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Interdisciplinary and Contextual Analysis 
 
 
Outline of the Symposium: 
 
Pretending, fabricating and confabulating are all instances of 'making things up'. Pretending is 
characterized as behaving so as to make it appear that something is the case when in fact it is 
not; it is making things up in fiction, often for the purposes of play. Fabricating is characterized 
as inventing or constructing facts or stories often for the purposes of deception (including self-
deception). Confabulating is characterized also as making things up; the term functions mainly 
in the clinical context where it relates to fabricating stories and imaginary experiences as a 
compensation for loss of memory.  
 
This symposium will focus on elucidating the various environments in which these forms of 
'making things up' occur, in order to bring out their similarities and differences in a 
philosophical analysis and in a variety of psychological settings: developmental, experimental 
and pathological ones. It will include an analysis of different contexts for pretending, 
fabricating and confabulating, from making things up in everyday playful interactions, where 
fabricating is partly conscious and controlled, to unconscious fabricating in the response bias 
found in experimental settings, or uncontrolled confabulating in Korsakoff's syndrome. The 
questions of what is being made up, why, and how, will be targeted in more depth, including a 
discussion of the role of scripts, representations, simulation, mentalization embodiment and 
narrative practices in the explanation of these phenomena. Our individual topics include an 
analysis of pretend engagements with a focus on the role of narrative practices (topic 1), 
fabricating and recreating scripts and event schemas in children's pretend play (topic 2), 
comparison of everyday confabulating to clinical confabulating (as seen in Korsakoff's 
syndrome) in the process of self-representation (topic 3), simulating and fabricating in the 
process of understanding other minds (topic 4) and the role of fabricating in the unconscious 
response bias found in some experimental settings (topic 5). 
 
This symposium thereby brings together a variety of philosophical perspectives and 
psychological approaches to understanding the conceptual background of making things up, in 
the context of developmental, experimental and clinical findings. We aim to show in practice 
how philosophical theories and psychological studies can be brought together to enrich our 
understanding of the complex nature of pretending, fabricating, and confabulating. 
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Abstracts 
 
 
1. The performative nature of pretend play: role of narrative practices 
 
Engagement in pretense is highly expressive: rather than being ‘inside one’s head’, it mainly 
involves manipulations of objects in the world and exploring new possibilities (affordances) 
for engagements with others (Rucińska, 2017). In this talk I aim to explore the performative 
nature of pretense within the enactivist framework. Performative aspect of pretense involves 
exploring possibilities for engagements with others through embodied routines in which there 
is negotiation of norms and rules of accepted behavior. I will specifically focus on the role of 
narrative practices and linguistic affordances in the development of such pretend engagements. 
While confabulating and fabricating is clearly dependent on skillful manipulation of language, 
pretending is developmentally prior and does not necessarily require complex language use. 
Yet, pretenders often enact experienced routines, which, when enhanced by storytelling 
practices, motivate new forms of play. Narratives, insofar as they portray unusual or alternative 
behaviors, can expand on accepted stereotypes and allow understanding others who are very 
different from us. Studies on children’s pretend play revealed play context to be seen as a safe 
space where a child can explore the boundaries of appropriate behaviors and negotiate 
acceptable behaviors (Myers, Jr., 2002). Thus, my proposal is that normativity found in 
pretense games is learned through pretend play engagements that require special types of social 
interactions mediated by narrative practices.  
 
Importantly, engagement in narrative practices does not assume prior mastery of storytelling; 
as proposed by Bruner (1990), “narrative structure is even inherent in the praxis of social 
interaction before it achieves linguistic expression” (p. 77). In this talk, I will discuss the mutual 
shaping of narrating and pretending in more detail. According to Gallagher & Hutto (in press), 
narratives derive their structure from action; "in early pretend play, the language that goes 
along with the play process is not narrative itself, but is performative vocalization". The 
concept of linguistic affordances, or affordances that unfold in experience in a narrative-
friendly structure (beginning-development-culmination-end), can shed further light on how 
engagements in pretend games develop our narrative capacities. The performative nature of 
pretend play could count as the basis for fabricating and confabulating capacities developed 
later on.  
 
References: 
 
Bruner, J. S. (1990). Acts of Meaning. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  
 
Gallagher, S. and Hutto, D. (in press).  Narrative in embodied therapeutic practice: Getting the 
story straight.  In H. Payne, J. Tantia, S. Koch, and T. Fuchs (eds.), Embodied Perspectives in 
Psychotherapy.  London: Routledge.  
	
Myers Jr., O. E. (2002). Young children’s animal-role pretend play. In R. W. Mitchell (Ed.), 
Pretending and Imagination in Animals and Children, 154-166. Cambridge University Press.  
 
