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Chapter 27

Mental Calisthenics and Self-Reflexive Fiction

Joshua Landy
Works of fiction are wonderful at creating imaginary universes in which we immerse ourselves:
barely aware that our bodies are still stuck in (say) twenty-first-century America, with its codes
and its customs and its understandings of physics, we fling ourselves heart and soul into
nineteenth-century England, where young women can barely go on a date with a soldier without
causing a scandal; or into eighteenth-century France, where the slightest insult is going to lead to
a duel; not to mention into twenty-third-century Ceti Alpha VI, where travel by transporter beam
is an everyday occurrence. But not all novels and plays and films are content with leaving us
comfortably ensconced in the illusions they create. Some of them like to wake us up from time to
time, bringing to the forefront our dim residual awareness that what we are imagining is not real.
Maybe a narratorial voice reminds us that everything we have just read is made up. (“In
this book,” insists Marcel Proust’s narrator after three thousand pages’ worth of events, “there is
not a single incident which is not fictitious.”) Maybe the voice reminds us that we are reading a
work of fiction. (The very first words of Italo Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveler are
“You are about to begin reading Italo Calvino’s new novel, If on a winter’s night a traveler,” and

there’s plenty more where that came from.) Maybe it pushes things even further by claiming that
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we are not reading a work of fiction. (“It is quite obvious,” claims the pesky “author” in Denis
Diderot’s Jacques the Fatalist, “that I am not writing a novel.”) Or maybe it engages in full-
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throated arguments with “us”: “reader, you’re treating me like an automaton” (Diderot); “be
quiet and let me go on with my story” (Proust).

Then again, sometimes a character starts writing a book suspiciously similar to the one
we are reading, as in André Gide’s The Counterfeiters (whose protagonist Edouard is writing a
book called The Counterfeiters), André Gide’s Paludes (whose protagonist Tityre is writing a
book called Paludes), Charlie Kaufman’s Adaptation (whose protagonist “Charlie Kaufman”
ends up writing a screenplay about himself writing a screenplay), or Aldous Huxley’s Point
Counter Point (whose protagonist Philip Quarles is writing a book about an author writing a
book about, perhaps, an author writing a book). Or, more generally, a character takes on
characteristics suspiciously similar to those of the author, as when Vladimir Nabokov’s creepy
commentator Kinbote warns us “I may turn up yet, on another campus, as an old, happy, healthy,
heterosexual Russian, a writer in exile.”

Let’s not forget, either, all those characters who start complaining about their authors (as
Luigi Pirandello’s “Six Characters” famously do), complaining fo their authors (as Augusto does
in Miguel de Unamuno’s Mist), apologizing to their authors (as Gabriel does when he calls
Raymond Queneau’s Zazie in the Metro “the typewritten delirium of an idiotic novelist (oh!
sorry)”), begging their authors to stop (as Molly Bloom does in James Joyce’s Ulysses,
interrupting her monologue to plead “O Jamesy let me up out of this”), or even planning an
attack on them (as, in unrecountable ways, do various characters in Flann O’Brien’s A¢ Swim

Two Birds).
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And then, finally, there are characters who straightforwardly admit to being creatures of
fantasy, as when Samuel Beckett’s Hamm announces, in Endgame, “I’m warming up for my last
soliloquy”; when a fictional Goethe, in Milan Kundera’s Immortality, chides a fictional
Hemingway “you know perfectly well that at this moment we are but the frivolous fantasy of a
novelist”; when Eugéne lonesco’s King, in Exit the King, is told “you are going to die at the end
of the play”’; or when Raymond Queneau’s Queen, in Le Chiendent, admits to having stolen an
idea from this book, “the one we’re in now, which repeats everything we say as we say it and
which follows us and tells about us, a sure piece of blotting paper that’s been stuck on to our

”1

lives.”" Not to mention those who, like Irma in Jean Genet’s The Balcony, look us right in the
eye and, disconcertingly, address their words to us.

