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Abstract: Fictional names pose a difficult puzzle for semantics. How can we
maintain that Frodo is a hobbit, while admitting that Frodo does not exist? To
dissolve this paradox, I propose a way to formalize the interpretation of fiction
as ‘prescriptions to imagine’ (Walton 1990) within a psychologistic semantic
framework in the style of Kamp (1990). In the context of an information
exchange, the interpretation of an assertion triggers a dynamic update of a
belief component in the interpreter’s mental state, while in the context of a
fictional narrative, a statement like Frodo is a hobbit triggers an update of an
imagination component. In the computation of these updates, proper names –
referential, empty, or fictional – are uniformly analyzed as presupposition
triggers. The possibility of different attitude components in a single mental
state sharing discourse referents and thereby referentially depending on each
other ultimately allows us to account for the central paradox of fictional names
and related puzzles.

Keywords: semantics, fiction, imagination, reference, (fictional) proper names,
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1 The paradox of fictional names

In a much discussed paper, Radford (1975) introduces what he calls the
paradox of fiction. When someone recounts the terrible things that
happened to her, I may be moved to tears, but when she admits she made
the whole thing up, this sadness quickly gives way to anger (or embarrass-
ment). With fictional narratives, this is not the case: we can feel sad for a
character’s tragic fate while at the same time being aware that it’s all
made up.

A version of this paradox comes up when analyzing the semantics of
fictional names (i.e. names of fictional characters, like Frodo or Sherlock
Holmes). Normally, when someone tells me what cute things their daughter
said the other day, they can’t consistently follow that up by saying that they
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don’t have children. Yet, in the context of reading or discussing a work of
fiction, similarly contradictory claims seem to be perfectly fine. What I will
refer to as the paradox of fictional names is the intuition that we can consis-
tently utter (and accept) both fictional statements like (1a), in which the
fictional name Frodo seems to refer to a flesh and blood creature, and metafic-
tional statements like (1b), which deny that the referent of Frodo exists.

(1) a. Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire.
b. Frodo is a fictional character made up by Tolkien.

Although the interpretation of fiction has received little attention in formal
semantics, there is a vast literature on the semantics of fiction – and fictional
names in particular – in philosophy. In Section 2, I briefly summarize and
classify the main philosophical approaches to fictional names in order to situate
my own proposal in this ongoing debate. In Section 3, I further situate my
proposal with respect to the traditionally distinct conceptions of meaning in
truth-conditional, dynamic, and cognitive semantics. The actual proposal then is
laid out in Sections 4–9.

2 Background: Philosophical approaches
to fictional names

In the philosophical literature on fiction and fictional names, we can discern
roughly three types of approaches: realism, semantic anti-realism, and prag-
matic anti-realism. My own proposal will fall within the latter category, but in
this section I briefly review each approach as it applies to the semantic
paradox in (1).

Realists extend their ontology to include non-existent, abstract, and/or fictional
objects that can serve as genuine referents of fictional names (Meinong 1904;
Thomasson 1999). Realism promises a uniform semantics for the names in both
(1a) and (1b), viz. as referential terms denoting a fictional object. The realist’s
semantics has been subjected to ridicule (Russell 1905; Quine 1948), as well as a
variety of serious objections. For instance, saying that Sam carried Frodo from
Mount Doom does not intuitively entail that Sam carried a non-existent or abstract
object (cf. Lewis 1978). Various strategies to circumvent this objection and others
have been explored, but they always seem to involve postulating ad hoc, invisible
distinctions in the syntax–semantics interface. Zalta (1983), for instance, puts an
ambiguity in the notion of predication: (1a) involves an object “encoding” a
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property, while (1b) involves “exemplification.” Kripke (2011), by contrast, puts an
ambiguity in the name: Frodo in (1a) rigidly refers – within a pretense, see below –
to a hobbit born in the Shire, while the similar looking name in (1b) picks out an
abstract object created somewhere in the United Kingdom in the twentieth century.
One of my desiderata for a semantics of fictional discourse is that it treats all names
uniformly.

