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Abstract


I argue that the ontological status of fictional characters is determined by the beliefs and practices of those who competently deal with works of literature, and draw out three important consequences of this. First, heavily revisionary theories cannot be considered as ‘discoveries’ about the ‘true nature’ of fictional characters; any acceptable realist theory of fiction must preserve all or most of the common conception of fictional characters. Second, once we note that the existence conditions for fictional characters (established by those beliefs and practices) are extremely minimal, it makes little sense to deny the existence of fictional characters, leaving anti-realist views of fiction unmotivated. Finally, the role of ordinary beliefs and practices in determining facts about the ontology of fictional characters explains why non-revisionary theories of fiction are bound to yield no determinate or precise answer to certain questions about fictional characters, demonstrating the limits of a theory of fiction.


As commonly understood by literary critics and others who competently engage in discussions of works of literature, fictional characters are things ‘made up’ or created at a certain time by an author, but which might have never been created if, say, the author had never written the relevant story. Thus on the common conception, fictional characters are like artifacts in being created, contingent members of the actual world. But although fictional characters are artifacts, as all competent readers understand, they are not concrete artifacts like tables and chairs, for they are not particular material objects, and (although they are created at a certain time) they lack a spatio-temporal location. No informed reader expects to meet a fictional character, or thinks that they can be found at any place at any time. 


As commonly understood, a fictional character appears in a work of literature, and may appear in many works of literature such as sequels and parodies that describe them in different ways and lead them through what are sometimes surprising developments. Among literary scholars, character identity is commonly tracked by continuity of sources—as one character is borrowed for a later work or referred to in a sequel—and distinguished from character similarity, the mere ‘analog’ characters that may arise independently in different traditions. Thus one and the same character, as normally understood, may appear in many related texts, and may survive long after the author’s death, at least as long as one or more relevant text survives. 


Realist theories of fiction have taken many forms, from those that would identify fictional characters with merely possible people, with nonexistent objects1, or with abstracta such as person-kinds2 or abstract objects encoding the properties characters are said to exemplify in the story.3 These theories have been essential to showing how one can model something like fictional characters in a manner that is clear and consistent, and track many apparent features of fictional characters in suitable and elucidating ways. But, as has often been observed, at least at first glance, each view clashes with certain central elements of the view of fictional characters embodied in our ordinary ways of talking about fiction and undertaking literary criticism. All of them clash with the view that fictional characters are created by authors, since the possibilist view must treat them as created by their parents, while the Meinongian treats them as members of an ever-present realm of non-existent objects (which exist as little after authoring as before), and the abstractist typically treats them as eternal abstract objects or kinds which need no relation to an author to exist (though they may need such a relation to be properly called ‘fictional’).4 All of them clash with the view that fictional characters are contingent members of our actual world—with the possibilist holding them to be members of other possible worlds, and the abstractist denying that the relevant abstract objects or kinds are contingent (though it may be contingent that they are written about). Meinongian and abstractist conceptions similarly clash with standard assumptions about the identity and survival conditions of fictional characters, since they typically individuate characters in terms of their associated properties (the nuclear properties of the character, properties encoded by the character, or properties essential within the kind) so that a character cannot be literally said to appear in more than one story where so much as a single property is changed. 


Elsewhere I have argued for what I call the ‘artifactual theory’ of fiction over other realist theories like those above based largely on its ability to better preserve central elements of the common conception of fictional characters embodied in our literary practices.5 On that view, a fictional character is an abstract cultural artifact created at a certain time by the acts of an author writing a work of fiction. Like other artifacts, it is a contingent member of the actual world—e.g. if Arthur Conan Doyle’s medical practice had been busier and he’d never had the time to write, Sherlock Holmes might have never existed. But although created and contingent, fictional characters are also abstract entities—where ‘abstract’ means just lacking a spatio-temporal location (although they may have certain temporal properties such as a time of creation), not being among the timeless, changeless, necessary, entities of the Platonist. They are thus relevantly similar to other abstract cultural creations such as laws and theories, works of literature and music, all of which fall between traditional bifurcations of categories into real (spatio-temporal) and ideal (platonistic) entities. 


