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I.
Introduction

Works of fiction are often criticized for their historical inaccuracies.  For instance, the film U-571 (2000) is set during the Battle of the Atlantic when the German U-boat U-571 is damaged during battle.  An American naval crew disguised as a German rescue ship is sent to infiltrate the damaged U-boat in order to steal the ship’s Enigma machine and codebooks, which were needed in order for the Allies to break the German Navy’s coded messages, thus making the success of this mission a major victory.  While the broad details of the film follow historical events, the capture of the first Enigma machine was in fact carried out by the British Royal Navy in an operation that took place seven months before the United States entered the war.  The film is loosely based on the events of “Operation Primrose,” during which the U-110 was boarded and their Enigma machine and codebooks were captured.  This event was an important British victory and a turning point in the war, yet the American filmmakers thought that U-571 would not be commercially successful unless the events were “Americanized.”
  Many critics in the popular press have pointed out that the Enigma machine merely acts as a MacGuffin in the film.  If the filmmakers simply wanted to make a film about the American Navy capturing something important from a German U-boat, they could have substituted some other object—a secret weapon or an updated codebook—and thus would have avoided the controversy that the film raised.  However, the filmmakers’ deliberate choice of the Enigma machine as the object that motivates their story’s drama suggests that they at least partly wanted to tell the story of the Enigma machine, and it appears to be this that raises the expectation and the demand for historical accuracy.   

There is certainly something deeply infuriating about cases like U-571.  Historical inaccuracies in works of fiction can be a source of disappointment for some and a cause for outrage in others.  One might feel that history is being treated unjustly and ought not to be so revised for the sake of entertainment.  While acknowledging the author’s desire for artistic license, one might still feel that artistic license should not go so far, especially for so crass a purpose as to drive sales.  There is an intuitive sense in which one would likely judge the film to be a failure because of its historical inaccuracy.  It is a complaint heard quite often:  “x is a bad film because it is historically inaccurate.”  But importantly, complaints about historical inaccuracy are not taken to be the complaint that “x is a bad film as a non-fictional account of history.”  Rather, the complaint appears to be about the value of the film as a work of fiction.  When making such criticisms, I take it that the speaker is generally well aware that the film is a work of fiction, rather than a work purporting to present some historical thesis or making any truth claims about history; and yet complaints against historically inaccurate works of fiction seem intended to be taken as the claim that “x is historically inaccurate, and for that reason is a bad work of fiction.”  

But this practice poses a problem:  why would we criticize a work of fiction for its historical inaccuracy given that it is a work of fiction?  As works of fiction often ask us to imagine states of affairs that are not strictly true, then a work’s purported historical inaccuracies should be easily overlooked as the kind of make-believe propositions that authors of fictions often ask us to accept; and yet, this is something that many often seem unwilling to do when we are asked to make-believe something that conflicts with history.  Taken at face-value, it seems that we simply refuse to play the game of make-believe in some (but not all) cases.  The criticism that a work of fiction is historically inaccurate essentially appears to be the rejection that some proposition can be true in the world of the fiction because that proposition would be an inaccurate depiction of the history of the actual world.  But this objection seems groundless—the truth of some proposition in a fictional world is not dependent on the truth of that proposition in the actual world.  

This is what I call the puzzle of historical criticism:  there is an intuition that historical inaccuracies in works of fiction diminish the value of some as works of fiction; and yet, given that they are works of fiction, there is also an intuition that such works should be free from the constraints of historical truth.  The puzzle is that these intuitions are obviously in conflict, and yet we wish to give up neither.  

