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The category of works of fiction is a very broad
and heterogeneous one. I do have a general the-
sis in mind about such works, namely, that they
themselves are fictional, in much the same way
as are the fictional events or entities that they are
about. But a defense of such a broad thesis
would provide an intractably complex topic for
an introductory essay, so I shall here confine
myself to a presentation of a similar thesis for
narrative theatrical works or plays, perfor-
mances of which are naturally regarded as in-
volving, or evoking, a “fictional world” whose
fictional characters and events are what the
work in question is about. Another reason for
initially focusing on such narrative plays is be-
cause performances of them provide a rich
source of epistemic issues about evidence for ar-
tistic authenticity or correctness of artworks,
which will turn out to be of integral importance
to my fictionalist account of plays.1

To begin, then, Hamlet is one of the fictional
characters in the play Hamlet by Shakespeare,
which also includes, in some way, various other
fictional characters and events. Now presum-
ably, to say that Hamlet is a fictional character is
to say, among other things, that he is not a real
person, but merely an imagined character, and,
hence, that Hamlet himself does not actually
exist—and so on for the other fictional charac-
ters and events in the play, or in general for the
“content” of the play. But what is the relation
between those characters and events and the
play Hamlet itself?

As a preamble to answering that question,
consider (what could be called) the “world” of
the play. On one natural construal the characters
and events of the play make up a fictional world,
which includes all of the contents (the characters
and events, etc.) associated with the play.2 As to

the world itself, it is also fictional, because it is
entirely made up of such fictional contents.

The initial question, as to the relation between
the play Hamlet and its characters and events,
can now be supplemented by an additional ques-
tion about the relation between the play Hamlet
and the fictional world of “Hamlet.” My answer
to the question will be that we should identify
the play Hamlet with the “Hamlet” fictional
world, and thus regard the play Hamlet and the
fictional world “Hamlet” as being indistinguish-
able.3

An answer to the initial question, concerning
the relation between the characters and events of
the play Hamlet and the play itself is now avail-
able, namely, that the play, since it is a fictional
world, is constituted by, or made up of, those
characters and events, so that the play itself is
fictional, just as are its constituents.

However, this initial account of a fictional
world is somewhat oversimplified, because of
course a fictional world is not an actual or real
world, for which it could actually be true that it
is constituted by or made up of its constituents
such as people and events. An important symp-
tom of this difference is the fact that we also
want to say that the “Hamlet” world, as identi-
fied with the play Hamlet, is about its events and
characters, so that such a fictional world can
also be described as having a certain dramatic
structure involving its characters and events in
complex ways, as being a suitable subject for
critical literary discussion, and so on. And in-
deed a similar point applies to the characters and
events that the fictional world is about: they too
may be viewed as topics for critical discussion
or argument. This dual nature of fictional
worlds, and of their characters and events, is
connected with the common distinction between



“external” and “internal” views of the characters
and events of a play, as discussed in Sections 3,
5, and 7.

To continue, establishing the thesis that a play
such as Hamlet is to be identified with its corre-
sponding fictional world—and, hence, that the
play itself is fictional—requires some substan-
tive argument, including dealing with various
alternative views and various kinds of objec-
tions to it. To this task I now turn. To simplify
the discussion I shall describe my thesis as that
of the fictionality of plays.

I. PLAYS AND REPRESENTATIONS

So far the discussion has traded on certain com-
monplaces, such as that everyone knows that the
character Hamlet in Shakespeare’s play is not a
real person, but merely a fictional character,
and, hence, that Hamlet himself does not actu-
ally exist. And similarly for the other characters
in the play, the actions they perform, and so
on—everyone knows that these are merely fic-
tional, and that none of them actually exist, so
that the play Hamlet, insofar as it is viewed as
being entirely made up of or constituted by
those characters and events, also is fictional or
nonexistent.

But there is also an opposing commonplace or
intuition to be considered with respect to the
play Hamlet, namely, that some real person
(generally assumed to be Shakespeare) did actu-
ally write it. Also, the work in question has an
unbroken performance tradition in hundreds of
theatre companies from the day of its first per-
formance until now. Thus its status as a real, un-
questionably existing cultural entity might seem
as secure as anything could be.4

Given these two kinds of facts about Ham-
let—the undeniable fictionality of the characters
and events making up its fictional world versus
the equally undeniable reality of the play as a
cultural institution—it is usually assumed that
together they provide adequate, or even conclu-
sive, grounds for denying that the play could be
identified with its corresponding fictional world.