What are all these fictions, and the many others like them, up to? Why do their authors
not just leave us alone in our cozy cocoons of fantasy? What I’m going to suggest here is that at
least some of them have a very specific intention: namely, to give us the opportunity to flex a
vital mental muscle. By periodically interrupting the action to remind us that what we are seeing
is not real, they are deliberately giving us practice in stepping back from our own beliefs. In what
follows I’ll explain why this might seem like a valuable thing to be able to do; I’ll also explain
why recent developments in cognitive science appear to support the idea that it might be a
feasible and sensible ambition. In the end, I’ll be arguing that Diderot, Proust, and company were

on to something really important about what fiction can do for us, just as long as it’s a particular

kind of fiction, combining the right kind of form with the right kind of content.
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Let’s start with a powerful example from the world of film: Federico Fellini’s §%. Fellini’s
protagonist, Guido Anselmi, is a middle-aged filmmaker suffering from writer’s block, spiritual
emptiness, and crippling self-doubt. Critics call him a has-been and a failure; he himself worries
he will never create anything again; his female friends accuse him (not without reason, it should
be admitted) of being incapable of love; his life feels devoid of anything that would justify it, lift
it up above the merely physical, endow it with some kind of higher significance. What is more,
the sequence of events he has experienced fails to hang together, to produce anything remotely
resembling a story: his memories, as presented in the early scenes, constitute what his French
collaborator Daumier rightly calls a “series of completely gratuitous episodes” (fig. 27.1) and his
present-day exploits are little better. (These two problems may well be related, since—if Jean-
Paul Sartre is right—having a “fundamental project” gives every single event a coherent
meaning, whether as a step toward the goal, a setback, or a regrettable diversion. Without a

fundamental project, our experience shatters into a thousand senseless fragments.)

Fig. 27.1: “a series of completely gratuitous episodes.”

Over the course of two hours or so, the film presents us with a number of attempted remedies—

remedies via the body (pointless spa treatments), remedies via the heart (fruitless encounters with
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women), remedies via the soul (unhelpful interviews with members of the church)—each of
which comes to nothing. What finally changes everything for Guido is a simple realization: that
instead of shooting the absurd piece of science fiction he had initially planned, he should turn his
own life into a movie. Miraculously, all the discordant elements within him now begin to
harmonize (fig. 27.2). Saraghina, the symbol of physical love, trades places with Claudia, the
symbol of spiritual love (Saraghina now appears in white, Claudia’s trademark color; Claudia
now appears on the beach, formerly the domain of Saraghina), as though the division between
them no longer makes any sense.” And soon the other figures come to join them as, hand in hand,
father, mother, wife, lover, muse, friends, and everyone else of note begin to dance together in a

huge circle, in front of the abandoned set (fig. 27.4).

Fig. 27.2: Saraghina and the woman in white exchanging places



“Why piece together the tatters of your life, the vague memories, the faces, all the
people you never knew how to love?”” asks Daumier, in what he takes to be an unanswerable
rhetorical question. There is, however, an excellent answer available. For the very piecing-
together is what allows Guido for once to love all these people; not in the ordinary sense, to
be sure, but in the special sense of appreciating them for the place they have in the totality
that is his life, one which he now understands as having a certain aesthetic power to it. Is his
life a constant frenetic motion turning in circles? Yes; but from a strictly aesthetic standpoint,
that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Has his life contained its share of disenchantment, on the
way to this triumphant re-enchantment? Yes, but that only makes it a better story. The film
closes on the figure of young Guido, the black-clad schoolboy whose life was such misery,
now dressed in white and leading the band (fig. 27.3). Noise has given way to music, and

music is about to give way to a new, perfect silence.

Fg. 27.3: childhood transfigured.

Thanks to the magic of art, then, suffering has been transfigured into aesthetic bliss.
Guido’s painful mess of a life turns out to have a beautiful shape to it; and each of its
inhabitants turns out to have a necessary place within that shape, like tiles within a mosaic, or
daubs of paint on a canvas. It is not that all conflicts can actually be resolved; it is just that all
conflicts can be seen as vital contributors to a thing of beauty, and hence given a justification,

. . 3
and hence, in a special sense, redeemed.



