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Abstract

The challenge of handling fictional discourse is to find the best way to resolve the apparent inconsistencies in our ways of speaking about fiction. A promising approach is to take at least some such discourse to involve pretense, but does all fictional discourse involve pretense? I will argue that a better, less revisionary, solution is to take internal and fictionalizing discourse to involve pretense, while allowing that in external critical discourse, fictional names are used seriously to refer to fictional characters. I then address two objections to such realist theories of fiction: One, that they can’t adequately account for the truth of singular nonexistence claims involving fictional names, and two, that accepting that there are fictional characters to which we refer is implausible or ontologically profligate.  

Fiction has persisted as a philosophical problem because (as in the case of most classic philosophical problems) there are apparent inconsistencies in our ordinary ways of speaking of and thinking about the subject. We want to say, for example, in one breath that Frankenstein’s monster was a creation of Dr. Frankenstein, in another that he was a creation of Mary Shelley. We want to say that Sherlock Holmes is a detective, but also that he is a fictional character that thus cannot be called upon to solve crimes. We want to say that Emma Woodhouse doesn’t exist, but in other contexts we want to confirm that there are such fictional characters as Emma and her sister Isabella, while there is no such character as Emma’s pesky kid brother. It is because of these surface-level inconsistencies in what we want to say that a philosophical account of fictional discourse is needed. But since there are apparent inconsistencies, any consistent theory must give up appearances somewhere. I think it is at least in part for this reason that no theory has won universal acceptance by giving us all we (pre-theoretically) wanted. 

But, that much being acknowledged, how can we best understand fictional discourse in a way that avoids apparent inconsistencies like the three mentioned above? Does the best understanding of fictional discourse involve allowing that fictional names ever refer to fictional characters? If so, in which contexts, and what sorts of things are these fictional characters referred to? Those are the questions I will address below. 

Perhaps the leading way of revising problematic talk about fiction in order to avoid the apparent inconsistencies involves taking at least some of our talk about fiction to involve pretense or make-believe of some sort—but how much of our talk about fiction involves pretense?
 How can we determine, of any piece of discourse, whether or not it involves pretense?
 Kendall Walton considers the same question, and offers this answer: 

How do we know whether to look for an implied unofficial game [of make-believe] at all, rather than taking a given statement to be ordinary? There is no easy recipe…. There is, I suppose an initial presumption that statements concerning fiction are to be regarded as ordinary in the absence of good reasons to construe them otherwise… Beyond that, a principle of charity is operative. Understanding an utterance in a way that would make it an absurd or blatantly false or trivial or stupid thing to say is to be avoided if an alternative is available… (1990, 409-10)

This seems a plausible enough start: To depart from literal readings, we need a clue, e.g. that what the speaker is saying would otherwise be absurd, blatantly false, or self-contradictory. Thus the surface-level inconsistencies in talk about fiction alone (combined with the charitable principle that people aren’t just stupid and continually contradicting themselves) suggest that something not quite literal and straightforward is going on somewhere in our talk about fiction. Any further departure must be similarly motivated—that is, we should be as minimally revisionary as we can in shifting from understanding speakers literally to taking their statements to be pretense involving. Another reasonable criterion
 is that the speaker(s) must at least potentially be capable of recognizing and accepting that they were pretending—pretense being, as Searle (1979, 65) puts it, an intentional verb, such that “One cannot truly be said to have pretended to do something unless one intended to pretend to do it”.  

1. Pretense Theories

So, which sorts of fictional discourse should be reconstrued as implicitly involving some kind of pretense? There are at least four sorts of fictional discourse to consider: 

(1)
Fictionalizing discourse (discourse within works of fiction) 

(2)
Internal discourse by readers about the content of works of fiction (without explicitly prefixing it with “according to the story”)

(3)
External discourse by readers and critics about the characters as fictional characters, the circumstances of their creation, their historical relation to other literary figures, etc.  

(4) Nonexistence claims, e.g. that Sherlock Holmes does not exist. 

Certainly it is plausible that, in writing a work of fiction, the fictionalizing discourse of the storyteller involves a pretense (shared with readers) that she is telling a true story about real people.
 It’s also plausible that internal discourse by readers about the content of the story invokes the same pretense, and can be understood as discussing what is true according to the story (with the pretense obviating the need to explicitly state this prefix). In fact, although those who accept fictional characters are frequently accused of taking fictional discourse too seriously, missing the pretense involved, or “not really getting it” (Yablo 1999), realists and anti-realists about fictional characters alike appreciate the element of pretense involved in writing works of fiction and discussing their content, when we speak of the characters as if they were real people, and argue about their psychological characteristics, backgrounds, or likely next moves. Taking these contexts to involve pretense enables us to avoid apparent contradictions of the first two sorts, since it is merely part of the pretense invoked by the relevant stories that Frankenstein’s monster was a creation of Dr. Frankenstein, and that Sherlock Holmes is a detective. By refiguring one side of the apparent contradiction as involving pretense, these inconsistencies may be avoided. 