However, I shall provide a strategy by means
of which the undeniably existing cultural institu-
tions and entities associated with the play Ham-
let—including copies and performances thereof
—may be distinguished from the play itself, so

that their existence no longer counts against the
thesis that the play Hamlet is fictional.

My strategy will be to argue that the copies
and performances of Hamlet in question are in
actuality representations of the play, rather than
themselves being the play, or being tokens or in-
stances of it. Thus, for instance, on my view, a
printed copy of the play Hamlet represents the
play, which is to say that it represents the fic-
tional “Hamlet” world that, on my view, consti-
tutes the play Hamlet itself.5 Thus the printed
copy is not itself the play Hamlet, nor a token or
instance of it, but instead it functions as a textual
representation of the play. And similarly, on my
view, any performance of “Hamlet” also repre-
sents the play, but in a different representational
mode, appropriate to its status as a performance
rather than as a printed copy of the play.6

II. COMPARISONS WITH WALTON’S VIEW

Since both my thesis that plays are fictional and
my strategy of defending it—via identifying any
nonfictional, actual items or artifacts associated
with a play as being representations of it—are
unusual, it may be helpful at this stage to com-
pare and contrast my view with the well-known
view of Kendall Walton, as expressed in his
book Mimesis as Make-Believe.7 According to
Walton, works of art are props in games of
make-believe, and a prop is a representation that
generates various propositions, which together
constitute a fictional world associated with the
prop.8

The main point of similarity between our
views is the idea that in artwork cases a repre-
sentation can be associated with a fictional
world,9 which is in some sense generated by the
representation.

However, on my view, a fictional world is, in
the case of fiction and plays, made up of the
characters and events described in a representa-
tion of it—such as a printed copy of the play—
rather than, as in Walton’s account, its being a
set of fictional propositions. But it should be
noted that this account of Walton’s is his “con-
sidered” view rather than his initial one, on
which a proposition was said to be fictional just
in case it was “true in a fictional world” (Section
1.9). Thus, my account of fictional worlds is
similar to that of his initial intuitions (and com-
mon ways of speaking), rather than to his more
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developed view. My view is the intuitively natu-
ral one that such a set of propositions describes
rather than constitutes a fictional world.

Nevertheless, my view need involve no
greater degree of ontological commitment to fic-
tional worlds or entities than does Walton’s
view. Such worlds of course are not real and do
not actually exist, but, notwithstanding that, a
theory such as mine that explains references to
plays as being references to fictional worlds
could still be theoretically defensible—and pos-
sibly preferable to other accounts—even if at
some deeper level of analysis all references to
fictional entities or worlds were to be explained
away.10 (I shall take no stand here on the possi-
bility of thus explaining away such references.)

Now it might be thought that Walton’s view
that it is specifically imaginings of a fictional
world that are generated by representations
should make a difference in this discussion.
However, on my view, the specific mental or
cognitive attitude entertained toward a fictional
world—whether it be imagined, conceived,
thought about, supposed or posited, questioned,
emotionally reacted to, and so on—is not rele-
vant to the issues at hand. I think that discus-
sions of plays themselves should center on is-
sues concerning representations and fictional
worlds, rather than on the very miscellaneous
possible mental attitudes we might have toward
such items in various contexts.

Next I shall compare our views with respect
to plays such as Hamlet. For the purposes of this
discussion, I shall ignore our differing interpre-
tations of fictional worlds, concentrating instead
on their relations to representations. A critical
passage showing Walton’s view of plays is as
follows:

Is it Gulliver’s Travels and Macbeth themselves that
are props, or just copies of the novel and perfor-
mances of the play? What the reader or spectator is to
imagine depends on the nature of the work itself, the
novel or play; copies or performances serve to indi-
cate what its nature is. So the work is a prop. In the
case of Macbeth peculiarities of a particular perfor-
mance—costumes, gestures, inflections—enjoin
imaginings in addition to those prescribed by the
work, so the performance is a prop also.11

Encapsulated in this paragraph is a clause that
succinctly describes my view: “copies or perfor-

mances serve to indicate what its [the work]
nature is,” in that on my view such copies or per-
formances indicate or represent the fictional
world that (on my account) constitutes (the na-
ture of) the artwork in question.