Anti-realists hold that the name Frodo does not refer. In a truth-conditional
semantic framework, this means that the extension of the name is not defined.
By compositionality, it follows that a fictional statement like (1a) cannot be
true. Hence, according to Frege (1892), (1a) would be neither true nor false,
while for Russell (1905) it would be false. Such proposals may be enhanced
with the addition of a hidden, intensional “fiction operator” (Lewis 1978), so
that (1a) abbreviates in all possible worlds compatible with the given fiction,
Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire, which could be true, even if the embedded
statement itself is truth-valueless or false.1 The motivation behind these
semantic anti-realist approaches is to reconcile ontological sobriety with stan-
dard truth-conditional semantics.

One problem with such semantic anti-realist approaches is that they do not
extend straightforwardly from (1a) to (1b), a metafictional assertion that con-
tains the same name Frodo, but is clearly true, and cannot be viewed as
prefixed with a fiction operator. In addition, if we follow Kripke (1980) in
treating names as rigid designators, i.e. terms whose sole meaning is their
actual referent, then (1a) and (1b) would not even express a proposition. Yet,
even if we were to admit they are not literally true, these statements are surely
meaningful and often pragmatically felicitous. Thus, Lewis (i) excludes meta-
fictional statements from his investigation and (ii) resorts to a descriptive
analysis of fictional names. In conclusion, it seems impossible to reconcile a
classical truth conditional semantics with a uniform semantics of proper
names in truthful, fictional, and metafictional contexts – even with the addi-
tion of an intensional fiction operator.

Pragmatic anti-realists, finally, analyze the interpretation of fictional names
and fictional discourse at the speech act level. Fictional statements like (1a) are

1 Lewis’s semantic approach to fiction is further explored and formalized by e.g. Bonomi and
Zucchi (2003). A somewhat different incarnation of the idea of a hidden fiction operator, hinted
at by an anonymous referee, would be to use Stone’s (1997) analysis of modals in terms of
scenarios and analyze statements like (1a) as in the scenario dynamically constructed by the
interpretation of Tolkien’s text, Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire. Importantly, as far as I can
tell, these (potential) alternative implementations are subject to the two objections raised
below.
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not assertions, but pretend assertions (Searle 1975; Kripke 2011), or some wholly
different speech act (Currie 1990; Bauer and Beck 2014). The most influential is
Walton’s (1990) analysis on which fictional texts are “prescriptions to imagine.”
Unlike regular assertions, fictional statements do not express information about
the way the world is but rather invite the reader to imagine a certain state of
affairs. Thus, (1a) asks the reader to imagine a world in which Frodo is a hobbit
born in the Shire. A crucial benefit of this analysis is that it gives an account of
the use of fictional statements without committing us to non-existent fictional
entities in the actual world.

The main objection against Walton’s analysis is that it fails to do justice to
intuitions of aboutness associated with the use of fictional names, i.e. the
intuition that (1a) expresses a singular proposition, about Frodo. This has been
brought out especially clearly by Friend’s (2011) argument from counterfic-
tional imagination, which I discuss in Section 7.2. In addition, like semantic
anti-realism, pragmatic anti-realism does not straightforwardly extend to
metafiction. After all, (1b) is clearly not an invitation to imagine that Frodo
is fictional.

My aim in this paper is to propose a uniform, formal pragmatic account of
the interpretation of names in fictional and metafictional statements, based on
Walton’s suggestion that fictional statements are prescriptions to imagine. My
analysis will be couched in a dynamic semantic framework – more specifically,
a psychologistic version of DRT in the style of Kamp (1990, 2015), where inter-
pretation means updating a representation of the interpreter’s mental state. I
will show how Kamp’s DRT-based formalism for representing mental states and
the way we update them with linguistic information can reconcile an imagina-
tion prescribed by (1a) with a belief conveyed by (1b), while maintaining a fully
uniform analysis of proper names – referential, fictional, empty or otherwise.

