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The human ability to tell apart reality from fiction is intriguing. Through a range of media, such 
as novels and movies, we are able to readily engage in fictional worlds and experience alterna-
tive realities. Yet even when we are completely immersed and emotionally engaged within these 
worlds, we have little difficulty in leaving the fictional landscapes and getting back to the day-
to-day of our own world. How are we able to do this? How do we acquire our understanding 
of our real world? How is this similar to and different from the development of our knowledge 
of fictional worlds? In exploring these questions, this article makes the case for a novel multi-
level explanation (called BLINCS) of our implicit understanding of the reality–fiction distinction, 
namely that it is derived from the fact that the worlds of fiction, relative to reality, are bounded, 
inference-light, curated, and sparse.
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’Tis strange,—but true; for truth is always strange; 

Stranger than fiction.

—Lord Byron, Don Juan (XIV, 101)

Much of our waking life is spent engaging in the realm 
of fiction. According to a U.S. Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics (2018) survey, the average person devotes 5.2 
hours each day to leisure activities, with 54% of that 
time allotted to watching TV, 5% playing games, 5% 
reading for personal interest—each of these being the 
dominant contexts in which we choose to delve into 
fictional spaces via stories. Cultural and individual 
differences notwithstanding, such statistics attest 
to the fact that we devote a substantial proportion 
of our time to contexts and worlds outside our own 
immediate reality. Among the reasons we choose to 
do so are enjoyment and utility, as well as escapism 
(Greaney & Neuman, 1983, 1990), where some forms 

of fiction engagement enable passive escapism (e.g., 
watching films) and others afford active escapism 
via interactivity with the format (e.g., playing video 
games) (Calleja, 2010; Kuo, Lutz, & Hiler, 2016).
	 The type of fiction engagement that is chosen in 
the moment is determined by a combination of per-
sonality factors and the motivational functions be-
ing catered to, of which there is a large variety (e.g., 
nostalgic, cathartic, hedonistic, information seeking, 
sensation seeking, artistic, boredom avoidance, affili-
ative) (Chamorro-Premuzic, Kallias, & Hsu, 2013). 
Although our consumption of fiction may be tied to 
our desire to be transported into fantasy worlds (Hol-
brook & Hirschman, 1982), practices of engagement 
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with fiction are held to wield a wide range of beneficial 
impacts, including stress relief (Kuo et al., 2016), the 
simulation of social experiences (Mar & Oatley, 2008), 
and a widening of one’s conceptual understanding of 
what is possible in the world (Shanahan & Morgan, 
1999). It can be therefore maintained that fiction is ac-
corded a special position in our lives, as we choose to 
devote a consequential proportion of our time, mental 
energies, and even monetary resources to it.
	 A puzzle that begs explanation in this context is 
the question of how we know that the worlds of fic-
tion are indeed fictional and not real, a question that 
is relevant for several disciplines, including psychol-
ogy (Prentice & Gerrig, 1999; Woolley & Ghossainy, 
2013), philosophy (Kroon & Voltolini, 2019; Stock, 
2017), neuroscience (Abraham, 2013; Sperduti et al., 
2016), and literature (Pavel, 1986). Our understand-
ing of the reality–fiction distinction is remarkably 
well developed right from early childhood (Woolley 
& Cornelius, 2017). We are able to lose ourselves in 
alternative worlds for hours at time; these immersive 
situations often lead to deeply emotional experiences, 
both positive (e.g., elation, amusement) and nega-
tive (e.g., fear, sadness) (Schaefer, Nils, Sanchez, & 
Philippot, 2010; Visch, Tan, & Molenaar, 2010). 
Yet when we emerge from these states of absorption 
back into our own reality, we do so effortlessly and 
with little confusion about the separateness of our 
real world from the fictional worlds we were engaged 
in. How is this possible? What forms the basis of 
our implicit knowledge of the reality–fiction distinc-
tion? Which factors determine our construal of this 
boundary, a boundary that is permeable, given that 
imaginative engagement with fiction has innumer-
able impacts on the way we view our own world (All-
dredge, 2015; Black, Capps, & Barnes, 2018; Bond 
& Drogos, 2014; Cao, 2015; Ehrlich, 2017; Gaiman, 
2016)? For instance, couples who lack a shared social 
network in the real world reap the many benefits of 
a shared social world, such as greater relationship 
quality, by engaging in fictional experiences together 
(Gomillion, Gabriel, Kawakami, & Young, 2017).
	 A potential answer to this question will be put 
forward in this article, and the following issues are 
given some consideration.

How we come to understand the nature of our 
real world.

How this is similar to and different from the 
way we understand fictional worlds.

The conditions whereby fiction influences the 
manner in which we view our own world.

In what way the varied media of fictional experi-
ence (e.g., books vs. TV) differentially impact 
our understanding of the world.

The significance of the types of fictional worlds 
(e.g., similar or dissimilar to our own reality) we 
encounter in their potency to induce a neces-
sary reconstruction of the real world.

Whether the structure of such changes—
ephemeral or lasting, deep or superficial—in-
duced by fictional experiences on our percep-
tions and knowledge of our own world reveals 
the very nature of the reality–fiction distinction.

	 To understand how human beings come to know 
the distinction between our real world and fictional 
worlds, it is necessary to first delineate the founda-
tion from which such knowledge is derived. The first 
section examines how we develop our understand-
ing of reality, and the second explores why and how 
we engage with fiction. The final section of the article 
broaches the issue of the reality–fiction distinction, and 
a novel framework is put forward to explain the factors 
that guide our understanding of this distinction.