The purpose of this essay is rather modest:  first, in Section Two, I will argue that the problem arises from our understanding of truth in fiction.  Second, I hope to show that the puzzle of historical criticism is a genuine puzzle that is deserving of greater attention.  I will do this by demonstrating in Sections Three and Four that two seemingly intuitive solutions to the problem—the appeal to genre and the appeal to imaginative resistance—would fail to solve the problem.  Of course, these two possible solutions are not the only two.  There are many strategies that we could pursue, and I cannot hope to consider and evaluate all of the possible strategies in this essay.  My wish is to demonstrate that there is a puzzle here and that the puzzle cannot be easily waved away.  Moreover, as the practice of criticizing works of fiction on the grounds of their historical inaccuracy is widespread, the puzzle appears deeply important.  It would be disappointing if we were unable to resolve this puzzle.  The failure to resolve this puzzle would suggest that historical criticism is unjustified, and may rest on nothing more than a confusion.  However, I hope that this is not the case.  Films like U-571 can be quite infuriating, and I believe rightly so.  But justifying this fury is not as easy as it would seem. 

Before continuing, one caveat and two desiderata.  The caveat:  what I am calling “historical criticism” is quite different from what a literary theorist would recognize as “historical criticism.”  In literary analysis, “historical criticism” would refer to the critical analysis of the historical origins of a particular text, and sometimes goes by the name “historical-critical method.”  This method of literary analysis is not my concern here.  In my usage, “historical criticism” simply refers to everyday, non-technical critical statements of the form “x is a flawed work of fiction because it is historically inaccurate.” 

The first desideratum:  a theory of historical criticism should be able to distinguish those cases of historical inaccuracies that bother us from those cases that do not—this is what I call the problem of scope.  Not all historical inaccuracies are subjected to historical criticism.  And, in fact, some historical inaccuracies appear to be sources of enjoyment.  For instance, the film A Knight’s Tale (2001) is set in the 14th century yet the characters sing and dance to 20th century pop songs, yet this anachronistic juxtaposition is part of what makes the film enjoyable.  Furthermore, someone who objected that A Knight’s Tale was not a good film because it was historically inaccurate would likely be dismissed as simply “not getting it”.  It would appear that some historical inaccuracies are good-making features of fictions while other historical inaccuracies are bad-making features.  This demands preservation and explanation.  
The second desideratum:  a successful theory would offer a unified account of historical criticism—one which holds that works of fiction that are criticized for their historical inaccuracies share some common feature which explains why those historical inaccuracies diminish the aesthetic value of those works.  Part of what motivates this desideratum is the intuition that historically inaccurate works of fiction are unified in that they fail to do justice to history, and that such a failure is itself an aesthetic fault.  This is a complex and poorly understood intuition, but I suspect that some version of it is assumed to justify the validity of historical criticism in its everyday usage.  We are often disappointed when we discover that the events portrayed in some work of fiction do not match up to actual historical record.  (Alternatively, we seem to take pleasure in works that painstakingly recreate history—think of the exorbitant amounts of money that some Hollywood film productions spend in getting each minor detail of their period costumes just right.)  A unified account of historical criticism would attempt to explain these intuitions.  The present essay offers a first-stab at what a unified account would demand, and I will argue that some lines of argument that might appear initially helpful would not offer us the unified account that we want.  In the end, if there is no unified account forthcoming to explain all cases of historical criticism, then perhaps we would be better able to identify what is wrong with historical inaccuracies on a case-by-case basis; and perhaps that is not an undesirable result.  Still, without a unified account, I suspect that we would be forced to abandon the intuition that history deserves justice.  If this intuition is worth preserving, then it seems to demand a unified account. 