But many have gone further, accepting the idea (best developed in the work of Kendall Walton) that not just some, but all talk involving fictional names contains an element of pretense. Thus, if we think of the first major question for any theory of fictional discourse to address as: Do fictional names (ever) refer?, the pure pretense theorist answers with an emphatic “no”. On such views, claims that the character of Frankenstein’s monster was made up by Mary Shelley, and that Sherlock Holmes is not a detective but a fictional character, must involve pretense just as surely as the earlier claims. The apparent conflict between the claim that Frankenstein’s monster was a creation of Dr. Frankenstein and the claim that he was a creation of Mary Shelley’s is resolved by revising both claims as implicitly pretenseful—the first involving the (standard) pretense that the story Frankenstein is true, the second involving an ‘ad hoc’ game of make-believe in which “to author a fiction about people and things of certain kinds is fictionally to create such” (Walton 1990, 410-11). Similarly, the apparent conflict between saying that Sherlock Holmes is a detective, and that he is a fictional character, is to be resolved by noting that the first half involves the (standard) pretense that the story is true, and the second invokes an ad hoc game of pretense according to which there are two kinds of ‘people’, real people and fictional characters (Walton 1990, 423).

The first thing to notice is that this approach does double the revisionary work necessary to avoid the apparent conflicts; from the point of view of solving the basic problems of fictional discourse, this is removing the ceiling to change a light bulb. The second thing to notice is that the additional revisions are made in cases where it intuitively does not seem that any pretense is going on, and it would be hard to convince the relevant speakers that they are invoking a game of make-believe. If two police officers discussing a case say “This is such a tough one, we need Sherlock Holmes to help us solve it”, they do indeed seem engaged in a pretense that Holmes is a real detective who could be called upon in times of need. But the point of a humorless colleague’s remark “There’s no such person as Holmes, it’s just a fictional character”, seems to be precisely to step outside of these forms of pretense and assert the real truth about Holmes. Indeed, a pure pretense theorist must take all literary historians’ and critics’ apparently serious claims about fictional characters, their origins, history, development, etc., to involve new, ad hoc, games of make-believe—whether these are claims that Shakespeare’s character Hamlet was modeled on the 13th century character Amleth of Saxo Grammaticus’ Historia Danica, that the play Waiting for Godot has five characters, or that if Arthur Conan Doyle’s medical practice had been busier, the character of Sherlock Holmes might have never been created. Yet none of these seem, pre-theoretically, to involve pretense or games of make-believe, and such additional revisions are not necessary to prevent speakers from saying something self-contradictory or blatantly false, nor could the speakers normally be brought to recognize that they were invoking a pretense—so those grounds for attributing pretense to a piece of discourse do not apply here. 

If reading claims within and internal claims about works of fiction as pretense-involving is enough to resolve the apparent inconsistencies, and if literary scholars and others who make claims about the historical situation in which a character was created, its influence on the future of literary history, its fame or appearance in other works of art, do not take themselves to be invoking a pretense, that should provide us with at least initial motivation for considering more minimally revisionary theories that accept that not all of our talk involving fictional names involves pretense, and that at least sometimes these names may be used seriously to refer. 

But before turning to those theories, it is natural to ask why (given the above) so many people are persuaded by pure pretense theories of fictional discourse. One reason may be that, by denying that fictional names ever refer to anything, they seem to sit well with the intuitions that Sherlock Holmes, Emma Woodhouse, and the like don’t exist.
 Anyone who accepts that fictional names at least sometimes do refer owes us an explanation of why we then think of singular nonexistence claims involving fictional names as true. 

The second (and I think more major) reason involves metaphysical qualms that admitting such things as fictional characters to our ontology (as referents of fictional names) is simply implausible, or at least excessively profligate.
 Thus, some might suppose that we do have grounds for attributing pretense even to external talk about fictional characters since (even if it’s not blatantly false or absurd) it is so implausible to think that there are fictional characters that we should avoid saddling speakers with this commitment if at all possible. I will return below (in sections 2.2 and 2.3 respectively) to discuss each of these issues. 

2. Referential theories

More minimally revisionary theories of fiction have been developed, e.g., by Saul Kripke, Nathan Salmon, Stephen Schiffer, John Searle,  Peter van Inwagen, and myself, which typically accept that fictionalizing and internal fictional discourse involve some kind of pretense, but allow that, at least in external critical discourse, fictional names may refer to fictional characters. According to theories of this sort, the fictional characters referred to are not nonexistent people; instead, they are generally held to be entities in some sense created by our story-telling practices.
 On the view I have defended (1999, 2002), they are (existent) abstract artifacts, created by the creative activities of the author or authors telling a certain story, within a certain tradition. Thus apparent inconsistencies like the first two are resolved more simply by reconfiguring one side of each statement: according to the pretense invoked by the story, Frankenstein’s monster was a creation of Dr. Frankenstein, but really it is a fictional character created by Mary Shelley; and according to the pretense invoked by the story, Sherlock Holmes is a detective, but really Holmes is a fictional character who thus cannot be called upon to solve crimes.

But, while realist theories are inspired by the idea that, in external discourse, fictional names refer to fictional characters, there is more controversy about whether one should take fictional names also to refer in fictionalizing contexts, internal contexts, and in the context of nonexistence claims.  

2.1 Fictionalizing and Internal Discourse

Although all of the realist theories mentioned above accept that there is some pretense involved in claims in fictionalizing and internal contexts, difficult issues remain about exactly what form the pretense takes. There are (at least) two different forms pretense can take. 1) It can be de re, as when children pretend, of a lump of mud, that it is a pie, or 2) It can be de dicto, as when children pretend that there is a monster in the closet (though there is no one, and no thing, of which they pretend that it is the monster). So one question that arises naturally for anyone who accepts that sentences within works of fiction (inscribed by the author) involve a mere pretense of asserting various things, is whether the pretense involved in fictionalizing contexts is de re or de dicto. Anyone who wants to accept (as I do) that works of fiction may genuinely be about real or historical places or figures (such as London and Gladstone) will want to accept that at least some of the sentences in works of fiction involve de re pretense, referring back to London or Gladstone, and pretending to assert various things about them (that Holmes lived in it, or met him). But what about the sentences using the fictional name “Holmes” as opposed to a real name like “London” or “Gladstone”? 