Fig. 27.4: aesthetic redemption.

2.

It should, I hope, already be apparent that Fellini is playing a Gide-like trick in the closing
sequences, with his character on the verge of making a movie suspiciously similar to the one
we have been watching. But in fact Fellini has been playing analogous tricks throughout.
Although Guido is officially working on some kind of science-fiction picture, in which
survivors of a nuclear holocaust flee to another planet, what he has actually shared with
Daumier is the screenplay for a film about his own life. And so when Guido reviews the
screen tests of actors hoping to star in his movie (fig. 27.5), what we see are women playing
his wife and mistress, men playing cardinals, and boys playing Guido. Not an alien or

spaceman in sight.

Fig. 27.5: the screen tests.

This frequently puts us in a rather odd position, unable to decide whether a given

event depicted on screen is supposed to belong to Guido’s reality—what he is currently



seeing, remembering, experiencing—or to his script. Did he really just have a vision of a
woman in white, for example, or was he just inventing it for cinematic purposes? When we
first see this mysterious figure, we take her to be a hallucination that Guido is actually seeing
before him; a few short scenes later, however, we learn that she is merely (or also) a
character in the screenplay. “And the capricious appearances of the girl,” asks Daumier in his
notes to Guido (fig. 27.6), “what are they supposed to mean? An offer of purity? A tender

gesture to the hero? Of all the symbols that abound in your story, this one is the worst.”*

Fig. 27.6: “Of all the symbols that abound in your story, this one is the worst.”

And what about the scene involving Carla’s high fever? Carla has drunk too much of
the spa water, and Guido is not impressed (fig. 27.7a). “What do you expect?” retorts Carla.
“You leave me alone all the time.” Again, this seems for all the world to be something that is
actually happening to Guido. But when we come to see the screen tests (fig. 27.7b), we find
various actresses pronouncing a virtually identical line: “You know it’s dangerous to leave
me alone [e pericoloso lasciarmi sola].” Given that the screen tests have been prerecorded,
and that we are watching them a mere day after Carla’s high fever, we are once again in a
quandary: did we witness something “real”>—something actually present, right now within
Guido’s mind or world, like the spa and the sunglasses and Daumier—or something

invented?



Fig. 27. 7: “it’s dangerous to leave me alone.”

What, too, of the truly bizarre conversation between Guido and Carla in which she
asks him whether he could “choose one single thing, and ... make it the one thing that gives
your life meaning,” and he replies “No, the character I’'m thinking of couldn’t” [no, questo
tipo no, non e capace—literally, “no, not that guy, he couldn’t do it”’]? Has Guido himself
shrunk—in his own mind, if that makes sense—to the status of a fictional character?

In all three of the instances I’ve mentioned, an event or character suddenly loses its
status as something “real” in order to become something fictional. There are also, however,
occasions on which things move in the other direction, with figments of imagination oddly
making their way into reality (fig. 27.8). All Guido has to do, for example, is tell his sister-in-
law that he’s “putting everything in [his movie], even a sailor who does the soft-shoe,” and a
soft-shoeing sailor suddenly appears out of nowhere. And even after Guido is told that it
would be the height of absurdity to expect an audience with a cardinal in a spa, that

. . . . . . 6
impossible audience with a cardinal is exactly what we see on the screen before us.
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ig. 27.8:hesoft—shoeing sailor and the cinal in the pa.’.r
Over and over again, then, 8% reminds us that it is just a film. Over and over again,
we are forced to oscillate between engagement and detachment. Just when we become
absorbed in the story, we are reminded that it’s a fiction; just when we become used to
treating it as unreal, along comes something emotionally laden, and we return to caring

deeply about the characters. Everything we believe is subject to doubt—but everything we

doubt can, conversely, become something to believe.

3.