Finally, given the above assumptions, there is one (tempting) strategy that I will ignore here because it would immediately fail to offer a unified account.  It would be tempting to hold that the puzzle can be resolved on moral grounds—that works of fiction like U-571 are criticized for their historical inaccuracies because they are morally offensive.  Essentially, the argument would be something like the following:  films like U-571 are guilty of propagandizing morally reprehensible revisions of history, so they are morally flawed, and their moral flaws are aesthetic flaws.
  This argument is intuitively compelling—indeed, those cases that seem to garner the most attention tend to have some moral dimension—however I contend that there are cases where some historical inaccuracies diminish the value of some works of fiction where it is not obvious that the inaccuracies are morally problematic.  To take two examples, both Ridley Scott’s Gladiator (2000) and Mel Gibson’s Braveheart (1995) are widely noted for their historical inaccuracies—e.g. Gladiator suggests that Emperor Commodus’ reign lasted only a few months, while actually he ruled for twelve years after the death of Marcus Aurelius; Braveheart suggests that William Wallace was the father of Princess Isabelle’s child, but in fact she was only ten years old when Wallace died—yet it is not clear to me that inaccuracies like these amount to any kind of moral offense.  Admittedly, there are other inaccuracies in each of these films that may be morally offensive.  For instance, in Gladiator, Commodus is depicted as having murdered Marcus Aurelius in a fit of jealously and desire for the throne, which is historically inaccurate, and may be morally offensive insofar as it casts an unwarranted stain on the character of Commodus.  I am not suggesting that these inaccuracies could or should be ignored.  Rather, the point I am making here is that, insofar as these films are criticized for their inaccuracies that are not morally offensive, and these inaccuracies are also thought to diminish the value of the work as fiction, then the moral argument cannot give us a unified account.  So, I will not pursue this strategy further here.  

II.
Truth in fiction

The problem that I have outlined above begins with how we understand the nature of truth in fiction.  In what follows, I will present the view of truth in fiction put forth by Kendall Walton in Mimesis as Make-Believe.
  

On Walton’s account, roughly, a work of fiction acts as a prop in a game of make-believe in which the reader (or viewer) is asked to imagine some fictional world where it is fictional that certain propositions are true.  So, Jane Austen’s Emma is not a false report about the actual world; rather Emma is a prop in a game of make-believe that prescribes that the reader make-believe that the propositions presented in Emma are true.  Truth in fiction is not dependent on truth in the actual world—works of fiction are not constrained to present as true within the fiction only those propositions that are also true within the actual world.   Indeed, works of fiction might describe fictional worlds that could not possibly be true—i.e. some work of fiction might describe an impossible world in which inconsistent propositions are fictionally true in it.
  Thus, the propositions that one can make-believe to be true within some fictional world need not be constrained either by truth-in-the-actual-world or even by logical consistency. 

Assuming that this view of truth in fiction is plausible, what then are we to say about historically inaccurate works of fiction?  In its broadest sense, historical inaccuracies in works of fiction would appear to be instances where historical characters or events are explicitly portrayed in some fictional work in a way that does not correspond to actual-world facts.  But this seems to be straightforwardly puzzling:  if truth in fiction is not constrained by actual-world facts, and this is taken as unqualified, then, strictly speaking, no work of fiction could be “historically inaccurate” because all works of fiction describe fictional worlds.  We are explicitly told in U-571 that, in this fictional world, it is fictionally true that the American Navy captured the first Enigma machine.  If Walton’s analysis of truth in fiction is correct, then it must be true within the fictional world of U-571 that the American Navy captured the first Enigma machine; and the fact that this is not true in the actual world should be irrelevant to our engagement with the work of fiction.  U-571 is not an inaccurate report about historical facts in the actual world because it is not a report about the actual world at all.  Rather, U-571 is an accurate report about historical events within the fictional world of U-571.  If this is correct, then, again strictly speaking, the film cannot be historically inaccurate. 

Before moving on, I should point out that this problem is not dependent on Walton’s view of truth in fiction.  Rather, it can be generalized for any theory of truth in fiction that holds that the propositions true within the fiction are not constrained by truth in the actual world.  For instance, if one adopts Lewis’ possible worlds account, then a film like U-571 is simply a case in which we are asked to imagine a possible world in which the American Navy captured the first Enigma machine; and this is not impossible.  On any theory that holds that truth in fiction is not constrained by truth in the actual world, the criticism that some work of fiction is inferior qua work of fiction because it is not historically accurate appears confused.  

III.
Why an Appeal to Genre Won’t Help

The first way in which some might be tempted to solve the problem of historical criticism that I will address here would be to claim that it is a convention of certain genres of fiction to aim for historical accuracy to some degree, and that these genre constraints are implicitly understood by competent consumers of that genre.  On this view, works of fiction that are open to the charge of historical inaccuracy are those that in some way fall foul of the historical constraints of their genre.
  

