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Imaginative Resistance and Empathic Resistance 

Thomas Szanto 

 
 
Abstract 

In the past few decades, a growing number of philosophers have tried to explain the 
phenomenon of imaginative resistance (IR), or why readers often resist the invitation of 
authors to imagine morally deviant fictional scenarios. In this paper, I critically assess a 
recent proposal to explain IR in terms of a failure of empathy, and present a novel 
explanation. I do so by drawing on Peter Goldie’s narrative account of empathic 
perspective-taking, which curiously has so far been neglected in the IR-literature. I argue 
that, in some cases, IR is due to a partial confusion of two kinds of imaginative 
perspective-taking towards a fictional character: an internal, genuinely empathic, 
perspective-taking, on the one hand, and an external, crypto-empathic, stance that can be 
characterized as in-her-shoes-imagining, on the other. I argue that, in the cases at issue, 
IR is not so much a resistance to imagining but, rather, to empathically enacting an 
evildoer’s moral and phenomenal first-person perspective. I conclude by considering 
some more general lessons that follow from my account of what has recently been called 
sadistic empathy and point to an unresolved issue for future thinking about IR. 
 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
When reading fiction or watching a movie, we are often invited to imagine 
strange, puzzling or outright counterfactual events, objects or characters. Howev-
er unfamiliar the imaginative territory, if authors, directors or narrators do their 
job well, normally we readily accept the invitation to make ourselves believe in 
the fictional reality of time-travel, aliens, or discoursing mice. But the situation is 
quite different when it comes to scenarios that have a certain moral weight, or 
when it comes to imagining what is right or wrong. We seem to have a hard time 
imagining morally evil deeds or facts, say female infanticide, to be right and con-
sequently resist imagining them. Importantly, what is at issue is not simply mak-
ing oneself believe that female infanticide would happen, or picturing it to be real, 
but making oneself believe that it would be a moral fact or the right thing to do. 
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And this seems to be the case even if we remind ourselves, or are reminded by 
authors or narrators, that those evils are only supposed to be right in the fictional 
world. Even if we remind ourselves that ‘it’s just fiction’, not everything goes. 
This, as a first gloss, is the so-called puzzle or paradox of imaginative resistance 
(henceforth: IR). 
 As so often, Hume (1757) was the first to have noticed that phenomenon 
(cf. Gendler 2006). After more than two centuries of relative silence1, in the wake 
of the seminal work of Moran (1994) and Walton (1994), a sizeable amount of 
recent research has been devoted to it. The proposals to explain what exactly is 
happening in IR, how to best capture the phenomenology of resistance, and how 
to conceptualize the notion of imagination at stake widely diverge, and there 
seems to be no emerging consensus. This is partly due to the fact that different 
aspects of imagination (cognitive, affective, conative, etc.) or fiction (aesthetic, 
affective, epistemological, pragmatic, etc.) have been stressed. Moreover, there is 
not even agreement on whether we have a unitary phenomenon at hand (cf. 
Weatherson 2004; Weinberg & Meskin 2006; Walton 2006; Nanay 2010). Some 
arguments trade on the impossibility of endorsing or unwillingness to endorse a 
deviant moral perspective and/or the respective failure to quarantine diverging 
perspectives (cf. Walton 1994, 2006; Weatherson 2004; Gendler 2000, 2006; 
Stueber 2011); others highlight the role of the unintelligibility of the intended 
imaginative claims, or the lack of grasp of pragmatic context markers that are 
supposed to demarcate fictional scenarios (Nanay 2010; cf. also Stock 2016, 
2017); yet others try to account for IR as a specific form of inconceivability or in 
terms of ‘counterfactual imagination’ (Stock 2016, 2017; cf. Yablo 2002). And 
some have even contested whether the puzzle is real (Todd 2009).2  
 In this paper I attempt a novel explanation. In the face of skeptics, and for 
the sake of the argument, I shall initially rely on the widely accepted intuition that 
there is at least a relative difficulty in imagining moral facts to be right that we 
take to be outright wrong when compared to morally neutral scenarios. However, 
I will grant skeptics that IR is a restricted phenomenon: it is restricted to a specif-
ic problem of imaginative perspective-taking that only occurs in specific cases, 
namely cases in which a.) there is a so-called ‘engaged’ reporting and reception of 
b.) a normatively valenced narrative and, c.) at the same time, there is narrative 
underdetermination of the relevant normative facts or the moral-psychological 
features of the dramatis personae. Indeed, I shall argue that, in some such cases, 

																																																								
1 It is hardly known that Husserl (1952, 277, 342) has an early formulation of this phenomenon 
when he discusses the impossibility of imagining oneself committing a murder. 
2 And this is just to flag some voices in the debate; other notable contributions include Currie 
2002; Matravers 2003; Nichols 2006; Stokes 2006; Misselhorn 2009; Camp 2017 and Clavel-
Vasquez 2018; see also Stock 2013. 
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the resistance does not so much concern imagination as such but is better charac-
terized as a form of empathic resistance. Specifically, I argue that, in specific cases, 
IR arises from the partial breakdown or confusion of two kinds of imaginative 
perspective-taking, an ‘internal’, empathic perspective-taking, or the ability to cen-
trally imagine oneself as the narrator of a character, on the one hand, and a cryp-
to-empathic perspective-taking that can be characterized as ‘in-his-shoes-
imagining’, on the other. An advantage of this explanation is that, for the cases to 
be discussed, it allows for a refined explanation of what goes wrong when we are 
‘trying on’ the narrative perspective of evil characters. And an important corollary 
is that it can account for the, in turn corrupted, imaginative process ensuing IR, 
which is underdetermined by standard proposals. 
 I will proceed as follows: First I’ll bring IR into sharper relief (sec. 2). I 
will then home in on a congenial proposal by Stueber that explains IR in terms of 
a failure of reenactive empathy, and show why it ultimately fails to account for a 
specific type of narrative perspective-taking (sec. 3). I will then propose to amend 
Stueber’s account by drawing on Goldie’s narrative account of empathic perspec-
tive-taking (sec. 4). I close by considering a possible objection regarding the phe-
nomenon of so-called “sadistic empathy” and point to a lacuna for future re-
search (sec. 5) 
 The explicit aim of this paper is rather modest. As I cannot dwell on the 
intricacies of the recent research on IR, I cannot present any sustained argument 
why the proposed account should be ‘the hottest game in town’ either. Specifical-
ly, I shall not claim that the account is the only solution to the puzzle of IR gen-
erally, or that it explains all types of IR-cases. All I wish to achieve is to convince 
you that my explanation has much to commend it and, in particular, can better 
account for certain types of IR-cases. However, I hope that the paper will also, at 
least implicitly, make a more general contribution, namely by shedding some new 
light on the complex, yet rather underexplored relationship between fiction, imag-
ination, and empathic perspective-taking.  
 

