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ABSTRACT

Thispaperdiscussestherelationshipsbetweenfictionandworkinglivesbyexploringtherolesof
empathyandsustainabilityinhowpeoplereadandperceivefictioninrelationtotheirownprivate
andworkinglives.Thepaperproblematizessomenotionsmanifestingwithintheserelationshipsby
discussinghowideologyinfiltratesboththeunderstandingofconceptsthemselvesaswellashow
theyrelatetoeachother.Hence,ittherebydiscusseshowtheindividualexperienceoffictionhasan
effectonbehaviorbutisinfluencedbyideologicalbeliefsaboutsocietywhicharelargelyimplicit
tothereaderherself.Ittherebyexplainswhyfictiondoesnotalwaysenhanceempathy.Usingthe
distinction between aesthetic and ethical good, the paper elucidates how fiction may sustain an
ideologicalversionofempathy,andthussustainingcontemporarypracticesintheworkplaceandthe
economicsystem.Thepaperfinisheswithanexplorationofhowfictionmayenableareadertobecome
awareofideology,therebyopeningpossibilitiestoachievemoreviableformsofsocialsustainability.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Thereisincreasingevidencethatfictionexperiences,includingreadingbooks,watchingmoviesand
goingtothetheatre,mayhaverealeffectsonpeople’slives(Green&Brock,2000).Wedefinefiction
broadlyas‘somethingcreatedbythehumanmind’(Phillips,1995),andservestodifferentiatebetween
history(i.e.,thatwhathashappened)andfiction(i.e.,allthatmayhappen).Fictiondoesnotonlyoffer
theopportunitytoprovideentertainmentanddistractionfromdailylife,butalsohasthepotential
forevokinginspiration,imaginationandempathy(Bal&Veltkamp,2013).Forinstance,empirical
researchhasshownthatfictionreadingmayenhanceempathicskills(Kidd&Castano,2013)and
theoryofmind(Mar,2011).Recently,therehasbeensomefirsttheoreticalandempiricalworkon
howfictionreadingmayinfluencepeopleintheirworkbehaviors(Bal,Butterman,&Bakker,2011;
Brokerhof,Bal,Jansen,&Solinger,2018;Hakemulder,Fialho,&Bal,2016).Thisisanimportant
avenueforresearchonfiction,asnon-workexperiencesandactivitiesmayhaveprofoundeffectson
howpeoplefeel,thinkandbehaveatwork(Sonnentag,2003).

However,thereisstilllimitedunderstandingofhowfictionmayhaveaneffectonpeople’swork
behaviorsandhowfictionmayalterunderstandingsoftheworkplaceitself.Thisisimportantasfiction
anditsproposedeffectsonempathyhavethepossibilitytochangepeople’slives,whichisneeded
inthecontemporarytimes,whereworkplacesarebecomingincreasinglyunsustainableasaresult



International Journal of Public Sociology and Sociotherapy
Volume 1 • Issue 1 • January-June 2021

2

ofthecurrentdominanteconomicsystem,andthereforepostulatingthecrucialroleofnewideasto
organizeworkplacesandsociety(Bal,2017;Donaldson&Walsh,2015).Afundamentalissuehere
pertainstothedistinctionbetweenfictionandreality.Anexpectationthatfictioncouldaffectthe
wayinwhichpeopleperceivetheworkplaceandthemselvesinrelationtotheirwork,alsoimpliesan
assumptionthattheworldoffictionhasthepotentialtobetranslatedintotherealworld.Yet,atthe
sametime,thecurrentpaperbuildsontheworkofBruner(1986),inwhichthedistinctionsbetween
realityandfictionbecomeincreasinglyblurry.Inasociallyconstructedandpost-truthworld,itisno
longerstraightforwardtodistinguishbetweenwhathasbeenmadeupandconstitutesthefictional
aspectsofimagination,andwhatisrealand‘factual’.Forinstance,theimpactofclimatechangeon
everydaylifeisconstructedtobeacombinationofbothreal(e.g.,wildfires,droughts,andfloods)
andfictionalorimagined(theendofplanetearth)stories,therebymakingitincreasinglydifficult
toassessthetruenatureofthingsinlifeandsociety.Itisthereforeneededtocriticallyassesswhat
fictionreallyrepresentsinrelationtopeople’slives,andwhatroleitplaysinrelationtotheworkplace.