There are at least two options: 1) The pretense in later sentences of fictional works is de re, so the fictional names here refer to fictional characters, of which the sentences of the novel pretend to assert various things, i.e., of Sherlock Holmes, they pretend to assert that he smokes a pipe (just as of Gladstone, they pretend to assert that he was met by a clever detective). (If internal discourse is treated similarly, readers’ sentences such as “Sherlock Holmes smokes a pipe” may be read as saying, of Sherlock Holmes, that he is such that, according to the story’s pretense, he smokes a pipe). Or, 2) The pretense in these cases is de dicto, so that fictional names in these contexts do not refer back to some entity outside the scope of the pretense; instead they involve merely the pretense that there was some man, such that he was called “Holmes”, smoked a pipe, solved crimes, etc. (Internal claims may be read similarly as asserting that according to the story’s pretense, there was a man called “Holmes” who smoked a pipe). 


Which view of fictionalizing discourse should we take? There are actually plusses and minuses on both sides. Elsewhere (1999), I have defended the former view, suggesting that, while the first use of the name must be a sort of performative bringing the character into existence, later references by the author within the novel simply refer back to the character and ascribe it certain properties (by pretending to assert more things about it). I was drawn to this view by its power to simplify and unify our account of fictional discourse. It provides us with a uniform understanding of the form of pretense involved in writing fiction, whether the author is referring to extant individuals, characters of other stories, their own characters later in that story or in a sequel—in all cases, the author makes a de re reference to an extant individual and ascribes it new properties. It also provides us with a straightforward account of what it is for a character to appear in another story: simply that the new author refer back to it (de re), and ascribe it new properties. 

Nathan Salmon also defends the view that, ultimately, the fictional names in a story refer to fictional characters (the abstract artifacts), though he emphasizes that this does not mean that the author was referring to anyone or even using (as opposed to pretending to use) the name at all. As he puts it “Once fictional characters have been countenanced as real entities, why hold onto an alleged use of their names that fails to refer to them? It is like buying a luxurious Italian sports car only to keep it garaged” (1998, 298). He accepts this view for a different reason: On a Millian account, it seems that if we deny that fictional names refer within works of literature, then the sentences within literary works could not express propositions. And if these don’t express propositions, then neither do meta-fictional sentences about the content of works of literature, for on the Millian account, if “Sherlock Holmes plays the violin” does not express a proposition, neither does “According to the story, Sherlock Holmes plays the violin” (297). So, another advantage of accepting that the fictional names in works of literature refer to fictional characters is that it provides an easy solution to the problem of how sentences within works of fiction and about their content can be meaningful and express propositions.


But this reading of fictionalizing claims, combined with the ontological view that the fictional characters referred to are abstract artifacts, leads to some odd conclusions. For then we must take works of literature to invoke the pretense, of some abstract object, that it is a detective, is a man, solves crimes, etc. The strangeness can be somewhat mitigated by noticing that this is a pure de re reference back to a character, so the content of the pretense is not that something is both an abstractum and a man.
 It can also be somewhat mitigated by noting that similar cross-category ascriptions are made all the time about real people in discussions of theatrical performances, where we may say de re, of an actor, that we are to pretend that he is a cat, or an angel, or even (in Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author) a fictional character, (in a morality play) [the property of] Charity, or (in a children’s play about mathematics) the number three. Nonetheless, it remains a somewhat awkward consequence. 


Thus other realists about fictional characters, such as Searle, Kripke, Schiffer, and van Inwagen, have held that fictional names, when they appear in fictionalizing discourse, do not refer (or attempt to refer) to anything.
 In this case, it is natural to take the sentences in works of fiction
 to be involved in pretense of de dicto form
—so that the sentences of the Holmes stories do not pretend of Holmes (the fictional character, an abstract artifact) that he was a detective; instead, the pretense has the form: There once was a man, such that he was called “Holmes”, was a detective, was very clever, etc. It is then in virtue of such (de dicto pretenseful) inscriptions that later readers, critics, and historians may make de re reference back to Sherlock Holmes, the fictional character, and say things of that character such as that it was created by Arthur Conan Doyle, is the most famous character of Victorian literature, etc. Such views are intuitively plausible, and seem to better capture the psychology of writing,
 as well as the idea that writing a work of literature is performative or creative, enabling future reference to characters rather than making reference to them. 


But such views face their own difficulties. One is that which moved Salmon in the other direction: If fictional names in works of literature don’t refer, are not at least those inclined to a Millian theory of reference also forced to say that the sentences of these works—and thereby also any meta-fictional sentences that report the content of works of literature—fail to express propositions?
 But if we take the de dicto option, then (following Currie, 1990) we may take fictional names, where they occur in works of literature, not to function as genuine names at all (and thus not as empty names), but rather as labels making anaphoric reference back to a variable bound by a quantifier within the scope of the pretense, e.g. pretending that: There once was a man, such that he was called “Holmes”, and he smoked a pipe, he solved crimes, etc. (perhaps also implicitly: and he is the one to whom this name-use chain traces back).
 While the quantifier may not always be explicitly expressed in works of literature (except nice old-fashioned works that begin “Once upon a time, there was…”) one could hold that this is the implicit form of the author’s pretense, even when she simply launches in with a name.
 