The intuition that some genres place constraints on historical accuracy has some intuitive appeal.  Certainly genres like the Western make implicit demands on the kinds of costumes, settings and props that would be accepted by competent consumers of the genre.  Comedies seem almost entirely immune to historical criticism:  no one ever seriously complains that Mel Brooks’ History of the World, Part 1 (1981) is a bad film because it is historically inaccurate!  Additionally, some genres’ historical constraints can be quite subtle.  There are genres of fiction where it is understood (either implicitly or explicitly) by the consumers of that genre that some range of propositions within the fiction are constrained by the demands of historical accuracy while some other range of propositions are understood to be unconstrained.  For example, consider the genre of steampunk.  By convention, works of fiction within this genre are typically set within some fictional world where present-day technologies are re-imagined in steam powered versions.  For example, the novel The Difference Engine, by William Gibson and Bruce Sterling, explores a re-imagined Victorian England that has been transformed by the wide use of steam powered computers.  What I find interesting about these cases is that, despite the obvious departure from historical accuracy, there is still a sense in which such works are constrained by history.  Anachronistic technologies like mobile phones and computers may be allowed within the genre of steampunk provided that these technologies are re-imagined as operating through steam power.  However, if a character in the novel were described as wearing 21st century clothing without any explanation, that would be viewed as a failure to follow the constraints of the genre.  Finally, there are works that could be described as alternate histories, which, like the genre of steampunk, seem to accept a certain range of historically constrained propositions within their fictional worlds.  For instance, Quentin Tarantino’s film Inglourious Basterds (2009) is set during the Second World War; yet the story of the film, in which Adolph Hitler is assassinated by a team of Jewish-American guerrilla soldiers, is pure fiction.  Again, what is interesting about cases like Inglourious Basterds is that there is still some degree to which such works would be open to historical criticism despite the fictional nature of the story.  With Inglourious Basterds, the costumes, props and setting still aim for some historical accuracy.  If Tarantino’s actors had been communicating by the use of mobile phones, then such historical liberties would likely not be condoned.  So, the appeal to genre seems well positioned to deal with the first desiderata—to distinguish those cases of historical inaccuracies that bother us from those cases that do not.  

It seems clear that certain genres do exhibit constraints pertaining to the depiction of history.  What is unclear, however, is whether these constraints make evaluative or categorical demands.  If a particular work of fiction falls foul of the constraints of some genre, does this mean that the work is a poor example of the genre while still being a member of that genre, or does it mean that the work fails to be a member of that genre?  If the former is the case—if the historically inaccurate work is considered to be a member of some historically constrained genre, though a poor example of it—then the charge of historical inaccuracy seems to be the complaint that the work fails to adhere to the constraints of its genre.  But this seems to be a weak objection.  Consider a work like U-571.  When critics object that the film is historically inaccurate, they are not saying that U-571 is a poor example of a war film because it is historically inaccurate.  In fact, some might hold that U-571 is a good example of a war film despite its historical inaccuracies.
  Implied within the charge of historical inaccuracy, I have suggested earlier, is the supposition that history ought not to be so ill-treated—that U-571 has in some way treated the actual story of the first capture of an intact Enigma machine wrongly.  However, the interpretation that we are considering, namely that U-571 is a poor example of its genre, does not seem to capture this.  Rather, this interpretation seems to suggest that it is the genre that has not been done justice.  Peter Lamarque makes this point:  if the conventions of some genre raise certain expectations in their audiences, then it can be a source of disappointment when a work breaks these conventions; however, “the source of literary flaws in such cases is not so much falsehood per se but the flouting of genre conventions.”
  So, on this analysis, U-571 would be a poor work of fiction because it breaks the conventions of its genre, and not because it is historically inaccurate.  In that case, it appears that we do not have a problem with the historical inaccuracy per se, but rather we have a problem with it’s the failure to satisfy the conventions of its genre; which is a disappointing conclusion.  

