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INTRODUCTION: THE MAGIC OF
BELIEVING

Every time you sit in a darkened cinema,
open a  novel,  or  watch a  gripping TV
series,  you  perform  a  quiet,  almost
unconscious act of trust. You accept that
a man can fly, that dragons exist, or that
a  detective  can  solve  an  impossible
crime in under an hour. This mental leap
is  not  a  flaw in  your  reasoning;  it  is  the
very  foundation  of  storytelling.  It  is
cal led  a  willing  suspension  of
disbelief.  Coined  by  the  English  poet
and philosopher Samuel Taylor Coleridge
in  1817,  this  phrase  describes  the
voluntary choice an audience makes to
set  aside  their  critical  judgment  and
accept  the  improbable  or  impossible
elements of a fictional work. Without this
pact between creator and consumer, art
would  be  reduced  to  dry  fact,  and
imagination would wither. In this article,
we  wil l  explore  the  origins  of  the
concept, its psychological underpinnings,
its application across various media, and
why  it  remains  essential  for  engaging
storytelling in the modern world.

THE ORIGIN OF THE PHRASE

Samuel  Taylor  Coleridge  introduced  a
willing suspension of disbelief in his
autobiographical  work  Biographia
Literaria .  He  was  describing  his
contribution to Lyrical Ballads (1798), a
groundbreaking collection of  poems he
co-wrote  with  William  Wordsworth.

Coleridge explained that his task was to
write  poems  about  supernatural  or
romantic subjects — such as the ghostly
mariner  in  “The  Rime  of  the  Ancient
Mariner” — in a way that would evoke a
sense of human truth and emotion. He
aimed  to  create  “poetic  faith”  by
transferring “our inward nature” to the
extraordinary  events.  Wordsworth,
conversely,  focused  on  ordinary  life.
Coleridge’s insight was that the reader
must voluntarily accept the fantasy for
the emotional experience to occur. This
concept  has  since  transcended  poetry
and become a cornerstone of narrative
theory across all forms of art.

HOW WILLING SUSPENSION OF
DISBELIEF WORKS IN PRACTICE

The  mechanism  is  simpler  than  it
sounds.  When you begin a story,  your
brain subconsciously asks: “Is this real?”
If  the  answer  is  obviously  no  —  a
character  turns  into  a  werewolf,  or  a
spaceship travels faster than light — you
have  a  choice.  Either  you  reject  the
premise and stop caring, or you say, “I’ll
go along with it for now.” That second
option  is  a  willing  suspension  of
disbelief. It is not permanent; you can
snap out of it if the story breaks its own
rules or becomes too absurd. But while
the spell holds, you experience genuine
emotions: fear, joy, sadness, excitement.

The Role of
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Internal
Consistency
For this suspension to work, the fictional
world  must  be  internally  consistent.  A
story that establishes magic exists must
follow its own laws about how that magic
functions.  If  a  wizard suddenly can do
anything  without  explanation,  the
audience feels cheated. The contract is
violated.  This  principle  is  why  fantasy
and  science  fiction  often  spell  out  the
rules of their universes — think of the
laws of robotics in Isaac Asimov’s stories
or  the rules of  magic in  J.K.  Rowling’s
Harry  Potter  series.  Consistency  builds
trust,  and trust allows the audience to
maintain  a  willing  suspension  of
disbelief.

Emotional
Investment and
Empathy
I t  is  not  enough  for  a  world  to  be
consistent; the audience must also care
about the characters and their struggles.
Emotional  connection  deepens  the
suspension. When you empathize with a
protagonist,  you  are  more  inclined  to
overlook minor improbabilities — such as
conveniently timed escapes — because
you  want  them  to  succeed.  This
emotional  bond is  why even the most
outlandish  story  can  feel  real  if  the
human emotions are authentic.

WILLING SUSPENSION OF
DISBELIEF ACROSS DIFFERENT

MEDIA

Each  medium  plays  with  this  concept
differently.  The  methods  used  in
literature  differ  from  those  in  film,
theater,  or  video  games.  Yet  the
underlying principle remains the same:
the audience willingly agrees to pretend.

