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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.

KEyWoRDS
Empathy, Fiction, Ideology, Social Sustainability

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
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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



 

 

9 more pages are available in the full version of this

document, which may be purchased using the "Add to Cart"

button on the publisher's webpage: www.igi-

global.com/article/how-does-fiction-inform-working-

lives/269513

Related Content

An Investigation Into the Growth and Internationalization Potential of

Namibian Wine
Wilfred Amazing Isak April, Leo Paul Danaand Daniel Ileni Itenge (2023). Context,

Policy, and Practices in Indigenous and Cultural Entrepreneurship (pp. 47-72).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/an-investigation-into-the-growth-and-internationalization-

potential-of-namibian-wine/322941

Health Institution Governance: An Imperative to Enhance Public Health

Services
Neeta Baporikar (2021). International Journal of Political Activism and Engagement

(pp. 1-19).

www.irma-international.org/article/health-institution-governance/298599

Analysis of Poster Designs of Turkish TV Series on Ottoman History:

Resurrection Ertugrul and Magnificent Century Examples
Bahar Soukkuyu (2021). Handbook of Research on Contemporary Approaches to

Orientalism in Media and Beyond (pp. 888-903).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/analysis-of-poster-designs-of-turkish-tv-series-on-ottoman-

history/275993

Kaitiakitanga: Notions of Indigenous Active Care and Guardianship
Nadia Minee Sadler-Howe (2019). Handbook of Research on Indigenous Knowledge

and Bi-Culturalism in a Global Context (pp. 330-344).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/kaitiakitanga/221466

Project-Based Learning for Students With Intellectual Disabilities
Vardan Mkrttchian (2022). Research Anthology on Physical and Intellectual

Disabilities in an Inclusive Society (pp. 414-434).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/project-based-learning-for-students-with-intellectual-

disabilities/289070

http://www.igi-global.com/article/how-does-fiction-inform-working-lives/269513
http://www.igi-global.com/article/how-does-fiction-inform-working-lives/269513
http://www.igi-global.com/article/how-does-fiction-inform-working-lives/269513
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/an-investigation-into-the-growth-and-internationalization-potential-of-namibian-wine/322941
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/an-investigation-into-the-growth-and-internationalization-potential-of-namibian-wine/322941
http://www.irma-international.org/article/health-institution-governance/298599
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/analysis-of-poster-designs-of-turkish-tv-series-on-ottoman-history/275993
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/analysis-of-poster-designs-of-turkish-tv-series-on-ottoman-history/275993
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/kaitiakitanga/221466
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/project-based-learning-for-students-with-intellectual-disabilities/289070
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/project-based-learning-for-students-with-intellectual-disabilities/289070