The Construction of Reality
The scientific study of human perception, action, 
and cognition for over a century has revealed the 
formidable intricacies involved in how we come to 
understand the world we live in. For most of us, our 
intuitive notion is that we see the world as it is and 
that our understanding of our reality is rooted in 
objective and tangible truths. The evidence, how-
ever, seems to indicate that nearly every aspect of 
our understanding of the world, be it in relation to 
matter people, space, or time, involves some form of 
construction on the part of the perceiver (Hoffman, 
2019; Koenderink, 2015; Westerhoff, 2011). In fact, 
positions in a constructivist vein follow a long tradi-
tion (von Glasersfeld, 1991).
	 Our sense organs serve as a window to the outer 
world, each uniquely sensitive to specific physical 
properties that they are able to detect within the envi-
ronment (e.g., light waves for vision, sound waves for 
audition) at differing rates of speed and levels of detail 
each serving as a translator of its unique language of 
sensory detection to electrical signals, the common 
language of the central nervous system. These electri-
cal impulses are then transmitted to the brain, where 
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the sensory processing continues. The very fact that 
we perceive a unified, smooth, and continuous ex-
perience of the world around us is, in and of itself, 
evidence of the constructive processes of the mind 
at play. The following passage aptly summarizes the 
case (Westerhoff, 2011, p. 67):

The different information coming in from our 
senses, visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory and gusta-
tory sensations are processed at different regions in 
the brain. They have to travel at different distances 
(a tickle at our foot has to travel further to reach 
the brain than a tickle at our chest) and arrive at 
the brain at different times. The processing speed 
of different kinds of sensory information varies; 
visual stimuli take longer to process than other 
stimuli. (The difference is about 40 milliseconds. 
To compare: speaking a single syllable takes about 
200 milliseconds.) On the other hand, light travels 
much faster than sound. Putting together these 
different speeds means that sights and sound from 
about ten metres away are available to conscious-
ness at about the same time; for everything closer 
or further away information about its sight and 
sound arrives at different times. In these cases, the 
apparent simultaneity of, for example, hearing a 
voice and seeing the speaker’s lips move has to be 
constructed by our brain.
	 In addition, incoming sensory information 
has to be screened for relevance very quickly (the 
roar of the tiger behind us has to be attended to 
more quickly than the chirping of the bird in front 
of us). At the same time, thoughts and memories 
have to be processed. Yet a coherent, unified world 
emerges from this mess of data almost all of the 
time. (This only seems to break down consistently 
in the case of certain psychiatric disorders or when 
using hallucinogenic drugs.)

	 The machinations of reality construction are ap-
parent right from the early stages of sensory percep-
tion within modalities and are exemplified by phe-
nomena such as the perceptual filling-in of absent 
features (Komatsu, 2006; Walls, 1954), the restoration 
of lost information (Bashford & Warren, 1987; War-
ren, Obusek, & Ackroff, 1972), and the derivation 
of perceptual principles (Gallace & Spence, 2011; 
Wagemans, Elder, et al., 2012; Wagemans, Feldman, 
et al., 2012). This mode continues during the inte-
gration of sensory information across modalities, as 
illustrated by several perceptual effects including 
the ventriloquist illusion (Berger & Ehrsson, 2014; 

Howard & Templeton, 1966), the rubber hand il-
lusion (Botvinick & Cohen, 1998; Riemer, Trojan, 
Beauchamp, & Fuchs, 2019), and the McGurk effect 
(Alsius, Paré, & Munhall, 2018; McGurk & Macdon-
ald, 1976). Sensory systems constitute our windows 
to the outer world. They enable our perceptions of 
the objects and happenings that occupy the space 
outside the limits of our bodies, thereby facilitating 
our understanding of the physical reality we inhabit. 
That the parameters of sensory systems define which 
aspects of the outer world can be perceived is readily 
attested to by cross-species comparisons of percep-
tual sensitivity (Scanes, 2018).
	 In conceiving of how perception leads to knowl-
edge, the idea of bottom-up and top-down processing 
is typically evoked in psychological and neuroscien-
tific literature. Incoming information arriving at our 
senses is processed by means of a dynamic interac-
tion between two processes, one at the level of the 
features of the stimuli (bottom-up) and the other at 
the level of the influence of prior knowledge in rela-
tion to that stimuli (top-down) (Choi, Lee, & Lee, 
2018; Katsuki & Constantinidis, 2014).1 Our ability 
to efficiently and effectively process the world around 
us is tied to the seamless interplay between the two.2 
We recognize the familiar more quickly than the un-
familiar, and the once unfamiliar goes on to become 
familiar through learning. Our conceptual knowledge 
of the world is therefore derived from and updated 
by means of this perceptual processing cycle,3 which 
enables the progression from the detection of sen-
sory features to the formation of categories4 and the 
attribution of meaning5 (Carlson, Tovar, Alink, & 
Kriegeskorte, 2013; Clarke & Tyler, 2015; Connor 
& Knierim, 2017; Dobs, Isik, Pantazis, & Kanwisher, 
2019; van Kesteren & Meeter, 2020; Westermann & 
Mareschal, 2014).
	 The constructed nature of concept formation 
and meaning making is particularly well illustrated 
in the phenomenon of causality attribution (Heider & 
Simmel, 1944; Michotte, 1946) and the self-reference 
effect (Klein, 2012; Rogers, Kuiper, & Kirker, 1977). 
The latter speaks to the well-studied occurrence of 
perceptual and cognitive processing advantages ac-
corded to self-tagged information6 (Abraham, 2013; 
Humphreys & Sui, 2016), even when the mapping 
is entirely arbitrary (Sui, Rotshtein, & Humphreys, 
2013). The former demonstrates how simple displays 
involving two-dimensional geometric figures in rela-
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tively unpredictable motion can prompt high-level 
percepts, such as causality, animacy, and intentional-
ity7 (Scholl & Tremoulet, 2000).
	 An important question to consider is why this oc-
curs. What can explain this propensity on our part to 
infer agency, mental states, intentions, and narratives 
even in patently nonsocial contexts? One influential 
idea is that when we perceive events that transpire in 
the world around us, we readily apply one of three 
stances to make sense of the phenomenon (Dennett, 
1987). The physical stance is applied when the event 
can be explained by virtue of having an understand-
ing of folk physics (e.g., a ball thrown into the air will 
make its way back down to the ground eventually). 
A design stance is taken when the event in question 
can be explained by an understanding of the fact 
that some objects and occurrences are designed or 
programmed to work in a specified manner (e.g., an 
electrical kettle is designed to turn itself off when the 
water reaches boiling temperature). The intentional 
stance is applied in situations where neither of the 
previous stances can be drawn upon. Taking this 
third stance results in the attribution of agency, pur-
posiveness, and even narrative into the unfolding of 
events (e.g., being hit by a snowball). Despite the fact 
that these stances allow for less-than-perfect accuracy, 
they are efficient strategies by means of which we are 
able to rapidly perceive the changing environment 
and respond optimally for the most part.
	 How natural biases exerted by our minds during 
the observation and interpretation of the happenings 
in our world go on to affect how we learn and remem-
ber events (Johnson, 2012) is demonstrated by a large 
body of work on reality monitoring (distinguishing 
between memories of internally generated informa-
tion and memories of externally derived information) 
and source monitoring (“the set of processes involved 
in making attributions about the origins of memo-
ries, knowledge and beliefs”; Johnson, Hashtroudi, 
& Lindsay, 1993, p. 3). Indeed, compromises in these 
processes are even associated with the emergence of 
psychotic symptoms (Griffin & Fletcher, 2017). The 
constructive nature of memory recall derives from 
the fact that “memories are attributions that we make 
about our mental experiences based on their subjec-
tive qualities, our prior knowledge and beliefs, our 
motives and goals, and the social context” (Johnson, 
2006, p. 760).