Alternatively, if the latter is the case—if a work’s falling foul of the constraints of some genre means that it fails to be a member of that genre—then this seems to avoid any judgment of the work’s value entirely.  On this account, the complaint that some work is historically inaccurate, and therefore fails to be a member of some historically constrained genre, would say nothing about whether the work was any good or not.  In which case, it would appear erroneous to judge the work by the constraints of some genre when the work fails to be a member of that genre.  

Some works of fiction are described as falling within the genre of “historical fiction”.  But, given my analysis of the puzzle, the concept of historical fiction seems like an oxymoron.  If some work is a work of history (i.e. it is non-fiction), then it must be bound by truth in the actual world; and if some work is a work of fiction, then it can only be bound by truth in some fictional world.  But, how can one work be bound both by truth in the actual world as well as truth in some fictional world?  Even if we suppose that certain genres stipulate that some range of propositions within a work of fiction must be bound by the demands of historical accuracy, then if some work falls foul of the historical constraints of that genre, either the work merely flouts the constraints of its genre, or the work fails to be a member of that genre.  Additionally, it is not clear to me that works of fiction always squarely fall within one genre, or that we can always easily identify a work’s genre.  Some works may fall between genres, some works may be intended to stretch the requirements of their genre, and some may be the first instance of a new genre.
  If one were to complain that U-571 is a bad work of fiction because its genre demands certain historical constraints that the work fails to achieve, the obvious rejoinder by the defender of U-571 would be that U-571 falls into some other genre that is not constrained by the demands of historical accuracy.  So, while an appeal to genre might seem intuitively helpful for solving the puzzle of historical criticism, it is not clear that the concept of genre can do the job.  

IV.
Why an Appeal to Imaginative Resistance Won’t Help

Recent work on the notion of imaginative resistance would appear to be the most promising strategy to pursue in order to solve the puzzle of historical criticism, and given the failure of the appeal to genre, this might be the next obvious step.  The notion of “imaginative resistance” was developed to explain and justify why some audience members may resist engaging imaginatively with certain propositions in works of fiction.
  Using this notion, one might argue that historical criticism can be explained as a kind of imaginative resistance—that one could reject some proposition as being true in some fictional world, even though it is explicitly stated as being true within that fictional world, because imagining that proposition to be true is a source of imaginative resistance.  There are many different accounts of imaginative resistance on offer in the literature.  While I do not have the space here to comprehensively examine all of the available options, I hope to show that the idea of imaginative resistance will not help to solve the puzzle by first aligning the current proposals into two broadly defined camps, and then arguing that each of these broadly defined camps would be insufficient.  I should also state that I have no intention to evaluate whether any of the theories that I consider here adequately account for the phenomenon (if it is one) of imaginative resistance.  

The current proposals regarding imaginative resistance can be roughly divided into the following broad camps:  the conceptual inconceivability (CI) theorists hold that audience members resist imaginatively engaging with works of fiction containing conceptually inconceivable propositions;
 and the subjective inconsistency (SI) theorists hold that an audience member may resist imaginatively engaging with works of fiction that seem to assume, promote or profess values, beliefs or desires that are inconsistent with the audience member’s own values, beliefs or desires.
  I will begin by examining two versions of the CI theory—Kendall Walton’s and Kathleen Stock’s.  In Walton’s discussion of imaginative resistance, he asks us to imagine reading a work of fiction that contains the following sentence:  “In killing her baby, Giselda did the right thing; after all, it was a girl.”
  In Walton’s analysis, the novel seems to ask the reader not only to imagine a fictional world in which infanticide is a good thing if the infant is a girl, but the novel asks that the reader comes to appreciate that such an action within the world of the fiction would be the right action.  But, this seems impossible.  “Can an author simply stipulate in the text of a story what moral principles apply in the fictional world, just as she specifies what actions characters perform? … [Are] readers obliged to accept it as fictional that, in doing what [she] did, Giselda … behaved in morally proper ways?”
  On Walton’s view, we resist imaginatively engaging with works of fiction that ask us to adopt or sympathize with views of morality that we find contrary to our own because we find such moral views to be conceptually impossible to imagine. 