2. What is Imaginative Resistance? 
 
Discussions of IR typically take their cue from presenting a piece of fiction in 
which the reader stumbles upon a passage containing a description of a charac-
ter’s moral conviction, or a statement by the narrator attributing such a convic-
tion to her, that blatantly violates some deeply ingrained moral truth. To use the 
paradigmatic example introduced by Walton (1994, 38), suppose that you read the 
following sentence in an otherwise well-crafted and convincingly told fictional 
story: 
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(G)  ‘In killing her girl, Giselda did the right thing, after all it was a girl.’ 

 
Much of the debate revolves around the question of whether or not readers3, or 
audiences of any fictional medium, can imagine G. Notice that the question is not 
whether one can imagine Giselda or the narrator thinking that female infanticide 
is right. Rather, the relevant imagination would entail imagining the moral claim 
in G, or in the fictional4 world of G, to be true.5 Thus, we are asked to imagine 
what a fictional society would be like in which such actions would be not only 
performed but the right thing to do.  
 Note also that there is the issue of whose moral conviction the reader ac-
tually condemns—Giselda’s or the narrator’s—assuming that the two are not 
identical. Walton suggests that, rather than blaming Giselda, readers will condemn 
the narrator’s endorsement of the moral claim, “not allowing that he is right even 
in the fictional world in which he exists” (ibid.)6. As I shall argue, however, the 
issue is more complicated than that. For, in typical cases, IR arises partly because 
there is a certain ambiguity regarding whose point of view the reader will imagina-
tively endorse. As I shall show, if readers seriously engage with the narrator and 
let themselves be led by her cue, they will, at the same time, centrally imagine the 
perspective of a dramatis personae, and it will be this empathic perspective-taking 
they will resist. But for now, it suffices to point to these alternatives. 
 With these caveats in place, let’s now sharpen the phenomenon and get a 
clearer understanding of what the alleged puzzle here actually consists in. In order 
to do so, we will first have to bring the notion of imagination at play into relief. 
 I certainly cannot exhaustively characterize the relevant notion of imagina-
tion in fiction here,7 let alone even give a full-fledged account of imagination (cf. 
																																																								
3 I will use ‘readers’ here for the sake of brevity, but subjects undergoing IR might include any 
type of audience for any type of fictional media (film, theater, etc.). Arguably, there will be im-
portant fine-grained differences in the mechanisms and process of IR, depending on those dif-
ferences regarding media, narrative techniques and audiences. Moreover, I conjecture that there 
might be important differences depending on whether the subject is a solitary reader, viewer, etc. 
or shares IR-settings with other audience members, and possibly has a shared IR. I cannot dwell on 
these differences here; however, see my account of collective imagination in Szanto 2017, where 
I also briefly discuss IR. 
4 I take ‘fictional’, in the present context, to be roughly equivalent to Walton’s definition, accord-
ing to which fictional propositions are those that are “true-in-the-world-of-a-story” (Walton 
1994, 42; cf. also Walton 1990). 
5 For a brief phenomenological discussion of the differences between fictional and non-fictional 
(irreal, absent, inactual, purely hypothetical, etc.) imaginative contexts, see again Szanto 2017. 
6 To be sure, there are important differences between different types of narrators (e.g., “re-
portive”, “storytelling”; see Walton 1990), but since nothing in my argument really turns on these 
differences I will gloss over them; for more, see Goldie 2011 and Booth 1983, 149-168. 
7 For useful, but widely differing accounts, see Currie 1990; Walton 1990; Stock 2013, 2017; 
Summa 2017; Vendrell Ferran 2018.  
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Gendler 2011; Kind 2015; Szanto 2017). But one central feature of imagination 
needs to be highlighted, and this concerns the distinction between imagination 
and the mere conceivability of or hypothetical thoughts about (moral or non-
moral) possibilities. For one way to readily debunk the phenomenon of IR is by 
deflating the difference between imagination and mere suppositions or conceiva-
bility. After all, there seems to be nothing wrong in merely supposing, for the 
sake of argument say, what it would mean for a just society to euthanize handi-
capped individuals unfit to work. Yet, the same cannot be said if we imagine what 
a society would be like (to live in) in which that would be the right thing. What then 
makes the difference?  
 The difference hinges on the specific phenomenology of imaginings and, 
in particular, their intuitive or sensory and affective content. However difficult it 
is to cash out in detail their sensory phenomenology (cf. Casey 2000), arguably, 
paradigmatic forms of imagination have a richer imagistic or intuitive content 
than mere suppositions or thoughts about conceivability, which only have cogni-
tive, propositional or epistemic content.8 Moreover, richness in sensory content 
goes hand in hand with content that is phenomenologically more ‘striking’ than 
cognitive or propositional content. And herein lies the second crucial feature, 
namely their affective phenomenology of imaginings. Imagining p concerns, impacts 
or emotionally affects us in a way that merely supposing p or pondering its con-
ceivability does not. What we imagine—or better not imagine—matters to us in a 
way that believing that p, or entertaining some propositional attitude towards the 
mere conceivability of p, or reasoning counterfactually does not. Moran was 
probably the first to point out this characteristic:9  
 

[I]magining (…) involves something more like genuine rehearsal, ‘trying on’ the 
point of view, trying to determine what it is like to inhabit it. It is something I may 
not be able to do if my heart is not in it. (Compare this with ordinary counterfac-
tual reasoning, which is considerably less topic-specific or dependent on moods.) 
If we understood better why imagining (…) requires your heart to be in it, we 
would understand better what is being resisted when we resist. (Moran 1994, 105) 

 
It is this peculiar way in which imagination involves a form of affective concern 
with what and how to imagine that lies at the source of IR. If imagination didn’t 
have such an affective phenomenology, it would be hard to see how resistance to 
imagining morally blatantly wrong deeds could ever mount. For the resistance at 