Thepaperpaysspecificallyattentiontotheroleofempathy,asempathyallowspeopletoconnect
theirownfeelingswithotherpeopleandtoestablishreal,meaningfulconnectionswithotherpeople
(Bal & Veltkamp, 2013; Davis, 1983). In this paper, empathy is defined as the intellectual and
cognitiveabilitiestorecognizeemotionsofotherpeople,andtorespondemotionallytoothers(Davis,
1983;Grandey,2000).Empathyisimportantinsocietyandtheworkplace,aswithinanysocietyand
workplace,itistherelationshipsbetweenpeoplethatmatterandformthefoundationofsociallife
andmorality(DeWaal,2009).Withoutempathy,peoplecannoteffectivelyfunctionwithinsociety
andformemotionalbondswithothers.Thequestiontherefore,is,howempathycanbenourishedin
workplaces,andinparticularwhetherfictionhasthepossibilitytoenhanceempathyintheworkplace
(Brokerhofetal.,2018).Thepaperfocusesinparticularontheroleofideologyinfictionandempathy,
andhowfictionmayhelpreaderstobecomeawareofandcritiquedominantideologiesandsystems
andtherebyovercomethelimitationsofideologicalempathy.

Todoso,thispaperisdividedintothreemainsections:first,themeaningoffictionisdiscussed
andhowfictionisrelatedtopeopleatwork.Second,fictionisdiscussedinrelationtoempathyin
theworkplace.Finally,theimplicationsofafiction-empathylinkfortheworkplacearediscussed.
Ascurrentlyeconomicsystemsincludingneoliberalcapitalism(Ayers&Saad-Filho,2014)havea
pervasiveimpactonhowworkplacepracticesmanifest,thereisaneedtocontructpositivealternatives.
Fictionmayprovideanimportanttoolforthesensemaking(Brokerhofetal.,2018)andimagination
(Black&Barnes,2015)ofanalternativeworkingenvironmentthatissustainableandbuiltupon
adignity-paradigm,whichpostulatesthecentralityoftheintrinsicworthofhumanbeingsandthe
planetinforminghowworkplacesareorganized(Bal,2017).

A Framework for Understanding Fiction in Contemporary Society
Twoelementsareimportantwhentheorizingontheroleoffictioninrelationtotheworkplace:the
experienceoffiction,andtheroleofempathyinexplainingtherelationshipsoffictionwithattitudes
andbehaviors.Wewillexplaineachoftheseinmoredetailandcriticallyanalyzedominantdiscourse
andliteraturearoundtheseconstructs.Specialattentionisdevotedtotheroleofideology,asitaffects
theconstructsandrelationshipsunderstudy,andmayalterunderstandingsoftheveryrelationships.

Duringrecentdecades,agrowinginterestinconceptualandempiricalresearchontheeffects
offictionexposurehaselucidatedsomeoftheprocessesthatleadfictionreadingtoaffectpeople
emotionallyandintheirbehaviors(Hakemulderetal.,2016;Kidd&Castano,2013).Forinstance,
researchhasshownthatfictionmayenhanceempathicskills(Kidd&Castano,2013),especially
whenpeoplearetransportedintoastory(Bal&Veltkamp,2013).Moreover,researchhasalsoshown
that fiction reading may (temporarily) alter perceptions of personality (Djikic et al., 2009), and
researchhasshownthatfictionmayenhanceunderstandingofhumannature,heightentolerancefor
ambiguity(Hakemulderetal.,2016),andrelatetobeliefsinajustworld(Appel,2008).Moreover,
fictionhasbeenusedtoexplainworkbehaviors(Baletal.,2011),andhasbeenusedinbusiness
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