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In their recent paper “Why Imaginary Worlds?: The psychological foundations and cultural evolution of fictions with imaginary worlds.” (2021), Dubourg and Baumard argue that imaginary worlds - such as those described in The Lord of The Rings, Harry Potter, Star Wars, or Avatar - co-opt our preferences for exploration in the same way as unfamiliar environments in real life do.

Dubourg and Baumard (2021) define worlds as imaginary by using two criteria: a fictional environment described in that world (Section 2 of the original paper) and the uselessness of imaginary worlds for “real” life (imaginary worlds are designed for entertainment only, Section 3). This definition is tautological (worlds are imaginary when they describe fictional, i.e., imaginary environment) and overly limited. This attempted definition forces the authors to exclude from consideration religious narratives (Section 2) explicitly. Moreover, the authors implicitly exclude political and philosophical ideologies, fake news, propaganda, and similar phenomena: all of those, while being fictional, may still refer to the real environment and are certainly not designed for entertainment purposes.

We find the authors' definition of an imaginary world (or fiction) artificially narrow and problematic. Instead, we suggest a more general approach to the definition of “fictional,” which relies on the subjective categorization of a given world as “real” or not: if an individual considers some narrative or the imaginary world as real, it becomes real for that individual and starts influencing their interpretation of the reality, their values, decisions, and choices. Consider the example of Jediism, a novel religion stemming from the fiction novels Star Wars. While the world of Jedi and mystic Force remains fictional for many, some individuals accepted it as a real one, so it became real for them. They interpret their reality in line with this narrative and find information from this world, while still fictional for others, essential for their real lives. One more example: whereas for some people, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” sounds like the beginning of narrative directly related to the world around them, for others, it does not. Note that the pragmatic decision about the status of the imaginary world comes first (“Is it real or not?”), and only then do individuals decide whether the goal in this imaginary world is mere entertainment or learning something relevant for real life. Our approach makes this sequence of mental events clear. It reduces explanation to the smallest necessary number of entities (message and perceiver). At the same time, Dubourg and Baumard's definition requires an objective comparison between the depicted world and the perceiver's world, implying that there is one more absolute (hidden) authority deciding whether the two correspond.

After re-defining fictional as a subjective category, it is essential to analyze the factors which influence such a categorization process. Why do we decide that some narrative describes the real world? A non-exhaustive list would be (1) specific discursive or pragmatic markers (compare “Once upon a time…” vs. “Breaking news! Our reporters from London…”), (2) correspondence to pre-existing knowledge of listeners, (3) subjective reliability of the source of information, (4) novelty of information (cf. the “mere exposure” effect (Zajonc, 1968), or the “illusory truth” effect in fake news research (Hasher et al., 1977): repetitive information seems more pleasant and trustworthy) and (5) the ease of processing effect (cognitive fluency facilitates non-critical processing of information, e.g., see Newman et al., 2014). In this regard, two particularly interesting phenomena are (6) the feeling of presence observed in virtual reality research and (7) deep sensorimotor simulation during the processing of narratives found in research on embodied cognition.

Research on virtual reality unraveled the so-called “feeling of presence” or “the feeling of being there” (Wirth et al., 2007). Even though a computer-generated environment might not look exactly like a physically possible or aesthetically “real” one, people immersed in it can still perceive this environment as real. To reach this feeling, one needs to pay attention to the medium and locate oneself in the virtual environment. Visual representations of controllers, hands, a whole avatar, or other cues support this process. After building this mental model of the virtual environment, one develops expectations about this world and monitors them constantly. If expectations correspond to actual experiences, physical world disruptions are minimal, and the perceiver accepts the virtual environment as the primary egocentric reference frame, then one feels present. Expectations, in turn, are shaped by numerous factors, such as personality traits and individual characteristics (absorption, age, or gender; Sacau et al., 2008) or cultural logic (values and cultural practices; Papapicco et al., 2021). Therefore, some people accept the virtual environment as “real” while others do not. Furthermore, virtual environments are not for entertainment only since they can be used for training while still not behaving like or representing physically existing surroundings (Huang et al., 2021).