																																																								
8 Since we are concerned here with fictional imagination, I leave open the possibility of purely 
propositional, cognitive, ‘belief-like’ or ‘supposition-like’ imagination; for a concise discussion of 
cognitive or belief-like vs. imagistic or sensory imagination, see Gendler 2011. See also Langland-
Hassan 2015. 
9 See also Gendler 2000. 
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stake is itself an affective and not merely epistemological phenomenon (cf. Mis-
selhorn 2009). Ab ovo cold-blooded imagination, as it were, will remain cold-
blooded, even in the face of an invitation to make one believe in the rightness of 
female infanticide. Imagining not just that something is the case but what it is like 
for another, or how it would be for me, if I were the other, to do or experience 
evil will affect me in a way that a purely detached perspective of moral reasoning 
will not. And conversely: I can only make myself believe what something would 
really be like if I’m fully and affectively engaged in the imaginative project.  
 Moreover, there is a crucial related aspect of the phenomenology of imag-
ination that Moran nicely captures in terms of ‘trying on a point of view’ in order 
to ‘determine what it is like to inhabit it’. As I will argue, an adequate explanation 
of IR stands and falls with how to cash out (the failure of) the empathic process 
that lies at the bottom of this imaginative reenactment of the phenomenal point 
of view of the dramatis personae. In a recent paper, Stueber (2011) has proposed 
just such an explanation. In the next section, I shall critically discuss his account 
and show that, although he is on the right track, for systematic reasons, he fails to 
account for all relevant IR-cases.  
  

3. The Argument from Reenactive Empathy 
 
Stueber develops an account of IR that aims at not only explaining IR but, more 
generally, illuminating the relationship between imaginative perspective-taking 
and moral deliberation. He does so by bringing the notion of empathic reenact-
ment into play, developed in his earlier work (Stueber 2006). Reenactive empathy 
with another’s moral stance is, roughly, an egocentric simulation that activates a 
moral deliberation in me. Empathic simulation of another’s moral perspective qua 
reenactment is, then, not mere mirroring. Rather, it “places rational demands on 
me” (Stueber 2011, 174). That is, if I want to understand another’s reasons as 
reasons, I must view them as reasons also for me, and eventually I’m “compelled to 
respond” (ibid., 164)—even if only in a sort of “‘inner’ conversation with the per-
son whose reasons [I] reenact” (ibid., 174). In both successful ordinary interper-
sonal and fictional cases subjects are supposed to engage in reenactive empathy. 
In IR, this process fails. We can summarize Stueber’s argument as follows: 
 

(1) In making G fictionally true, the author is asking the reader to imagine 
that G is (morally) true. 

(2) To imagine that G is true, the reader must empathically reenact the moral 
perspective of Giselda. 

(3) The reader cannot empathically reenact the moral perspective of Giselda. 
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(4) The reader cannot imagine that G is true. 
 
For Stueber, the process of (1) and (2) roughly mirrors ordinary moral perspec-
tive taking of rational agents. In IR-cases, what we are supposed to imagine is not 
just what it might be like for fictional characters to live in such a society in which 
G-type claims are valid but how it would be for any rational and moral agent, 
including notably ourselves, to live in such a society and to give our assent to its 
moral standards. 
 But why exactly can’t we empathically reenact Giselda’s perspective? 
Normally, in empathically taking another’s perspective, we “quarantine” our own 
mental life from (fictional or real) others (cf. also Stueber 2006, 111ff.). Accord-
ing to Stueber, in G, however, we fail to “quarantine” our (make-believe) moral 
outlook from hers. And the reason why we fail, in turn, is that we don’t have 
enough information about her perspective. The moral outlook of Giselda, given 
the lack of context in G is simply “insufficiently articulated” (Stueber 2011, 157). 
All we know is that it widely differs from our own. But given that we don’t have 
any further information, we “don’t find any prima facie reason in favor of” it (ibid., 
172). Lacking further information, we are forced to take up Giselda’s moral stance 
and reenact it as our own. But in this we fail, and our own moral stance overrides 
Giselda’s.  
 Notice that, for Stueber, very little contextual information suffices to suc-
cessfully reenact G-type perspectives. He submits that cases like the following 
provide sufficient articulation of Giselda’s moral outlook to empathically reenact 
it (ibid., 172): 
 

(G*)  In killing her girl, Giselda did the right thing; after all, it was a girl, 
and all girls are possessed by evil spirits. 

(G**)  In killing her girl, Giselda did the right thing; after all, it was a girl. 
And as the oracle, which we know to be absolutely reliable in its 
pronouncements, has told us, all girls will kill their parents. 

 
Moreover, Stueber maintains that the required contextual information only con-
cerns “moral matters” and not “factual” ones. As he aptly puts it: “our capacity 
for moral imagination is rather puritanically structured, while our factual imagina-
tion allows us to be libertines” (ibid., 157). Thus, for Stueber, IR is a very restrict-
ed phenomenon (see also Stock 2016 and Camp 2017). Whether or not and to 
what extent we are able to imaginatively reenact fictional, historical or actual mor-
al perspectives that significantly deviate from our own depends, among other 
things, on our knowledge of the respective sociocultural or historical background 
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of the scenarios we aim to understand. The greater the sociocultural and historical 
distance from to our actual world or gap between the socio-normative and moral 
standards in the imagined world and the real one, the more fine-grained infor-
mation we need about the characters’ normative background and moral-
psychological dispositions. We need these in order to calibrate our reenactive 
processes and attune our own moral-psychological and emotional dispositions to 
those of the targets. Without such recalibration and attunement to the morally 
deviant imaginary worlds, our very imaginative capacities will fail or not even get 
off the ground (cf. Stueber 2011, 170f.). This is all convincing.  
 However, consider that Stueber also claims that the following explicitly 
rationalizing report of a member of the notorious Reserve Police Battalion 101 
(which carried out the massacre of tens of thousands of Jews during the Schoah 
in Poland and the Soviet Union) also entails a failure of reenactive empathy and 
hence leads to IR: 
 

‘I made the effort and it was possible for me, to shoot only children. It so hap-
pened that the mothers led the children by the hand. My neighbor then shot the 
mother and I shot the child that belonged to her, because I reasoned with myself 
that after all without its mother the child could not live any longer. It was sup-
posed to be, so to speak, soothing my conscience to release children unable to 
live without their mothers’. (Browning 1992, 73; quoted by Stueber 2001, 172f.)  

