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Questions for fiction discussion (on Walton’s Mimesis as Make-Believe)

Pretty straightforward questions

1. Walton’s central idea is that we should understand representation, in the sense he gives that word, in terms of games of make-believe. Take an example of a representational work, for example a painting. Explain in your own words how this work functions as a representation, according to Walton’s theory. In what ways, according to his theory, is the painting like a child’s doll or a toy truck? In what ways is it different? (See pp. 51 ff. and pp. 61 ff.) Do you agree with his views about this matter? Why or why not?

2. What are the differences that exist among prompters of imaginings, objects of imaginings, and props (pp. 21-39)? Explain, using concrete examples different from Walton’s own examples.

3. How do props generate fictional truths, and what is a principle of generation? (See pp. 37-38 ff.)

4. Walton asserts that, in the stump game, the (1) fictionality of the proposition that there is a bear at a certain place consists in the fact that (2) imagining that proposition to be true is (3) prescribed or mandated by a (4) conditional rule of the game. (See p. 40, and also p. 39: “a fictional truth consists in there being a prescription or mandate in some context to imagine something. Fictional propositions are propositions that are to be imagined—whether or not they are in fact imagined.”). What does this assertion mean? Be sure that you can explain each of the four numbered phrases.

5. According to Walton, representational works of art are props in games of make-believe. So too are dolls, toy trucks, the stumps in the stump game, cloud formations, and constellations of stars (p. 51). He classifies some of these things as representations (in his sense), however, and others as not representations (in his sense). How does he distinguish the one group from the other group? What does he mean by holding that a representational work is one that has the function of serving in a game specifically authorized for that work (or that kind of work)? (See pp. 51-42.)

6. Many of the examples of representational works that Walton discusses in chapter 1 are visual works. How would his theory apply to a novel? Are the sentences of the novel props in a game of make-believe? What sort of game? Try to describe such a game in some detail, using your knowledge of chapter 1 of Walton’s book.

7. Walton argues for the conclusion that nonfigurative art (“abstract art’) is representational. (See his pp. discussion of the Malevich painting, at pp. 54-57.) Explain why he takes his theory to lead to this conclusion. Is the conclusion correct? Why or why not?

8. Walton argues that, on his theory, make-believe, in the case of representational works, gives us “objectivity, control, the possibility of joint participation, spontaneity, all on top of a certain freedom from the cares of the real world” (p. 68), What does he mean by this claim? Is he right? Is his theory the only sort of theory of representation that can give us these things? Why or why not? 

9. Walton says that in the case of representations, the prescriptions to imagine are established through the existence of “meta-rules, constituting the works’ functions, which prescribe the playing of certain sorts of games, and those games have their own prescriptions based on conditional rules conjoined with the works serving as props” (p. 61; see also p. 52). What does he mean? What is a meta-rule, and what role does it play in representations?

Harder questions

10. At pp. 58-61, Walton distinguishes between game worlds and work worlds. What is this distinction? Later in his book (see, e.g., chapter 6, pp. 209 ff.), he stresses the importance of our participation in the games of make-believe that we play with representational works. He says that when we participate in these games, we ourselves and the acts that we perform themselves come to function as props in the games that we are playing with the works. We and our acts are then “reflexive” props—they generate fictional truths about themselves as we play the games with the works. (For example, I play a game in which I am mandated to imagine, of my own act of seeing the surface of Seurat’s painting La Grande Jatte, that that act is itself a seeing of a couple strolling in a park. See pp. 58-59 and also chapter 8, pp. 293-95.) Can Walton use this idea to explain the difference between the fact that (a) we see objects “in” paintings when we look at the paintings, but (b) we don’t see Russia and Anna Karenina “in” Tolstoy’s sentences when we read the words of his novel? If so, how? If not, why not?

11. Later in his book, Walton notes that, according to his theory, works of fiction (for example, stories and novels) are “simply representations in [his] special sense, works whose function is to serve as props in games of make-believe” (chapter 2, p. 72). He concludes from this fact that works of fiction may be about real as well as merely imaginary things and that they may consist entirely of truths about the real world (“fact can be fiction and fiction fact,” p. 74, also pp. 79-80). He also argues that while the authors of fiction may sometimes be pretending to assert that the sentences of their works are true, there is no reason to suppose that authors need to do this. After all, sculptures and paintings are representations, but in making their works, painters and sculptors are not pretending to assert any truths by means of those works. Similarly, authors need not pretend to assert that the sentences of their novels are true in order for those sentences to function as representations. (See chapter 2, pp. 82-83.) Indeed, there is no need for the sentences of a fiction to be the products of any sort of linguistic act at all (e.g., of any sort of speech act). Sentence-shaped cracks occurring naturally in a rock can function as a story just as much as the outline of a face in the clouds can function as a visual representation of a face. (See pp. 86-88.) Do you see why these conclusions are supposed to follow from Walton’s theory? Are these conclusions are true? Why or why not?

13. Several different works of fiction can be about the same character, even though that character does not exist (e.g., Faust). Later in his book, Walton agrees that characters of fiction do not exist. Indeed, he holds that there really isn’t anything at all named “Faust” that you or I are talking about when we say things like “Faust appears in works by Goethe, Marlowe, Berlioz, and Thomas Mann.” How, then, can Walton’s theory allow for the fact that in some sense all these works do concern themselves with the same thing (Dr. Faustus)? (Hint: think about the idea of combined games of make-believe. But which combined games? Games authorized for the works? Or not?)