What does this formal feature have to do with the themes of chaos, conflict, and redemption
we started with? Many, I am sure, would be tempted to answer that question by invoking
some kind of message, some kind of deep Truth about the World, the point of all formal
features being (they assume) to mean something. This, however, would be a big mistake. It is
true that any number of film theorists have taken the idea for granted (I’ll come back to them
later), and that any number of critics—including their fictional brethren in 8%!"—have
followed suit, but truly astute fiction-makers have always understood that they have more
important things to do than say things (which they do, in any case, far less efficiently than
writers of nonfictions).® Instead, at their best, they do things; and what a self-reflexive fiction
like 8% does is to give us practice in believing what we don’t believe.’

We saw a moment ago that 8% forces us to shuttle continually from engagement to
detachment. One moment we are worried about Carla’s high fever; the next moment Carla is

just a character in a screenplay. One moment we are laughing at the pretentious device of a



woman in white; the next moment we see her again, and have our breath taken away (fig.
27.9). Now in sending us on this relentless rollercoaster ride, 8% gives us two hours’ worth
of practice at doubting what we believe, two hours’ worth of practice at believing what we

doubt—practice, in other words, in entertaining an illusion and knowing that it is not true.

v
A
Fig. 27.9: known illusions can retain their force.

Why is this so important? Because the kind of redemption Guido achieves—and the
kind of redemption available to us, too—depends to some degree on illusion. Guido’s mother
and father are dead, yet here they are alongside the living; Guido’s wife and mistress don’t
exactly get along, yet here they are dancing in a ring together. Human flourishing, as
Nietzsche understood so well, requires a certain degree of self-deception. At the same time,
only one kind of self-deception is dignified: the kind that knows itself for what it is. The
good life, for Fellini, is not pure escapism; if it were, then the science-fiction movie would be
just as satisfactory as the fictionalized story of a life. Rather, the good life is as much truth as
one can stand, coupled with the illusion one cannot do without, at the same time as an
awareness that the illusion is illusion."® And that is precisely where self-reflexive fictions

begin to do their work.
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There is, as far as [ know, no concrete evidence (as yet) that what [ have said so far is true.
As most cognitive scientists will tell you, their own field is in its infancy; in fact, one of the
most delightful features of talking to cognitive scientists is the number of times you will hear
a famous expert saying “I just don’t know.” (How often have you heard those four words
from a literary theorist?) And if cognitive science is in its infancy, cognitive literary criticism
is scarcely out of its swaddling clothes. We are sure, at this point, of almost nothing. Do the
ideas above hold water? To borrow the language of cognitive science, I just don’t know.
That said, I believe there are a number of findings that make my hypothesis at least
plausible, the most important of which is what is sometimes referred to as “informational

encapsulation.”"!

Many scientists now think of the brain as being organized into a set of
functionally specialized systems: a system for seeing, a system for hearing, a system for
memory encoding, and so on. This does not mean that each system is confined to a single
physical area within the brain; specialization is not the same as localization.'” It also does not
mean that the data are never combined—that the left hand is always in the dark about what
the right hand is doing—Ilet alone that there is no central controller.'” What it does mean,
however, is that the brain is capable of performing multiple tasks simultaneously.'* (The
brain, as some like to put it, is a massive parallel processor.)"> And what it also means, most

crucially for our purposes, is that the various systems do not always have to be in agreement,

or even in communication.'®

Fig. 27.10: the bent straw illusion.



Optical illusions are an excellent example of this. When a straight straw looks bent
once it’s placed in a glass of water (fig. 27.10), what’s happening is that two separate
systems are operating on the same sense data and delivering opposite verdicts. Perception is
telling you the straw is obviously crooked; inference is telling you it is still as straight as it
was when you put it in the glass. And neither side entirely carries the day. Perception doesn’t
entirely win, since you don’t act as though the straw is bent (by, say, going and getting
another straw); inference doesn’t entirely win either, since you can’t helping seeing the straw
as bent, no matter how certain you are that it is straight. (Telling yourself that something is
an optical illusion makes no difference to what you perceive. Try it!) At a higher level, it is
possible to inspect the deliverances of the two systems—to say to yourself “goodness, I see
the straw as bent but infer it to be straight”—but down in the trenches, the two systems are
operating completely autonomously.'’