 

Surely, this statement is shocking (and what adds to that is that the German word 
used for ‘release’ is erlösen, which clearly has the religious connotation of ‘redeem-
ing’ or ‘salvaging’; see Browning, ibid.). It will certainly disrupt most people’s 
moral-psychological and affective phenomenology.  
 Yet, I simply fail to see why somebody with even just minimal historical 
knowledge and (folk-)psychological competencies shouldn’t be able to ‘imagine’, 
and indeed empathically reenact in the relevant sense, the moral-psychological 
outlook of the 35-year-old German policeman. What is hindering us from quaran-
tining it from our own, i.e., not endorsing it? Notice that the given report in Brown-
ing (1992) is embedded in an extensive and fine-grained historical description of 
the origins, process, results, etc. of the Jewish mass extermination, but also pro-
vides social- and moral-psychological explanations of (the lack of) peer-pressure, 
ideological indoctrination, individual or family-related psychological motivation, 
etc.  
  Now, in defense of Stueber, one might argue that the present case only 
entails IR if we conceive of IR as an inability and not as an unwillingness to imagine. 
For, surely, there seems to be no issue with our imaginative capacities here, but 
rather with our willingness. To understand this difference, consider a helpful dis-
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tinction introduced by Gendler (2006a), namely that between can’t and won’t solu-
tions to the IR puzzle: 

 
Some solutions (…) are can’t solutions: they say that in cases of imaginative re-
sistance we don’t follow along with the author because, for example, we can’t fig-
ure out what it would mean for something to be both an instance of something 
that is morally good and an instance of something that is gratuitous torture. Other 
solutions—like the solution I proposed in [Gendler 2000]—are won’t solutions: I 
said that in cases of imaginative resistance we don’t follow along with the author 
because we don’t want to think about these things, even though we could. (Gen-
dler 2006a, 152)10 

 
 Trading on this distinction, we might, then, read Stueber more charitably; we 
might read him as suggesting a won’t-construal of the IR-example at issue. But this 
is clearly not the case. Stueber unmistakably states that   
 

it remains puzzling why we should be unwilling to follow the author’s lead in im-
agining different moral worlds. More significantly, if we conceive of imaginative 
resistance not only as a phenomenon occurring in our encounter with fictional 
texts, it is even less clear why we should be unwilling to engage with different 
moral worlds. (…) Indeed, any historian should have a methodologically motivat-
ed desire to enter imaginatively into the mindset of the people he studies in order 
to provide a historically accurate account, even if he personally prefers not to view 
his world in this manner. (Stueber 2016, 162) 

 
I fully concur with Stueber on this point. Moreover, I contend that in ordinary 
cases involving both fictional and non-fictional imaginative engagement with 
morally deviant worlds (i.e., barring specific epistemic, scientific, etc. interests) 
there will typically be some overlap between won’t- and can’t-IR-mechanisms. 
But this, I believe, has more to do with our ordinary moral psychology and the 
fact that we are always embedded in essentially normative processes of encultura-
tion of imagination, learning how and what (not) to imagine, than with anything 
else (for example with some intrinsic features of imaginative perspective-taking, 
some essential mechanisms or bounds of empathy or morality as such). 
 So, Stueber is right that IR arises from a breakdown in our ordinary em-
pathic capacities. But given the types of counter-examples such as the Battalion 

																																																								
10 Notice that Gendler qualifies her own won’t-account in an interesting way: IR arises not simply 
because of an unwillingness to imagine but a mix between unwillingness to believe and to 
imagine what one believes: “We take [(G)] to be a simultaneous invitation to imagine and to 
believe—and we reject the invitation to believe. And I suggest that it is at least in part because we 
are unable to disentangle the invitations that we reject the invitation to imagine.” (Gendler 2006a, 
160). 
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case, his account of reenactive empathy needs substantial amendment.11 Luckily, 
we can find the necessary conceptual tools in the work of two authors, Goldie 
and Wollheim, who curiously haven’t engaged in the debate on IR—nor have 
those working on IR used their resources12—but who provide congenial accounts 
of imaginative perspective-taking.  
 

4. The Argument from Empathic Resistance  
 
I shall now present my own explanation of IR by drawing on a refined concep-
tion of empathic-imaginative perspective-taking. I shall argue that G-type IR-
cases arise from a partial confusion of two kinds of empathic-imaginative per-
spective-taking: namely what Wollheim (1984) and Goldie (2000; 2011) character-
ize as ‘centrally imagining oneself’ as another and a crypto-empathic perspective-
taking that Goldie construes as ‘in-his-shoes-imagining’. Consequently, I argue 
that, in the cases at issue, IR is not so much a resistance concerning imagination 
but rather an empathic resistance. 
 Before laying out my argument, however, a proviso regarding the relation-
ship between imaginative perspective-taking, fiction and empathy is in order. 
Thus, consider that, just like my claim regarding empathic resistance, my claim 
regarding the role of empathy in fiction is modest: I do not want to suggest that 
all engagement with fiction necessarily requires empathic perspective-taking (of the 
sort to be specified shortly). After all, there are many forms of fiction in which no 
empathy with a particular character is required in order to imaginatively engage 
with the fictional scenario. Moreover, there might not even be any properly 
speaking personal characters involved whatsoever; but even if so, readers might 
resort to other means than empathic perspective-taking to engage with the 
dramatis personae. For example, readers might refrain from any psychological, 
moral or epistemic stance towards them, and indulge in purely aesthetic pleasure 
																																																								
