actual person’s death more real than a fictional death, it should evoke more grief.’23 The study 
is of particular interest to us because the authors interpret their own results as showing that 
this ‘common sense view’ might be wrong. In their study, two experiments were conducted 

	 18	 Thanks to Peter Lamarque for providing this objection. 
	 19	 We should also not assume that a lack of truth generally leads to lack of vividness: Reading fiction may lead to 

vivid imaginings for reasons other than taking what we imagine to be true. However, suppose that you vividly 
imagine something you take to be true, only to learn then that it is not true after all. In such a case, your imagin-
ing will then arguably become less vivid in any, some, or maybe all of the sense we have explained. For a similar 
prediction concerning our emotional engagement with fictions, see Colin Radford, ‘How Can We Be Moved by 
the Fate of Anna Karenina?’, in Arguing About Art: Contemporary Philosophical Debates, 2nd ed., ed. Alex Neill 
and Aaron Ridley (London: Routledge, 2002), 240.

	 20	 Nico H. Frijda, ‘The Laws of Emotion’, American Psychologist 43 (1988): 349. 
	 21	 Ibid., 352.
	 22	 It is more difficult to explain the correlation implicated in Frijda’s formulation of the ‘law’. In what sense does 

‘being real’ allow for degrees? Perhaps one can spell out degrees of ‘appraisal’ in terms of degrees of ‘credence’; 
see D. Hugh Mellor, Probability (New York: Routledge 2005), chap. 5.

	 23	 Melanie C. Green, Christopher Chatham, and Marc A. Sestir, ‘Emotion and Transportation into Fact and Fiction’, 
Scientific Study of Literature 2 (2012): 42.
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that measured the emotional reactions of readers depending on whether they read a text 
labelled as either ‘fiction’ or ‘non-fiction’. What the authors found indicates that how a story 
is labelled does not have an effect on the individuals’ emotional response.24 At first sight, 
this seems to contradict the psychological dependency thesis with respect to the emotional 
aspects. However, here is why we think it does not.

First, we must be careful not to equate the presentation of a story as ‘fact’ with the reader’s 
believing what they have been told. Some readers may straightforwardly take as true what 
they are told due to such labelling alone, but others may be more careful. After all, all they 
get to convince them of the truth is a label in some experimental design. What is more, 
it may very well be that individuals ‘forget’ about the labelling of a story as fact or fiction 
when immersed in a story: they might process the information in various ways, including 
(perhaps automatically) checking its putative truth by drawing on their individual knowledge 
resources.

Second, inferences concerning the psychological dependency thesis will also be somewhat 
blurred by the fact that individuals who read the texts labelled as ‘fiction’ will presumably 
believe many things connected to the contents of the fiction.25 In any case, we should not 
assume that labelling a text as ‘fiction’ will automatically result in readers’ disbelief in what is 
said, let alone in what is implied or alluded to by the fiction. It is therefore not clear that any 
differences in emotional reaction can be traced back to the presence or absence of individu-
als’ beliefs concerning the contents of the stories or concerning what is implied or alluded to.

Third, we have some qualms concerning some background assumptions of the study:

Although there are some differences between emotions in response to fiction and 
emotions in response to real events (for example, being afraid of a monster in a movie 
does not generally prompt one to run for the exits or pull out a weapon; sadness over 
a character’s death is rarely as long-lasting as grief over the loss of a real loved one), 
our premise is that the immediate experience of the emotion has the same essen-
tial qualities regardless of whether that emotion is sparked by narrative or by actual 
events. Therefore, our research question is not whether fiction can produce emotion, 
but whether the intensity of the emotion produced by a narrative varies depending on 
whether the narrative is described as factual or fictional.26

Note, first, that the authors make two claims here that do not go well together. On the one 
hand, they acknowledge that emotions in response to fiction generally differ in their motiva-
tional power and duration from those produced by real stimuli; on the other hand, they hold 
that ‘the immediate experience’ of these emotions does not differ from their reality-directed 
counterparts. However, we believe that the motivational tendency of an emotion (whether 
one feels an urge to act) does count among the ‘essential qualities’ of ‘the immediate expe-
rience’ of an emotion. More importantly, in declaring that a motivational tendency is not 
among the ‘essential qualities’ of the ‘immediate experience’ of emotion, the authors simply 
gloss over what we take to be an important aspect of vividness (as explained above), namely 
the extent to which what is imagined is motivationally charged. If individuals in either the 

	 24	 Ibid., 52. More recent research in the effects of labelling texts as ‘fiction’ or ‘non-fiction’ is reported in Franziska 
Hartung et al., ‘When Fiction Is Just as Real as Fact: No Differences in Reading Behavior between Stories Believed 
to Be Based on True or Fictional Events’, Frontiers in Psychology 8, no. 1618 (2017). 