What we know about informational encapsulation suggests three things that are
relevant for our purposes: first, it is entirely possible to hold two conflicting attitudes towards
a single state of affairs (the straw is bent, the straw is straight); second, it is entirely possible
to become aware of having those two attitudes (using, presumably, a third subsystem); and
such awareness, finally, need not affect our experience (even when we know that the straw is
straight, we still continue to see it as crooked).

This ability to entertain competing attitudes simultaneously comes on line remarkably
early in life. At the age of three or four, children hosting make-believe tea parties are easily
able to keep track of the fact that Susie’s cup already has tea in it, whereas Johnny’s cup does
not—even though, in reality, both cups are empty. (The children, in other words, are
simultaneously holding in their mind the proposition “Susie’s cup has tea in it” and the
proposition “Susie’s cup has no tea in it.”)'® It does not take long, either, for the

demarcations to be come even more sophisticated. In an ingenious experiment designed by



Deena Skolnick and Paul Bloom, children aged four to six were just as good at adults in
answering the question “Does Batman think that Spongebob is real?”'” (Similarly, and
equally surprisingly, Marjorie Taylor found that children with imaginary friends tended to be
perfectly aware that the latter did not exist.)*® Most significantly for our purposes, children
playing make-believe are perfectly capable of renegotiating the rules mid-game (“now you re
the crocodile”), a fact that surely suggests some kind of double consciousness on their part.
All of this is not to say, of course, that children make no mistakes; they do better, however,

than we often suspect.

5.

The relative autonomy of mental systems—our capacity to compartmentalize, to “quarantine”
beliefs from one another’'—explains, then, how it is possible to maintain conflicting attitudes
at the same time. In itself, however, that does not explain why it might be desirable. This is
where the work of Shelley Taylor comes in. Taylor, a psychologist at UCLA, discovered that
overly optimistic views of our qualities, circumstances, and prospects actually promote
mental health.”” It is of course possible to go too far—acting on the belief that one is
impenetrable to bullets is probably not the best idea, for example, when entering battle—but
within certain limits, we are just going to be happier if we get it a little bit wrong about how
smart we are, how much people like us, and how bright our future is going to be. Researchers
have also discovered a correlation between athletic success and propensity for self-
deception.”® Correlation is not causation, but is it not at least possible that William James was
right in thinking that the only way to leap across an abyss is to fool ourselves into thinking
that there is absolutely no chance of falling?**

Perhaps the strongest single piece of evidence, however, is the “mirror box,” that

wonderful invention designed to provide relief to amputees suffering from phantom pain. A



patient who has lost an arm, for example, can place the other arm next to the mirror, giving
herself the illusion of still having both; somehow, miraculously, the phantom pain dissipates.
From which we can learn, again, two important things. First, illusions can be highly
beneficial; second, and counterintuitively, they can continue to be beneficial even after we
know them to be illusions. The parallel layering of mental activity not only makes genuine
self-deception possible (whatever people like Sartre may have said) but also makes conscious
self-deception possible. And the nature of human existence makes both kinds of self-

deception desirable, at least under certain conditions.

6.

Do self-reflexive fictions actually have anything to do with all this, however? As I
acknowledged earlier, we don’t yet know for sure. But what we do know is that, in a general
sense, people get better at what they practice (thanks to the strengthening of neural pathways
and more efficient organization of strategies); this can be true, what is more, even when the
practice takes place in their imagination. Flight simulators are excellent training for handling
real-life aeroplanes, and video games are sometimes made use of by the military: skills are
often “transferable” from imaginary to actual contexts.”” There is even an example that
comes very close indeed to what I take Fellini to have in mind. That example is lucid
dreaming.