Literature and
Poetry
Reading  requires  perhaps  the  highest
degree of active suspension. Words on a
page are mere symbols; it is the reader’s
imagination  that  constructs  the  world.
Coleridge’s  own  “The  Rime  of  the
Ancient  Mariner”  demands  that  we
accept  a  ship  crossing  a  silent  sea,
spectral  figures,  and  a  dead  albatross
hung around a man’s neck. The beauty
of  the language and the depth of  the
guilt-stricken sailor’s  emotional  journey
make  the  impossible  feel  plausible.  In
prose,  detai led  descr ipt ion  and
consistent tone help sustain the illusion.
If an author suddenly breaks the fourth
wall  or  uses  anachronistic  slang  in  a
medieval  setting,  the  spell  may  be
broken.

Film and
Television
Film has a unique advantage: visual and
auditory  stimuli  make  the  world  feel
more real. Yet a willing suspension of
disbelief  is  arguably  more  fragile  in
cinema. A poorly rendered special effect,
an  actor’s  wooden  performance,  or  a
plot  hole  can  instantly  shatter  the
illusion.  Consider  a  superhero  film:  we
accept  that  a  billionaire  can  build  a
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powered  suit  or  that  a  gamma  ray
accident  can  create  a  green  monster.
But  if  the  physics  of  a  fight  scene  defy
basic logic without explanation — such
as characters surviving a fall that would
ki l l  anyone  —  the  audience  may
grumble.  Great  filmmakers  carefully
manage the “reality level” of their films,
often  using  a  single  “impossible”
premise  (e.g.,  time  travel)  and  then
grounding  everything  else  in  human
behavior  and  consequences.

Theater and Live
Performance
Theater  is  perhaps  the  most  honest
about the artifice.  The stage is  minimal,
the props are  clearly  fake,  and actors
visibly stand in for multiple characters.
Yet the audience accepts this because of
the  immediacy  and  energy  of  live
performance.  The  actor’s  voice,
movement, and presence forge a direct
emotional connection. The term “willing
suspension of disbelief” was born from
poetry,  but  it  finds  one  of  its  purest
applications  in  theater.  The  audience
knows  the  set  is  painted  canvas,  yet
they weep when the character dies. This
is the power of collective make-believe.

Video Games
and Interactive
Media
Video  games  introduce  an  extra
dimension:  player  agency.  When  you
cont ro l  a  character ,  a  wi l l ing
suspension  of  disbelief  becomes
participatory. You are not just watching;

you  are  doing.  This  can  deepen
immersion, but it also raises the stakes.
If  the  game  has  clunky  mechanics,
unrealistic AI,  or narrative choices that
contradict  the  player’s  actions,  the
illusion  cracks  quickly.  Open-world
games, for example, often ask players to
ignore  that  the  main  quest  is  urgent
while  they  go  fishing.  Designers  use
various  tricks  —  like  quest  timers,
atmospheric music, and lore books — to
gloss  over  these  contradictions.  The
most  successful  games  create  a
coherent  world  where  the  player’s
actions feel meaningful within the story’s
logic.

PSYCHOLOGICAL AND
PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS

Why  do  humans  willingly  engage  in
m a k e - b e l i e v e ?  E v o l u t i o n a r y
psychologists  suggest  that  storytelling
helped  our  ancestors  simulate  social
situations and dangers without real risk.
Imagining  a  predator  attack  allowed
them to prepare mentally. Today, we still
use  stories  to  process  emotions  and
moral dilemmas. A willing suspension
of disbelief is a cognitive shortcut that
allows  us  to  temporarily  bypass  our
reality-checking functions. Neuroscience
shows  that  the  same  brain  regions
activated during real experiences can be
triggered  by  vivid  narratives.  The  line
between  real  and  imagined  can  blur,
which is why we jump at a horror movie
or cry at a sad ending. This suspension is
not  a  weakness;  it  is  a  sophisticated
mental skill that enhances empathy and
creativity.

The Paradox of



4

4 A Willing Suspension Of Disbelief 2025-02-14

Fiction
Philosophers  have  long  debated  the
“paradox  of  fiction”:  how  can  we  feel
genuine  emotions  for  characters  we
know are not real? The answer lies in a
willing suspension of  disbelief.  We
voluntarily  accept  the  fictional  premise
as if it were real for the duration of the
experience.  This  is  not  delusion — we
remain  aware  of  the  fiction  —  but  we
allow the emotional part of our brain to
respond as if it were true. This paradox
is central to understanding why humans
seek out art and entertainment.