Unlike the other realist views discussed above, the artifactual theory preserves the ideas that fictional characters are created, contingent members of the actual world, although they are nowhere to be found in the spatio-temporal world. It also preserves the idea that one and the same character may appear in many related texts (sequels, parodies, etc.). Since character identity is based in historical continuity rather than sameness of properties, a single character like Sherlock Holmes may reappear in a number of different stories, for a later author may refer back to an extant character and ascribe it new properties, even if the properties ascribed are rather different than those ascribed to the character in the original work.6

There are, however, admittedly some complications in making the case that the artifactual theory best preserves the common conception. On one side, there are ways to soften the appearance of some of the major clashes between possibilist, Meinongian or abstractist views and the ‘common conception’. Defenders of each of these views have devised ways to preserve a sense in which one can say that a character is created by an author (e.g. made fictional by the author through selection, though not made by the author)7, or a character may appear in more than one story (e.g. some core component of the full character may persist across differing stories).8

On the other side, in two respects the artifactual theory might be thought to conflict with the common conception: On that view, it is not literally true to say that Holmes is a detective, nor that Hamlet is a prince (or that either is a person); and (some might say) on that view it’s false to say that Holmes and Hamlet don’t exist. For, according to the artifactual theory, Holmes is a fictional character, which is an abstract entity of a certain kind—and thus not a person and very ill-suited to be a detective; and according to that theory, the fictional characters Holmes and Hamlet do exist. 


In fact, there is a plausible case to be made that any theory of fiction must give up some elements of what seems to be common sense regarding fictional characters, for there are some apparent conflicts between, e.g., the view that fictional characters like Sherlock Holmes are not to be found anywhere in space and time, and the view that Holmes lived at 221B Baker Street, was a person, and so on; and between the view that Holmes doesn’t exist and the view that there is such a fictional character.


I think, however, that we can explain the apparent truth of both sides of the common conception, showing that, properly understood, there is no real conflict.9 In the first case, we can distinguish ‘fictional contexts’ of discussion about what is true from within the context of a work of literature (or while involved in the pretense it demands of readers) from ‘real contexts’ in which we discuss works of literature and their characters from the ‘real world’ perspective. Statements about fictional characters within fictional contexts may be read roughly as statements about what is true according to the story, so ‘Holmes is a person’ is to be read as implicitly claiming ‘According to the stories, Holmes is a person’, and so understood of course is true.10 Real context claims such as ‘Holmes is a fictional character (and thus an abstract artifact)’ can be read as straightforwardly true, removing the apparent conflict between them. 


Similarly, on the artifactualist claim that the fictional character Holmes exists is consistent with the view that there is no such person as Holmes, and that Doyle wasn’t referring back to any person when he introduced the name ‘Holmes’. This accounts for the sense in which claims such as “Holmes doesn’t exist” are true: Normally, such claims are uttered when the interlocutor is supposed to have mistakenly believed that the Holmes stories refer back to an historical personage, and the corrective statement “Holmes doesn’t exist” is true just in case the historical chain of the use of the name does not lead back to a baptism of a person, but instead (only) to a story, myth, or similar representation (what Keith Donnellan calls a ‘block’).11 Nonetheless, I would urge, we can assert truly that the relevant character (the fictional character Holmes) does exist (referring back through a historical chain to the character created in the relevant ‘blocking’ text). Thus, I would argue, the artifactual theory does not actually violate the common conception, properly understood, on either score—it just provides a way of explicating certain of its claims in a way that demonstrates their consistency with other of its claims.  


These issues have been much discussed elsewhere, and in any case the point of the present paper is not to make the case that the artifactual theory best preserves the common conception of fictional characters. Instead, it is to pursue some deeper issues that lie behind the surface debate about which theory best fits the common conception: Suppose (at least for the sake of argument) that the artifactual theory is closer to the common conception. Does this really show that it’s true or preferable to the other theories? Do violations of common sense matter in a theory of fiction? How are we to adjudicate among competing theories of fiction?


Basing a theory of fictional characters on the common conception of them embedded in our practices in discussing literature is open to an obvious objection which, in some quarters at least, is acknowledged to be very powerful: This is just taking ordinary beliefs and practices too seriously. Ordinary or common sense beliefs (such as the geocentric view of the cosmos, or the belief that whales are fish) have turned out to be mistaken about so many things, that they can lend little credibility to any theory, and the fact that a theory violates such common sense beliefs is hardly to be held against it. Philosophers, like scientists, it is often said, shouldn’t let themselves be led astray by the supposed dictates of common sense, but should seek to find the real truth. That truth about fictional characters might just be that they fit tidily into one of the familiar ontological categories of platonistic ideal entities, Meinongian nonexistent objects, or possibilia (despite the supposed conflicts with literary practices), and so the efforts to develop a broader category system and accept abstract artifacts are misguided and unnecessary.  



The first part of this paper is thus dedicated to showing why the above objection itself is misguided. For, I will argue, the very nature of fictional characters is determined by the beliefs and practices of those who competently deal with works of literature.12 As a result, the idea that heavily revisionary theories of fictional characters (e.g. that, despite ordinary beliefs and practices, fictional characters are really eternal or necessary, or really can appear in only one work of literature13) are ‘discoveries’ about the ‘true nature’ of fictional characters (despite misleading beliefs and practices) does not make sense. Perhaps more importantly, as a result, I will argue, any acceptable realist theory of fiction must take roughly the form of the artifactual theory described above.