However, Walton is clearly not intending to
use the term “indicate” in this passage in a repre-
sentational sense that implies that copies or per-
formances are thereby props; indeed, on his ac-
count performances only count as props because
of the additional work that they do in enjoining
“imaginings in addition to those prescribed by
the work.”

Thus, Walton is forced to use some such term
as “indicate” to describe the relation of copies or
performances to works, but it remains unclear
why the term “indicate” is not representational
in his sense and why copies in particular are not
props on his view. Also, if he regards a play it-
self as being a prop, then his account of props
has moved far from his paradigm cases of repre-
sentational props such as tree-stumps and rock-
ing horses, which are concrete particulars. It is
an advantage of my account that, according to it,
works themselves are not props or representa-
tions, but instead they are represented by the
concrete copies or performances that are indeed
representations or props in a normal, everyday
sense.

However, in spite of these differences, I agree
with Walton’s basic point12 as expressed in the
first part of his sentence, “What the reader or
spectator is to imagine depends on the nature of
the work itself, the novel or play; copies or per-
formances serve to indicate what its nature is,”
and, hence, I agree with the whole of his sen-
tence when “indicate” is reinterpreted, as above,
as itself being a representational concept.

Nonetheless, there is an important issue on
which Walton is silent with respect to the
prescriptivity of works. This issue involves a
distinction between epistemic versus broadly
ontological or factual issues concerning a work.
Although I agree that it is the work itself, or
facts about it, that has (or have) prescriptive
force,13 nevertheless there are epistemic issues
concerning authoritative sources of information
about such a work that also need to be consid-
ered, which can only adequately be accounted
for by invoking facts about certain representa-
tions of a work. Thus, on my view, the only
source of evidence we have for what constitutes
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a play such as Hamlet is provided by items such
as the printed copies and performances thereof
that represent the work, so that a Walton-style
account of what a play prescribes must be
fleshed out with an account of the representa-
tional conditions under which we have adequate
grounds for claiming that a work is a certain
way or that it prescribes certain descriptions of
it.14

A prime issue concerning such representa-
tional conditions is that of when they do, or do
not, count as being authoritative as sources of
information concerning the work in question.
Certain representations have a privileged status
as sources of information for accurately assess-
ing the content of a work, namely, those I have
elsewhere called originative representations in
the case of music, literature, and theatre, or orig-
inal representations in the case of the visual arts
such as painting and sculpture.15

An originative representation is an item such
as the original score of a musical composition
by Beethoven, penned in his own hand, or the
original typed or handwritten manuscript of a
play or novel as produced by its author. As the
name suggests, an originative representation
usually originates or initiates a series of other
representations of the same work, but only the
originative representation is privileged, in that it
alone is the direct causal outcome of the artist’s
successful creative efforts with respect to the
artwork in question. Thus an originative repre-
sentation typically provides the ultimate degree
of epistemic authority in assessing the content of
a fictional world, whereas nonoriginative repre-
sentations typically16 have only a derived au-
thority, depending on their degree of fidelity in
accurately copying an appropriate originative
representation.

This distinction of originative from non-
originative representations is significant be-
cause it shows that the actual issues of authority
in the assessment of the content of a fictional
world, and, hence, an assessment of what the
work may legitimately be taken to prescribe, are
issues to be settled by examining various repre-
sentations of a work in their actual historical
contexts relative to the inception of the work in
(one or more) originative representations as pro-
duced by the artist in question. Thus, a
Walton-style abstract appeal to that which is
mandated by “a work” itself, conceived of as

something that is independent of such histori-
cally situated representations, has by
comparison little or no epistemic value.