11 Stock also suggests in passing that IR involves the “rejection of a given moral perspective to-
wards actual facts” (2016, 335). Yet, it is not at all clear why such ‘rejection’ really amounts to an 
empathic ‘failure’. To say the least, Stock’s concept of empathy is seriously underdetermined (cf. 
also Stueber 2011). In an interesting article, Morton (2011) also hints at a discussion of Humean 
IR that resembles Stueber’s account. He argues that we can empathize with (fictional or real) 
evildoers only if we selectively pick out the “imaginative basis” for our empathic stance and 
“keep out of focus factors concerning the general context of action, concentrating our limited 
imaginative resources on the thinking and motivation that a person experiences in that context.” 
(Morton 2011, 325) As shall become clear in the next section, I think Morton has a case in point 
here; unfortunately, however, he doesn’t provide a more detailed argument. Moreover, his con-
cept of empathy is, again, markedly different from the one employed here. 
12 Curiously, this is even true of Camp (2017), who develops suggestive notions of perspective-
taking and (fictional) characterization to explain IR, both of which have some interesting similari-
ties with Wollheim’s and Goldie’s conceptions.  
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in following their fictional paths, etc. Incidentally, not every engagement with 
fiction even requires any (imaginative) perspective-taking: think of an engaged 
literary theorist taking a purely aesthetic or scholarly interest in a non-narrative 
avant-garde piece of literature. On the other hand, as we have seen, IR doesn’t 
arise in fiction alone, and not only fictional characters require empathic under-
standing. Whether or not all forms of interpersonal understanding or understand-
ing of any other mind or, better, any type of personal agent (real, actual, fictional, 
historical, etc.) necessarily requires empathy or just any form of perspective-
taking is something I cannot discuss here. For the sake of argument, however, I 
assume that any form of (moral-)psychological, affective or epistemic engagement 
with any type of personal agent and any moral or moral-psychologically relevant 
narrative indeed presupposes empathic perspective-taking (for some argument, see 
Jardine and Szanto 2017). But what, then, is empathy and empathic perspective-
taking? 
 Empathy is a notoriously messy concept, and we will hardly find two au-
thors who agree on its distinctive features (cf. Michael 2014). I will not enter this 
discussion here, but rather rely on a number of widely (though not unanimously) 
accepted general assumptions, on the basis of which I will bring Goldie’s specific 
conception to bear on IR.  
 The first such assumption is that empathy with real and fictional charac-
ters shares all the relevant functional features even if there are fine-grained differ-
ences as to the underlying mechanisms. Both serve interpersonal understanding 
or the grasp of another’s experiences. Empathy with a fictional character will not 
always be based on direct (visual) perception of the embodied expression of an-
other’s mental or affective states, as suggested by the most plausible phenomeno-
logical standard theories of empathy (Zahavi 2014; Jardine and Szanto 2017; cf. 
also Blanchet in this issue). There will also be obvious differences in this regard 
between characters in literary fiction, theater performances or movies. Similarly, 
fictional empathy cannot assume reflexive forms, as when the subject of empathy 
empathizes with the empathic stance of the target directed upon herself. A fur-
ther assumption, shared by all phenomenologists, is that empathy is not itself an 
affective state, nor does it necessarily involve any similarity in or isomorphism 
between the subject’s and the target’s mental or affective states13. Moreover, em-
pathy does not amount in any robust sense to an affective sharing of the relevant 
states, and hence must be markedly distinguished from sympathy (as well as from 
emotional contagion) (cf. Szanto 2015). Relatedly, and importantly for present 
purposes, empathy does not entail endorsing another person’s psychological or 
moral perspective either. A further crucial phenomenological feature is that em-

																																																								
13 Cf., in contrast, de Vignemont & Jacob 2012; see also Morton 2011. 
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pathy preserves the self/other differentiation, and indeed presupposes a sense 
that the other’s mental and affective states are precisely not one’s own. Finally, we 
can distinguish between basic, primarily direct perception-based or ‘perception-
like’, and more complex forms of empathy, some of which are akin to Stueber’s 
conception of reenactive empathy (without its simulationist credentials) and in-
volve some form of imaginative perspective taking (cf. Jardine and Szanto 2017). 
 Goldie’s account of empathy complies with the gist of this ‘phenomeno-
logical baseline account’ of empathy, but makes some crucial refinements. The 
starting point for Goldie’s narrative account of empathy is the notion of ‘centrally 
imagining oneself’, introduced by Wollheim (1984, 71-83). Wollheim nicely illus-
trates this notion as follows: 
 

In visualizing the Sultan’s entry into Constantinople, I could visualize it from no 
point of view, that is, within the historical scene (…) However, I might not do 
this: I might visualize the event from a point of view within the scene, and specifi-
cally from the point of view of one of the characters involved in the event. (…) 
[So I] successively represent the sights and sounds and smells and internal sensa-
tions as they would have reached the eyes and ears and nose and the proprio-
perceptive system of the triumphant Sultan: the noise of the horses (…) and then 
(…) the Moslem zealot hacking to pieces the ancient marble mosaic (…) and I the 
Sultan find myself forbidding him, I the Sultan stop him, words of peremptory 
command issue from my mouth, the mouth of the Sultan. (…) I imagine the event 
centrally, and more specifically I centrally imagine what the Sultan says and does 
and feels or I imagine him from the inside. He is the protagonist of my imagina-
tive project. (Wollheim 1984, 73–75) 

 
Now, according to Wollheim, I can centrally imagine either myself or someone 
other than myself. For Goldie, the latter is precisely empathy—call it ‘GOLDIE-
empathy’ (GE). As Goldie defines it, GE is a “process [by] which a person central-
ly imagines the narrative (thoughts, feelings, and emotions) of another person” 
(2000, 195). Two aspects are highlighted here that are also crucial to my argu-
ment: first, GE entails the grasp of a narrative; secondly, this happens by way of a 
specific imaginative perspective-taking that consists not in imagining the narrative 
from that other person’s point of view, but in imagining oneself as the narrator of the oth-
er’s narration. Consider this latter aspect first. 
 An obvious—but erroneous—understanding of what it means to centrally 
imagine myself as another would be to say that, when I centrally imagine being P 
(where P is somebody other than myself), I imagine myself being ‘in P’s shoes’. 
As both Goldie and Wollheim insist, however, centrally imagining oneself to be P 
must not be understood as (centrally) ‘in-P’s-shoes-imagining’. The subtle, often-
neglected but all-important difference is this: Centrally (or not) imagining myself 
in P’s shoes opens a space in the imaginative scenario where I can “imagine my-
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self brought face to face with P” (Wollheim 1984, 76; cf. Goldie 2000, 199). 
Though this is a perfectly viable imaginative route, it is something that the imagi-
native project of centrally imagining another’s perspective rules out.14 Moreover, as 
Wollheim points out, ‘imagining myself to be P’ (i.e., centrally imagining being P) 
and ‘imagining P to be me’ (imagining myself to be identical with P) are not synon-
ymous (1984, 75). The reason is that the two locutions are not—as identity would 
have it—symmetrical. And the subtle difference again mirrors the difference be-
tween centrally imagining myself as the narrator of somebody else and conceiving 
myself in ‘somebody’s shoes’: ‘imagining myself in P’s shoes’ and ‘imagining P in my 
shoes’ are not identical imaginative projects. For the respective protagonists of 
the imaginative projects are different persons: me, in the first case, P, in the se-
cond. On the other hand, if I centrally imagine myself as the narrator of P’s narra-
tion, it is myself I’m imagining as the protagonist—of P’s narration, to be sure.  
 But there is another, related and central aspect of the difference between 
empathic and in-his-shoes-imagining that Goldie points out and that I shall capi-
talize on regarding IR. When I hypothetically ask myself what I would do if I 
were in P’s shoes, I typically mix my own dispositions, character-traits, or, gener-
ally, my own narration, on the one hand, and the characterization of P, or her nar-
ration, on the other. This is excluded when I empathically, centrally imagine my-
self as the other’s narrator from her point of view and given her characterization, 
dispositions, emotions, etc.  
 Suppose I have just read a comprehensive feature on the philanthropist 
George Soros. If I then ask myself how I would feel if I were faced with a crack-
down on Soros’ Open Society foundation in autocratic regimes, I will typically 
mix my information characterizing his enduring, but wholly restrained and under-
stated frustration with repeated pejorative references to his financial speculations 
decades ago with my own disposition, say, to angry and ready indignation. Typical-
ly, I will not imagine that I would feel and talk exactly like Soros.  
 What we have established so far is that there are two forms of imaginative 
perspective-taking: (a) GE-empathy and (b) ‘In-his/her-shoes-imagining’. But we 
need a better grasp of what GE actually entails.  
 According to Goldie, there are three necessary conditions for empathy: (1) 
if I empathize with somebody, I must have an awareness “of the other as a centre 
of consciousness distinct from myself”; (2) the other must be “someone of whom 
I have a substantial characterization”; and (3) I must have a “grasp of the narrative 
which I can imaginatively enact, with the other as narrator” (2000, 195). The first 