But all of this might seem rather academic to who, like most philosophers, do not believe that there are fictional characters at all, and thus can’t take more than an idle interest in what the best theory about the ontological nature of fictional characters would be if there were any to have a theory of. In Part Two, however, I will argue that since the nature of what fictional characters would be is determined by literary practices, once we see what it takes (according to such practices) for there to be fictional characters, it becomes evident that it makes little sense to deny them. 



Finally, any realist theory of fiction faces a seemingly endless number of detailed and difficult questions about character identity, existence, and survival, where there often seems no non-arbitrary way to answer such questions. But, I will argue, another interesting consequence of the fact that the nature of fictional characters is determined by literary practices is that any non-revisionary theory tracking the nature of fictional characters is bound to have no determinate answer to certain questions about fictional characters, their nature or identity conditions, and only vague answers to many others. Thus revealing the dependence of the nature of fictional characters on literary practices also demonstrates certain limits to a theory of fiction, and what we should and should not expect out of an adequate theory of fiction.  

1. The Nature of Fictional Characters 


Certainly it is not generally a sound argument to say that because something clashes with a common sense or received view (whether explicitly believed or embodied in general practices), it is therefore false (nor conversely is it generally a sound argument to say that something is so according to the common sense conception, therefore it is so). But it also is not good philosophical (or epistemological) practice to simply throw over central elements of common sense without warrant.14 There are some clear cases in which we are warranted in throwing out common sense beliefs, such as when we have extremely well-confirmed scientific theories that are inconsistent with those common sense beliefs. Such, for example, was the fate of geocentric cosmology. But what sort of empirical evidence could possibly be brought to bear in support of the view that, despite popular beliefs and practices, fictional characters are not really created by authors (but belong to an eternal realm of abstract or non-existent objects), or can’t really survive any changes in properties, or can’t really appear in more than one work of literature? This is surely not a matter that can be resolved empirically, and so the fact that it makes sense to put aside common sense views in favor of empirically well-confirmed scientific results does nothing to motivate the idea that it makes sense to disregard common sense views about the nature, existence conditions, or survival conditions of fictional characters in favor of a theory that treats them as possibilia, nonexistent objects, or abstracta of some kind.    


Direct reference theories have given additional reason to be suspicious of common sense beliefs about the extension and nature of many of the kinds corresponding to our general terms. For if a kind term such as “whale” refers not in virtue of its referents having all or most of the features commonly associated with the term, but rather in virtue of a causal relation between those who ground the use of the term and a certain sample of entities, then common (or even expert) beliefs about the nature of whales may all turn out to be wrong. The nature of the kind is a matter for substantive investigation and discovery, not simply to be read off of the concepts or classificatory practices of competent speakers of the language, and so even if speakers thought of whales as very big fish, this common view of whales was rightly thrown out when whales were discovered to be mammals. So, similarly, can it be said that all of the concepts speakers associate with the term ‘fictional character’ could turn out to be wrong when we discover the ‘true nature’ of fictional characters? 


Here the parallel surely doesn’t hold. There is no sample of fictional characters such that would-be grounders of the term ‘fictional character’ can stand in a causal relation to it, ostend it, and then allow for later scientific investigation into its true nature. For (as all major participants in the debate among realists about fictional characters surely agree) fictional characters are not actual physical objects to which one can stand in a causal relation, pointing at and directly ostending ‘these characters’ (whose true nature may then be investigated at the expense of our ordinary concepts of fictional characters). All that we can point at directly is printed phrases in copies of literary texts, but it is not these we are attempting to designate as paradigm members of the kind ‘fictional character’. Here the qua problem arises with a vengeance since, faced with the only appropriate sample (a sample of copies of fictional texts), would-be grounders of the term must disambiguate whether they mean their kind term to refer to the kind of paper or ink, some lexical, semantic, literary, or genre kind exemplified by the texts, the kind of the fictional characters represented in the text, and so on.15 To disambiguate among these and other possibilities, and ground the reference for the kind term ‘fictional character’, would-be grounders of the term must have a substantive concept of what a fictional character is that establishes the rules of use for the term in distinction from those for a term such as ‘copy of text’ or ‘printed paper’. To do this, they must have at least a tacit idea of how it is related to (and distinguishable from) other sorts of item present, such as copies of texts, under what conditions there is one to refer to (and not just some ink on paper), how they are to be identified and reidentified, and so on. In short, a competent grounder must be indoctrinated into the realm of critical practices, possess other literary concepts such as ‘story’ and have a substantive ontological concept of the sort of thing a fictional character is, with at least an implicit understanding of what its existence, identity and survival conditions are (in distinction to those appropriate for the copy of the text). 