Walton’s account of performances as props,
on which peculiarities of a particular perfor-
mance—costumes, gestures, inflections—en-
join imaginings in addition to those prescribed
by the work, is also suspect, in that the peculiari-
ties of a particular performance have no obvious
authority to mandate anything, for they might
just amount to ad hoc representations, such as
tree-stumps being imagined as bears,17 which
Walton denies are (strictly speaking) props.
Here again, it is the authority of an actual perfor-
mance history for a play that determines which
peculiarities of a particular production of a work
count as contributing to an authoritative or legit-
imate performance of the work, as opposed to
mere eccentricities that in performance obscure
rather than illuminate the work’s fictional
world. Thus, here too my account can poten-
tially give a more plausible account than
Walton’s on the relations of performances to fic-
tional worlds.

One further point not adequately brought out
yet is as follows. For me it is artworks identified
as fictional worlds that have prescriptive
force,18 whereas for Walton it is instead repre-
sentations—which, on his view, are artworks—
that have prescriptive force. Thus, with my dis-
tinction above between the epistemic authority
of representations versus the prescriptivity of
artworks in mind, I can criticize Walton for, in
effect, conflating the epistemic authority of
some representations with the quite different
idea of the prescriptivity of artworks, which, on
my view, holds not for representations but
rather for the artworks represented by them.

III. PREMATURE THEORIZING, AND EXPLANATION OF

FICTIONS

It is time to step back and take a wider view of
the issues. I think my view, on which a play is
constituted by the fictional world associated
with representations of the play such as perfor-
mances or copies, is intuitively the most natural
one to take. However, I also have a diagnosis as
to why this view seems not to have been previ-
ously defended in the literature. On one plausi-
ble diagnosis, it is a result of (what could be
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called) premature theorizing about fictional
worlds.

It will generally be agreed that references, or
apparent references, to fictional entities or
worlds are philosophically problematic. How-
ever, such problems concerning fiction are sim-
ply one particular case of much wider philo-
sophical issues concerning the relations between
ontology and semantics when references, or ap-
parent references, to nonexistent entities are at
issue. Thus, an account of the nature of fictional
artworks such as plays should, on my view, be
developed and argued for independently of any
consideration of those general semantic and on-
tological issues, since those issues, and possible
ways of resolving them, are generic issues that
have no direct bearing on the specific nature of
fictional entities and fictional reference, as op-
posed to other kinds of ontological or referential
issues in other cases of reference to nonexistent
things.

The “premature theorizing” I mentioned oc-
curs when fiction is approached with some gen-
eral solution in mind to those generic problems
in such a way that one’s whole account of the
nature and structure of fiction is motivated pri-
marily, or even exclusively, by a desire to make
fiction conform to one’s preferred solution to
the generic problems. Or, to put the issue in an-
other way, the intuitively natural or
pretheoretical issues concerning the specific na-
ture of fiction have a surface structure that
should be respected and investigated in its own
right, prior to any attempts to explain it, or ex-
plain it away, on more generic philosophical
grounds. Premature theorizing occurs when that
surface structure is brushed aside as irrelevant to
the “real” philosophical issues.19

But what then is the surface structure of fic-
tion? There is of course plenty of room for dis-
agreement, including theoretical disagreement,
about this; my point against premature theoriz-
ing was merely intended to forestall a takeover
or swamping of specific intuitive or theoretical
issues about fiction itself by generic ontological
and referential theories.

On my view, a critical issue of surface theory
is that of (what could be called) the explanatory
center of gravity of issues concerning fiction,
namely, What is it that accounts of fiction are
primarily about? My view is that they are pri-
marily about fictional characters and worlds,

and that all other issues about fiction should be
seen as ancillary issues, which are to be related
to and explained by that primary focus. This po-
sition is also a natural methodological corollary
to my claim that plays are fictional. I shall de-
fend this view via a discussion of a well-known
issue, which is as follows.