How could this be extended into a solution to the puzzle of historical criticism?  The suggestion would likely be that historically inaccurate works of fiction are the source of imaginative resistance because the reader finds it inconceivable to imagine historical events playing out in the ways that such works depict.  But this seems obviously false.  Whatever aesthetic disapproval we may have regarding historically inaccurate fictions, such disapproval cannot be explained as an instance of imaginative resistance because, for many of the historical inaccuracies that are a source of disappointment, the problem simply has nothing to do with their conceivability.  It is not inconceivable to imagine some fictional world in which historical events turned out in ways other than they actually did—e.g. it is not inconceivable to imagine a fictional world like that depicted in U-571, in which the Americans captured the first Enigma machine.  I can imagine what U-571 asks me to imagine, however the film still annoys me because I know it to be false.  

Kathleen Stock offers a more subtle and, in my view, more successful CI theory—one that I suspect may be the right account of some instances of what she calls “imaginative failure”.  Stock argues that, at least in some cases, we “contingently fail to understand” certain propositions.
  One contingently fails to understand a proposition if one cannot conceive of the surrounding context in which the proposition could be true.  So, in cases of propositions like, “In killing her baby, Giselda did the right thing; after all, it was a girl”, the problem is not that the proposition is conceptually impossible to imagine; but that the reader fails to imagine the surrounding context in which such a proposition could be true.  Given this analysis, I take her account to be another CI theory given that, on her account, certain propositions are conceptually inconceivable for a given subject due to that subject’s imaginative limitations. 

Perhaps one could attempt to apply Stock’s view to the puzzle of historical criticism and argue that historically inaccurate works of fiction like U-571 cause imaginative failure because one cannot imagine the wider context in which historical events could have played out as they are depicted in U-571.  However, this would not help.  Stock allows that one need not imagine everything that would be true in a world like U-571.  She allows that one can conceive of fictional worlds in which propositions like “Superman flies” are true provided that one can describe some other things that would be true in a world in which that proposition was true.
  If we accept this point, then we could say the same thing of U-571—it is possible to conceive of some other things that would be true in this world:  e.g. the United States entered the war in December of 1940, the American’s early success had been a stroke of good fortune that had alluded the British, Operation Primrose was the second successful capture of an intact Enigma machine.  While Stock’s account of imaginative resistance is an improved CI theory, CI theories of imaginative resistance will not help us to explain cases of the historical criticism of works like U-571 simply because the propositions that we are asked to imagine in films like this are not inconceivable. 

In my view, the SI theorists’ account of imaginative resistance poses to be a more promising solution to the puzzle of historical criticism than CI theories.  SI theories have the advantage in that they admit that there are certain cases where some proposition is conceivable, and yet imaginative resistance can still arise for those propositions.  As such, SI theories would entirely avoid the objections that I have raised against CI theories above.  However, I will argue that SI theories can be resisted as well.  For illustration, I will examine Tamar Gendler’s widely discussed view. 

On Gendler’s account, imaginative resistance does not arise from the conceptual inconceivability of what one is asked to imagine; rather imaginative resistance arises from an unwillingness on the part of the reader to imagine what has been put forth.  Works of fiction make claims about the way in which some fictional world is; however these claims are sometimes presented, and can sometimes be taken, as claims about the way that the actual world is or ought to be viewed.  Thinking of Walton’s example, if a work of fiction contains the sentence, “In killing her baby, Giselda did the right thing; after all, it was a girl,” then superficially the work is asking us to imagine a fictional world in which infanticide is thought to be a good thing if the infant is a girl.  Gendler argues that such a world is not inconceivable—one could imagine a fictional world in which the inhabitants of that world behaved in this way or believed this to be true.  On Gendler’s account, if a sentence like this is the source of imaginative resistance, then it is because the reader is unwilling to conceive of such a world.  Such unwillingness would typically arise when “the reader feels that she is being asked to export a way of looking at the actual world which she does not wish to add to her conceptual repertoire”.
  

