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On Mind-modelling and Authenticity
Peter Stockwell

This book should not exist. This book, here in my hand, it is a ghost. It should
not be here, in this universe. The Still, Small Voice of Trumpets, by Lloyd
Biggle, published in 1968, is a science fiction novel based on a 1961 short story
about agents of a galactic federation who work undercover with newly
discovered civilizations to bring them to a state of democracy and peace. It is an
old book, a bit creased and frayed, and it was given to me many years ago by my
friend Mary Ellen Ryder.

In August 2008, Mary Ellen came to stay with us for a few days while in
England. She arrived with two suitcases: one for the usual clothes and traveling
stuff, the other one full of books. These were mainly but not entirely science
fiction, ranging from mid-20th century to very recently published work. Mary
Ellen was an academic at Boise State University in the US, where she taught
psycholinguistics and stylistics. She was also a devoted SF fan, and wrote some
key work on the language of science fiction and fantasy. She stayed with us as a
stopover between visiting London and Edinburgh, which she pronounced in the
same way that all Americans can’t. Afternoons, she would lie front down on the
carpet in the living room, reading a book propped up in her hands. Evenings,
she would talk about books. Just before she left, saying thanks, she handed me
a book, adding that she thought I might find it interesting.

Writing and reading can’t really convey the long pause between that last
paragraph and the next, and my deep breath.

A few days later, Mary Ellen died in a wildfire that swept through
southeast Boise, Idaho. Fanned by winds and catching on the tinder dry
sagebrush and cheatgrass, the fire reduced dozens of houses and several acres
to knee-deep ash and charred wood. It was so intense it revealed long-hidden
ruts of the old Oregon trail wagon route. In newspaper images, the area was left
apocalyptic, with stumps of stone chimney breasts and twisted steel roof
supports buried in ash and debris. Mary Ellen was in her house, and was lost,
along with all her possessions and books. Apart from one copy of one book that
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she had given to me, and which had escaped the fire that would have destroyed
it.

So now, of course, that book, which I had not yet gotten round to reading,
took on a hugely important significance. What was it about it that was so
significant that Mary Ellen had thought to give it to me just at that moment? I
couldn’t answer that question for several years as I couldn’t bring myself to read
it. In the end, when I did, I looked for answers and significance in this ripping
yarn of secret anthropologists trying to turn an alien civilization to democracy
and liberty, largely through infusions of art, literature and music. The novel is
a good and entertaining read, but is otherwise undistinguished; however, the
circumstances of its arrival in my hands made it far more of a compelling read.
Was Mary Ellen trying to convey her progressive, idealistic outlook on the world
by sharing this tale that promotes art as the essential condition for civilization?
The novel clearly comes out of the same hopeful post-war US view of the
essential good of democracy, art and science that motivated the United Nations,
the Marshall Plan, and the Peace Corps — all before more cynical views recast
US influence as less benevolent. The novel arises from the same technological
idealism that was shared by a great body of early and mid-20th century science
fiction, where the later, more celebrated dystopias, apocalypses and warnings
remained minority works within a broad genre largely characterized by
technological utopia and scientific progressivism.

I realized that what I was doing around that time, in trying to second-
guess Mary Ellen’s intentions, was what I have generally called mind-
modelling: the natural human capacity for creating and developing a mental
model of other people and using that model as a means of interacting with and
forming evaluations of those people (Stockwell and Mahlberg; Stockwell). The
cognitive mechanism by which we ascribe a mind to a friend is the same one by
which we presume a mind for a fictional character, or a personification of an
animal, object or abstraction. Our basic human capacity that has — in its most
primitive mechanism — been called Theory of Mind is the natural and
irresistible skill we have in presuming that other people have consciousness like
we do (see Apperly). In this respect, we don’t model other minds from a blank
slate; we presume they are like us as a rich template, and this is then made even
richer by finding out about all the ways in which they are not like us but are
instead like them. In literary theory, the phenomenon has been termed mind-
reading (Zunshine) but I use it in a broader and richer sense for all mind-to-
mind relationships, whether literary or not, fictional or not, virtual or not, or
co-present or not, and whether the other mind is human or not. There is, of
course, a difference between real and imaginary people, but the main difference
is our ethical relationship with them, not a difference in cognition, empathy or
feeling. We can still feel for and be saddened by the “deaths” of Billy Pilgrim, or
Roy Batty, or HAL, even though we know they are not real.