Consider a parallel case: The term “inning” (in baseball) cannot have its reference established purely by causal ostension of motions in a field. To establish a reference for ‘inning’ as opposed to any of the various physical activities occurring in a given place and time, a would-be grounder of the term must have a substantive concept of what an inning is, how innings are to be individuated (when two plays are part of the same inning), what is necessary for an inning to be in process and when an inning has started and finished, and so on. In short, a competent grounder must be a competent participant in practices of baseball, and possess such concepts as ‘ball’, ‘strike’, and ‘out’. 


In each case, then, substantive concepts, at least tacitly including existence, identity, and survival conditions for members of the kind (that enable grounders to say when we have one or two fictional characters or innings, when there is or is not an inning or a fictional character, etc.) are essential to establishing the reference of that term, and are definitive of what ontological sort of entity is referred to.16 Since the concept establishes the ontological kind of the entity to be referred to by the term (and its relations to the physical objects in the vicinity that can be ostended), it is not subject to revision through future ‘discoveries’. Notice, again the parallel, how little sense it makes to think that we could find out that our identity conditions for innings were all mistaken, and that really (despite common beliefs and practices), each team must have four outs for an inning to end. 

Of course the rules for baseball are more explicitly stipulated than the ‘rules’ implicit in discussions of literature, but the idea is the same: that both are sets of public practices,17 where those competent in the practice stipulatively introduce new terms with certain rules of use embodying at least tacit existence, survival, and identity conditions, which (as definitive of establishing reference to that rather than a mere physical kind) cannot ‘turn out to be’ false. Once reference is so established, others outside of that range of practices may be able to borrow reference and use terms such as ‘inning’ (as a stranger to the game might) or ‘fictional character’ to refer back to the relevant entities even if they lack the relevant ontological concepts that could distinguish characters from stories or innings from outs. But the basic ontological conception of those who ground use of the term (literary critics and others who competently participate in critical discourse about literature) determines the identity and individuation conditions of the things referred to, as well as their relations to more pedestrian physical objects and events, and is not itself subject to revision.18 

Note, however, that this does not mean that no beliefs about fictional characters are subject to revision—beliefs that do not concern the ontological status of members of the kind will be open to revision. So it could still be proven false that, say, all fictional characters embody the prejudices of their age, or are reconstructions of original religious myths, and so on. Similarly, this does not insulate beliefs about ontological status of particular cases from error: everyone living could be mistaken about whether or not a certain text (of obscure origins) involves any fictional characters; they cannot be mistaken about what it would take for it to involve fictional characters or about what sorts of things such fictional characters would be. 


If this is correct, then to determine the ontological status of fictional characters—their existence and survival conditions, identity and individuation—we must begin by analyzing the concepts of competent speakers (at least those who ground the reference of the term.)19 The role of a philosophical theory of fiction will then be to extract and make explicit the principles that are embodied in our practices, assess what these commit us to (or what principles they tacitly presuppose), and how we can best make a consistent, coherent theory that accommodates them (and then assess how this fits in with our other philosophical theories, overall ontology, etc.) That theory of the ontology of fiction will be best which violates the common ontological conception least, and can best make sense of it, and the methodology of comparatively evaluating ontologies of fiction largely in terms of their ability to preserve central elements of the common conception is justified.  

What sense can we make of revisionary theories of the ontology of fiction, which treat fictional characters as having existence, identity, or survival conditions radically at odds with those assumed by ordinary literary practices? They can’t be analyzing the existing concepts of competent users of the term or grounders of its reference; they also can’t be reporting empirical discoveries about the true nature of members of the kind. They can be understood as doing at least one of the following two things: One, showing how an existing available ontological structure (which may have been developed for and have useful applications in many other areas) can at least be used to model many of the features of fictional characters (and e.g. show that a theory mapping those features can be drawn out consistently). Meinongian and abstractist theories have been very useful for this purpose. Or two, proposing a way of revising our ordinary concept in a way that would be simpler, fit better with other philosophical or other beliefs, or in some other way be supposed an improvement on the existing concept.20 Of course, the motivation for revising the existing concept is greatly reduced if the ordinary concept itself can be explicated in a clear, consistent, and philosophically comprehensible way. In any case, any theory of the ontology of fiction that purports to be describing what our familiar fictional characters are rather than to be proposing what fictional characters should be treated as being must preserve all or most of the features of the conception of fictional characters embodied in our literary practices with which we began. If I am right that the artifactual theory does this, then any acceptable theory must share many of the features of that view. 

2. The Existence of Fictional Characters 

At this stage, many might be willing to accept that if there are fictional characters, they must largely match the common sense conception of fictional characters embodied in literary practices, e.g. of identifying and distinguishing fictional characters. But most philosophers do not accept that there are fictional characters, and so may regard the discussion up until now as a domestic dispute among those odd folks who can stomach them. As long as we lack compelling reasons to think there are fictional characters, we lack compelling reasons to care what the best view would be of their ontological status.