	 To summarize, the construction of our under-
standing of reality is a result of several factors at play 
in unison: the unceasing barrage of multimodal in-
formation arriving at our senses at any given point in 
time; the need to make sense of this information for 
optimal behavior; the inherent selectivity involved in 
attending to some pieces of information and ignoring 
others; the fact that this selectivity is not only guided 
by exogenous factors (at the level of stimuli features) 
and endogenous factors (at the level of knowledge 
and expectations in the moment) but also biased by 
evoked salience (via personal relevance); the deriva-
tion of causes and explanations that inform action; 
and so on. Through these largely involuntary and 
unconscious operations of construction, we infer, ex-
trapolate, and generate our subjective understanding 
of the real world.

The Construction of Fiction and Fiction–Reality  
Interactions
The word “fiction” is associated with a number of 
meanings, particularly when we consider “fiction” in 
opposition to “fact” (Schaeffler, 2013). The follow-
ing connotations of the term are relevant to the focus 
of this article, which is the construction of fictional 
worlds, particularly from the standpoint of the recipi-
ent of works of fiction (OED, 2019):

The action of “feigning” or inventing imagi-
nary incidents, existences, states of things, etc., 
whether for the purpose of deception or other-
wise.

That which, or something that, is imaginatively 
invented; feigned existence, event, or state of 
things; invention as opposed to fact.

A statement of narrative proceeding from mere 
invention; such statements collectively.

The species of literature which is concerned 
with the narration of imaginary events and the 
portraiture of imaginary characters; fictitious 
composition.

	 The building of narratives or storytelling is an in-
herent feature of human life. It is regarded as one of the 
human universals (Brown, 1991; Tooby & Cosmides, 
2001); every known culture evidences traditions of 
storytelling in either written or oral form. Storytell-
ing serves a range of important personal and socio-
cultural functions, including information exchange 
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and the building of relevant knowledge, inculcation 
of social norms and practices, social cooperation and 
regulation of social relations, and engaging the collec-
tive imagination (Boyd, 2010; D. Smith et al., 2017; 
Sugiyama, 2005; Wiessner, 2014). Many have also 
highlighted the potential for fiction engagement in 
improving social cognition and behavior, particularly 
in relation to processes of mental state reasoning, such 
as theory of mind and empathy (e.g., Kidd & Castano, 
2013; Mar, Oatley, Hirsh, dela Paz, & Peterson, 2006; 
Zunshine, 2006). However, such findings have come 
under closer scrutiny with questions raised over the 
generalizations accorded to the proposed effects (e.g., 
Kidd & Castano, 2017; Langkau, 2020; Panero et al., 
2016; Pino & Mazza, 2016).
	 Nonetheless, it is evident that our propensity for 
storytelling, with its roots in the rudimentary capacity 
for make-believe and pretend play that emerges early 
in childhood (Harris, 2000; Walton, 1990), is tied to 
the development of many fundamental human capaci-
ties (Boyd, 2017), including event comprehension; 
sociality, language, and communication; reasoning 
about beliefs, desires, and emotions; and play. In the 
words of Boyd (2017, pp. 12–13),

Fiction in turn arose from our particularly strong 
hominin and human predisposition for play, itself 
adaptive for our social existence, as a learning, a 
bonding, and a corrective mechanism. Play quickly 
coupled with the possibility of verbal narrative 
(although it would surely already have found im-
perfect expression in earlier mimetic protonarra-
tive) also affected our development, especially our 
compulsion for pretend play, our individual and 
social behavior, cognition and emotion (our crav-
ing for stories of unreal as well as real lives), and 
presumably our genes. To adapt Dor’s dictum, first 
we invented stories, then they changed us.
	 Our predisposition to invent stories, especially 
stories that highlight agents as causes of events, 
fed in time into myth and religion, which in turn 
became an adaptive predisposition that did much 
to intensify within-group cooperation. Our natural 
bias toward agents as primary causes, and toward 
over-reading agency, helped give rise to a disposi-
tion toward subsurface explanations.

	 The faculties we draw on for meaning making and 
reality construction overlap considerably with those 
involved when we exercise our imaginations in creat-