There is in the literature a much-discussed
distinction between “internal” versus “external”
approaches to fictional characters. Internal ap-
proaches deal with the fictional world and char-
acters themselves, while external approaches in-
stead deal with characters insofar as they are
discussed, evaluated, or compared with other
characters or worlds by critics.20 For example,
“Hamlet is the Prince of Denmark” is about
Hamlet considered as an internal character,
while “Hamlet is one of the most discussed fic-
tional characters” is about Hamlet considered
externally.21

I have tried to state this distinction without
prejudging whether considering a character in-
ternally or externally amounts to a consideration
of two distinct entities or objects of reference.
The majority of theorists have views that claim
or presuppose that the two are distinct, or that
one can be referred to but the other cannot—
which comes to the same thing, in that such a
view similarly denies that there is one entity that
can be referred to in both internal and external
ways.22

However, on my view, such theorists cannot
be right, because their view violates an intuitive
view of the surface structure of fiction, in which
the character Hamlet in the play is the same
character who is said actually not to exist and
who literary critics compare and contrast with
other fictional characters.23 To repeat, perhaps
all of such intuitively natural surface views
might be explained away at some deeper level of
analysis, but the identity of the fictional Hamlet
with the character discussed by literary theorists
is a central feature of the surface structure of fic-
tion, which has to be respected by any theory of
fiction as providing at least an initial or
pretheoretical requirement of adequacy for such
theories.

Given the requirement that internal and exter-
nal views must be about the same entity, there
are consequently two possible surface views
concerning the “explanatory center of gravity”
of fiction. In one of these, any internal refer-
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ences to a fictional character would be explained
by reference to external facts about the charac-
ter,24 while in the other—a “fictionalist” view
such as mine—the order of explanation would
be reversed, with external references being ex-
plained by reference to facts about an internal
character. I shall now proceed to explain and de-
fend the fictionalist approach. For the sake of
brevity and convenience, I shall talk of fictional
characters purely in surface terms, assuming
that, at this level, they may be taken to be enti-
ties that can be referred to, said to have proper-
ties, and so on.

IV. A DEFENSE OF THE FICTIONALIST APPROACH

To begin with, here is an argument for (what
could be called) the primacy of the fictional
character. There could not be any external, liter-
ary discussion of fictional characters without
there already being internal fictional characters
to be thus discussed; but, on the other hand,
there could be internal fictional characters with-
out there being any external discussion of them
at all, if we had plays and novels but no critical
writings about them. Hence, fictional characters
considered internally have a basic explanatory
priority over external views of them. And a cor-
responding principle of the primacy of fictional
worlds holds for fictional worlds instead of fic-
tional characters, and so on for fictional events,
et cetera. I shall henceforth use the term “fic-
tions” to apply indifferently to the characters,
events, and fictional worlds associated with fic-
tional works, so that my general thesis here is
that of the primacy of fictions.

In what does this primacy or explanatory pri-
ority of fictions consist? One way of conceiving
it is in terms of truth: It is internal facts about
fictions that are what make true any external or
internal statements about them, whereas the
converse does not hold. Or a notion of depend-
ency could be appealed to, in that it could be
claimed that the truth of any external statements
about a fiction is dependent, in one way or an-
other,25 on the truth of various internal state-
ments about the fictional facts in question.26

Parenthetically, such fictional facts, of course,
provide what I have also referred to as the “fac-
tual basis” for various claims about a fiction,
whether they are everyday descriptive claims, or
of some more theoretical kind such as the ex-
planatory and epistemological kinds I discuss.

Thus, for example, the external statement that
Hamlet is one of Shakespeare’s most ambiguous
leading characters is made true, if it is true, by
internal facts about Hamlet and other Shake-
spearean characters, whereas it is not the case
that statements of the internal facts of Shake-
spearean plays are made true by any external
statements about the plays.

Second, if a literary critic discusses the char-
acter Hamlet, the evidence or epistemic factual
basis for any claims that she or he makes,
whether of an external or internal kind, must be
provided by internal facts about Hamlet, such as
facts about what he says or does in various fic-
tional situations.27

Thus, for example, someone in an external
discussion of a fiction may cite some writings of
a critic as being authoritative concerning the
work, but a more basic epistemic warrant for
such a reference must involve an assumption
that the critic in question had an adequate fac-
tual or evidential basis for her or his views, pro-
vided by internal facts about the play.28 This
second principle could be called that of the fac-
tual justification of fictional claims, or the fac-
tual justification principle for short. Unlike the
first explanatory primacy principle, it is an
epistemic principle concerning the factual basis
that warrants or justifies statements about a fic-
tion.