The above arguments, however, that literary practices definitively establish the ontological status, existence, survival, and identity conditions of fictional characters (if any there be), however, also provide the basis for a new argument that we should accept that there are fictional characters. 

One way of expressing the skeptic’s view is this: Why should we think that, in writing a work of fiction, anything is created at all (apart, perhaps, from the work of fiction itself)? Granted, we commonly treat authors as genuinely creating fictional characters, but some might say that our practices and beliefs here are just misleading—just as (however central the practices and beliefs may have been) people could be mistaken in thinking that certain alchemists were creating gold out of straw—the fact that it is central to beliefs about alchemists that they do so does not make it the case. But what are the grounds for thinking that our beliefs and practices are misleading? In the alchemist’s case, the criteria supposed to be necessary for alchemical creation (or transformation) to succeed are clear enough: There must be some lump of straw such that the alchemist’s work succeeds in turning it into gold. And it is clear how those conditions can fail. 

Our literary practices, as we have seen in part one, definitively establish the existence conditions for fictional characters—that is to say, they establish what it takes in a given situation for there to be a fictional character. According to those criteria, what does it take for an author to create a fictional character? This much is clearly sufficient: That she write a work of fiction involving names not referring back to extant people or characters of other stories, and apparently describing the exploits of individuals named (or, if you like, pretending to refer to and assert things about a person, as part of an understood tradition of storytelling pretense).21 The sentence “Jane Austen wrote a work of fiction pretending to refer to and describe a young woman named ‘Emma Woodhouse’ (not referring back to an extant individual…)” is, in virtue of the nature of the concepts involved, logically sufficient to ensure that we can make reference to “the fictional character, Emma Woodhouse”.22 (Note however that the first sentence is not sufficient to ensure that there is a woman with the properties ascribed to Emma). No mistake is being made in claims that an author creates a fictional character that could parallel the mistake about the creations of the alchemist—the conditions set up as sufficient for this creation are, in the first but not the second case, surely fulfilled. The only reason to deny that there really are fictional characters, if the rather minimal sufficient conditions for their existence are understood, would be some kind of massive conspiracy theory, holding that (despite all appearances) no one ever really writes fictional stories (including names that do not refer back to any actual person).

Apart from any such conspiracy theories (which are of course a far cry from what any anti-realist about fictional characters means to be claiming), to accept that Austen wrote certain sentences in a novel pretending to refer to one Emma Woodhouse (not referring back to any actual person), but deny that she created a fictional character, is a mere distortion of ordinary usage. (Consider the parallel case of denying that there are any innings, while accepting that there are baseball games, in which teams change sides after each (in turn) acquires three outs.) Such distortions seem to be based on a tacit assumption that some other special conditions would have to be met for such creation to occur. What conditions could these be? That there be some practice-independent object existing in another mode of being and referred to? That there be a real person matching the descriptions in the story, and with whom one can enter causal interactions? The person who assumes that such heavy conditions would be necessary for there to be fictional characters seems to be the one who is taking our talk about fiction too seriously. For her denial that the relevant conditions are met is based in attributing our talk additional requirements that are no part of the rules of use of the term. But, as we have seen above, there can be no grounds for thinking that there really are additional conditions necessary for the existence of fictional characters beyond the conditions established by the competent participants in literary discussion who set up the reference of the term, since the literary practices that set up the reference of terms like ‘fictional character’ are definitive of the existence conditions for members of the kind.

Denials could be made based on the idea that the conditions embodied in the ordinary conception are self-contradictory, so that there could be nothing answering to the concept, or based on such massive errors that the attempted grounding of the term fails. Showing how the ordinary concept can be understood in a way that avoids its conflicting with itself (as I have tried to do) provides a response to the first sort of argument. Regarding the second, again the question arises: What are the massive mistakes supposedly made by those who attempt to ground the term? There is no reason to think that would-be grounders of the term are in any sense deceived by massive sensory illusion, an unwittingly mixed sample, or other deceptions normally considered severe enough to undermine an attempted grounding. If the deception is supposed to be simply thinking that there could be things corresponding to their conception of fictional characters when in fact there are none, that is simply begging the question—we still lack a reason to think that their associated existence criteria are not fulfilled. 