This sort of solution does require that we treat fictional names and real names differently when they appear in works of fiction (assuming that real names there refer de re to actual people and places). It also complicates the story about the conditions under which an extant character may appear in a new story or sequel, since (to avoid the cross-category pretense problem arising in a new context) we shouldn’t say that the new author refers de re to the old character and ascribes it new properties by pretending to assert new things about it. We could instead perhaps say that the new author refers de re back to the prior literary work, and pretends of it that it was true, and thus that there was a man, such that the sentences of the prior work referred to him, and he also did these things I’m about to describe...
 This enables us to retain the idea that the literary works (including sequels) are not involved in de re pretenses about abstract artifacts, while allowing that de re connections to earlier literary works are the basis for outside readers and critics to truly claim that one and the same fictional character appears in both works. 


If those replies are defensible, perhaps one should accept that fictional names do not refer to fictional characters in fictionalizing discourse, although their use in fiction enables these names to refer to characters in external contexts. In any case, what is most important is to note that theories that accept that fictional names at least sometimes refer to fictional characters can avoid the apparent contradictions of the first two types (e.g. between claims that Frankenstein’s monster was a creation of Dr. Frankenstein, and that he was a creation of Mary Shelley; and between claims that Sherlock Holmes is a detective, and that he is a fictional character that thus cannot be called upon to solve crimes) in a far less revisionary way than you can if you think fictional names never refer. 

2.2. Nonexistence Claims

But there is one issue for realists we have not discussed, and one apparent contradiction we have not yet resolved. Do fictional names refer in the context of  singular nonexistence claims? It seems that a realist about fictional characters must treat claims like “Emma Woodhouse doesn’t exist” as false (since on this theory, Emma is a fictional character which does exist); thus a central problem facing any realist about fictional characters is often thought to be accounting for the “sense in which it might truly be said that Holmes does not exist” (Brock 2002, 2).

But in fact the problem is even more complicated than this, for as we have seen, the ‘common sense’ belief that it is true to say “Emma Woodhouse doesn’t exist” is also in apparent conflict with the common sense view that there is such a fictional character as Emma Woodhouse, whereas there is no such character as Emma’s pesky kid brother Fred.
 Thus any adequate theory must be able to explain not only the sense in which “Emma Woodhouse doesn’t exist” is true, but also the sense in which “The fictional character Emma Woodhouse doesn’t exist” is false (since this character, unlike the character Fred, does exist). 

Direct reference theorists have tended to take one of two approaches to handle nonexistence claims: the ‘gappy proposition’ view developed, e.g., by Braun 1993, Reimer 2001, and Adams, Fuller and Stecker 1997; or Keith Donnellan’s metalinguistic account. According to the first view, nonexistence statements involving empty names express incomplete or ‘gappy’ propositions, so, e.g., “Holmes doesn’t exist” expresses the gappy proposition <<{ }, existing>, negation>, held by some (Braun 1993) to be true.
 On the second view, direct reference theorists should handle nonexistence claims meta-linguistically
, such that: 

If N is a proper name that has been used in predicative statements with the intention to refer to some individual, then ‘N does not exist’ is true if and only if the history of those uses ends in a block. (Donnellan 1974, 25)

On this view, a name use chain ends in a ‘block’ when, for example, it ends with the introduction of a name into a work of fiction (or a mistake, an act of imagination, etc.) (Donnellan 1974, 23-4).

But while they attempt to account for the sense in which “Emma Woodhouse doesn’t exist” is true, neither of these views (in their basic form) can account for the sense in which it is nonetheless false to say that the fictional characters Emma and Holmes do not exist (since these characters, unlike the character of Fred do exist). If we took fictional names to always be empty, and thus nonexistence statements involving these names to always express gappy propositions, we could not make such distinctions (all would be true, e.g., on Braun’s 1993 view). Similarly, if we accepted that all claims of the form “N doesn’t exist” are true whenever the name use chain ends with the introduction of a name in a work of fiction, imagination, or through a mistake, we could not distinguish between true and false nonexistence claims about fictional characters, considered as such (all would be true).  

What seems to make the difference between true and false claims of existence involving fictional names is whether the intended referent of the name is some person or the relevant fictional character. Acknowledging this needn’t involve a shift to descriptive theories of reference, for in fact, we have independent reason to mitigate pure direct reference theories by accepting that speakers’ broad intentions regarding what ontological kind of object is the intended referent must play some role in determining which object, if any, is referred to by their use of a term.
 This is essential at the level of reference-fixing in order to avoid the qua problem by disambiguating among the many possible referents which is to be the referent of the name (a person, group of people, part of a person, place, property, social role, etc.) It is also plausible that it is essential for reference to be successfully passed from one person to another (without a reference shift or failure of reference) that the name-learner have an appropriate basic ontological conception of what ontological sort of thing is to be referred to by the name (if it succeeds in referring at all).
 So a name use chain must be initiated and maintained by people who have some intention regarding whether, e.g., the referent of the name is to be a real person or a fictional character, and the success conditions for establishing and maintaining a chain of reference will differ accordingly: in the case of intended reference to a person, the name-use chain must end at some individual human being who is baptized; in the case of intended reference to a fictional character (as I have argued elsewhere (1999, Chapter 4)), the name use chain must lead back to the spatio-temporal foundations of the character in copies of the story. We may then refer to a fictional character via a copy of the story just as we can refer to Bach’s Third Violin Concerto via a performance of it or a written copy of the score. 