																																																								
14 Note that ‘in-my-shoes-imagining’ is also possible, as when I imagine my friend in my shoes, 
and ask what he would do if he were me, when faced with a decision I actually face (cf. Goldie 
2000, 200). 
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condition should be familiar by now; but what do ‘substantial characterization’ 
and the related, but distinct, ‘grasp of a narrative’ entail?  
 A characterization of the target of empathy is ‘substantial’, for Goldie, if it 
involves sufficient knowledge about the both psychological facts of the other—
including her character traits, personality, emotional dispositions, but also her 
moods and emotions—and non-psychological facts (e.g., ‘being a soldier’ or ‘be-
ing born in Germany in the 1920s’). This characterization presents the other as the 
narrator and “serves as the ‘background’ [of] the imaginative enactment”, while the 
narrative to be enacted is in the “foreground” of empathic imagination. Thus, 
even if they might overlap, they are distinct dimensions of GE. As Goldie ex-
plains: 
 

Both characterization and narrative are independently necessary for empathy: 
without the former, there is no possibility of centrally imagining another; and 
without the latter, there is no narrative to experience—at best one might be able 
only to imagine what it is like to be that other person. (…) Although there will not 
always be a sharp dividing line between characterization and narrative, the essen-
tial distinction can be captured as follows: facts which form part of the characteri-
zation will not also be part of the narrative unless the narrator is to be imagined as 
himself currently conscious of those facts (for example, being currently aware that 
his strength is fading, or that he has a phobia about dogs). (Goldie 2000, 198) 

 
But what exactly is the narrative—above and beyond the fact that it is necessary to 
experience not just what it is like to be the other person but also to grasp what 
and why the other person is doing or feeling what she does in a relevant situa-
tion? Goldie provides a comprehensive account of narrativity only in his later 
work (2011), where he unfortunately doesn’t discuss empathic imagination. How-
ever, I take it that his refined notion of narrative applies equally to GE. There, 
Goldie argues that although there are no necessary or sufficient conditions for 
what a “narrative structure” is it is distinguished from non-narrative structures 
(such as chronicles, reports, etc.) by having special “explanatory”, “revelatory” 
and “expressive power” (2011, 13). These in turn are due to three core features of 
narrative structures: (i) coherence, which “reveals, through the process of emplot-
ment, connections between the related events” (2011, 14); (ii) meaningfulness, in the 
sense that narratives “revea[l] how the thoughts, feelings, and actions of those 
people who are internal to the narrative could have made sense of them from 
their perspective at the time—that is, from their internal perspective” (2011, 17); 
and (iii) evaluative and emotional import, in the sense that narratives “capture the way 
things matter” to the characters (2011, 23). Narrative structure is “a property that 
can be possessed as a matter of degree” and “be present to a greater and lesser 
extent” (2011, 13), and hence also admits degrees of coherence and different ex-
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planatory power regarding meaningfulness and the disclosure of emotional and 
evaluative import. Moreover, narratives essentially “express multiple perspec-
tives”, notably the “internal” perspective of the character of the narration and the 
“external” perspective, expressing the perspective of the narrator (who might, of 
course, be identical to the character herself) (2011, 24). Finally, narratives are “in-
herently and ineluctably evaluative, [often] in ways in which it is unclear just 
whose evaluative perspectives [they] express” (ibid.). 
 With Goldie’s narrative account of empathy in place, we are now prepared 
to refine Stueber’s empathic reenactment account of IR, and in particular with 
respect to such problematic cases as the Police Battalion one. I want to argue that 
in the cases under scrutiny IR arises from a failure to ‘centrally imagine oneself’ as 
the character and a correlative partial breakdown of the boundaries between in-
ternal and external perspectives. In these cases IR is not so much resistance in 
any epistemically robust sense of the impossibility of (counterfactually) imagining 
or inconceivability, as has sometimes been argued (e.g., Stock 2016, 2017), but a 
confusion of narrative perspective-taking that explains the phenomenological experi-
ence of resistance. 
 Suppose, then, again that, in making G fictionally true, an author is asking 
the reader to imagine that G is (morally) true, and consider this alternative con-
strual of the enactive reenactment argument: 
 

(1) To imagine that G is true, the reader must GOLDIE-empathize with 
Giselda, i.e., centrally imagine her narrative. 

(2) In order to GOLDIE-empathize with Giselda, the reader must have a 
substantial characterization of her and a grasp of her narrative. 

(3) The reader has neither a substantial characterization of Giselda nor a clear 
grasp of her narrative. 

(4) The reader cannot imagine that G is true. 
 
