


































145THE SEMANTICS OF FICTIONAL NAMES

Our is just as we reply in the case of negative existence sentences
in the Vulcan case (above). There we claim that the sentence "Vulcan
does not exist" is neither true nor false. However, it is associated with

such as "the tenth planet does not exist", "the between
Mercury and the sun does not exist", and so on. since these
assoclate:a sentences are of Vulcan lore, the sentence "Vulcan does
not can be used as a convenient way to pragmatically impart these
associated truths.

In the Holmes case, exactly the same sort of thing is true. There are a
set of descriptions from the Holmes stories that are associated
with the name "Holmes". For example, "pipe-smoking detective brilliant
at deduction", "opium addict detective", "sleuth who lives at 22B Baker

, etc. What is true is that no one appropriately related to
(i.e., that Doyle had in mind in the right way) satisfies these descriptions.
It is the truth that the addict detective does not exist, and the sleuth
who lives at 22B Baker Street does not exist. And so on. It is because of
these associated truths that are pragmatically imparted by "Holmes does
not exist" that we are inclined (mistakenly) to believe that "Holmes
does not exist" expresses a truth.

How does our view compare with that of Walton? Walton's view is
that "Holmes does not exist" involves a pretended to refer and
a claim that this very cannot succeed in really referring (p. 425).

on Walton's view, someone who utters "Holmes does not exist", utters
a truth. The person does two things: (1) makes a pretended attempt to

and (2) claims of this attempt that it cannot succeed in really
reft)rring. The claim is true. This is the purported advantage of Walton's
view; it satisfies the intuition that negative existentials express truths.

The disadvantages of Walton's view are that we are not told what is the
content of the supposed truth "Holmes does not exist". It cannot be the
truth that Holmes does not exist, for there is no referent for "Holmes".
Hence, there is no such truth. The content is purportedly a claim that a
certain act cannot succeed in referring, but which act? To specify the act we
must specify the pretense. As we have already seen above, Walton's attempt
to do so in terms of pretenses of kind K is not sufficiently informative.

Finally, Currie raises the following related worry about accidental
reference to real individuals. Suppose Tolstoy knew a man named Ivan
IIych, who lived a life much like the character in Tolstoy's novella. Would
this make the novena about the man? There is no single answer to this
question. The answer depends upon facts such as whether the term "Ivan
IIych" acquired by Tolstoy as a name of the man he knew had the appro­
priate causal connections to the term used by Tolstoy in his novella. If
there were no such connection, then we would say that the novella is not
about the man. If there is such a connection, we would say that the novena
may be about the man (whether intended by Tolstoy or not).
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We have argued for the following view. Sentences using fictional names
express incomplete propositions. For example, "Ivan Ilych got married"
expresses the that x got married - and does so
using the name "Ivan . When such sentences appear in works of

have their literal When such sentences are used
about fiction and in transfictive contexts, are used to express more
complex propositions (although their literal meaning stays the same). For
ex,arrml,e, "Holmes smokes a pipe" used about fiction, says, using the name
"Holmes", that in the Holmes stories it is fictionally asserted or implied
that x smokes a pipe. In transfictive contexts, reference is made to more
than one fictional work and to what is asserted or implied in
those works. the basic of sentences fictional
names remains the same. the account of the meaning of fictive
names given here is consistent with that we have of vacuous names
for non-fiction. Thus, we have provided a unified account of vacuous
names within a theory of direct reference.

T)"n"rtrnMlt of Phillos:ophy, Central Michigan Universi1:v

NOTES

I Earlier versions of this paper were read at the International Conference for Philosophy
and Literature in Tel Aviv, the Central States Philosophical Association, and at Wayne
State University. We thank persons from each of these venues for valuable comments. In
particular we thank Gregory Currie, Robert Howell, William Tolhurst, and Kendall Walton.

2 We do not mean "true in the fiction" but just true. We will argue that the truth in this
context is about Tolstoy's novel, not about Ivan Ilych - thereby resolving any apparent
conflict with the vacuity of the term 'Ivan Ilych' and the truth of the sentence employing
the term.

l Devitt is an exception, since he is a non-descriptive sense theorist (Devitt, 1989).
4 We distinguish between the informational content of an utterance using a name on a

particular occasion and the -linguistic meaning. For example, the meaning of 'Galen' in
"Galen is tall" is Galen (my friend). The linguistic meaning of 'Galen' in "'Galen' is a
name" is that "Galen" means "the bearer of the name 'Galen'''.