With fictional characters, mind-modelling is created and refined
textually. In what Samuel Delany calls “mundane fiction” (340), the so-called
literary fiction that generally wins awards like the Nobel, Booker and Pulitzer
prizes, fictional characters in their settings might be regarded as close to actual
people in our world. The New York setting and several historical figures in Don
Delillo’s Underworld, for example, are joined by the fictional Nick Shay, his
friends, co-workers and girlfriends, but these ordinary people are relatively
familiar to mind-model. Adjusting your mind-modelling is a whole different
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order of the unfamiliar for the advanced consciousness named “Terminus” who
crosses universes in Stephen Baxter’s Creation Node, or the conscious ocean in
Stanislaw Lem’s Solaris, or the self-replicating software creatures in Greg
Egan’s Permutation City, the literal-minded double-voiced alien Ariekei in
China Miéville’s Embassytown, the hivemind Conjoiners in Alastair Reynolds’
Redemption Ark, or the distributed consciousness over many millions of
enslaved bodies of Anaander Mianaai, Lord of the Radch, in Ann Leckie’s
Ancillary Justice. The astonishing thing about our natural capacity for mind-
modelling, that we use every day to interact with everybody else, is that we can
also engage with strange minds like these with relative ease. In science fiction,
fantasy, and other non-mundane forms of fiction, we populate strange
characters, empathize with them in environments that we have never
experienced ourselves, monitor, react to and anticipate their thoughts, feelings
and actions all thanks to the clever textual manipulations of the style of these
literary works.

The thing with mind-modelling is that it relies on belief. In our everyday
lives, Theory of Mind is a presumption, a default leap of faith that other people
have a consciousness that is in a fundamental way like ours, a capacity that
develops fully through late childhood and adolescence. Mind-modelling is the
elaborated construct that depends on that initial presumption. It is a very
difficult presumption to set aside: presented with a name, we assume a life;
encountering a text, we imagine a conscious mind. Even when we find
accidental fragments of language discarded in the street, found poetry,
anonymous individual authors of texts like graffiti, collective authors such as
the writers of road signs, the artificial voice of the car satnav, it is very difficult
not to presuppose an organizing mind that caused these discourses to come into
being. It is this natural compulsion that is exploited to claim “artificial
intelligence” for the textual outputs of adaptive and predictive large-language
models: Al is neither intelligent nor conscious, but it is our intelligence and
consciousness that imbue its outputs with an imagined mind. Once thus
imbued, it is very difficult to shake off the sense that you are interacting with a
person of some sort, modelling their “mind” even as you absolutely know that
they do not in fact have one.

So-called “artificial intelligence” is an artifice of intelligence that
requires a willing ascription of belief (to mangle Coleridge’s aphorism about
imaginary fiction and poetry). The belief is crucial. Confronted with
fabrications, mediocrity, nonsense, “hallucinated” source material, and the lack
of embarrassment or shame when it is caught out inventing facts, the artifice of
Al becomes visible and at that point people tend to withdraw their sense of its
consciousness. I have tried this myself: presenting students with an Al-
generated poem, they initially think it is poetic, insightful, good. But when it is
revealed that there was no human creator, the students withdraw their approval
of the literary work. The object remains the same, of course, but its status in
their experience changes radically, without the ascription of a believable mind
behind it.

This is not a new skill learned with the rise of large-language model
prediction machines; we have been used to dealing with mistaken or revised
layered authorship ever since gossip and lies were features of human
communication. The text does not change after you find out more about the
political views of Orson Scott Card or J. K. Rowling, for example, but the minds
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that are modelled behind these texts have been altered by some readers whose
views do not align with the mind-model they previously held. The text remains
the same but the literary work alters (to adopt a distinction made by Ingarden
in 1937 between the objective text and the experiencing of the work). Readers
who have altered their mind-models of Card or Rowling can be seen re-
interpreting the worlds of Ender or Harry Potter for confirmations of their
authors’ now-perceived politics.

It seems that we set a great store by our sense of authenticity. In Philip
K. Dick’s alternate history The Man in the High Castle, the Japanese victors of
World War II enjoy collecting pre-war antiques like Mickey Mouse watches. The
government minister Mr Tagomi is presented with one as a valuable gift, though
in fact the watch is a fake, forged by Frank Frink. The actual components of the
watch are identical to an authentic 1930s piece, materially indistinguishable,
but an authentic watch has “historicity”, and this is purely a belief in its
provenance. Antiques are real and valuable because we believe they are
authentic. Minds are real and conscious only if we believe they are authentic.
Without that critical element of mind-modelling, they are worthless fakes.