ing or engaging in fictional worlds. This is evidenced 
by several neuroscientific studies (e.g., Altmann, 
Bohrn, Lubrich, Menninghaus, & Jacobs, 2014; 
Mar, 2004; Tamir, Bricker, Dodell-Feder, & Mitchell, 
2016). For instance, reading scenarios involving real 
entities or fictional characters was associated with 
overlapping brain activity in regions involved in emo-
tional and declarative memory operations (amygdala, 
insula, hippocampal formation) as well as mental state 
reasoning (medial prefrontal and posterior cingulate 
cortices) (Abraham et al., 2008). A meta-analysis of 
the literature revealed that the brain regions engaged 
during story comprehension overlapped substantially 
with regions of the “mentalizing” or theory of mind 
network (Mar, 2011).
	 Yet the sheer variety in the types of fictional worlds 
that are available to us speaks to the fact that the work-
ings of fictional worlds are not strictly constrained 
by the rules and possibilities of our real world. The 
fictional spaces we find ourselves immersed in can 
vary substantially in the degree to which the depicted 
worlds are realistic or fantastical relative to our own 
world. Events, characters, and settings within a fic-
tional world can range from being highly probable to 
highly improbable as well as exceedingly possible to 
outright impossible vis-à-vis the real world.
	 Fictional narratives also take on a multitude of 
forms that are highly diverse both within and between 
cultures and can be relayed through multiple media 
(e.g., visual: still, moving; verbal: oral, written). More-
over, the modalities through which one experiences 
fictional narratives can be unimodal (e.g., reading a 
short story) or multimodal (e.g., watching a movie), 
necessitating interactions that vary in the extent to 
which they afford passive engagement or require 
active engagement. The extent of engagement, and 
whether it is spontaneously or deliberately elicited, 
also differs substantially between fictional narratives, 
with the level of required physical engagement rang-
ing from minimal to embodied and the prerequisite 
level of intellectual engagement ranging from super-
ficial to immersive. For instance, although all three 
media were associated with similar levels of hedonic 
enjoyment, watching TV was associated with the 
greatest level of transportation into a narrative, fol-
lowed by reading books in second place and playing 
video games in third place as affording the lowest 
level of transportation (Maxwell & Tefertiller, 2019).
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	 The manner in which reality–fiction interactions 
play out is influenced by the type and form of fic-
tional narratives. There is much developmental psy-
chology literature that speaks to how children learn 
from fictional narratives (for a review, see Kim et al., 
2013), many of which involve supernatural content 
across popular media formats: books, television, and 
movies (Goldstein & Alperson, 2020). For instance, 
preschoolers are more likely to transfer problem 
solutions to the real world that they have learned 
from stories involving real people than from stories 
involving fictional characters (Richert & Smith, 
2011). However, the closer fictional worlds are to the 
real world, the more likely that causal structures in 
fictional narratives will be generalized as being ap-
plicable to real contexts (Walker, Gopnik, & Ganea, 
2015). For instance, children as young as 3 years of 
age transfer their real-world moral reasoning into fic-
tional worlds, particularly in pretend scenarios that 
are similar to reality (Fast & Van Reet, 2018). What 
one regards as existing in the real world also plays 
a role in this equation, as evidenced by studies that 
focus on individual differences. When asked to judge 
whether characters depicted in stories were real or 
fictional, 5- and 6-year-old children from religious 
backgrounds judged a character from religious stories 
to be real, whereas those from secular backgrounds 
judged them to be fictional. This pattern was also 
preserved for fantastical stories, with children from 
religious backgrounds generally judging characters 
therein to be more real than did children from secu-
lar backgrounds (Corriveau, Chen, & Harris, 2015). 
More pronounced fantasy–reality confusion was also 
found in 4- to 6-year-olds who suffered severe night-
time fears, compared with children who did not have 
such fears, when they were shown images containing 
real or fantastical characters or situations and asked 
to assess whether they could exist or occur in real life 
(Zisenwine, Kaplan, Kushnir, & Sadeh, 2013).
	 The other side of fiction–reality interactions—
how our engagements with fictional realms influence 
our actions in the real world—have also been exam-
ined. Perhaps the most polemic discussions in this 
area have been in relation to the real-world conse-
quences of exposure to violence in fictional spaces, 
particularly in the context of gaming, where recipients 
are incentivized by bonus points and special rewards 
to engage in violent acts within virtual worlds. How-

ever, the findings are far from clear-cut, suggesting 
that mere exposure or engagement does not linearly 
tie in to negative outcomes and that the consideration 
of dispositional and cultural factors is necessary to 
come to terms with the full picture (e.g., Ferguson, 
Garza, Jerabeck, Ramos, & Galindo, 2013; Prescott, 
Sargent, & Hull, 2018; Triberti, Villani, & Riva, 2015; 
Zhai et al., 2020).
	 Other studies of relevance to fiction–reality inter-
actions are ones that have examined the determining 
factors of genre preferences that are exhibited when 
people engage with artistic content. Such investiga-
tions have revealed that fictional works are actively 
chosen to reflect a person’s sense of individuality 
(Dollinger, 2016). For instance, a study of more than 
600 heavy book users found that such usage was ex-
plained less by the need to be entertained or relaxed 
than by the need to communicate and express one’s 
identity in real social interactions (Kaiser & Quandt, 
2016). Such work shows that “people are not passive 
recipients” and that their preferences when engaging 
in fiction reveal that they “seek out entertainment that 
reflects and reinforces aspects of their personality” 
(Rentfrow, Goldberg, & Zilca, 2011, p. 251).
	 This suggests that fictional worlds that resonate 
with us (i.e., evoke a sense of shared emotion or be-
lief ) have a way of making their mark on reality as we 
see it. Resonance is in fact an active component of 
cultivation theory, which holds that repeated expo-
sure to media over time influences our understanding 
of the real world (Gerbner, 1998). When a media 
message catches the attention of a viewer because it 
coincides in some way with the lived experience of 
the person, this connection amplifies the message 
being conveyed. The consequences of such fiction–
reality interactions can be profound as, for instance, 
in the case of psychosis, where fictional narratives 
featuring dystopic narratives (e.g., humankind subju-
gated by intelligent machines in the films The Termi­
nator and The Matrix) can become incorporated into 
the delusional landscapes associated with schizo-
phrenia (A. Smith & Cooper, 2006). The outcomes 
are not necessarily negative, though. For instance, 
an introduction to specific mental health problems 
via fiction (e.g., behaviors exhibited by the protago-
nist in the television series Monk, who suffers from 
obsessive–compulsive disorder and several specific 
phobias) led to an increased openness to seek and 
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disclose mental health concerns (Hoffner & Cohen, 
2012).
	 Resonance, then, is a key factor that plays a defin-
ing role in the interactions between reality and fiction. 
Although the evidence on hand readily speaks to how 
such interactions come about from manifest associa-
tions between the contents of our active mental life 
in the real world and that of a fictional space, there 
is also evidence for workings of an indirect nature. 
For instance, poems written in a heightened state of 
inspiration were found to elicit correspondingly high 
levels of inspiration in readers of the same poem, a 
phenomenon referred to as inspiration contagion 
(Thrash, Maruskin, Moldovan, Oleynick, & Belzak, 
2016). The authors went on to suggest that “the in-
fectiousness of inspiration . . . suggests that a given 
instance of inspiration may have far-reaching cultural 
implications, including dissemination of innovations 
and ideologies” (p. 466). Such findings tie in close-
ly with the concept of transportation into fictional 
worlds, which refers to a heightened state of absorp-
tion into such realms, so much so that transportation 
is associated with a greater likelihood of endorsing 
fictional story-consistent beliefs and evaluations 
(Green & Brock, 2000).
	 In sum, engaging with fictional narratives has the 
potential to have wide-ranging impacts on our under-
standing of our reality and influence our actions in 
the real world. Much remains to be uncovered about 
the specifics of reality–fiction interactions, given the 
number of influencing factors that range from the 
purely phenomenological to the purely sociocultural.