Given the importance of speakers’ ontological intentions, could we then say that if the speaker intends to refer to a person with her use of the name “Holmes”, then (on her use) the name “Holmes” is empty, and her claim “Holmes doesn’t exist” expresses a (true) gappy proposition; whereas if she intends to refer to a fictional character, then her use of the name refers to a fictional character, and her claim “Holmes doesn’t exist” expresses a complete (but false) proposition? Surely this isn’t quite right. If a speaker intends to refer to a person with the name “Holmes”, presumably she doesn’t realize that there is no such person, and thus would not assert “Holmes doesn’t exist”. In fact, the same seems to be true in the case of a speaker who intends to refer to a fictional character—if she thinks there is such a character to refer to, presumably she will not make a claim of its nonexistence. While speaker intentions seem to be relevant to what (ontological) kind of thing, if anything, is referred to in their use of a term, using speakers intentions in this way makes nonsense of what a speaker could be trying to assert with a nonexistence claim of either sort. 

This gives us reason to reconsider some sort of metalinguistic view, for it suggests that nonexistence claims presuppose and implicitly comment on a separate range of prior uses of the name by speakers with, perhaps inappropriate, intentions to refer to a thing of a certain ontological kind. Nonexistence claims involving fictional names are generally made where the speaker suspects that some mistake has been made, e.g. where past speakers have intended to use the name (in predicative statements) to refer to a person, as when a child has exclaimed “Santa Claus is coming tonight!” and we correct him by saying “Santa Claus doesn’t exist”. In making a nonexistence claim, the speaker does not herself intend to use the name “Santa Claus” to refer to a person; rather, she indicts prior uses of it that (she thinks) were made with that intention. 

As we have seen, the realist about fictional characters cannot directly adopt Donnellan’s metalinguistic solution, for, if the realist about fictional characters is right, not all name use chains that end in “blocks” (as Donnellan originally described them) are cases where the name in question fails to refer. But once we accept that the intentions of speakers (regarding what broad ontological sort of thing their term should refer to, if it refers at all) are relevant to determining whether or not their use of a term refers, we can see how to generalize Donnellan’s suggestion to avoid the above problem: 

If N is a proper name that has been used in predicative statements with the intention to refer to some entity of ontological kind K , then ‘N does not exist’ is true if and only if the history of those uses does not meet the conditions for referring to an entity of kind K. 

Thus the statement “Moses doesn’t exist” (given that the implicit appeal is to predicative statements of the form “Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt”, etc.) is true if, e.g., the history of the use of the name in those contexts does not lead back to the ‘baptism’ of a person, but merely to some story. Where N is a fictional name, whether “N does not exist” is true or not depends entirely on whether or not, in the prior predicative statements presupposed, speakers intended to refer to a person or to a fictional character. If prior speakers intended to refer to a person by using the name (e.g. “I think I’ll hire Sherlock Holmes to solve this case”), then their use is just like the uses of “Moses” above, and (in the context of those presupposed uses) “Holmes does not exist” is true.

Additional evidence for the view that nonexistence claims implicitly comment on a prior range of uses (which the speaker supposes to be misguided) comes from the fact that we do not normally make nonexistence claims involving fictional names in the context of literary discussions, where it is assumed that everyone understands that it is fictional characters that are under discussion. In a literary discussion of Hamlet in a literature classroom, where predications are being made such as that “Shakespeare modeled Hamlet on a 13th century character of Saxo Grammaticus”, it would be bizarre to suddenly assert, “Hamlet doesn’t exist!”—for the prior uses of the name here only intended to refer to a fictional character, and there is every reason to think they succeed at that, via a name use chain that leads back to the Shakespearean text. 

On the other hand, nonexistence claims may be sensibly made in the context of literary discussion if what is being denied is that there is such a character. If a literature professor writes on a student paper “your discourse about Austen’s underdevelopment of the character of Fred is surprising, since there is no such character in the novel—your character ‘Fred’ doesn’t exist”, the implicit appeal is to the student’s predications such as “Fred is the least well-developed of Austen’s characters”. But for the name “Fred” to refer to a fictional character, the name use chain for “Fred” in which the student participates must leads back to appearance of the name “Fred” in a work of literary fiction. If, instead, it leads back only to the inventive mind of a classmate who deliberately misinformed his lazy peer, then the professor justifiably indicts the student’s prior uses of the term, and utters a truth when she says “your character ‘Fred’ doesn’t exist”. 

Thus on this reading, given their different presuppositions, claims like “Emma Woodhouse doesn’t exist” are perfectly consistent with claims like “There is such a fictional character as Emma Woodhouse”. Taking the metalinguistic route also enables us to avoid the paradox of nonexistence claims, since fictional names there do not refer (or attempt to refer) to fictional characters—so we need not actually refer to an object in order to deny its existence. Instead, such claims are made true (or false) based on whether or not (in other predicative uses) the name succeeds in referring to an object of the type presupposed.

2.3. Ontological Qualms 

I have argued that the best view of fictional names is one that accepts that, at least sometimes, they refer to fictional characters. The main motivation underlying the common desire to avoid this view and accept a pure pretense or paraphrase theory is based in the worry that positing fictional characters is simply implausible or too profligate. Indeed if it really was wildly implausible to say that there are fictional characters, that could provide a justification for attributing pretense to all discourse about fictional characters—even the external discourse of literary criticism.