, We use 'unfilled' and 'incomplete' interchangeably when speaking about these structured
entities.

6 Some sentences ofa fiction are not fictionally asserted by the author straightaway. When
one wants to talk about a narrator's role in a fiction, we would say that author is fictionally
asserting that the narrator is asserting. So, for example, if it is a narrator that says "Ivan
Ilych got married", then what has happened is that Tolstoy has fictionally asserted that the
narrator has asserted that Ivan Ilych got married.

7 Someone might claim that even after it has been determined that the descriptions asso­
ciated with "Ivan Jlych" also may be associated with "Jean", it does not follow that these
descriptions apply to one fictitious individual. There could be two fictitious individuals
described in exactly the same ways. The simplest reply to this claim is that it may also be
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an inference to the best explanation that the descriptions apply to one fictitious individual.
It is possible that the best explanation of what is going on is that there are two fictitious
individuals described in exactly the same ways. The most coherent explanation of the work
would decide which it is.

, A "filled" proposition either has a referent or is a closed, quantified proposition.
, See above discussion of Tolstoy'S use of terms "Ivan I1ych" and "Jean" for "related

terms".
10 Suppose one raises the question whether Doyle's Holmes is identical to Doyle'S Holmes?

This is an ambiguous question. It could mean, is there some entity about which Doyle wrote
that is self-identical? The answer to this is no. There is no entity. It could also mean, in the
Holmes stories did Doyle fictionally assert or imply that x = x using the name "Holmes"?
The answer to this is yes. It does not help to talk about the "Holmes character" because
all of the same considerations would apply. What properties are essential to the Holmes
character? With no metric to decide there is no determinate answer about which characters
are identical. More below on this matter.

il We take the nand n' to denote relative, not absolute, values.
12 Currie (1993) later shifts his view to an even more subjective position on meaning. This

account would suffer all of the difficulties we raise for his account of partial meaning.
lJ Currie's sentence is modelled on one originally given by Van Inwagen (1977, p. 302).
" There might be a sentence in the Poirot stories such as "Poirot thought 'What would

Holmes do here?''' Here there is a fictional assertion using the name 'Holmes'. Two cases
for the use of this sentence come to mind. In one case, there are fictional assertions using
the name 'Holmes' in the Poirot story where Agatha Christie is fictionally asserting that
Poirot thinks there is an actual Holmes. In the second, she is asserting that Poirot thinks
there is a fictional Holmes. These two cases could be further subdivided, but we will spare
you the details.

IS By 'present individuals' we mean, make fictional assertions of unfilled propositions
using names or pronouns.

16 This is not how Walton would describe an authorized game, but it is how we understand
him, using our own terminology. Walton says of an authorized game that it a game that
fulfills a function of the work.

11 Our paraphrase is "In the Paul Bunyan stories, it is fictionally asserted or implied that
giant mosquitoes raised in the North Woods were used to drill wells in Arizona."

" Walton himself points out that what makes it fictional of oneself that she speaks truly
in an authorized game for a work are facts about what is fictionally asserted or implied in
the work (1990, p. 401).

19 We choose this example because Walton is explicit about the propositions involved in
the relevant games of make believe and the relevant fictions. In other examples, where fic­
tional names are involved, Walton reverts to speaking of pretenses such as those of kind K.

20 Van Inwagen (or Howell) might object to our paraphrase that it conflates two different
cases. One case is where a novel is making fictional assertions about an actual person such
as Napoleon. The other case is where a novel is making fictional assertions that refer to no
one. On Van Inwagen's conception of fictional character, only the second case would really
be about fictional characters. So it could be claimed that our paraphrase is too broad.
However, the issue is whether one needs a conception of character like Van Inwagen's. We
are arguing that one does not. For Van Inwagen, it is not possible both for a fiction to refer
to an actual person and for that person to be a character in a novel. This is because, for
Van Inwagen, characters are theoretical entities of literary criticism and have properties that
no actual person can have (Van Inwagen, p. 307). We find it counter-intuitive that an actual
person such as Napoleon cannot be a character in the ordinary sense of "character" in a
novel. On our view, whether a character is actual or merely fictional depends solely upon
whether there is a referent for the name that occurs in the fictional assertion.



" We are not sure what it is to represent a fictional object de reo Howell may mean to
fictionally represent a fictional object as if de reo

" Pierre could playa game of make believe in which inconsistent propositions were true
of London. There is nothing itself impossible about his so making believe. It is just hard
to see the point of doing so.
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