	 25	 See again ftn. 15 above and Friend, ‘Fictive Utterance and Imagining II’. See also Currie, Imagining and Knowing, 
187–88. 

	 26	 Green, Chatham, and Sestir, ‘Emotion and Transportation into Fact and Fiction’, 42. 
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fiction or the non-fiction condition felt some tendency to act upon what they read, then this 
would count towards the vividness of the respective experience.

In sum, we take it that empirically testing the psychological dependency thesis requires not 
only breaking it up into several theses concerning the different aspects of vividness identified 
above but also resolutely checking that the belief condition is satisfied as part of the test-
ing procedure. This does not mean, however, that the experiments referred to above might 
not have an important lesson to teach for our case. In order to get to those lessons, let us 
assume (contrary to our worries articulated above) that individuals did believe the proposi-
tion expressed in the non-fiction condition of the experiment and did not take as true what 
was presented to them in the fiction condition. What could explain that there was no differ-
ence concerning the ‘intensity’ of the emotion experienced in either case? The key to answer-
ing this question could lie in the fact that in neither of the experimental conditions were the 
individuals in any way affected by what they were told. The stories in both the fiction and 
non-fiction conditions simply did not concern them, because (let us assume) they were taken 
either to be purely fictional or to deal with what happened to some unknown people some 
time ago. The ‘truths’ they conveyed were thus practically irrelevant. Above, we mentioned 
that among the background conditions that need to hold for the psychological dependency 
thesis are conditions pertaining to the content of what is believed. Specifically, we noted that 
the truths in question must not be regarded as dull or abstract. Now, in the present case, this 
may be relevant in the following sense: the truths in question have to somehow concern the 
individual. The proposition that ‘man is mortal’ will be abstract and dull for you for as long as 
you do not realize that it applies to you. This hypothesis is consistent with how Frijda explains 
the ‘law of apparent reality’. According to him, emotional stimuli are especially effective 
(‘real’) if they are based on sense experience, because the perceiver is personally affected by 
them. Similarly, in our explanation of the notion of vividness, we referred to the example of 
believing that a mass murderer might be in the vicinity – which is supposed to account for a 
heightened affective and motivational tone of the experience. In such cases, individuals may 
develop beliefs that are egocentric: they in some sense involve the individuals themselves. We 
think that it is quite plausible to expect such beliefs in the context of reading literary works 
of fiction. As Martha Nussbaum emphasizes, literature ‘speaks about us, about our lives and 
choices and emotions, about our social existence and the totality of our connections’.27 We 
thus conclude our discussion of the connection between truth and vividness by assuming 
that the following holds: if we take what we imagine to be true, then this will (given that 
appropriate background conditions are met) ceteris paribus heighten the probability that our 
imaginings are more vivid in any, some, or all of the senses explained above.

III. Vividness, Aesthetic Value, and Literary Value
In this section, we discuss the thesis that, when engaged with a literary work of fiction, vivid 
imaginings bear on the aesthetic value of that work. We do so, first, by considering a more 
general notion of aesthetic value and, second, by considering the rather specific notion of 
literary value as developed by Lamarque and Olsen. While we touch upon the more general 
notion of aesthetic value only in passing, our main aim is to argue that vividness and hence 
truth matters for the specific notion of literary value.