As its name suggests, a lucid dream is one in which the dreamer knows she is asleep,
an awareness that is sometimes accompanied by a degree of control over what she
experiences. However strange it may sound to non-lucid dreamers, the phenomenon is a real
one, as a growing body of research has established. In one series of studies, for example,
subjects agreed in advance to count, draw, or make a fist in their dream; later, with the

subjects in REM sleep, researchers detected increased activity in the relevant brain areas



and/or parts of the body.*® Another study found differences in brain activity—in particular,
an increase in beta-1 activity in the parietal areas—between lucid and non-lucid dreamers.>’
So here we have another situation, confirmed by experiment, in which (as counterintuitive as
it may appear) our senses are deceiving us, and we know they are deceiving us, yet we
continue to let them do so.

Now the fascinating thing is that it is actually possible to cultivate this capacity.
There are certain techniques we can use, in other words, to make it more likely that we will
develop a degree of awareness and control over our dreams, including—most crucially for
our purposes—the practice of asking ourselves repeatedly during the day whether we are
awake or asleep.”® What this means is that we can train ourselves to enter one state of divided
consciousness by deliberately entering another state of divided consciousness; being
reminded that everything we are experiencing might be an illusion can carry over into other
activities, presumably because different states of divided consciousness work more or less
the same way. And this in turn means that engagement with self-reflexive fictions could well

strengthen our ability to sustain all those illusions that are so favorable to our flourishing.
7.

It might still, of course, be objected that even if such strengthening is feasible, and even if it
is desirable, 1 still haven’t shown that it is /ikely. After all, isn’t it the case that for any formal
feature one can mention, there are a variety of effects it can generate, depending on the
context?” A long, tender, ornate speech between lovers might be designed to produce tears,
or it might be designed to produce laughter; free indirect discourse can be employed to offer
the vision of a world with weaker ego-boundaries (Woolf), but it can also be employed to
skewer characters more cruelly (Flaubert).”® Why assume that Fellini’s self-reflexivity will

be put, so to speak, to good use?



It has to be admitted that there is no guarantee of the intended uptake. (That, of course,
is the fate of every aesthetic object.) But again, artists can at least increase the chances of the
desired result taking place. And they do so by means of priming. What any number of
psychological researchers have discovered is that an initial stimulus makes us more sensitive
to related stimuli; certain concepts, thoughts, and attitudes become more salient, more
accessible, more likely to affect our judgment and action. If, for example, we are hungry (or
have just been shown the word “food”), we will be more likely to read the letter sequence
SO _P as “soup”; if, on the other hand, we are in need of a shower (or have just been shown

3! That, I think, is precisely how

the word “wash”), we will be more likely to see it as “soap.
content works in cases like Fellini’s 8%. In itself, the formal device of self-reflexivity tells us
nothing about what it wants us to do with it. But when it is coupled with a plot involving the
necessity of life-affirming illusions, everything changes. We have a hard time, I think, not
connecting the two—not thinking that the happy ending and the repeated breaking of the
fourth wall are intimately linked. The content of a literary work primes us, I am claiming, for
a particular way of taking up its form.

We are left, then, with the following overall picture, consistent with many results
from the world of cognitive science. The content of §% serves as priming, making thoughts
of necessary illusions more accessible and salient to us; this in turn leads us to understand the
form—the self-reflexivity—as an opportunity to hone our capacity for conscious self-
deception; conscious self-deception is possible because of the modular structure of the mind,
involving a number of mutually encapsulated systems; conscious self-deception is desirable

because illusions are sometimes good for us; and fictions can be a venue for its training

because we get better at what we practice, even when the practice is only in our head.