However, I think that the ontological qualms that drive many people to deny that fictional names ever refer are based in a misguided sense of what sort of things fictional characters would be, and what it would ‘take’ to have fictional characters to refer to. So I’ll close by briefly addressing the ontological issue of what fictional characters are, why it is not at all implausible to accept that there are some, and why doing so does not amount to engaging in ontological profligacy.  


The feeling that it is simply implausible to say that there are fictional characters may come from either (or both) of two sources: 1) The conviction that it is true to say that Holmes, etc., don’t exist, and 2) The sense that accepting fictional characters would mean accepting bizarre and problematic entities. I have discussed (1) above, arguing that the realist about fictional characters can make perfectly good sense of the truth of nonexistence claims, while also accounting for the truth of claims that there are such fictional characters. Thus, here we need only address (2), the worry that has lingered ever since the Russell-Meinong debate, that accepting fictional characters will require accepting ill-behaved objects such as nonexistent or imaginary people—things apt to infringe the principle of noncontradiction, the law of the excluded middle, or other cherished principles, and lacking in clear identity conditions. 

I have argued elsewhere (1999, Chapter 1, and 2003), however, that the best view of what fictional characters are (if there are any, as I think there are), is that fictional characters are abstract cultural artifacts, relevantly similar to other social and cultural entities including particular laws of state (the U.S. Constitution, the Miranda Laws), works of music (Nielsen’s Symphony No. 4, Op. 29, “The Inextinguishable”), and the works of literature in which fictional characters appear (Tolstoy’s War and Peace). These things are all abstract in the sense that they lack any particular spatio-temporal location, but unlike the Platonist’s abstract entities, they are artifactual—created (not discovered) at a certain time, e.g. through the author’s activities in writing a work of fiction, and are contingent (not necessary) entities that might have never been created. This sort of view automatically calms any qualms about accepting nonexistent objects, imaginary people, or even platonistic abstracta into one’s ontology, since fictional characters are actually existing cultural artifacts (not nonexistent or imaginary people), and they are created entities, not occupants of an eternal realm of timeless independent abstracta.

I have also argued (1999, Chapter 7) that—given a suitable approach to fictional discourse—we can accept fictional characters (so conceived) without abandoning the principle of non-contradiction or the law of the excluded middle. Finally, I have argued (1999, Chapter 5) that an artifactual view of fictional characters does enable us to draw out identity conditions for them that are at least as good as those we have for other sorts of medium-sized cultural objects, including works of literature themselves. So understood, accepting fictional characters is no more implausible than accepting works of literature or other abstract cultural artifacts such as symphonies, laws, and marriages.
 

The central worry that remains, then, is that, even if it is not implausible and does not require us to accept bizarre entities into our ontology, positing fictional characters remains ontologically profligate and so is to be avoided if at all possible. Yet the idea of parsimony and its converse, profligacy, need to be reexamined more carefully. I have argued elsewhere (2001, 2003, and (unpublished, Chapter 8) that one does not gain a more parsimonious theory by denying entities of a given kind if one accepts the existence of entities that (according to ordinary usage) logically entail that there are entities of the kind in question. Thus, for example, according to normal usage of the phrase “pair of gloves”, the existence of a matching right glove and left glove is logically sufficient for there to be a pair of gloves. If someone accepted that there is a left glove and right glove, and that these match, but denied that there is a pair of gloves, we would hardly know how to interpret what they are trying to say, since, according to the ordinary use of terms, a situation in which there are matching left and right gloves just is a situation in which there is a pair of gloves. Such a claim seems to violate the ordinary rules for using our word “pair”, but not to yield a theory that is more parsimonious in the sense of having ‘fewer’ entities (as, say, it is more parsimonious for a detective to posit one murderer than two, or for a physicist to posit three kinds of fundamental particle rather than seven). Indeed the very idea that we could ‘count up’ the individual gloves and the pair (to  accuse the friend of pairs of accepting more entities than the foe) seems to be based on a category mistake.
 

Much the same seems to go for many of our cultural artifacts.
  For there to be a marriage, it is logically sufficient that there be certain laws accepted laying out sufficient conditions for a legal marriage to occur (e.g. that an unmarried, competent and sincere man and woman sign a marriage license in the presence of a judge and witnesses), and that those conditions be fulfilled. What sense could we make of someone who accepted that there were such laws, people, and events, but denied that there were marriages? Perhaps he or she might have some artificially inflated idea of what a ‘real’ marriage would have to be (a union of souls, perhaps, or a union blessed by God), and think that this higher condition was never met. But this would not tell against there being marriages in the more minimal everyday sense. If we restrict ourselves to discussing marriages in that sense, surely it is not a more parsimonious view to accept the existence of the relevant laws and practices but deny the marriages—again, this is only a distortion of ordinary usage, not a view on which there are ‘fewer things’ in the world.  