In his The Opacity of Narrative, Lamarque uses ‘vivid’ to refer to a quality of the writing of 
a novel: ‘novels are praised or denigrated for the quality of the writing, its vividness, power, 

	 27	 Martha C. Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1990), 171. 
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resonance, expressiveness, clarity, wit and so on, through the familiar multiplicity of positive 
attributes […].’28 In the previous section, we have explained ‘vividness’ as a qualitative feature 
of a reader’s engagement with a literary work. We think that this explanation can easily, and 
indeed should, be used in an explanation of the notion of ‘vivid writing’. Quite intuitively, 
the ‘writing’ of a novel is vivid if something is rendered vividly, and something is rendered 
vividly if it evokes vivid imaginings in the reader.29 As Lamarque indicates, vividness has often 
been thought of as a positive aesthetic value.30 Let us call something a value-constituting 
property of a piece of discourse if it constitutes a value of discourse of that type. For instance, 
the expression of truths is a value-constituting property of a newspaper article. Newspaper 
articles are valued, inter alia, for exactly this property. Call something a value-contributing 
property of a piece of discourse if its presence establishes, or tends to establish, a value of 
a piece of discourse. For instance, a clearly arranged wording will be value-contributing in 
a newspaper article, since it will help readers to grasp the truths expressed. This distinction 
brings us to the first thesis we wish to argue in this section: if vividness is a value-constituting 
property of a literary representation, the truth of what is expressed, implied, or alluded to is 
a value-contributing property of that representation. If the work (somehow) gets the reader 
to imagine what they take to be true, then this will (tend to) enhance the vividness of what 
they imagine (along the lines of the dimensions outlined above); the work’s representation 
will thereby qualify as ‘vivid’, which constitutes an aesthetic value.

Now, vivid descriptions may have aesthetic value in themselves, but this might not be lit-
erary value, that is, not value unique to literature, as explained by Lamarque and Olsen. For 
Lamarque and Olsen, what is ‘integral to works of imaginative literature’, and hence central 
in critical practice, includes the ‘mimetic aspect’ of literature. This means that works develop 
a theme by arranging things on the subject level. According to Lamarque, ‘[a]ppreciation and 
consequent evaluation of the individual literary work is a matter of eliciting and supporting 
the identification and development of a “perennial theme”’.31 And: ‘Literary appreciation is 
the appreciation of how a work interprets and develops the general themes which the reader 
identifies through the application of thematic concepts.’32 A reader who fails to pursue the 
thematic significance of the subject level fails to appreciate the work as a literary work of art. 
But if ‘a work interprets and develops the general themes’ in an original, powerful way, thus 
presenting an ‘imaginatively profound interpretation’ or ‘vision’ of the theme,33 this consti-
tutes the work’s value as literature or, for short, its literary value.

While Lamarque and Olsen’s Truth, Fiction, and Literature only hints at the notion of a 
vision primarily by discussing examples, Lamarque’s Philosophy of Literature provides some 
more detail on how to understand it. A ‘vision’ is, for instance, taken to involve ‘attention to 

	 28	 Peter Lamarque, The Opacity of Narrative (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 2014), 88. Lamarque also speaks 
of ‘vivid narrations’; see ibid., 91–92.

	 29	 This explanatory route goes way back to antiquity; see Beth Innocenti, ‘Towards a Theory of Vivid Description 
as Practices in Cicero’s Verrine Orations’, Rhetorica 12 (1994): 355–81. For a more recent understanding of vivid-
ness along these lines, see Elspeth Jajdelska et al., ‘Crying, Moving, and Keeping It Whole: What Makes Literary 
Description Vivid?’, Poetics Today 31 (2010): 433–63. The authors provide examples of vivid literary descriptions 
of faces: descriptions that cause vivid imaginings of faces in the reader.

	 30	 See also Sibley’s list of aesthetic concepts: unified, balanced, integrated, lifeless, serene, sombre, dynamic, powerful, 
vivid, delicate, moving. Frank Sibley, ‘Aesthetic Concepts’, Philosophical Review 68 (1959): 421–50; or Stecker’s 
claim that ‘Things are typically aesthetically better for being vivid.’ Robert Stecker, Aesthetics and the Philosophy 
of Art: An Introduction (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005), 60. 