To be sure, there are also related issues of in-
terpretation that would need to be addressed in a
more complete account, but for the present it
may be taken that differing interpretations of an
artwork either involve the postulation of differ-
ent fictional worlds or differing opinions about
the contents of a single fictional world. I also do
not address here issues about the “basic” con-
tents of a world, namely, those directly de-
scribed in a play, versus possibly various kinds
of “implied” fictive content, which may be rea-
sonably inferred from the basic contents and
which could be regarded as issues concerning
interpretation of a work.

The epistemic factual justification principle
just presented should also be related to the dis-
cussion in the previous section of authoritative
representations of a fiction. The overall picture
being developed is one in which there are actu-
ally three stages or levels of epistemic justifica-
tion of a claim—external or internal—about a
fiction. In the first, lowest-level stage just dis-
cussed, a claim about fictional world X is sup-
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ported by appealing to relevant facts about X;
for example, the claim “Hamlet is the prince of
Denmark” is supported by appealing to the cor-
responding fact or facts that provide its factual
basis in the “Hamlet” fictional world.

But a second stage of epistemic justification
is also needed, as an answer to the question “But
how do you know that world X is indeed the
‘Hamlet’ world?”—rather than its being some
similar but irrelevant fictional world, facts about
which would have no bearing on the justifica-
tion of claims about Hamlet. Here my discus-
sion in the previous section of authoritative rep-
resentations provides an appropriate answer:
One can justify the claim that world X is indeed
the “Hamlet” world by appealing to the exis-
tence of an authoritative representation Y of the
play Hamlet, which represents precisely world
X rather than some other fictional world no mat-
ter how similar that world may be to X.

Yet a third stage of epistemic justification
may also be required, because someone might
still ask, “But how do you know that representa-
tion Y is an authoritative representation of the
‘Hamlet’ world?” This is where the causal, his-
torical, and intentional factors discussed in the
previous section become relevant: It is by virtue
of a representation’s having the right or appro-
priate connections of those kinds that it counts
as authoritative in representing correctly the
“Hamlet” world.29

Thus, in epistemic terms, the primary or ulti-
mate justification for claims about a play is pro-
vided by the third stage just outlined. However,
in explanatory or semantic terms, it is the fiction
itself that is primary, in some such way as was
outlined above.

A possible objection to both of my princi-
ples—the primacy of fictions and the factual
justification principle—should be briefly con-
sidered, according to which it is not anything
fictional, but instead either the text, tokens of
which are provided by copies of the work, or
performances of a work that provide the factual
basis for a fictional work.

However, as pointed out in section 2, one
must distinguish between the epistemic author-
ity of a text or performance and the prescriptive
or factual basis of a play. In the former case a
copy of a text may be authoritative because of its
direct causal link with the author of the fiction,
which has the implication that any other text dif-
fering from this one fails to be authoritative as a

source of information about its fictional charac-
ters. Thus, although an originative text is
typically an authoritative source, this is not to
say it is the text itself that provides the factual
basis for claims about its fictional characters. In-
stead, those characters, and their characteristics,
as represented by the authoritative text provide
the factual basis for claims about the characters.

V. FICTIONS AND THE REAL WORLD

Some further discussion of various issues con-
cerning the relations of fictions to the real world
will now be provided. Returning to my claim
that both external and internal statements may
be about the same fictional entity, it is helpful to
first indicate how a fictional world is located rel-
ative to the real world. A fictional world is, on
my view, something that is genuinely related to
the real world, in that it is typically created by
one actual person at some particular time, in
spite of the fact that it is, of course, a fictional or
imaginary world. Minimally, this implies that
the characters and events in a fictional world are
related both to each other, defining their internal
properties and relations, and to the real world in
which they were created, thought about, and dis-
cussed, which defines their external properties
and relations.