The Reality–Fiction Distinction
Given that fictional narratives come in a vast array of 
forms—in terms of format (e.g., books, radio, tele-
vision, movies, theater, video games, websites) and 
genre (Braziller & Kleinfeld, 2020; Frow, 2014)—and 
have a discernible impact on our perceptions and 
understandings of the real world and the fact that 
the nature of our engagement with fictional narratives 
varies depending on the work in question and on our 
own sensibilities and preferences, it is unclear how 
we are generally able to consistently and effortlessly 
tell apart fiction from reality. What factors enable us 
to make these determinations despite the diversity of 
the worlds themselves and the heterogeneity in our 
experiences of these worlds?

	 Much of the academic literature that is relevant to 
this question focuses on the parallels between the in-
formation processing mechanisms underlying social 
cognition and narrative comprehension (e.g., Mar, 
2004; Mar & Oatley, 2008), the question of whether 
the imagination is involved when engaging with fic-
tion (e.g., Currie, 2009; Matravers, 2014), and the 
issue of how the imagination is necessarily involved 
in the processing of reality at different levels (e.g., 
Abraham, 2016, 2020; Abraham & Bubic, 2015). 
Studies that have directly tackled questions around 
the emergence of the reality–fiction distinction (the 
“when” and “how” in particular) stem largely from 
developmental psychology.
	 Abundant evidence shows that a sophisticated 
understanding of the distinction between what is real 
and what is not emerges early in childhood (Cook & 
Sobel, 2011; Flavell, Flavell, & Green, 1987; Harris, 
Pasquini, Duke, Asscher, & Pons, 2006; Lane, Ron-
fard, Francioli, & Harris, 2016; Shtulman & Morgan, 
2017; Skolnick & Bloom, 2006a; Woolley & Corne-
lius, 2017; Woolley & Wellman, 1990). At the age of 
3, children are aware that events depicted in fantasti-
cal stories could not happen in real life (Woolley & 
Cox, 2007), and by the age of 5 children are able to 
demonstrate an implicit understanding of the many 
aspects of the reality–fiction distinction to the level 
of adults. For example, they understand that it is not 
possible for an entity in our real world to directly 
interact with a fictional character (reality–fantasy dis-
tinction: “I can’t talk to SpongeBob SquarePants”) 
and that, although it is also not possible for characters 
in two different fictional worlds to directly interact 
with one another (fantasy–fantasy distinction: “Bat-
man can’t talk to SpongeBob SquarePants”), it is pos-
sible for characters within the same fictional world to 
do so (within-world possibilities: “Batman can talk to 
Robin”) (Skolnick & Bloom, 2006b). Young children 
are not only able to differentiate between different 
unrealistic fictional genres (Kibbe, Kreisky, & Weis-
berg, 2018), they also expect internal consistency in 
stories to apply in fantastical genres just as they do 
in realistic genres (Weisberg & Hopkins, 2020).
	 Yet the manner in which this understanding of 
the reality–fiction distinction develops is suggestive 
of a transitory window of flux between the two. Some 
fictional characters (e.g., Santa Claus), for instance, 
seem to occupy a space between the real and unreal 
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in early childhood (Woolley, 1997). This kind of blur-
ring appears to occur when there is a synchronous 
overlap between the workings of the fictional world 
and that of the real world and the testimony of a nar-
rative that bears some consequence for the experienc-
ing child. Although factors like testimony play a key 
role in the relegation of special fictional characters, 
such as Santa, toward the “real” category (Boerger, 
Tullos, & Woolley, 2009; Harris et al., 2006), other 
factors that influence the point at which children 
place such characters firmly in the “unreal” camp 
include a child’s development of the understand-
ing of physical possibility (Shtulman & Yoo, 2015). 
Other factors of note that modulate the experiences 
of realness attributed to a fictional character include 
a higher level of fantasy orientation and trait anxiety 
on the part of the recipient (Petkova & Cain, 2017; 
Weisberg, 2013) and the elicitation of strong negative 
emotions upon engaging with the fictional context 
(Weisberg, 2013). Contextual factors, such as the 
medium of fictional exposure (Li, Boguszewski, & 
Lillard, 2015) and the extent of elaborate and cred-
ible detail associated with the entity or character in 
question (Van Reet, Pinkham, & Lillard, 2015), also 
play a role in the discernment of the reality–fiction 
distinction during early development.
	 When we are evaluating whether a context we 
are engaging in is real or unreal, still other judgments 
affect our classification, such as the determination 
of whether the events in the situation unfold in a 
manner that is deemed to be intuitive or counterin-
tuitive (Boyer, 1997). Magic tricks are an example of 
counterintuitive acts that appear real (i.e., to one’s 
sense organs) (e.g., a magician pulling a bunny out 
of a hat), whereas pretend play (e.g., a child using a 
pencil case as a make-believe truck) is an example 
of an intuitive yet unreal phenomenon. A mere con-
sideration of what is real compared to what is unreal 
without considering other factors at play leads to an 
inadequate picture.
	 A key question to consider here is what facilitates 
this tacit understanding of the reality–fiction distinc-
tion so early in life. Think back to a visit you made 
to the cinema or theater to watch a film or play. It is 
remarkable that, despite the seeming complexity of 
the evaluations involved in determining whether an 
experience is real, we can freely wade into alternative 
worlds, become immersed in them, be emotionally af-