The key and contentious premise is obviously (1). Why should anybody accept it? 
A skeptic might simply object that she can well imagine G, but doesn’t need to 
empathize, GE- or otherwise, with Giselda (let alone sympathize with her or en-
dorse her view). But given the argument from reenactive empathy, this objection 
seems to beg the question. For if the skeptic really tries to imagine G, what she 
must imagine is not just that the moral proposition that Giselda asserts is true but 
that, and, possibly, why, Giselda holds it to be true. In other words, she must 
imagine that and why it is true for Giselda, and—if the conception of reenactive 
empathy is worth its salt—how it could be true for any rational agent (including 
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the skeptic herself). But to do so, the skeptic must precisely GOLDIE-empathize, 
or centrally imagine Giselda’s perspective, or that of anybody who would hold G.  
 I hope then to have established that the conditional (1) holds for the mor-
ally relevant cases under scrutiny, and in particular those that involve the perspec-
tive of another moral agent or person (fictional or not), even if it is certainly not 
universally valid for all types of imagination. But before we can proceed, consider 
what the argument actually aims to show, as this might still be ambivalent. My 
aim in introducing this argument is threefold: (i) first, it should delimit cases in 
which IR will arise specifically due to GE-failures from those in which it will not, 
assuming of course that in either case readers are asked to imagine morally bla-
tantly wrong scenarios; (ii) secondly, it aims to explain what kind of imaginative 
process ensues if there is in fact a failure of GE and hence some initial imaginative 
resistance; and (iii), finally, it should explain what happens if there is actually no 
GE-failure, but the moral outlook of the reader and the fictional character still 
conflict. 
 (i) The first aim of my argument is in a sense propaedeutic vis-à-vis expla-
nations of IR in terms of GE. Thus, it aims to show that (ER-induced) IR is a 
rather restricted phenomenon. It only applies to very impoverished pieces of fic-
tional presentation without any real narrative structure. Specifically, it is restricted 
to cases where there is neither a substantial characterization of the character in 
Goldie’s sense nor a sufficiently elaborated narrative structure that reveals a co-
herent, meaningful or evaluative pattern to understand the given situation, as in 
G-type cases. So far, this concurs with Stueber and his contextualist qualification 
of the necessary conditions for empathic reenactment.  
 But the proposed argument goes further. First, it qualifies IR as a very 
specific phenomenon, arising from a distinctive sort of empathic perspective-
taking (viz. GE); secondly, and correlatively, it limits IR to a significantly more 
restricted domain than for Stueber. As we have seen, Stueber claims that very 
little narrative supplement, essentially G*- or G**-type amendments, is needed 
for G-type cases to be immunized against IR. But this is surely not enough to 
GE-empathize with a character. Goldie’s notion of substantial characterization of 
a narrative structure—a necessary requirement for GE—is considerably more 
demanding. On the other hand, the refined argument allows us to explain the 
phenomenological experience of resistance to empathically reenacting the narra-
tor’s perspective in cases such as the Police Battalion report—even if no imagina-
tive resistance properly speaking arises—that is, cases in which we indeed have 
both a substantial characterization of the narrator and a grasp of the (historical-
)narrative structure.  
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 To see how, consider what happens if there is a failure of GE (i.e., the 
above (ii)) and if there is indeed a substantial characterization and no failure of 
GE (iii). Notice that the (disrupted) imaginative process ensuing IR is underdeter-
mined by Stueber, as well as by most other standard accounts of IR. 
 (ii) What happens, then, when there is no substantial characterization, as in 
G, and hence when there is a failure to GOLDIE-empathize. I want to argue that 
in such cases the reader automatically replaces the empathic-imaginative process 
with a sort of crypto-empathizing, namely with the imaginative perspective-taking 
of ‘in-her-shoes imagining’. The reader will not be able to imagine herself narrat-
ing Giselda’s, less than half-baked, story of why it was right to kill her daughter. 
What she can do at best is to ask herself what she would have done in Giselda’s 
place. But that, in turn, will turn out to be a rocky imaginative path, since in-her-
shoes-imagining typically proceeds by mixing one’s own characterization with 
that of the character provided by the narrator (where the narrator may of course 
coincide with the character). Thus, the characterization will include the reader’s 
own moral-psychological sensitivities, sociocultural background, or emotional 
dispositions. And given that in the cases under consideration these characteristics 
of the reader blatantly clash with those of the character, the result is again a fail-
ure of imaginative perspective-taking. What follows is not only the phenomenon 
of “narrator doubling” (Gendler 2000)—Giselda’s and my own internal narra-
tion—and the often-mentioned phenomenon of the narrator’s deprivation of 
fictional authority15; moreover, there will be a breakdown in the self/other-
differentiation, or at least confusion regarding the self- and other-attributed char-
acteristics and respective narrative perspectives, which, however, are essential 
prerequisites for any successful empathic perspective-taking.   
 (iii) On the other hand, if a substantial characterization of the other is in-
deed available, as in the Police Battalion case, but the respective moral sensitivi-
ties, dispositions, etc. still blatantly run counter to each other, the result will not 
be an imaginative-empathic failure. The reader will be perfectly able—and pace 
Gendler (2006a) might also under certain circumstances be willing to—centrally 
imagine the 35-year-old ordinary policeman’s story about how and why he massa-
cred innocent children. Suppose she is a social psychologist or engages in GE for 
the sake of introspective insight. Still, what will typically happen is that, compared 
to one’s usual empathic proclivities, the abnormality or remoteness of the per-
spective that one is invited to imagine triggers a tendency to in-his-shoes-imagine, 
which again, however, is doomed to failure. For if one asks oneself what one (with 
one’s own moral education, etc.) would have done in the policeman’s situation, and 
maybe even imagines that one’s own daughter could have been killed by him, re-

																																																								
15 This is the so-called “alethic puzzle” (Weatherson 2004); cf. also Walton 1994 and Nanay 2010. 
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sistance to enact the narrative will surely follow. (Recall that the possibility of 
facing the other while imagining being in his shoes is a perfectly possible imagina-
tive scenario, while impossible when centrally imagining a narrative).  
 If my analysis is on the right track, what this shows is that such IR-cases 
can essentially be divided into two possibilities, neither of which, however, is real-
ly a problem of imagination simpliciter. We have either (a) a failure to GOLDIE-
empathize or (b) a failure to in-her-shoes-imagine. Notice that (a) is not only not 
an issue of imaginative perspective-taking simpliciter (neither is (b)); (a) is not an 
issue of empathic understanding either. Rather, it is a matter of centrally imagining 
somebody’s narrative. Whether we encounter resistance in the form of (a) or (b) 
is essentially context-dependent and, specifically, dependent on the type and de-
gree of narrative characterization we have of the given target of imaginative per-
spective-taking, i.e., depending on whether or not one has a substantial (moral-
psychological and non-psychological) characterization of the character at hand. 
 