The same sorts of consideration apply to our ordinary ways of talking about fictional characters. If we pay attention to the way authors, readers, and critics use the term “fictional character”, it is clear that it is no part of the success conditions for using that term that there be some separate practice-independent object to refer to. According to our ordinary ways of talking about such things, as Stephen Schiffer 1996 has pointed out, pretenseful uses of a fictional name in statements such as “Sherlock considered the evidence” in a work of literature automatically license us to refer to “the fictional character, Sherlock” in literary discussions. Thus for there to be a fictional character in a certain situation, all it takes is that there be a work of literature in which the relevant sorts of pretenseful statements are made involving a fictional name. Given such a work of literature, nothing more is required, no extra ingredients are needed, to ‘get’ a fictional character, just as nothing more is required for there to be a pair of gloves than for there to be a matching left glove and right glove, and nothing more is required for there to be marriages than that certain legal principles be accepted and their criteria fulfilled. In each case, the existence of the former entities (according to our ordinary understanding of terms like “pair”, “marriage”, and “fictional character”) is guaranteed by the existence of the latter entities.

So what sense can we make of those who would accept the existence of such works of literature, but deny the existence of fictional characters? Perhaps they have an artificially inflated idea of what would be required for there to be a fictional character (e.g. that that there be some nonexistent person)—if so, it is they who are taking fictional discourse and its commitments too seriously. In any case, those who accept the existence of the relevant sorts of literary work, but deny that of fictional characters, only distort the ordinary rules for using the term “fictional character” without yielding a genuinely more parsimonious ontology; if we accept such works of literature, we need not fear that it would be profligate to accept that there are fictional characters in the only sense that most people ever expected there to be.
 


Once we see that fictional characters (according to the criteria ordinarily associated with the use of the term) are ‘minimal’ relative to certain kinds of literary work, and are no odder than marriages, mortgages, literary works, and other cultural artifacts, it is clear that it is not at all implausible to accept that there are fictional characters, so conceived, and so we lack the motivation needed to attribute pretense to apparently serious external discourse about fictional characters. That, in turn, should enable us to simply consider the evidence and options in finding the most plausible, and least revisionary, way of resolving the apparent inconsistencies in fictional discourse—even if the best such theory is (as I have argued) one that allows that fictional names, at least sometimes, refer.
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�Other popular approaches of course involve paraphrasing some of the discourse involved (where such paraphrases need not involve pretense). Much of what I say below could easily be rewritten in a way that applies to traditional paraphrase theories, but to simplify matters I will stick with the pretense case. 


� This of course lies behind debates about whether to accept pretenseful or ‘fictionalist’ accounts of a whole range of entities beyond fictional characters—including mathematical entities, possible worlds, etc. So if we can say anything interesting here, it may have implications there.


� I think, however, that Walton would not accept this criterion.


� Gregory Currie argues that in fact the best way to understand fictionalizing discourse is not as involving a pretense of assertion, but rather as involving the author’s intention that the audience make-believe the content of the story (1990, 24-31), in virtue of their recognizing that very intention. For our purposes above, nothing much hangs on this variation.


� Stuart Brock’s 2002 ‘fictionalist’ theory of external discourse involving fictional names proposes a different pretenseful way of handling ‘external’ literary-critical claims: they are considered elliptical for claims about what is true according to the realist’s theory of fiction so, e.g., “Scarlett O’Hara is a fictional character” is elliptical for the longer sentence “according to the realist’s hypothesis, Scarlett O’Hara is a fictional character” (Brock 2002, 9). 


� Reimer 2001 invokes this as a reason for rejecting Salmon’s 1998 referential account. Of course pretense theorists also owe us an account of how these sentences can be true, given that the name involved fails to refer. Walton’s method is to treat sentences such as “Sherlock Holmes doesn’t exist” as first invoking a pretense to refer, and then (with ‘doesn’t exist’) betraying that pretense. (1990, 422)


� Adams et. al. 1997, 129 reject referential views on grounds of such ‘implausibility’.


� Van Inwagen is not committal about whether or not characters are created; they are mere ‘theoretic entities of literary criticism’. 


� Many thanks to David Barnett for very helpful discussion of issues in this section, which led me to rethink my former position.


� Salmon emphasizes this point (1998, 301.6, and 316n.45).


� van Inwagen (forthcoming, n. xxiv) rejects Salmon’s view, but it is not clear if he accepts the de dicto pretense view of fictionalizing discourse described above. 


� Or rather, those that do not refer back de re to extant people or places.


� Searle 1979, 71 does this fairly explicitly, although some of the other above-mentioned authors are less committal.


� David Braun (unpublished) plausibly suggests that authors’ thoughts and intentions determine whether their inscriptions refer to fictional characters. If so, it seems plausible that in many cases at least they do not intend to refer to abstract artifacts, but rather merely to pretend that there were such and such people, doing such and such things. 


� Another option is (with Kripke, unpublished, lecture 2, and van Inwagen, forthcoming, n.19 and n.24) to deny that such statements express propositions at all—they merely pretend to. Yet even if we deny that they express a proposition, still we face the question of how such sentences could be meaningful or what sort of meaning they convey, and here the above options are still relevant. Another option (following Braun (1993)) would be to take these statements to express gappy propositions, e.g. <{ }, being a detective>.


� Robert Howell 1979, 133 argues that any adequate theory of fiction must preserve the contrast between those statements in works of fiction that seem to be making de re reports on individual people, and those that only seem to be making generic existential claims. This distinction might be preservable even on the de dicto pretense view above by including the final parenthetical clause in analyzing statements that have the surface form of de re claims in works of fiction (but not the others).  Kripke (unpublished, Lecture 1) suggests a similar clause to the parenthetical one above when he says that fictional works typically pretend that the criteria for the reference of the names involved (whatever those are) are fulfilled. 