Or again the skeptic might say, putting aside issues of ‘creation’: Why think that there are fictional characters, when everything we want to say about them can be paraphrased into sentences that mention only sentences, books, authors, readers, or games of make-believe? The best cases for pretense and paraphrase views involve internal or fictional-context claims such as “There once was a detective called ‘Holmes’”, which can be understood as implicitly prefixed with “According to the Arthur Conan Doyle stories, there once was a detective called ‘Holmes’” or “The Arthur Conan Doyle stories license games of make-believe according to which readers who say ‘there once was a detective called ‘Holmes’’ make it fictional of themselves that they speak truly”23 which, by embedding the fictional name in an indirect or make-believe context, dispel the suspicion that the name must refer to something for the sentence to be true. 

But again, as Stephen Schiffer has pointed out, ordinary linguistic practices license us, from fictional uses of fictional names in the context of works of fiction (“Jonathan Pine… took up his position in the lobby” in Le Carre’s The Night Manager), to make hypostatizing use of the fictional name and speak of “the fictional character Jonathan Pine”, to refer to the abstract fictional character:

…[W]henever one of us uses a name in the fictional way…, then that use automatically enables any of us to use the name in the hypostatizing way, in which case we are referring to an actually existing fictional entity.24 

Similar points have been made by both John Searle and Saul Kripke.25 The rules of use for the term ‘fictional character’ in ordinary speech ensure that nothing additional is needed to enable us to refer to a fictional character than for it to be true that, e.g., a novel in a certain tradition makes certain claims—indeed these rules of use ensure that for most sentences26 of the form “Pa” in a work of literature (where ‘a’ is a name and is not being used to refer to an extant person) we are entitled to infer that there is some fictional character, a, such that, according to the story, Pa. 

As a result, denying fictional characters while accepting the existence of the relevant fictionalizing practices only involves twisting the ordinary uses of terms such as ‘fictional character’, severing the ordinarily permitted inferential connections between talk about fictional stories and what they say, and talk about the fictional characters about which things are said in the relevant stories. In ordinary discourse, it would be redundant to say “Jane Austen wrote a work of fiction pretending to refer to an Emma Woodhouse (and was not referring back to an extant person), and the fictional character Emma Woodhouse appears in a work of fiction by Jane Austen”. But according to those who deny the existence of fictional characters, these two sentences, literally construed, don’t have the same truth conditions or even the same truth-value (the first may be literally true since it refers only to an author and a work of fiction, but the second—literally construed—must be either false or without truth-value since it attempts to refer to a fictional character).27 

Since, as a matter of meaning and rules of use, accepting that there are authors who write certain works in certain traditions automatically means accepting a situation in which there are (according to the ordinary criteria associated with the term) fictional characters, accepting the former but denying the latter is rather like accepting that the words ‘I do’ are often uttered by suitable people with all the proper intentions, before authorized officials and witnesses…, and yet denying that there are any marriages. Denying fictional characters in that situation does not really provide additional parsimony, since no ‘extra ingredients’ are required to ‘get us’ the fictional characters; it only involves distorting ordinary usage.28
In short, once we see that the existence conditions for fictional characters are determined by practices, and recognize how minimal those conditions are, it becomes difficult—and unnecessary—to deny that there are fictional characters, so understood.29 This argument, it should be emphasized, only provides reason to think that there are fictional characters, not that there are unicorns, elves, phlogiston, or flying horses, so the usual abuse by association is certainly out of place here. The existence of any of these things (as things) requires substantive conditions that we have every reason to think are not met, and clearly can’t be met merely by telling stories or constructing scientific theories. (Insofar as these can be considered fictional characters, however, we can say, e.g. that the character Pegasus of Greek Mythology exists, qua character, which of course is not to say that there are any flying horses.)

 The above discussion points to some general problems that can arise with attempts to avoid ontological commitment by paraphrasing sentences that are explicitly committed to a certain kind K of entity, to others that avoid quantification over entities of that kind. This strategy, quite commonly accepted, is based in Quine’s claim that “we are convicted of a particular ontological presupposition if, and only if, the alleged presuppositum has to be reckoned among the entities over which our variables range in order to render one of our affirmations true” (From a Logical Point of View, p.13). As a result, according to Quine, if an apparently committing mode of speech can be paraphrased so “as to show that the seeming reference to [the offending entities] on the part of our bound variable was an avoidable manner of speaking”, then we are not really involved in ontological commitment to entities of that kind (ibid).30 

On the contrary, my above argument (generalized) is that if the paraphrase, according to ordinary criteria and rules of use, logically entails the existence of something of the kind K, then the commitment to Ks is not really avoided, but merely hidden. A sentence such as “Fido bit Fifi”, rendered into standard form, would only assert ‘there is some x and there is some y, such that x Fidoizes and y Fifiizes, and x bit y’, requiring no quantification over events. But, (as Stephen Schiffer points out31) according to standard usage, “Fido bit Fifi” can be pleonastically transformed to yield the singular term “Fido’s biting of Fifi”, which is apparently guaranteed to refer provided the original sentence was true, and thus makes explicit the tacit commitment of the original sentence, depositing an event in the lap of even those who did not begin by quantifying over them. To accept the truth of the former sentence but deny the existence of the event of Fido’s biting Fifi requires that one sever the inferential connections in ordinary speech between “Fido bit Fifi” and “Fido’s biting of Fifi occurred”, claiming that although the latter appears completely redundant with respect to the first, in fact it has some special additional truth conditions that are not met, rendering it false while the first is true. But again, what are these additional conditions for the existence of events that are supposed not to be met? Is the anti-realist not again just interpreting the requirements for the existence of a certain kind of thing in an artificially high way at odds with the ordinary understanding of the term?