Another vivid example comes from research on embodied cognition. Sensorimotor areas of the brain are active in processing longer narratives (for review, see Meteyard et al., 2012; see also Fischer and Zwaan, 2008; Cayol and Nazir, 2020)—the so-called mental simulation. By exposing their readers to a long narrative, describing physical sensations from different modalities (such as vision, touch, smell, taste, or even interoception–see Connell et al., 2018), the author activates embodied experiential traces in readers' brains as if the readers see, hear or act in the described environment. This immersive experience created by linguistic means might hypothetically also lead to higher acceptance of the narrative as a “real” one.

All the above factors contribute to thinning the subjective border between the “real reality” and fictional reality, as covered by our improved definition of “fictional.” Moreover, our definition is free of tautology and broadens the range of phenomena under consideration. Our approach makes the ability of a world to be “real” measurable: for any given world, a representative sample of participants can evaluate whether they perceive that world as a real or imaginary one. This is an essential advantage that would allow testing Dubourg and Baumard's hypotheses about imaginary worlds experimentally. It also accounts for the fact that the same world may be considered imaginary by some social groups or persons, but not by others.


AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

All authors listed have made a substantial, direct, and intellectual contribution to the work and approved it for publication.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We thank Prof. Martin H. Fischer for his valuable feedback on the first version of this manuscript.



REFERENCES

 Cayol, Z., and Nazir, T. A. (2020). Why language processing recruits modality specific brain regions: it is not about understanding words, but about modelling situations. J. Cognit. 3:35. doi: 10.5334/joc.124

 Connell, L., Lynott, D., and Banks, B. (2018). Interoception: The forgotten modality in perceptual grounding of abstract and concrete concepts. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. Lond. B. Biol. Sci. 373:1752. doi: 10.1098/rstb.2017.0143

 Dubourg, E., and Baumard, N. (2021). Why Imaginary Worlds?: The psychological foundations and cultural evolution of fictions with imaginary worlds. Behav. Brain Sci. 2021, 1–52. doi: 10.1017/S0140525X21000923

 Fischer, M. H., and Zwaan, R. A. (2008). Embodied language: A review of the role of the motor system in language comprehension. Q. J. Experi. Psychol. 61, 825–850. doi: 10.1080/17470210701623605

 Hasher, L., Goldstein, D., and Toppino, T. (1977). Frequency and the conference of referential validity. J. Verbal Learn. Verbal Behav. 16, 107–112. doi: 10.1016/S0022-5371(77)80012-1

 Huang, W., Roscoe, R. D., Johnson-Glenberg, M. C., and Craig, S. D. (2021). Motivation, engagement, and performance across multiple virtual reality sessions and levels of immersion. J. Comp. Assisted Learn. 37, 745–758. doi: 10.1111/jcal.12520

 Meteyard, L., Cuadrado, S. R., Bahrami, B., and Vigliocco, G. (2012). Coming of age: A review of embodiment and the neuroscience of semantics. Cortex 48, 788–804. doi: 10.1016/j.cortex.2010.11.002

 Newman, E. J., Sanson, M., Miller, E. K., Quigley-McBride, A., Foster, J. L., Bernstein, D. M., et al. (2014). People with easier to pronounce names promote truthiness of claims. PLoS ONE 9:e88671. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0088671

 Papapicco, C., D'Errico, F., and Mininni, G. (2021). Affective detection of ‘brain drain’ through video-narrative interview. World Fut. 77, 266–284. doi: 10.1080/02604027.2021.1914486

 Sacau, A., Laarni, J., and Hartmann, T. (2008). Influence of individual factors on presence. Comput. Human Behav. 24, 2255–2273. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2007.11.001

 Wirth, W., Hartmann, T., Böcking, S., Vorderer, P., Klimmt, C., Schramm, H., et al. (2007). A process model of the formation of spatial presence experiences. Media Psychol. 9, 493–525. doi: 10.1080/15213260701283079

 Zajonc, R. B. (1968). Attitudinal effects of mere exposure. J. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 9, 1–27. doi: 10.1037/h0025848

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher's Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2021 Wiepke and Miklashevsky. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.







OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Imaginary Worlds and Their Borders: An Opinion Article



		Author Contributions



		Acknowledgments



		References

















OPS/images/cover.jpg
, frontiers
in Psychology

Imaginary Worlds and Their Borders:
An Opinion Article





OPS/images/logo.jpg
, frontiers
in Psychology