	 31	 Lamarque, Opacity of Narrative, 450.
	 32	 Ibid., 402.
	 33	 Lamarque and Olsen, Truth, Fiction, and Literature, 430–32. 
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fine-grained particularities’.34 These particularities, we take it, consist of subject-level exist-
ents (characters, incidents, places, and so on). Since our access to subject-level existents is 
through the imagination, the ‘vision’ that is said to be expressed by a work seems to involve, 
in the first instance, a particular way of imaginatively relating to the subject level. The work, 
as it were, brings us to imaginatively ‘see’ characters, situations, and events on the subject 
level in a particular manner. As an example, Lamarque and Olsen provide a detailed interpre-
tation of George Eliot’s Middlemarch. A central part of this interpretation reads as follows:

The passage [from Middlemarch] renders the inner workings of Lydgate’s mind in such 
a way as to make the reader see how Lydgate is trapped by the combination of his own 
weaknesses of personality and the limitations of Middlemarch society as represented 
by Rosamond Vincy. This imaginative realization of the theme is complex and nuanced 
and other parts of the Lydgate story add to this complexity and these nuances.35

The manner in which the storyworld existents are to be seen certainly involves the notion 
of a theme, such that there is ‘a unifying thread that bids together incident and character in 
an illuminating way’, or a thematic ‘prism through which to view the various couplings and 
uncouplings that make up the subject’.36 But this does not mean that the value of literature 
lies in some thematic statements that can be abstracted from the work. Rather, a ‘vision’ is 
something that can only be experienced while reading a work, and especially by attending 
to its subject level. Indeed, Lamarque seems to suggest that a ‘vision’ might not be some-
thing that is ‘distinct from experience’ and among the ‘consequences of experience’. Rather, 
‘employing a notion of “vision” […] might bring awareness and insight closer toward intrinsic 
experiential qualities’.37 A ‘vision’, therefore, centrally involves an activity of the reader; this 
activity has to do with imaginatively relating to the work’s subject level. Moreover, this imagi-
native activity can be more or less powerful or intense, or more or less ‘satisfying and engag-
ing’. We take it that the notions of ‘powerfulness’ and ‘intensity’ can be cashed out in terms of 
the work’s capacity to mandate a vivid imaginative experience as explained above. It is then 
plausible to claim that a powerful ‘vision’ centrally involves vividly imagining whatever takes 
place on the subject level of the work. Now, vivid imagining of the characters, situations, and 
events on the subject level of a work is surely not sufficient for a ‘vision’, because the subject 
level has to be seen in light of the theme. The theme must, as it were, direct our imaginative 
involvement. However, vivid imagining seems to be necessary for a ‘vision’ to be powerful or 
intense, or satisfying and engaging. For what would the ‘powerfulness’ and ‘intensity’ of an 
imaginative reading experience mean, if not what we have identified above as dimensions of 
vividness? Consequently, there is good reason to assume that truth plays a value-contributing 
part here too: as we have argued in the previous section, truth tends to promote the vividness 
of a reader’s engagement with the work, and it thereby also tends to enhance the ‘powerful-
ness’ of a ‘vision’ as expressed by the work.

	 34	 Peter Lamarque, The Philosophy of Literature (Malden: Blackwell, 2009), 240.
	 35	 Lamarque and Olsen, Truth, Fiction, and Literature, 338.
	 36	 Lamarque, Philosophy of Literature, 150–51.
	 37	 Ibid., 267. Lamarque and Olsen also note that ‘literary appreciation lies as much in the route taken as in the final 

destination’ (Lamarque and Olsen, Truth, Fiction, and Literature, 403), which also suggests that what constitutes 
appreciation is a particular reading experience. Note also that Lamarque (Philosophy of Literature, 168) speaks of 
‘a satisfying and engaging perspective or vision’. We take it that this is not supposed to mean that an abstracted 
‘vision’ (say, a moral doctrine) is judged to be satisfying in some respect, but rather that (imaginatively) relating 
to the work such that its vision is appreciated can be satisfying and engaging.
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Lamarque and Olsen at times speak as if they think that what makes for the quality of a 
‘vision’ is that it makes ‘demands on either the intellectual, emotional, or moral nature’,38 or 
that it involves taking into account several aspects or ‘layers’ of the work, including stylistic 
devices. Hence, a ‘vision’ presented by a work could be said to be powerful simply because it is 
morally or intellectually demanding, or because it is highly integrative regarding many of the 
work’s different features. But note that we have located a way of cashing out the notion of a 
‘powerful vision’ that fits imaginative literature especially well. We may get a powerful vision 
of the ‘morally demanding’ kind by, say, arguments and explanations as presented in philoso-
phy. But this does not seem to have much to do with the specifics of imaginative literature, 
that is, literary fiction. (Note that Lamarque and Olsen are at pains to reserve a special place 
for literature when it comes to revealing a ‘humanly interesting content’ for us.) And think-
ing that the ‘vision’ presented by a work could be said to be powerful simply because it has a 
highly integrative character concerning the work’s diverse properties fails to do justice to the 
fact that a ‘vision’, as explained, is first and foremost a vision of what the work represents on 
the subject level. So, the predicates ‘powerful’, ‘intense’, and so on should be spelled out as 
ways of imaginatively ‘seeing’ that content, or as characteristics of the imaginative experience 
through which the work’s subject level is presented to us.