In more detail, Gendler holds that certain propositions that are true within a fiction are not expressly stated, but are imported into the fictions.  When reading the stories of Sherlock Holmes, the reader is not explicitly told that Holmes has two kidneys.  Rather, the reader is expected to import such beliefs, and the authors of fictions rely on the assumed importation of such beliefs.  While the idea of “fictional import” may intuitively appear true, Gendler also holds the less intuitive belief that the reader of a fictional work may export certain beliefs.  Specifically, the reader may export from realistic fictions “fictional truths that [the reader takes] to be not merely truths in the story”.
  These may include propositions that the author has intentionally imported into the fictional world (e.g. one might come to learn that a particular style of dance was popular in 18th century London) or propositions that are uncovered during the course of reading the work (e.g. one might learn to see a moral situation in a new way).  Imaginative resistance arises, on Gendler’s view, when the reader has reason to believe that the storyteller intends for a particular proposition to be exported that the reader does not wish to believe.  If the reader of the novel has reason to believe that the author wishes the reader to export the belief that (e.g.) infanticide is a good thing if the infant is a girl, and the reader rejects this belief, then the reader will resist going along with what the author claims is true in the fictional world as well.  Gendler thinks that moral propositions in particular are likely to be the source of imaginative resistance when the reader is aware that the kind of moral proposition that one is asked to imagine as being true in the fictional world is also a moral proposition that is the source of debate and disagreement in the actual world.  

How would this account apply to cases of historical inaccuracy?  Perhaps historically inaccurate works of fiction may be a source of imaginative resistance when the work appears to ask us to export a way of thinking about historical events that we are unwilling to believe.  Certainly, historical propositions, like moral propositions, are sometimes within the realm of debate and disagreement.  The complaint against U-571 would be that the film appears to ask the viewer to export a way of thinking about the triumph of the capture of the first Enigma machine that the viewer is unwilling to consider.  So, historical inaccuracies in works of fiction may be a source of imaginative resistance because they appear to ask the audience member to think about the history of the actual world in a way that the audience member would reject. 

If this is an accurate account of how Gendler’s views on imaginative resistance might possibly solve the puzzle of historical criticism, then I have two objections.  My first objection is that there are many cases of historical criticism where there appears to be no intention or expectation that any historical claims are being offered for exportation.  The producers of U-571 explicitly profess that their film is a “parallel history”, and not intended to present any historical thesis—in fact, the film ends with a dedication to the British naval officers who captured the first Enigma machine.  This would seem to suggest that the filmmakers do not intend for any historical beliefs to be exported.  If there was some expectation of export, then I would likely be unwilling to go along with the fiction of U-571 as I would take that work to be suggesting for export a belief about the Battle of the Atlantic that I would wish not to embrace; but such unwillingness would only seem warranted if there was some expectation of export here.  Without this expectation of export, my unwillingness to go along with the fiction appears to be just my stubborn refusal to play the game of make-believe.  

My second objection regards the scope of Gendler’s theory.  Gendler’s account of imaginative resistance is limited to a descriptive claim about how particular cases of imaginative resistance might arise for a particular subject; but it would seem that historical criticism makes the prescriptive claim that certain propositions or states of affairs ought not to be imagined.  One point that we should notice about Gendler’s account is that it is inherently relativistic—imaginative resistance would only occur for a person who was unwilling to export the belief that p, which is purportedly being offered for exportation.  If p is a proposition (moral or otherwise) that I believe to be false, then I would likely experience imaginative resistance if I suspect that a work of fiction was designed to get me to export the belief that p.  However, there might be some individuals who are willing to export p, so those individuals would not experience the imaginative resistance that I experience when viewing the same work.
  Gendler is not making the prescriptive claim that certain ways of looking at the actual world ought to cause imaginative resistance—there is nothing inherently about the offending proposition on Gendler’s account that invites imaginative resistance independent of the way in which that proposition asks the reader to consider the actual world taken together with the way in which a reader might feel about being asked to consider the actual world in that way.  It would seem that the range of beliefs that an individual is willing or unwilling to export, and so the range of beliefs that are likely to cause imaginative resistance, would be in the eye of the beholder.  