Similar problems arise for paraphrases of a sentence apparently about entities of a certain kind K, to one that does not quantify over Ks, but does involve commitment to entities that are logically sufficient for the existence of Ks. Thus, for example, Peter van Inwagen denies the existence of chairs and other composite inanimate material objects. He also argues, however, that his view does not mean that common-sense sentences such as ‘there is an expensive chair in the next room’ cannot be true. For the content of such sentences may also be rendered in a ‘language of refuge’, which describes the relevant situation without asserting ‘there are chairs’, by saying instead that there are particles arranged chairwise in a certain region of space.32 But, as I argue elsewhere33, according to the standard use of the term ‘chair’ (and the contentful explication of ‘arranged chairwise’ that van Inwagen offers, in terms of the actions of an artificer, a history of maintenance of the arrangement, etc.), the existence of particles arranged chairwise in a certain region of space is logically sufficient for there to be a chair. And so, it seems, van Inwagen’s paraphrase does not after all leave us with fewer ontological commitments (by avoiding commitment to chairs). This is the same sort of move that occurs in attempts to avoid commitment to fictional characters by translating sentences apparently about them to sentences that refer only to authors, stories, and the like. 

In short, Quine’s test for ontological commitment overlooks the fact that there are often implicit commitments to certain kinds of entities even where we are not yet quantifying over them—commitments that can be made explicit through pleonastic transformations, and that can’t be avoided merely by shunting offending noun terms (that require us to quantify over the relevant entities when rendered into standard form) back into other parts of speech, nor by shifting discussion from entities of a given kind to the logically sufficient conditions for their existence.

If the above is correct, revisionary realists and anti-realists about fictional characters alike are misled by not paying sufficient attention to what I have called the ‘common conception’ of fictional characters. If, as I have argued, the common conception of fictional characters is definitive of the existence conditions for fictional characters, then, once we note that the conditions so established are quite minimal (so that only a conspiracy theorist would deny they are met), it follows that we should accept that there are fictional characters—or perhaps rather, that we’ve had them all along. 

3. The Limits of a Theory of Fiction


But troubles remain even for those who are now convinced to accept that there are fictional characters (given how minimal the requisite conditions are), and that, if there are fictional characters, they must have an ontological status much like that embedded in the common conception, and thus more or less resemble fictional characters as I described them in Part One. 


A seemingly endless series of little questions remains for anyone who provides a realist theory of fiction—identity questions such as: Is Shakespeare’s Romeo the same character as Brooke’s Romeus? How many properties of Sherlock Holmes could I change in a parody and still be talking about the same character? Then there are existence questions such as: Does someone create a fictional character if she models a character on an existing person but changes the name and a lot of his properties—has she created a new fictional character or just said some fictional things about a real person?; and survival questions such as: Does a fictional character still exist if all copies of all stories about it are destroyed? What if someone still remembers the stories, or parts of them? These questions (which can be multiplied at will through the invention of examples) can prove embarrassing for those who would offer a theory of fiction, because often any answer to such questions seems rather arbitrary. 

In this final section of this paper I want to suggest an explanation for the fact that so many questions arise in discussions of fiction where giving any answer seems arbitrary —an explanation that will also, I hope, tell us something about the necessary limits of a theory of fiction, and what we should and should not expect out of it. 


The explanation, again, emerges from the conclusion of section one. The ontological features involving the existence, survival, and identity conditions for fictional characters, as we observed earlier, are determined by the ordinary concept of fictional characters enshrined in the practices of competent participants in critical discourse about literature, or those who ground  the reference of the term ‘fictional character’. Any time the meaning of a general term is introduced (whether explicitly or through practice) by our concepts (rather than by mere ‘direct reference’ to ‘independent denizens of reality’), risks of indeterminacy and vagueness arise. For (arguably unlike independent ‘real’ objects), concepts and belief systems may be incomplete: Although where independent physical objects are concerned, it may make sense to suppose that for any proposition P regarding it, either P or Not-P must be true, it certainly is not the case that for any proposition P, either P or Not-P must be believed or accepted by any person or group of people. Thus, wherever facts (here about identity, existence and survival conditions for fictional characters) are determined, at least in part, by people’s beliefs or by principles they accept, there is always the risk of indeterminacies in the resulting range of facts. For example suppose, (following Kit Fine), we introduce the term “nice” applied to numbers descriptively, by accepting the principles: “n is nice if x >15”, “n is not nice if x <13”—this leaves certain cases (like 14) indeterminate, though it would be misleading to say that there are no nice numbers (since 17 certainly is).34 Similarly, in designing a game such as baseball, we introduce certain general nouns such as “inning” by giving rules of use and rules for determining when two plays are in the same inning. But if not carefully done, the criteria may not neatly divide all possible plays into being in or not in the same inning. 