In this section, we have argued that truth is a value-contributing property in two ways. 
First, it tends to enhance the vividness of a (literary) representation, which in turn is a value-
constituting property in literature; and, second, it tends to enhance the ‘powerfulness’ of the 
‘vision’ as expressed by a literary work. Hence, if truth enhances vividness, it also bears on a 
work’s literary value in Lamarque and Olsen’s very own terms.

IV. Truth and Literary Criticism
Lamarque and Olsen make much of the observation that the truth of the statements implied 
by a work of literary fiction does not seem to matter in criticism. In particular, they hold 
that critics do not argue for the truths implied in literature.39 Now, if what we have argued 
is correct, it might take us some steps towards explaining both why truth should matter in 
criticism and why there is a notable absence of arguing or debate concerning these truths in 
criticism. If critics want their readers to truly realize the powerful ‘vision’ implied by the work, 
they may very well want to point to these truths in order to make the reader’s involvement 
with the work more vivid. However, this does not mean that the critic is well advised to argue 
for the truth of the statements expressed, implied, or alluded to by the work. There are several 
reasons for this. First, arguing is something that we do if we want to establish some truth that 
our interlocutor is prone to deny. But, very often, this may simply not be the position of the 
critic. As we have pointed out above, the critic may often feel that their readers could simply 
be reminded of what they already know. Think about how odd it is to argue for something if 
you believe that your interlocuter already believes the propositions in question.

Second, truth is not a value-constituting property but merely a value-contributing property 
of literary works. If a literary critic spends too much time and energy arguing for the truths 
expressed, implied, or alluded to by the work, then their readers may simply lose sight of this 
fact. Rather, they may come to think that what the critic is after is some didactic end, while in 
fact they are in the business of enhancing literary appreciation. Compare this to philosophy: 

	 38	 Lamarque and Olsen, Truth, Fiction, and Literature, 455.
	 39	 Ibid., 333. See also Peter Kivy, The Performance of Reading (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006), 107–14; Gaut, Art, 

Emotion and Ethics, 181–84. Most recently, Currie (Imagining and Knowing, 180) claims: ‘Lamarque and Olsen 
are right (more or less, there are exceptions) to say that “debate about the truth or falsity of the propositions 
implied by a literary work is absent from literary criticism”.’ 
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here, truth is a value-constituting property, so we would expect a philosopher to do what 
they can to establish some truth. A literary critic, in contrast, really wants their reader to real-
ize the vividness of some literary ‘vision’. For this, it is not necessary to know what counts in 
favour of some proposition, what would be evidence against it, and so on. If a critic talks their 
readers through these things at great length, then the readers may be right in turning their 
backs on them.

Third, recall that the psychological dependency thesis does not imply that we need to pon-
der the truth of some proposition for it to affect the vividness of our engagement with the 
work. Simply taking the proposition to be true will do. Pondering its truth may actually stand 
in the way of vividly imagining something. It may very well amount to one of the very distrac-
tions we have alluded to above that may keep one from vividly imagining something in the 
first place.

We conclude that there is some reason to assume that it would be odd if critics argued at 
length for the truth implied in literature. What we have suggested in this paper may thus go 
some way towards explaining why arguing for the truths implied in literature does not seem 
to play a prominent place in critical practice.

V. Conclusion
The aim of the paper has been to defend a version of aesthetic cognitivism: the truth of 
statements expressed, implied, or alluded to by a work of fiction matters aesthetically, and 
bears upon the work’s aesthetic value. We first gave some reasons to think that a reader’s 
imaginative engagement with a literary work of fiction tends to be more vivid if it is based on 
truth. We then argued that truth is a value-contributing property, which contributes to the 
literary value of a work in the specific sense developed by Lamarque and Olsen. If both claims 
are true, this has consequences for critical practice: pointing to, but not arguing for, truths 
should play an important part in critical practice.
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