Rucińska, Z. (2017). The Role of Affordances in Pretend Play. In C. Durt, T. Fuchs, & C. 
Tewes (Eds.), Embodiment, Enaction, and Culture: Investigating the Constitution of the 
Shared World (pp. 257-277). MIT Press.  
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2. Fabricating and recreating in children's pretense - the case of Event Schemas 
 
Pretend play is commonly described as requiring imagination and free associations - as an 
activity through which children practice their creative abilities, make things up or generate new 
ideas (Picciuto & Carruthers, 2014). On the other hand, those who follow Vygotsky’s (1978) 
account of pretense will rather say that it is primarily a form of externalization of a child’s 
previous experiences, and it is more a product of their memory than of their creative 
imagination (Nelson, 2007). According to Vygotsky, "Play is more nearly recollection of 
something that has actually happened than imagination. It is more memory in action than a 
novel imaginary situation" (1978, p. 103). Indeed, it can be observed that during the pretense 
episodes, children - especially those aged 2-4 years - are mostly acting out what they are already 
familiar with (Bretherton, 1989), like 'feeding' a teddy bear, playing a 'doctor and patient' game, 
or acting as a superhero or a sorceress (behaviours learnt through everyday interaction, seen on 
TV or computer games, or read in books). In other words, when pretending, children rely 
heavily on their knowledge about certain concrete events (event knowledge) and they are 
recreating their mental scripts (or schemes) of such events (Nelson, 1986). Following this line 
of thinking, pretending seems to involve more of recreation of scripts and imitation than 
creativity or making things up.  
 
In our presentation, we will consider the questions: Can pretending understood as imitation and 
script-following have possible vents for creative imagination? What - if anything at all - might 
be thought up or fabricated in pretense? One suggestion we will explore is that creativity is to 
be found in 'slots', or structures in children’s scripts which can be spontaneously supplemented 
with all the items that fit into a certain category, named as 'slot-fillers' (Nelson, 1986, 2007). 
For example, in the script of "shopping in a store", all the possible products that might be 
bought in a shop are 'slot-fillers', which means that children may generate a lot of ideas of what 
to 'buy' in their make-belief shop. Actually, they may be generating new ideas every time there 
is a slot in a script (e.g., thinking up possibilities for what one can cook in a 'dinner' script). 
The aim of our presentation will be to investigate pretense scripts and forms of play in search 
for eventual vents for children’s developing creative abilities.  
 
References: 
 
Bretherton, I. (1989). Pretense: The form and function of make-believe play. Developmental 
Review, 9, 383-401. 
 
Nelson, K. (2007). Young Minds in Social Worlds. Experience, Meaning, and Memory. 
Cambridge, MA, London: Harvard University Press. 
 
Nelson, K. (1986). Event knowledge: Structure and function in development. Hillsdale, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum. 
 
Picciuto, E., Carruthers P. (2014). The Origins of Creativity. In: E. Paul and S. Kaufman (eds.), 
The Philosophy of Creativity: New Essays (199-223), Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Vygotsky, L. (1978). The Role of Play in Development (pp. 92-104). In Mind in Society. 
(Trans. M. Cole). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
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3. Clinical confabulating in Korsakoff’s Syndrome and non-clinical confabulating in the 
case of self-representing 
 
According to contemporary models of memory, the function of memory to self-represent is 
more about construction of the self than retrieving own experiences or life events (Dennett, 
1991; Schacter, 2012). There are reasons to seriously take into consideration a hypothesis that 
healthy people tend to confabulate about themselves in their daily lives (Dennett, 1991; 
Schacter, 2001; Hirstein, 2005). Clinical confabulations, however, appear when a self-
representational function does not work properly. This is the case of amnestic patients with 
Korsakoff’s Syndrome (APA, 2015). A hypothesis that clinical confabulating in such patients 
can be understood as a case of self-representing will be checked by applying a coherence-based 
model of representational system (Bielecka, 2016; Bielecka & Marcinów, 2017). It will be 
further investigated if clinical confabulation in such patients can bring new insights to thinking 
about self-representing in daily confabulating of healthy people.  
 
References: 
 
American Psychiatric Association. DSM-5 Task Force. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical 
manual of mental disorders: DSM-5. (5th ed.). Washington D.C.: American Psychiatric 
Association. 
 
Bielecka, K. (2016). The meaning of the notion of misrepresentation in theories of mental 
representation. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Warsaw, Warsaw, Poland. 
 
Bielecka K., Marcinów, M. (2017). Mental Misrepresentation in Non-human 
Psychopathology. Biosemiotics 10 (2), 195-210. 
 
Dennett, D. (1991). Consciousness Explained. New York: Back Bay Books / Little Brown and 
Company. 
 
Hirstein, W. (2005). Brain fiction: self-deception and the riddle of confabulation. Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press. 
 
Schacter, D. (2001). The sevens sins of memory. How the Mind Forgets and Remembers. 
Houghton Mifflin. 
 