5. Concluding Remarks: Sadistic Empathy and the Realistic Difference  
 
I have argued that, in certain cases, IR should be conceived not as a resistance to 
imagining simpliciter, but as a specific form of empathic resistance. Empathic re-
sistance involves a failure to centrally imagine oneself as a character and the respec-
tive confusion of imaginative-empathic perspectives. I have tried to show that the 
explanation of IR closest to this proposal, namely Stueber’s account of IR as a failure 
of reenactive empathy, needs important refinements. A chief reason for these re-
finements was to accommodate those IR-scenarios in which there is in fact enough 
narrative information and characterization of the other, to wit, information that 
would normally allow for successfully quarantining my own moral perspective from 
that of the other. The paradigm case I have discussed, the Police Battalion case, is of 
course not a fictional one. And the more general lesson we can draw is that although 
IR qua empathic resistance is a tightly restricted phenomenon—restricted to a specif-
ic failure of empathic perspective-taking and given gross gaps and inconsistencies in 
narrative emplotment and characterization—it is certainly not restricted to fictional 
scenarios. The bounds of empathic perspective-taking do not coincide with those of 
empathizing with fictional evildoers. 
 And yet, there is an intriguing fictional phenomenon that seems, on the face 
of it, to run counter to my argument. Breithaupt (2015) has recently argued that 
readers often derive some positive emotions (joy, happiness, etc.)	from experienc-
ing empathy for a suffering character, a phenomenon he labels “empathic sad-
ism”. Mirroring this phenomenon, it also seems not to be uncommon that empa-
thy is readily, or even more readily, triggered precisely by sadistic or villainous 
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characters. We seem to have a strong aesthetic and/or affective interest in such 
characters and in testing our own empathic-imaginative boundaries. An over-
whelming number of classical as well as contemporary cultural productions trade 
on this (from Shakespeare’s Richard III to American Psycho). However, far from 
contradicting my argument, these cases seem indeed to be corroborating it.16 For, 
as these and countless other literary examples evidence, villainous characters seem 
to require much more refined aesthetic and narrative techniques and especially 
psychological detail and development to facilitate our empathic perspective-
taking. Just think of the contrast between the rather impoverished narrative and 
psychological characterization we need to centrally imagine Schindler’s narrative 
in Schindler’s List and the highly elaborate narrative techniques employed to em-
pathically reenact the affective, evaluative and moral perspective internal to the 
narrative of the SS-officer Max Aue in Jonathan Littell’s Les Bienveillants, or, to use 
a deliberately ambiguous character, the TV-series Breaking Bad’s Walther White.  
 Thus, such characters move us; they do so because they not just epistemically, 
but also affectively impact our very self-understanding. And given the affective na-
ture of the phenomenology of imagination and IR in particular, this is precisely what 
often makes us resist imaginatively engaging with or dwelling on them—our occa-
sional empathic sadism notwithstanding. There are various reasons for IR in such 
cases, all of which have to do with our unwillingness, rather than our inability, to 
imagine: either a) we don’t want to identify too closely with such characters, even if 
we have the empathic means to do so, for we feel that they might somehow be mor-
ally or affectively ‘contagious’, and we would thereby also be more prone to serious 
moral flaws or evil deeds (cf. Gendler 2006a); or b) we may resist because we don’t 
want to reassess something about ourselves in their light, or even recalibrate—
unfavorably to us—our own self-conception; or c) we might not want to eventually 
feel sympathy or compassion for such villains. For we might again fear that doing so 
would be morally and affectively contagious17 and eventually bias our socio-emotive 
and moral stances towards evildoers in the real world, becoming too tender-hearted, 
merciful or unduly apologetic towards them. To be sure, these different mechanisms 
underlying IR will typically go hand in hand. 
 What facilitates empathic perspective taking in such cases is not sheer narra-
tive determination or the author’s providing more contextual information; rather, it is 
the fact that such ‘evil’ characters are endowed with a more complex and typically 
also more ambivalent emotional and moral-psychological life, full of hesitation, inde-

																																																								
16 The same goes for Morton’s (2011) convincing discussion, which shows that “empathy with 
the devil” doesn’t come cheap, as it were. 
17 Note that the notion of ‘contagion’ here is not synonymous with Gendler’s otherwise sugges-
tive notion of “imaginative contagion”, which refers to the phenomenon whereby our (real) de-
sires, wishes or behaviors are affected by what and how we imagine, for example “when imagin-
ing a vacation may make us more eager to take one” (Gendler 2006b, 184). 
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cision, remorse, true or hypocritical apologies, wishful thinking, self-deceptive or 
self-alienated emotions or beliefs, etc. This allows receivers not just to GOLDIE-
empathize but also to better understand them, and indeed to feel sympathy or com-
passion, and possibly to identify with them.  
 Viewed in this light, it is certainly not just some aesthetic extravagance that, 
in blatantly counter-moral fictional scenarios, narrators and artists often resort to 
anthropomorphic scenarios (think, e.g., of Animal Farm). This will be a useful 
technique if they don’t want to narratively and psychologically overcomplexify 
their characters and instead want for instance to convey otherwise relevant moral 
lessons.18 
 When thinking about these and similar examples, an intriguing question 
remains: Why is there, or so it seems to me, significantly less phenomenologically 
salient resistance to empathizing with blatantly counter-factual fictional characters 
(science-fiction figures, anthropomorphized cartoon-characters, etc.) who violate 
our moral sensitivities and norms than with realistically represented and maybe 
even historically potentially real, yet fictional, evildoers? Call this the ‘realistic dif-
ference issue’. If my abovementioned suggestions are heading in the right direc-
tion, I conjecture that the realistic difference is also due to our being more affec-
tively invested in realistic or historically real characters than in counter-factual 
ones. For it is this affective investment that not only binds us closer to them but 
also separates us more acutely if they fail in moral-psychological respects. But in 
any case, future research on imaginative resistance should not only discuss the 
puzzle that the fictionality of counter-moral scenarios presents but how this real-
istic difference plays out here. After all, imagination is not just a matter of fiction; 
rather, it intersects deeply with what we are willing to or what we wish to take to 
be real. 
 
 
  

																																																								
18 A further complexity was recently introduced by Clavel-Vazques (2018), who also provides a 
host of intriguing examples of what she calls “rough protagonists”: Clavel-Vazques identifies an 
asymmetry between our engagement with male and female protagonists with deeply morally 
flawed characters. She convincingly attributes the stronger IR to rough heroines to the violation 
of gender norms and challenge to power dynamics and also points to a further factor responsible 
for IR—above and beyond the narrative context: namely constraining factors in “appreciators’ 
interpretive horizons”, or their socio-historical and hermeneutically relevant cultural context. 
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