fected and intellectually informed by them, and come 
out of them with our mental faculties intact, back into 
the real world. This is possible only if our under-
standing of what is real and what is not is implicit. 
What are the factors that might guide this implicit 
knowledge? Let us consider five hypothetical single-
level explanations. Each centers on the postulation 
that this knowledge (namely that fiction is de facto not 
real) can be attributable to single factors that center 
on the medium, the world, the context, the perspec-
tive, or the representation.
	 Applying “medium-level” explanations translates 
to taking the position that the channels we use to 
engage in fictional worlds are in and of themselves 
markers of the same (e.g., paratextual information; 
Genette & Maclean, 1991). “The medium is the mes-
sage,” so to speak (McLuhan, 1964). In the context of 
this explanation, when I am attentionally engaged in 
the world of Michaela Coel’s I May Destroy You, the 
fact that I experience this world via the medium of a 
TV screen serves as an indicator to my mind that I 
am viewing events and interactions that transpire in 
a fictional realm. However, although images, texts, 
and sounds via screens, books, and so on may be 
the dominant form in which we engage in alternative 
worlds, such media are not exclusively in place for fic-
tional interactions. In fact, we are increasingly using 
collective multimedia platforms (e.g., smartphones) 
both to consume a variety of fictional narratives and 
to carry out our day-to-day social interactions with 
real people and obtain knowledge about the happen-
ings of our real world. The medium alone, then, can-
not serve as an assured marker of being a portal to a 
solely fictional space.
	 “World-level” explanations derive from the notion 
that fictional worlds are inherently distinct (look dif-
ferent in terms of the setting, characters, and events) 
from the real world. The world I occupy bears little 
resemblance to the world of Crouching Tiger, Hidden 
Dragon in terms of the surrounding architecture and 
vegetation as well as the skillful bodily movements of 
the characters and their spoken language. World-level 
explanations can nonetheless also be countered in 
several ways. For one, in many works of fiction, the 
workings of the alternative worlds depicted largely 
parallel our own, with deviations that are largely cir-
cumscribed (e.g., Paddington Bear, James Bond are 
set in the modern day). Many of the special characters 
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in stories (e.g., kings, queens, princes, princesses) 
are often key denizens of many a fantasy realm, but 
they exist within our reality too (e.g., Emperor Na-
ruhito of Japan). Moreover, even when engaging with 
fantastical realms involving magical beings, children 
are mostly biased toward realism, as evidenced by 
their elaborations of fictional stories, which tend to 
follow real-world rules more often than not (Harris, 
2021). Outlandish-looking beings also copiously fea-
ture in the natural ecology8 and cultural landscape9 of 
our planet and are therefore not exclusive to fantasy 
worlds. In fact, rapid scientific advances in the fields 
of prosthetics and robotics (e.g., George et al., 2019; 
Ortiz-Catalan, Mastinu, Sassu, Aszmann, & Bråne-
mark, 2020) bring what is possible in our reality ever 
closer to those featured in the worlds of science fic-
tion. Nonetheless we do not doubt the “realness” of 
a fellow human wearing a bionic arm. Therefore, the 
look of a fictional world in and of itself cannot serve 
as an assured marker of a non–reality-based realm.
	 “Context-level” explanations refer to the ex-
istence of specific markers within works of fiction 
that are indicative of the reality–fiction distinction 
and may thereby aid in maintaining the divide. Ac-
cording to the principle of minimal departure, for 
instance, the workings of fictional worlds are essen-
tially taken to parallel those of the real world unless 
specified otherwise (Ryan, 1980). The London we 
know and the London of Paddington Bear are one 
and the same except that the latter contains a cultur-
ally assimilated English-speaking bear; this element 
of departure could potentially serve as an indicator 
for maintaining the essential differences between the 
two worlds. However, there are several instances in 
which the element of departure is not apparent at the 
outset of the work (e.g., J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter 
and the Philosopher’s Stone, M. Night Shyamalan’s 
The Sixth Sense) or indeed at all (e.g., Zadie Smith’s 
White Teeth, Sofia Coppola’s Lost in Translation), 
yet we regard them as fictional (and not factual) nar-
ratives throughout the experience of engagement. So 
context alone does not suffice as a reliable indicator 
of unreality within works of fiction.
	 “Perspective-level” explanations follow in the 
same vein. For instance, it can be maintained that the 
perspective one holds when engaging with a fictional 
work as a recipient is in and of itself an indicator that 
it is not real. The work is unfamiliar and novel to 