WHEN SUSPENSION OF
DISBELIEF FAILS

Every  storyteller  dreads  the  moment
when  the  audience  pulls  away  and
mutters,  “That’s  just  not  credible.”
Common  pitfalls  include:

Plot holes: A character knows
something they couldn’t possibly
know, or a solution appears out of
nowhere.
Inconsistent rules: A magical
system works one way in Chapter
3 and another way in Chapter 10
without explanation.
Anachronisms: A historical
drama has characters thinking or
speaking with modern sensibilities.
Convenient coincidences: Too
many “lucky breaks” that stretch
credibility.
Poor execution: Bad acting,
unconvincing special effects, or
clumsy dialogue.

Audiences will forgive a lot if the story is
compelling,  emotionally  true,  and well-
paced. But once the illusion is broken, it
is hard to restore. For this reason, savvy

creators  care fu l ly  manage  the
audience’s  expectations  from the  very
first scene or paragraph.

CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL
VARIATIONS

Different  cultures  and  eras  have  had
varying  thresholds  for  a  willing
suspension  of  disbelief.  Medieval
audiences accepted miracles and divine
intervention  as  plausible.  Elizabethan
playgoers walked past the bear-baiting
pit  to  watch  “A  Midsummer  Night’s
Dream”  without  questioning  fairies.
Today, modern audiences demand more
realism in terms of psychological depth
and internal logic. However, the rise of
fantasy,  superhero films,  and immersive
virtual reality shows that the desire for
wonder remains strong. Each generation
renegotiates  the  terms  of  the  pact
between  storyteller  and  audience.

PRACTICAL ADVICE FOR WRITERS
AND CREATORS

If you are a writer or creator aiming to
foster  a  will ing  suspension  of
disbelief  in  your  audience,  consider
these strategies:

Establish the rules early. In the1.
first chapter or scene, show the
audience what is possible and
what is not. If your world has
magic, show its limitations.
Anchor the fantastic in the2.
familiar. Even the most
outlandish story needs relatable
human emotions — love, fear,
ambition, grief.
Maintain consistency. Once you3.
set a rule, stick to it. Audiences
have long memories and will
notice inconsistencies.
Don’t cheat the audience.4.
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Avoid deus ex machina solutions
that come from nowhere. Let the
characters earn their outcomes.
Use sensory details. The more5.
your audience can see, hear,
smell, and feel the world, the
easier it is to believe.
Respect the audience’s6.
intelligence. Do not over-explain
every fantasy element; leave room
for imagination.
Build trust gradually. Start with7.
a small, believable premise, then
expand the strangeness slowly so
the audience adapts.

THE FUTURE OF SUSPENSION IN
AN AGE OF IMMERSION

Technology is pushing the boundaries of
how  we  experience  stories.  Virtual
reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR)
offer  unprecedented  immersion.  In  a  VR
game,  a  willing  suspension  of
disbelief still operates, but the sensory
input  is  so  powerful  that  the  l ine
between  real  and  virtual  can  blur
dangerously.  Researchers  are  studying
h o w  t h e  b r a i n  h a n d l e s  t h e s e

experiences.  The fundamental  principle
remains  the  same:  the  audience must
choose  to  accept  the  fiction.  However,
the more convincing the simulation, the
easier it is to maintain that choice. Yet
t h e r e  i s  a  r i s k :  i f  V R  b e c o m e s
indistinguishable  from  reality,  the
concept  of  “disbelief”  may evolve.  For
now, the ancient pact endures.

CONCLUSION: THE GIFT OF FAITH

A willing suspension of disbelief  is
one of humanity’s most generous acts. It
allows  us  to  transcend  our  mundane
existence  and  travel  to  other  worlds,
other minds, other possibilities. It is the
bridge  between  the  real  and  the
imagined,  the contract  that  makes art
possible.  Without it,  every story would
be a lie. With it, every story becomes a
truth — a truth we choose to believe in
for the joy of feeling. Next time you lose
yourself  in  a  book,  a  film,  or  a  game,
remember the gift you are giving: your
willing faith. It is that faith that breathes
life  into  fiction,  and  it  is  that  faith  that
makes us more than mere observers of
the universe — it makes us dreamers.