� This is roughly Currie’s view 1990, 147-50. He argues that uses of fictional names in works of fiction do not refer de re back to any object, but rather “each fictional name is replaced by a variable bound by an existential quantifier” (1990, 150). To capture the apparent uniqueness, he argues that we must also assume that there is a fictional author who knows of and reports on the activities described (1990, 153-4). He also concludes that only stories as a whole express propositions, since there are quantifiers that have the whole story as their scope (1990, 155). 


� A similar idea is developed in Voltolini (unpublished), who takes character identity to be based in continuation of the same game of pretense. 


� Various solutions have been proposed, including the idea (which, following Parsons 1980, I advocated in my 1999) that such claims implicitly engage in ‘restricted quantification’, such that, when we say “Emma Woodhouse doesn’t exist”, we are implicitly restricting the quantifier to cover only (real) people, not fictional characters, and asserting that, among those, none is Emma. Kripke (unpublished, lecture 6, p.20) similarly treats such nonexistence claims as saying that there is no such person as Emma. Salmon holds the view that, in nonexistence statements, fictional names function as disguised improper definite descriptions (1998, 303-4), so such assertions as “Emma doesn’t exist” are to be read as “Emma-as-she-is-described-in-the-story doesn’t exist”.  


� Kripke’s example (unpublished) is the fictional character Moloch, which turns out not to exist (i.e. there is no such character). 


� Reimer 2001, and Adams et al. 1997 treat these gappy propositions as not truth-evaluable, and thus seek other ways of explaining our intuitions that such nonexistence statements are true. 


� This ‘handling’ though is presented explicitly only as a view of the truth conditions for these utterances, not of what these statements mean or what propositions they express. (25). 


� I have argued the parallel point for general terms in my 2003 and (forthcoming). David Braun similarly suggests that the intentions of authors determine whether or not their statements refer to characters (unpublished).


� Donnellan 1974, 24 suggests that if the name use of “Homer” traced back to a scholar who mistakenly thought all the relevant poems were written by a single person, “Homer” would not refer—again suggesting that some correct ontological conception (person versus group) is necessary to avoid reference failure. Kripke’s examples (e.g. 1972, 92-6) of possible reference shifts (despite the maintenance of a causal-historical chain) also suggest that some further conditions are needed to secure reference.  


� Braun 1993, 455 argues against metalinguistic ways of handling nonexistence claims on grounds that it would make the following two sentences putatively express the same proposition: 


If Vulcan does not exist, then “Vulcan” does not refer.


If “Vulcan” does not refer, then “Vulcan” does not refer.  


But the latter is necessary, while the first is contingent (since the name could have been used to refer to something else). (Kripke (unpublished, lecture 6, 22-26) offers similar objections to metalinguistic analyses of nonexistence claims.) But if we consider the name not just as sounds or marks, abstractly conceived, but the name-as-actually-used (in a certain tradition, to make certain predicative statements), then many problems fall away. Used in a certain community as a purported rigid designator, if the name fails to refer, then (following Kripke (1972, 158)) it is necessarily non-referring, and so the first sentence, too, is necessarily true. (Compare Braun (1993, 467 n. 13)) 


Another objection (raised by both Braun 1993 and Kripke (unpublished)) is that it would prevent negative existentials that use different names (in different languages) from expressing the same proposition, which seems wrong. Nonetheless, (as Braun notes, ibid) Donnellan 1974, 29 attempts to account for the intuition that they can by reference to the fact that the use of the two names is historically connected. 


There are still some legitimate worries about whether it makes sense to think of such claims as really being about the name rather than a named individual. But I think the impression of inappropriateness can be mitigated if we put it less formally—in any nonexistence claim, there does seem to be a presupposition of some prior uses of the name and an implicit indictment of them. So while it seems inappropriate to treat an adult telling a child that Santa Claus doesn’t exist as talking about the name “Santa Claus”, it doesn’t seem so far off if we take her as saying, “look really, all this talk about Santa Claus you’ve been hearing all of your life—it just comes out of a story”. Consider the similar discussion in Peter Bichsel’s 1975 novel Die Jahreszeiten. One character, Kieninger, seemingly describes an Annemarie of his acquaintance—Annemarie always goes to the cinema on Tuesday, has her free day on Monday, etc. The narrator, disbelieving Kieninger, replies “But Annemarie is nothing more than a pretty name”. (46, my translation).


� Some would, while accepting the analogy, deny the existence of such cultural artifacts—e.g. van Inwagen (forthcoming, 23) asks, when people go through a ceremony or perform a speech act, do we have reason in general to think “an object called a ‘marriage’ or a ‘promise’ thereby comes into existence”? For a reply to this, see §5 of my 2001, and Chapters 7 and 8 of my manuscript Ordinary Objects (unpublished). 


�The ‘pair of gloves’ category mistake example is Ryle’s  1949, 22 ff.


� In my 2001 I make a similar argument against those who, like van Inwagen 1990, accept the existence of particles arranged tablewise by artisans, but deny the existence of tables and other medium-sized composite objects. 


� Otherwise put, it is a category mistake to think that those who accept the sufficient foundations for fictional characters (works of literature of certain kinds in certain contexts) but deny the existence of fictional characters have a more parsimonious ontology than do those who accept fictional characters as conceived above. The connection between category mistakes, counting, and parsimony is drawn out more fully in Chapter 8 of my (unpublished).


� Many thanks to Alberto Voltolini and Robert Stecker for helpful comments on an earlier version of this paper. 