Another way to describe the differences be-
tween internal and external statements concern-
ing a fictional world is as follows. If a real per-
son, such as Richard Nixon, appears in a
fictional work, one can distinguish the proper-
ties ascribed to him in the story, which consti-
tute his internal properties in the story, from
those properties that he had as a real person, in-
dependently of those ascribed to him in the
story, which instead constitute his external prop-
erties. One can make a similar distinction for
fictional characters and events as well: they both
have internal properties, namely, those ascribed
to them in a story or implied by those thus as-
cribed, as well as external properties that they
have independently of their fictionally ascribed
or implied properties, such as having been cre-
ated or represented by a particular author at a
particular time or being discussed by some liter-
ary critic at a later time.30

An advantage of this characterization of inter-
nal and external properties of a fictional charac-
ter is that it can help to explain how certain
modal statements about a character could be true
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of him. For example, the claim “Hamlet could
have had some characteristics different from
those he does have” could be explained as an ex-
ternal statement claiming that Shakespeare
could have ascribed different properties to Ham-
let when creating the play Hamlet.

Something should also be said about an op-
posing view at this point. As noted previously, it
is common for writers to assume that it is,
strictly speaking, impossible to refer directly to
a fictional character such as Hamlet, when such
putative references are understood as being ref-
erences to the “internal” character of a story; in-
stead, it is claimed, one merely pretends or
imagines (or “make-believes”) that one thus re-
fers. Or, more formally, it may be claimed that
the whole linguistic context in which the appar-
ent reference occurs is within the scope of an
opaque story or fictional operator, so that, for in-
stance, “it is fictional that Hamlet is the prince
of Denmark” does not involve any reference to
Hamlet or to supposed predications of him.31

My claim, on the contrary, is that, at a surface
level at least, it is possible to refer to Hamlet and
to make predications of him. However, my posi-
tion is consistent with the following apparently
related view, namely, that when one character in
a story refers to another character in the same
story, no actual reference occurs. Thus, I can
agree that if it is fictional that Jane referred to
Bill—in an innocuous, nonopaque sense of “it is
fictional that,” in which it merely indicates that a
fictional case is being dealt with—then there is
no implication that anybody actually referred to
anyone. This is so because, on my view, Jane,
her act of referring to Bill, and Bill himself are
all fictional rather than actual.

Thus, in sum, of course fictional characters
are not real persons, nor are their actions real ac-
tions, but any necessary distinction between
being a real versus fictional person is adequately
captured by the fact that fictional entities have
some different properties and relations from
those of real entities, such as being a fictional
character or of being incomplete in various char-
acteristic ways,32 so that, as one would expect,
references to fictional characters are in some
ways like, but in other ways unlike, references
to real entities. It is unnecessary to additionally
deny that fictional entities can be referred to,
along with consequent logical adjustments, such
as bringing in opaque fictional operators.

VI. AN APPARENT COUNTEREXAMPLE

In this section, I shall briefly discuss an apparent
kind of counterexample to the fictionality of
plays thesis. Suppose someone claims “Hamlet
is a very popular play.” On my fictionalist view,
on a straightforward interpretation this state-
ment is equivalent to “The fictional world of
Hamlet is a very popular play.” However, it
could be objected that most of the evidence rele-
vant to the popularity of the play, such as large
sales of copies of the play or abundant perfor-
mances of it, is not evidence that is about or di-
rectly relevant to the fictional world of Hamlet
at all, but instead it is evidence relevant to the
play considered as a social institution. Thus, ex-
ternal statements of this kind fail to refer to, or
be about or be true of, the corresponding fic-
tional world, and, hence, such statements violate
my fictionality of plays thesis.

Two kinds of replies are relevant here. In the
first place, I agree that a play may legitimately
be regarded as a social institution, but my analy-
sis of what is involved in that institutionality (as
given in section 1) is that strictly speaking one is
then talking about representations of the play
rather than the play itself. On this interpretation,
the original popularity statement amounts to
saying something like “representations of the
play Hamlet are very popular,” which casts no
doubt on the fictional primacy thesis, since it is
about representations such as copies or perfor-
mances rather than being about the play itself.

A second kind of reply is as follows. One may
distinguish the evidence for popularity—such as
high copy sales and frequent performances,
which, as just noted, strictly speaking concern
representations rather the play itself—from the
claimed fact of the play’s popularity, and then
argue that the admittedly representational evi-
dence may well support an inference to the pop-
ularity of the fictional world that constitutes the
play (which is represented by such copies or
performances), in spite of the admitted indirect-
ness of the evidence for such a conclusion.