the recipient (during the first encounter at least), and 
each recipient knows that they are not the creators 
of the work. When I read The Joy Luck Club, I am 
aware that it is a work of fiction because my imagin-
ings of that world are generated upon my reading the 
text and did not exist before that experience. I am 
naturally cognizant that it is not a fictional world of 
my own invention; it was provided to me (and scores 
of other readers) by the writer, Amy Tan. In addition, 
a recipient of a fictional work often has the in-depth 
vantage point of (often multiple) other perspectives 
on specific happenings within fictional worlds, which 
is not usually the case in the real world (Cole, Millett, 
Samuel, & Eacott, 2020).
	 However, there are at least two ways in which 
perspective-level explanations fall short in being 
able to fully explain our immediate understanding 
of the reality–fiction distinction. One is that we are 
often in the position where we hear unfamiliar sto-
ries about other real entities through speech (e.g., a 
friend telling you a story about someone he met at a 
party) or print (e.g., a newspaper article featuring a 
story on a person or event of note). Nonetheless, we 
perceive those stories as being real and not fictional. 
Not being privy to a direct perspective (of the fact that 
those stories did not emanate from one’s own mind) 
therefore does not constitute sufficient grounds from 
which to make a reality–fiction distinction. Moreover, 
perspective-level explanations would not be able to 
account for why a creator of fictional works (e.g., Stan 
Lee or Jordan Peele) would have no confusion about 
the fantasy status of their own creations (e.g., Spider­
man or Get Out). The privilege accorded by specific 
perspectives (that of the creator or the recipient of the 
fictional work) is also no guarantee by which to make 
such estimations.
	 “Representation-level” explanations maintain 
that our knowledge schemas about characters and 
events that transpire in fictional worlds differ from 
our knowledge schemas of entities and happenings 
in the real world by the manner in which they are 
processed (e.g., triggering simulation; Altmann et 
al., 2014) or stored within our conceptual structures 
(e.g., associated personal significance; Abraham, 
2013; Abraham & von Cramon, 2009). For instance, 
brain activity patterns elicited when participants 
read informative or interactive scenarios involving 
real people revealed the engagement of brain areas 
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involved in self-referential cognition. However, brain 
regions associated with semantic cognition were acti-
vated when participants read the same scenarios but 
with fictional characters (Abraham, von Cramon, & 
Schubotz, 2008). This dissociation suggested that 
fictional characters were processed as “fact-like” 
knowledge schemas, whereas real entities were pro-
cessed as “self-based” knowledge schemas.
	 Familiar fictional worlds (e.g., as in the story of 
Cinderella) are indeed circumscribed and finite in 
terms of the number of details we know about that 
world, which we receive and remember as facts in 
relation to that world (e.g., stepsisters, glass slippers, 
fairy godmother). In contrast, not only do we know 
many more details about familiar real entities (e.g., 
Barack Obama), but the types of information we as-
sociate with real people are also far more heteroge-
neous in flavor (e.g., semantic: factual details about 
him; autobiographical: one’s memory of election 
night; imagery: what he looks like today compared 
to before; emotional: one’s feelings toward him; aes-
thetic: whether one finds him attractive; collective: 
knowledge of what others, such as friends and family, 
think about him). So, in contrast to the processing 
evoked when one engages in the contexts of fiction, 
processing reality-based contexts triggers the spon-
taneous evocation of not only wider expanses of re-
lated schemas but also more self-salient and greater 
multimodal conceptual knowledge. In this view, real-
ity is accorded a default personal significance (via so-
cial or self relevance) that is not normally present in 
relation to fiction (Abraham, 2013). What this view 
in the present form cannot account for, however, is 
the situation where the reality–fiction distinction is 
still apparent even when specific fictional worlds 
come to take on a high degree of self-relevance for 
us. Take the case of an avid Lord of the Rings fan 
or a militant atheist. They would certainly regard 
the existence of Middle Earth (in the case of the 
former) or of God (in the case of the latter) to be a 
fiction, despite the fact that they possess abundant 
knowledge about these fictional realms and are likely 
to attribute some degree of personal significance to 
them.
	 An alternative to each of these single-level expla-
nations (medium, world, context, perspective, and 
representation) is a multilevel explanation, one that 
integrates each of these elements. At the heart of this 
“BLINCS” approach is the consideration of fictional 

worlds as differing from reality in four fundamen-
tal ways, namely that fictional worlds are bounded, 
sparse, curated, and inference-light, relative to our 
real world.
	 The feature of boundedness (B) refers to the fact 
that fictional worlds are circumscribed in their ex-
panse and limited in their thematic focus. One cannot 
know more about the dynamics of a fictional world 
(e.g., Middlemarch) than what is provided by the 
creator of that work of fiction (e.g., George Eliot). 
Such worlds are static with little, if any, potential for 
further development.10 Our real world, on the other 
hand, is boundless in terms of topography. It is also 
constantly evolving in real time in ways that are not 
entirely predictable. And, owing to its expansiveness 
and diversity, it holds unconstrained potential for fur-
ther discovery.
	 The sparsity (S) of fictional depictions refers to 
the necessarily narrow focus adopted in narratives, in 
terms of both the amount of minutiae provided about 
that world and the lopsided distribution of details 
about different aspects of that world. After all, only 
aspects that are relevant to the story and atmosphere 
of the fictional narrative are introduced to the recipi-
ent. The converse is true of the real world, where 
there is an overabundance of readily available detail 
about almost any aspect of our world, regardless of 
whether it is relevant to our immediate ends.
	 This closely ties in with the inherent curated (C) 
nature of fictional worlds. When a recipient engages 
with any work of fiction, the creator of the work pur-
posively directs the recipient’s attention through the 
narrative, drawing the focus to the features that need 
to be identified and kept in mind. Indeed, there are no 
real distractions in such works, at least none that do 
not serve the creator’s motives. We do not have this 
luxury in the real world. Distractions abound, and 
we are to make our own way toward our own goals, 
selecting relevant information and ignoring irrelevant 
information.
	 As a consequence of fictional worlds being 
what they are—bounded, sparse, and curated—the 
demand on our powers of inference generation to 
comprehend the workings of such worlds is lighter 
(LIN) and more streamlined. In the case of reality, the 
onus falls squarely on our own minds to make sense 
of the world around us and to construct our real-
ity. In the case of fiction, much of the work of world 
construction is done for us. The usher is there with 
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a flashlight, guiding us to our seat. We merely follow 
the light.
	 The position expressed in the opening quota-
tion of this article, on the essential difference between 
reality and fiction, has been expounded in different 
forms over the ages. Mark Twain (1897, p. 156) pre-
sented the following epigram in a travel book: “Truth 
is stranger than fiction, but it is because Fiction is 
obliged to stick to possibilities; Truth isn’t.” In recent 
years, Tom Clancy has been quoted as expressing 
a similar view: “The difference between reality and 
fiction? Fiction has to make sense” (Reader’s Digest 
Quotable Quotes, 1997, p. 140).
	 The BLINCS multilevel explanation of the real-
ity–fiction distinction holds that our relatively effort-
less and confusion-free processing of fictional worlds 
is possible as a consequence of the very same neural 
and psychological mechanisms we have developed 
to process and construct reality. These mechanisms 
enable us to engage with fiction while understand-
ing implicitly that its realms are not real, because of 
the inherently bounded and sparse nature of fictional 
worlds alongside the curated nature of its depictions, 
all of which necessitate a largely inference-light mode 
of engagement.
	 There are several implications of the BLINCS 
approach for researchers studying the reality–fiction 
distinction. Perhaps the most apparent is in the con-
text of mental health, given that what lies at the heart 
of several psychiatric disorders is the blurring of this 
distinction. For instance, the overapplication of the 
intentional stance in the context of schizophrenia may 
be a result of a compromised sensibility in relation 
to the boundedness of worlds (real or fictional). The 
BLINCS approach may also provide a relevant frame-
work for examining important contemporary matters 
such as how we tell “fake news” from “real news.” 
This topic is a growing issue of concern, particularly 
in political and public health contexts (e.g., Coscia & 
Rossi, 2020; Lazer et al., 2018; Redelmeier & Shafir, 
2020; Sindermann, Cooper, & Montag, 2020) and 
is indicative of the influence of factors such as atti-
tudes, beliefs, lack of knowledge, attribution biases, 
and fears in our estimation of the reality–fiction dis-
tinction. The BLINCS model allows the formulation 
of specific hypotheses, such as whether the lighter 
the degree of inference evoked in a particular piece 
of news, the more likely it is to be relegated to the 
“fiction” category.