Schacter, D. (2012). Constructive memory: past and future. Dialogues in Clinical 
Neuroscience, 2012; 14 (1), 7-18. 
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4. What enables me to understand you? Pretense in the process of understanding others 
 
One of the aspects of our social life is an attempt to understand others. We try to perceive and 
analyze others' intentions, beliefs and desires. We listen to their stories and interpret their 
actions. But how is it possible to imagine ‘what is it like to be another person'? Do we ‘put 
ourselves in someone else's shoes' by pretending to be someone else? If yes, how much of this 
capacity is based on recognizing the mental states of the other, and how much on fabrication 
of their mental states?   
 
In my presentation I will try to analyze the ability of taking another's perspective and 
understanding others' experiences by investigating if these abilities rely on pretending to take 
on others' experiences. For this purpose, I will introduce two theories: Goldman’s simulation 
theory (2006) and the mentalization theory proposed by Fonagy and Lyuten (2009). Using 
Goldman’s theory, I will focus on the attribution of mental states through two kinds of 
processes: low-level (automatic, unconscious) and high-level (imaginative, conscious). I will 
enrich this approach with Newen’s person model theory (2015) and describe conditions, which 
enable understanding others by simulation. When presenting Fonagy’s and Luyten’s theory, I 
will analyze four dimensions on which mentalization in characterized (automatic/controlled, 
cognitive/affective, internal/external-based, and self/other-focused). I will focus on the self/ 
other dimension and indicate the importance of the ability for differentiating between our 
mental states and those of others in the mentalizing process. As menalization theory is also 
applied to explain personality disorders (especially borderline personality disorder), I will 
describe how impairments in this ability influence the capacity of perspective taking and 
imagining others' experiences. In conclusion, I will try to determine how understanding others 
and pretending to engage in others’ experiences are related. My hypothesis is that the process 
of understanding others is partially based on pretending to be another, which requires an ability 
to simulate mental states as well as to differentiate between the mental states of the self and the 
other. 
	
References:	
	
Fonagy, P., & Luyten, P. (2009). A developmental, mentalization-based approach to the 
understanding and treatment of borderline personality disorder. Development and 
psychopathology, 21(4), 1355-1381. 
 
Goldman, A. (2006). Simulating Minds: The Philosophy, Psychology, and Neuroscience of 
Mindreading (Philosophy of Mind). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Newen, A. (2015). Understanding Others: The Person Model Theory. In T. Metzinger & J. M. 
Windt (Eds.), Open MIND: 26(T). Frankfurt am Main: MIND Group. 
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5. Overly confirmatory research strategies and response bias in embodied cognition 
 
In experimental studies, participants may unconsciously bias their responses to fulfill task 
demands or experimenter's expectations. These fabricated descriptions of one's experiences 
threaten the validity of the study and, if unnoticed, may accelerate or inhibit the development 
of a scientific theory. We may point to action-specific account of perception as an example. 
According to this theory, visual perception is scaled adequately to an agent’s capacity to act. 
This account is potentially revolutionary for our understanding of perception and cognition: it 
predicts that perceived size of and distance to various objects in the world should dynamically 
change in concurrence with changes in one’s physical and bio-energetic states, body schema 
(e.g., due to the tool use) and performance abilities. A plethora of recent studies harnessing 
various experimental measures (e.g., verbal estimates, questionnaires and performance-based 
measures) suggest that it is indeed the case. For example, wearing heavy backpacks was 
suggested to make hills look steeper; wielding of a reaching-tool to make things look closer; 
holding a horizontal rod to make apertures look narrower, and so on.  
 
However, credibility of these studies may be challenged as they seem to succumb to two 
experimental pitfalls: 1) overly confirmatory research strategy, and 2) response bias. The 
former pertains to the situation in which experimenters test only whether an effect occurs and 
do not test whether it disappears in situations predicted by the theory. In numerous replication 
studies, many putative effects of perception scaling were shown to persist even when they 
should disappear, suggesting that they are driven by response bias rather than genuine 
perceptual changes. Response bias may also arise from odd experimental task demands that let 
the participants subconsciously guess the actual goal of the study. Again, replication studies 
have repeatedly shown that introducing a cover story eliminates many of the scaling effects. 
Taken together, this suggests that the phenomenon of unconscious fabricating in experimental 
settings, even though it is a well-known effect, may largely influence the development of 
embodied cognition theories and our understanding of cognition in general.  
 
References:  
 
Collier, E. S., & Lawson, R. (2018). Trapped in a tight spot: Scaling effects occur when, 
according to the action-specific account, they should not, and fail to occur when they 
should. Attention, Perception, & Psychophysics, 1-15. 
 
Durgin, F. H., Baird, J. A., Greenburg, M., Russell, R., Shaughnessy, K., & Waymouth, S. 
(2009). Who is being deceived? The experimental demands of wearing a 
backpack. Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, 16(5), 964-969. 
 
Firestone, C., & Scholl, B. J. (2014). “Top-down” effects where none should be found: The El  
Greco fallacy in perception research. Psychological science, 25(1), 38-46. 
 
Firestone, C., & Scholl, B. J. (2016). Cognition does not affect perception: Evaluating the 
evidence for" top-down" effects. Behavioral and brain sciences, 39. 
 