VII. SPATIO–TEMPORAL LOCATION AND EXISTENCE

In this section, I shall briefly discuss issues con-
cerning the spatio–temporal location and exis-
tential status of fictions. A useful foil for my
view is the recent view of Thomasson, accord-
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ing to which fictional characters are existent but
abstract entities, which are abstract primarily
because they lack a spatio-temporal location.33

However, on my view, this is typically incor-
rect. For example, Hamlet, as the Prince of Den-
mark, is presumably located in Denmark, during
some historical period that happens not to be
further specified by the author, but which must
be assumed to be some particular time, since
Hamlet is, in the story, a real individual with a
definite location in space–time as is possessed
by any real individual. Thus, as far as the inter-
nal view of Hamlet goes, he does have a spatio–
temporal location in such stories—which is not
to deny that it might be possible to construct a
convincing story about characters who did not
have any spatio–temporal location. It is a failing
of Thomasson’s externalist view that it is unable
to give due weight to such basic facts about typi-
cal fictional characters.

Second, since both internal and external refer-
ences to Hamlet are, on my view, references to
the same internal fictional character, there is no
other character-like entity about which further
questions could be raised concerning its spatio–
temporal location. Hence, my general answer to
the question is that it is depends on the content
of a fictional story as to whether or not its char-
acters have a spatio–temporal location.34

As for the issue of existence, Thomasson
claims that characters come into existence on
being created by an author and go out of exis-
tence when no copies or memories of them re-
main.35 But for me, plays and characters do not
ever exist.36 Instead, artistic creation simply
makes a play or character become available as
an object of reference or thought via its repre-
sentation by an originative representation, which
itself does come into existence at the time of its
creation by the artist, where previously the play
or character was not thus available; similarly, the
demise of a play or character at a given time con-
sists in their becoming unavailable as objects of
reference after that time, because of the destruc-
tion of any remaining representations of them—
whether physical or in human memory. Thus for
me, external issues about the spatio–temporality
of characters do not arise, since there are no exis-
tent characters about whom such issues could be
raised. Admittedly, on my view, Hamlet may be
externally named or referred to when appropri-
ate representations exist, but such references are

only to the same nonexistent or fictional individ-
ual Hamlet who is also the object of any internal
references to him.

Perhaps it would be useful to clarify at this
point how it is nevertheless possible for one and
the same entity, such as the fictional character
Hamlet, to both “exist in the play” and yet not
exist in reality. Formally the answer is that the
relevant existence and nonexistence claims are
not incompatible, because they may be taken to
claim that different relational properties hold
(or do not hold) for Hamlet. To say that Hamlet
exists in the play is to say that, relative to the fic-
tional world in which he is a character, he has
the same status as other characters or events that
count as real in the story. And in this internal
manner the fictional world of Hamlet itself
counts as real, in that on an internal view it is en-
tirely made up of such internally real characters,
and so on.

On the other hand, to say that Hamlet does not
exist in an external sense is to say that, relative
to the real world, Hamlet does not have the
same existential status as other inhabitants of the
real world. And similarly for the “Hamlet” fic-
tional world itself: It too, externally speaking,
does not have the same existential status as the
real world. Thus, since the reference classes for
each of these relational properties are different,
one and the same character Hamlet can both
exist, relative to the fictional world, and not
exist, relative to the real world, with similar
points applying to the corresponding fictional
world itself.37

VIII. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, here is a brief rationale for my
position. First, the fictionality of plays thesis is
one legitimate but previously unoccupied theo-
retical position on the status of narrative plays
(and potentially, of other fictional artworks too),
which deserves to be investigated in any case so
that its strengths and weaknesses (if any) rela-
tive to more standard positions can become
clearer.38

Second, my account is a natural and parsimo-
nious one, which does not need to postulate any
new entities39 nor introduce elaborate para-
phrases or reductions of natural referential ways
of speaking about fictional entities.40

And third, the distinction of plays from repre-
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sentations of them, which is integral to my the-
ory, enables important distinctions to be articu-
lated between explanatory and epistemic issues
with respect to plays and other artworks, which
have been largely neglected by alternative ac-
counts.41 Thus, for this reason too the current
approach deserves consideration.42
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