3 Psychologistic semantics

Our first job is to find a suitable formal semantic framework in which to capture
the pragmatic anti-realist starting point that fictional statements are prescrip-
tions to imagine. A traditional Montagovian conception of semantics as the
compositional derivation of truth conditions seems ill-suited for the job.2

2 Recently, Eckardt (2014) and Bauer and Beck (2014) have proposed the analyses of fiction
interpretation that stick more closely to the classic compositional semantic framework than the
current proposal, though both also involve unmistakably pragmatic components (Eckardt
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In addition to the problems for semantic approaches reviewed in the previous
section, we already classified ours as a pragmatic rather than a semantic
approach to fiction interpretation, i.e. we’re not primarily interested in
the truth conditions of fictional statements, but in the way readers interpret
them.

Dynamic semantics is a more promising candidate, as it moves the focus
away from truth conditions and blurs the line between semantics and prag-
matics. On the dynamic conception of meaning, interpreting a fictional state-
ment would amount to an update of a given body of information, a “context.”
There are different ways that this central notion of a context can be formalized,
e.g. as a Discourse Representation Structure (DRS), a set of worlds, or an
information state. But, more fundamentally, there are also different views on
what kind of information constitutes a context. The latter aspect is of crucial
importance here, and thus requires some discussion.

Following Stalnaker (1970), a context is typically thought of as the
common ground – roughly, the body of information jointly accepted by the
conversational participants at a given point in the discourse. This conception
of context abstracts away from the distinct individual mental states of different
speech act participants. Conversation is essentially a cooperative endeavor by
a group of agents trying to reduce uncertainty in the common ground. We see
such a participant-neutral conception of dynamic semantics for instance in
the seminal works of Heim (1982), Groenendijk and Stokhof (1991), and
Van der Sandt (1992).

With this abstraction in place, much progress has been made in modeling
phenomena in the semantics/pragmatics interface. But there are limits to
what we can achieve in this way, especially with respect to pragmatic phe-
nomena. Recently, semanticists are increasingly interested in linguistic
phenomena that require distinguishing and tracking the information states of
individual speech act participants. Recent examples include Farkas & Bruce’s

introduces a ‘story update’ mechanism, and Bauer & Beck a ‘fictional-assert’ speech act
operator). However, their aims are quite far removed from those in the current paper: Eckardt
is interested in the semantics of free indirect discourse, using the story update mechanism
primarily to ensure that the author is not committed to the truth of the story; while Bauer &
Beck are interested in explaining how literary texts can be meaningful to the reader in the real
world, given that they seem to describe distant possible worlds. Neither is concerned with
giving a uniform account of fictional and regular proper names, nor with metafictional state-
ments. I’ll focus in this paper on establishing a positive proposal of my own, leaving a thorough
comparison with, or perhaps integration of, these approaches for later.
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(2009) analysis of polar questions in terms of a fine-grained discourse model;
Sæbø’s (2012) analysis of specific indefinites as referential for the speaker but
existential for the hearer; Wechsler’s (2010) analysis of plural pronominal
paradigms in terms of speaker–hearer asymmetries in communicating de se
attitudes; and Cohen & Krifka’s (2014) analysis of superlative quantifiers using
a model of complex commitment spaces.

I propose to add fiction interpretation to this list of phenomena that
require us to move beyond the abstract common ground model prevalent in
dynamic semantics. Intuitively, interpreting a fictional text is just not a matter
of updating some abstract intersubjective common ground between speaker/
writer and hearer/reader. To make sense of the philosophically compelling
intuition that fictional statements are prescriptions to imagine, we need a
framework that captures what happens in the mind of the reader when she
interprets a text.

Discourse Representation Theory (DRT) offers just that.

DRT is a theory of interpretation in two senses of the word. It is a theory of meaning and it
is also a theory of language understanding. DRT is a cognitivist theory, which is based on
the insight that a semantic theory must of necessity take into account the mental processes
involved in handling language. (Geurts 1999: xi)

Despite the prevalence of abstract common ground interpretations of context in
dynamic semantics, this psychologistic interpretation has always been an inte-
gral part of Kamp’s conception of DRT.