	 Our ability to tell apart reality from fiction is 
an invaluable human ability, given that it allows us 
to venture away from our immediate reality with 
minimal effort, to derive pleasure and stimulation, 
and to obtain knowledge and comfort by engaging 
in the imaginative landscapes created by fellow be-
ings. By means of accessible leisure activities, such 
as reading a novel or watching a movie, we can learn 
about worlds and lives that are unknown to us, de-
velop a deeper appreciation of the human condition, 
and even connect with the wider collective through 
shared interests in fictional narratives. We would 
be unable to reap these immense benefits with the 
nominal exertion required in engaging with fictional 
works were it not for our implicit understanding of 
the reality–fiction distinction. It is this tacit knowl-
edge of our rootedness within our own reality that 
guides our ability to roam free within the alternative 
realities of fiction.

NOTES

This article was the result of an invitation I received to 
deliver a keynote address in November 2019 at the “Does 
Fiction Change the World?” Founding Conference of the 
International Society for Fiction and Fictionality Studies 
(ISFFS) in Paris, France. I am particularly grateful to Fran-
çoise Lavocat, Alison James, and Akihiro Kubo for giving 
me the opportunity to freely expound my ideas. I thank 
William Glover for his valuable feedback on the manuscript. 
I also thank the two anonymous reviewers and the editor for 
their encouraging and constructive engagement in the peer 
review process.
	 Address correspondence about this article to Anna 
Abraham, 123D Aderhold Hall, Mary Frances Early Col-
lege of Education, University of Georgia, 110 Carlton Street, 
Athens, GA 30602 (email: annaabr@gmail.com or anna 
.abraham@uga.edu).

	 1. The very concept of top-down effects and their evalua-
tion in empirical work have recently been called into question 
(Firestone & Scholl, 2016). In a similar vein, a reinterpreta-
tion was proposed within the neuroscientific domain for the 
role accorded to one of the neural substrates of top-down 
effects as actually reflecting bottom-up effects (Heilbronner 
& Hayden, 2016).
	 2. Researchers vary substantially in relation to the im-
portance they accord to each of these strands of processing, 
with some according preeminence to top-down operations 
(e.g., predictions; Clark, 2013) and others placing the pre-
mium on bottom-up dynamics (e.g., affordances; Gibson, 
1979).
	 3. An issue to consider here is the characterization of ve-
ridicality in perception (Seth, 2014), for example, determin-
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ing the extent to which perception reflects veridicality (the 
real or true structure of the outer world) as opposed to select-
ing for nonveridical properties, such as fitness (Anderson, 
2015; Cohen, 2015; Hoffman, Singh, & Prakash, 2015).
	 4. The specifics of how conceptual knowledge is encod-
ed, processed, and distributed in the brain are a divisive issue 
(Barsalou, Kyle Simmons, Barbey, & Wilson, 2003; Lambon 
Ralph, 2014; Leshinskaya & Caramazza, 2016; Martin, 2007; 
Patterson & Lambon Ralph, 2016; Yee & Thompson-Schill, 
2016).
	 5. Our knowledge systems are typically differentiated 
in terms of the informational content being processed, as 
well as with regard to how this content is acquired with 
experience, stored in our brains, and retrieved when needed 
(Eichenbaum, 2017a, 2017b; Poldrack & Gabrieli, 1997; 
Squire & Zola, 1996). For instance, semantic facts or “what” 
memories about the world at large (e.g., the currency in 
Switzerland, the price of a local cinema ticket, the rules of 
cricket) are typically distinguished from episodic or “what–
when–where” memories of happenings in our personal lives 
(e.g., last birthday, first day of primary school, worst date 
experience) (Tulving, 1985, 2001). However, the overlap 
and interactivity between the impersonal and personal as-
pects of our conceptual knowledge are being increasingly 
recognized in contemporary work (e.g., Abraham & Bubic, 
2015; Irish & Piguet, 2013; Klein & Markowitsch, 2015; Re-
noult, Irish, Moscovitch, & Rugg, 2019; Staniloiu, Kordon, 
& Markowitsch, 2020).
	 6. A real-world example of the application of the self-
reference effect in a political context: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=ZiT3P7eVz1s.
	 7. Online demonstrations showing causality of attribu-
tions: https://youtu.be/sx7lBzHH7c8 (Heider & Simmel, 
1944) and https://youtu.be/e_jKNlC2YKo (Michotte, 1946).
	 8. Countless examples are readily found in the animal 
world (https://www.boredpanda.com/strange-unusual 
-animals/?media_id=1273075).
	 9. Gothic festivals (e.g., Wave Gothic Treffen in Leipzig, 
Whitby Goth Weekend) are a case in point.
	 10. On the face of it, the existence of fan fiction may seem 
to counter this premise of “boundedness” of worlds. The 
critical question to pose here is whether fan fictions are bet-
ter characterized as authentic or acknowledged extensions of 
the original work or derivative narratives that mimic aspects 
of the canon but work as parallel, fictional realms in their 
own right. A wider exploration of this debate is well beyond 
the scope of this article, but the case seems stronger for the 
latter assumption, given that the nature of fan fiction is such 
that they are works in progress that are self-perpetuating and 
characterized as “fragmented and fragmentary” (Hellekson 
& Busse, 2006, p. 8). It has been argued that fan fiction “is a 
form of imaginary play that reflects both emotional engage-
ment with and resistance to the source material” (Barnes, 
2015, p. 69).
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