As we have seen, the term ‘fictional character’ cannot be given its reference purely by any direct reference to independent denizens of reality, but (to acquire reference) requires that the would-be grounders of the term associate it with a set of existence, survival, and individuation criteria that enable us to distinguish fictional characters from the works of literature in which they appear, and copies of texts in which their names are printed. Those associated criteria are definitive of the ontological status of fictional characters and of their identity conditions. Where character identity is concerned, for example, certain rules are fairly clearly embodied in general practices of identifying and distinguishing historical literary characters of say, novels of the Modern Western tradition: e.g. that an author’s intention to import a character is a necessary condition for character identity across works, and that, for characters ‘native’ to a work, what the work says of character identity goes.


But the rules embodied in common practice may not provide a definitive answer to all possible questions about character existence, identity, and survival., e.g. they presumably do not lay down any precise rule about how many properties may be altered in a new work if the protagonist in a parody is to count as ‘the same’ as the one in the original. And where the answers are not determined by these practices, there is no further information about the ‘true status’ of the characters to uncover. This explains why we should expect a certain amount of indeterminacy and vagueness in the boundary conditions of the kind and the identity conditions for members of the kind.35 For the incompleteness of belief systems leads to potential indeterminacies in the conditions accepted (a potential much greater in informal literary practice than in designing formal rules of a game like baseball), and the fact that the ‘rules’ for discussing literature are determined informally by ‘general practice’ rather than by a single authoritative declaration provides an additional source of vagueness. Thus some questions must either be left with no determinate answer, or answers must be given which are explicitly not discoveries but rather products of decisions about how to fill in the common conception in suitable ways. 

There may be more than one equally consistent and suitable way in which to make decisions that fill in the (some of the) gaps of the common conception of fiction, thus, at least in so far as they fill in some of the indeterminacies of the common conception of fiction, there may be multiple theories of fiction that differ in various details but are all equally justified, equally acceptable. That is why at the beginning of the paper I claimed only that any acceptable theory of fiction would have to take roughly the form of the artifactual theory. 

That much I think explains why we shouldn’t expect tidy resolutions to all identity issues, and should expect some indeterminate cases. Properly understood, however, this does not give us any reason to deny that the very idea of character identity makes sense, or deny that there are ever any cases of identical characters across stories (just as the indeterminacies associated with the use of Fine’s term ‘nice’ do not entail that there are no nice numbers)—in both situations, some cases are quite clear. Nor should the lack of compelling and determinate answers to all such questions lead us to think that a particular theory of fiction is off-track, or that there can be no acceptable theory of fiction. On the contrary, any theory of fiction that provides precise necessary and sufficient conditions yielding unequivocal answers to every case is in that regard a revisionary theory, not one tracking fictional characters as we ordinarily think of them.

4. Conclusion

It is my suspicion that both sides in the debate over fictional characters have tended to overestimate the conditions that it would take for there to be fictional characters—with one side thinking those conditions (whether they involve the existence of possible, nonexistent or imaginary people, abstract person-kinds, or whatnot) are met, and the other denying that those conditions are met, and so denying that there are any fictional characters. 

It is my hope that a different approach to the topic can be made by looking back to the literary critical practices that set up the use of terms like ‘fictional character’ and establish conditions under which we can refer to them, reidentify them across different stories, and so on. We not only may but must look back to such practices to understand fiction, if I am right, for in the case of a general term like ‘fictional character’ it doesn’t make sense to think of philosophers (in the realist camp) discovering the true, practice-independent nature of fictional characters or (in the anti-realist camp) discovering the true criteria that it would take for there to be fictional characters, beyond those acknowledged by literary practices. 

Once we acknowledge how minimal the conditions are that are actually required for there to be fictional characters in the perfectly ordinary sense, it is almost irresistible to say that there are fictional characters—that indeed, even those who seek to deny them have unwittingly had all it takes to have them all along. But once we see that fictional characters, so understood, are actually just abstract cultural creations relevantly similar to stories, marriages, innings, and laws, I hope it’s clear that having them around is actually a lot less spooky, and a lot less strange, than most people had suspected.36
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