When Alan Turing devised a thought-experiment to explore whether a
machine could be judged to be intelligent, the “imitation game” he imagined
was based on language and communication. Essentially, if a reader of a typed
piece of discourse was unable to tell whether the source of the text was a person
or a machine, then that was sufficient for the machine to be regarded as
possessing the ability to think. Appearing, ironically, in the journal Mind, this
party game has subsequently been regarded as the “Turing test” for the
threshold at which artificial intelligence might be set. However, in the imitation
game, the imitating is being done by us, not the machine. And we became adept
at this in particular from reading books, dressing up, playing games, and
meeting new people. We learn how to do mind-modelling, where the first step
is to impute a mind, but that imputation can be withdrawn as the true situation
emerges, and when it is withdrawn, when the belief in the modelled mind’s
authenticity collapses, then so does the imagined other intelligence.

I am a fan of science fiction, and I (literally) don’t mind that many SF
writers over the years have rather right-wing, authoritarian, or bigoted views
that don’t align with my own. I can still enjoy their work, though it takes a willful
disregard of my natural tendency to mind-model the authors. Perhaps the effort
invested in modelling all the minds of the characters is distraction enough for a
sort of escapism that lets me background the author. And of course,
authenticity is a tricky notion within the alternativity of much SF and fantasy.
Authenticity is not realism nor naturalism, but believability in the modelled
mind, I think. A sense of historicity recasts the perfect imitation as merely a
simulacrum of a mind.

I am also a stylistician, but I am capable of setting aside the sometimes
clunky writing in the genre to focus on the high concepts or the narrative drive.
Perhaps in this I am mind-modelling a different sort of reader in myself to pose
between my academic self-model and the one who simply enjoys SF.
Traditionally stylistics has focused very intensely on textual form rather than
readerly effect or authorial framing. The positioning of authenticity in a mind-
modelled readerly belief would be a challenge to that type of stylistics. However,
as stylisticians we now have a range of tools and approaches to be able to talk

10 Fafnir — Nordic Journal of Science Fiction and Fantasy Research



Peter Stockwell On Mind-modelling and Authenticity

about creativity, imagination, and readerly experiences, though always text-
driven, one tool of which is this approach to mind-modelling itself.

Literary authenticity, then, applies the same mind-modelling cognitive
capacity to authors and narrator/characters, though our ethical relationship
between these two levels is different. The actual death of a beloved author feels
like a loss to the world, whereas the death of a character has no such impact,
even if the empathetic response feels similar. Where the continuity of mind-
modelling has a complex effect, though, is in the interaction between the two
levels. I used to think that Offred was authentic, though of course not real. But
the more I modelled the authorial voice in The Handmaid’s Tale, the more 1
wondered whether Atwood’s intentions — in my mental model — were to cast
the character as being partly unreliable. That modelling of the author’s literary
intentions led me to seek out textual elements that might speak to Offred’s
unreliability or inauthenticity, perhaps in the same way as some readers’ re-
reading responses to Card or Rowling, as above.

While reading Lloyd Biggle’s The Still, Small Voice of Trumpets, and
wondering about its significance, I had realized that I was constantly mind-
modelling not Lloyd Biggle but my friend Mary Ellen — specifically her
motivation in recommending that book. But of course my model of her is always
tinged by my knowledge of what happened next to her. (Many artists in history
have been similarly framed by their tragic ends, with all their artistry falsely
presumed to be on a trajectory to their sad finality: Virginia Woolf, Ernest
Hemingway, and perhaps most of all Sylvia Plath have suffered from this
retroactive biographical literary criticism which, in my view, diminishes the
scope of their work and constrains their potential meanings). It is probable, I
think, that Mary Ellen simply recognized a ripping yarn and thought I would
like it. Maybe she was in fact mind-modelling me and picked out a book that
she thought I might be interested in. Maybe she was just trying to lighten the
load of the suitcase full of books.

People of Jewish ancestry often take comfort in the phrase May their
memory be a blessing: aside from the obvious theological consolation, the
sentiment reaches into the basic human capacity for mind-modelling. It applies
to that sense of feeling loss whether fictional or real, though, again, there is an
ethics of reality that makes that distinction important. Keeping someone in
mind keeps them alive, in a sense that is more than metaphorical. We can feel
this very directly in the genuine senses and feelings we experience even when
reading fictional characters, and we feel it even more personally with people we
have known in life. In thinking of all of this, I am reminded of all the people,
real and fictional, who I have ever modelled, who I keep with me, and for that
train of thought I am also grateful for Mary Ellen Ryder and the book she gave
me. Rest in mind.

Biography: Peter Stockwell is Professor of Literary Linguistics at the
University of Nottingham (UK), and a Fellow of the English Association. He
has published 25 books and over 100 articles in stylistics, sociolinguistics,
science fiction and applied linguistics, beginning with Impossibility Fiction
(1996) and The Poetics of Science Fiction (2000) and featuring most recently
The Language of Surrealism (2017) and the co-edited Reading Fictional
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