This still leaves room, of course, for self-reflexive fictions to have other plausible ambitions,
primed by different kinds of content.’* All that Verfremdung in Brecht, for example, is
almost certainly designed to make it easier for us to detach ourselves from our rash
assumptions, easier to turn the bright light of critical thought onto what we had previously
taken as “natural” and immutable.’® All that metaleptic craziness in Unamuno’s Mist,
similarly, may be part of what the prologue-writer calls “Don Miguel [Unamuno]’s campaign
against public gullibility” (assuming, of course, that this prologue-writer is to be trusted).
And again along similar lines, Queneau’s Chiendent may perhaps aim to strengthen our
capacity for putting everything in doubt—even what we currently take to be true—as a spur
to ever deeper philosophizing. (That, more or less, is Friedrich Schlegel’s theory of Romantic
irony.)** In each of these cases, reflexivity still has the function of fine-tuning our capacity to
hold two attitudes at once; here, however, the ultimate goal is not to maintain our beneficial
illusions but rather to loosen their grip of their malevolent cousins, to make sure those ones
are never completely in control.

Or again, the divided state that self-reflexivity cultivates may provide a vital
protective shield against crippling internal division: when one finds oneself holding two
contradictory beliefs—or indeed feeling two contradictory feelings—and when it is simply
not possible to jettison one of them, the only solution may be to step back from both,
identifying oneself with the system that inspects them as though from without. (I take this to
be Diderot’s ambition in Jacques le Fataliste.)’> And then, finally, there are fictions (like
Coetzee’s Diary of a Bad Year, perhaps) whose self-reflexivity is a way of entitling

themselves to a little heartfelt emotion in a world saturated with cynicism, and others (like



Gide’s Counterfeiters, perhaps) whose self-reflexivity simply serves a way to explore the
resources of the medium.

Still, Fellini was not alone in wanting to put reflexivity in the service of conscious
self-deception. Stéphane Mallarmé, Paul Valéry, Auguste Villiers de I’Isle-Adam, Marcel
Proust, and Luigi Pirandello had preceded him; Woody Allen and Milan Kundera would
follow him.*® There is, after all, no substitute for the maintenance of necessary illusions, and

no substitute for self-reflexive fictions as a venue for their training.

9.

In a way, of course, a/l fictions put us in a divided state of mind. (Readers may wish to
consider the contributions of Elaine Auyoung and William Flesch, chapters 28 and 18 in this
volume.) There is always a part of us lurking around to register that what we are reading or
watching is not real: as Kendall Walton so memorably pointed out, horror movies cause our
pulses to race and our hearts to pound ... but not our legs to carry us out of the theater, or our
fingers to dial our friends to warn them of the impending danger.’” What is more, while we
generally root for the protagonist, we also rather like the idea of him or her getting into
trouble (no trouble, no plot!).*® Finally, our empathetic suffering for Clarissa Dalloway finds
itself strangely tempered by our enjoyment of the artistry with which her travails are crafted
and rendered by Virginia Woolf. So we believe and do not believe, at once; we want and do
not want, at once; we feel and do not feel, at once. This is a truly extraordinary triple fact
about the experience of (interesting) fiction, one that lies at the heart of its peculiar power.”
What self-reflexive fictions do is to ratchet up, and make blatant, that generalized
double-consciousness.* In the standard case, our sense of the work’s fictionality is a

background awareness, the kind of awareness we have, while driving, of the steady hum of

the engine. With Fellini, by contrast, we are forced to place it at the center of our conscious



attention, while also being invited to maintain somehow the referential illusion, to continue
the make-believe game, to keep playing along. By gradually increasing the size of the
cognitive weights we have to lift—by putting additional pressure on our simultaneous ability
to have and to stand back from a given mental attitude, whether belief, desire, or feeling—
reflexive fictions like Fellini’s give an intensive workout to our capacity for simultaneous
trust and distrust, readying us for the difficult business of life.*' Yes, that difficult business
often involves knowing the truth. But at times it requires us to be ignorant or even frankly
mistaken. And when that happens, it is generally better for us to maintain an awareness of

what is going on. And for that I think it helps if we have watched a little Fellini.
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to denounce Catholicism, you need less nostalgia and more logic!”)
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asks another. “He is lost. He has nothing to say!” laughs a third, in English. The more
astute Daumier, by contrast, realizes that an author’s intention can be (among other
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¥ See Joshua Landy, How to Do Things with Fictions (New York: Oxford, 2012), chapter 1.
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Hopkins University Press, 2010), 86—89.
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