As an account of imaginative resistance goes, I am willing to accept the relative and descriptive flavor of Gendler’s account.  However, I take it that the critic of U-571 does not take herself to be making the merely descriptive claim that U-571 is a bad film because it asks her to entertain a proposition that she is unwilling to entertain.  Rather, I take the critic to be making the stronger prescriptive claim that no one ought to entertain the propositions that are presented in U-571 regarding the capture of the first Enigma machine.  Let us consider another example.  At the time of its release, the Italian film Life is Beautiful (1997) was criticized for what some critics saw as its downplaying of the suffering endured during the Holocaust.  In the film, Guido, an Italian Jewish man, and his son are interned in a Nazi concentration camp.  Guido convinces his son that their internment is all a game at the end of which the son could win a tank; however to do so the son must never complain, never ask to go home and always stay out of sight of the guards.  Some critics of the film, like David Denby, argued that the suggestion that any child could have survived contentedly in a concentration camp for months undetected and ignorant of the suffering going on around them trivializes the Holocaust and may even be seen as perpetuating Holocaust denial.
  I take it that Denby does not take himself to be simply expressing his resistance to imaginatively conceiving of a fictional world in which the events depicted in Life is Beautiful are true.  Rather, Denby is arguing that others ought not to imagine the historical events that are depicted in Life is Beautiful.  This prescriptive component of historical criticism is, I think, central to such criticisms, and is also beyond the scope of the SI theorists view of imaginative resistance.  Remember, the SI theorist holds that a reader resist imaginatively engaging with works of fiction that seem to assume, promote or profess values, beliefs or desires that are inconsistent with the reader’s own values, beliefs or desires.  The SI account of imaginative resistance does not say what one ought to value, believe or desire; rather the SI account only offers a description of why imaginative resistance happens in those instances where it does.  Gendler’s account of imaginative resistance does not make the normative claim that one ought not to entertain certain propositions, and yet this seems to be exactly what historical criticism demands.
  

V.
Conclusion

The puzzle of historical criticism is simply the puzzle that historically inaccurate works of fiction intuitively appear to be flawed works of fiction, and yet, as works of fiction, they also intuitively appear to be free from the constraints of historical accuracy.  While a work’s being a work of fiction allows for certain propositions to be true in it that are false in the actual world, and I, the audience member, understand this to be the case, I still feel unwilling to let certain cases of historically inaccurate works of fiction off the hook.  U-571 bothers me.  I find it tragic and troubling that history can be so ill-treated simply for the sake of entertainment.  And yet I know that U-571 is at bottom a work of fiction.  Writing about the historical inaccuracies Gladiator, the historian Allen Ward writes that:
The artiste will say that concern with such [historical] details merely reflects the overly punctilious quibbles of pettifogging pedants who cannot appreciate the forest for the trees.  Certainly creative artists need to be granted some poetic license, but that should not be a permit for the wholesale disregard of facts in historical fiction and costume dramas.  In most cases, the easily determined factual details would not have made Gladiator less interesting or exciting, and the record of Commodus’ reign contains characters and events that could easily make what is now a good story even better history.

I understand, appreciate and agree with Ward’s sentiment.  History matters—and it is often entertaining enough.  I understand the desire for artistic license, but fear that it often goes too far.  But, still, how can artistic license “go too far” in a work of fiction?  

To recap, the puzzle of historical criticism is the result of a conflict between two seemingly acceptable, but incompatible, intuitions:  the intuition that historical inaccuracies in works of fiction diminish the value of some as works of fiction; and the intuition that, as works of fiction, such works should be free from the constraints of historical truth.  Beginning with the assumptions that a successful theory should be able to handle the problem of scope and also offer a unified account of historical criticism, I have argued here that the puzzle cannot be explained away by appealing to the constraints of genre, nor can it be understood as a source of imaginative resistance.  The puzzle will not go away so easily.  There must be some justification of historical criticism.  This is a puzzle that matters, and that deserves greater attention.
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