DRT has from its earliest beginnings been a theory that makes claims about the psycho-
logical relevance of the forms in which human interpreters compute and represent the
semantic content of the linguistic inputs they get, rather than limiting itself to using
those representations solely for the purpose of making predictions about the truth
conditions of the sentences and discourses for which they have been constructed.
(Kamp 2015: 266)

In sum, the idea behind DRT is to model the interpretation of a discourse in
terms of the way sentences update a structured mental representation, a DRS.3

The current application requires a more fine-grained model of mental states
than simply a DRS. Bringing Walton’s pragmatic theory of fiction to dynamic

3 In recent work, Brasoveanu and Dotlacil (2015) take this one step further in the direction of
actual psychology by implementing incremental DRS construction in ACT-R, a well-established
computational framework for modeling human cognitive processing (Anderson and Lebiere
1998).
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semantics, the idea I want to work out is that, while a plain assertion in an
information exchange triggers (or is intended to trigger)4 an update of the
hearer’s beliefs, a fictional statement instead triggers (or is intended to trigger)
an update of her imagination. This view presupposes a model of the interpreter’s
mental state as a complex involving beliefs, imaginations, and, presumably,
other distinct (but crucially interdependent, as we will see) attitudes. Moreover,
to do justice to Kripkean intuitions of intentionality and rigidity associated
with (fictional) proper names, we also need a way to represent referential
intentions connecting our mental states with objects of acquaintance in the
world.

Overview

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. In Section 4, I develop a suitable
DRT-based formalism for the representation of complex, anchored mental states,
based primarily on (Kamp 1990; Kamp et al. 2003; Kamp 2015) incorporating
also some insights from the related mental files program in philosophy Recanati
(2012). In Sections 5 and 6, I present my proposal for interpreting non-fiction and
fiction both as updates on such complex mental states. The interpretation of
names in fiction leads to a dilemma, which I discuss in Sections 7 and 8. In
Section 9, I return to the original paradox. I demonstrate how we can analyze
fictional and metafictional statements in a DRT-based psychologistic semantic
framework in which fictions are prescriptions to imagine and proper names are
uniformly analyzed as presupposition triggers.

4 Representing mental states

In this section, I present an extension of the DRT formalism that deals with the
representation of mental states as complexes of interconnected attitudes and
anchors. Formal details are relegated to an appendix.

4 This is an oversimplification. As Searle (2001) puts it “a speaker can make an assertion quite
satisfactorily without giving a damn whether the hearer assumes what he says is true…. He
might say, ‘I don’t care whether you assume that it is raining, all the same it’s raining’.” (I owe
this reference to Hans-Martin Gärtner). I will not attempt to provide here a fully worked out
analysis of the speech acts involved in producing either factual/informative or fictional state-
ments. Instead I focus merely on describing the normally intended (perlocutionary) effect on the
interpreter, which I take to be a first step toward a full speech-act-theoretic analysis.
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4.1 Basic DRT

A DRS is usually depicted as a box with two compartments. The top compart-
ment, or universe, contains discourse referents (x, y, x1, . . .), representing the
entities that the discourse is about. The bottom compartment contains descrip-
tive conditions involving these discourse referents. Conditions can be atomic
(of the form Rðx1 . . . xnÞ) or complex (featuring logical operators like □,: or !
and one or more embedded subDRSs). An example DRS representation of a
simple discourse will suffice to illustrate the basic DRS syntax:

(2) John is a farmer. If he owns a donkey, he doesn’t beat it.

The DRS language is really just a minor variant of first-order logic in both syntax
and semantics (details on both in the appendix). DRSs have a static, truth-
conditional interpretation. With this semantics, the DRS in (2) is equivalent to
the following first-order formula:

(3) 9 x½farmerðxÞ ^ nameðx, JohnÞ ^ ∀y½½donkeyðyÞ ^ ownðx, yÞ� ! :½beatðx, yÞ���

In its original formulations, the dynamic nature of DRT resides wholly in the
so-called construction algorithm.5 This is an algorithm to turn a given context
DRS and syntactically parsed sentence into an updated context DRS, reflecting
the information growth caused by the interpretation of that sentence. The con-
struction algorithm for instance specifies that an indefinite noun phrase like a
donkey adds a new discourse referent (y) to the closest DRS universe and a
condition (donkeyðyÞ) below it. A pronoun, by contrast, does not introduce a
new discourse referent but initiates a search for an already established discourse

5 Later versions of DRT also provide genuinely dynamic semantic interpretations of fragments
of the DRS language, i.e. mapping DRSs onto information states and context change potentials
(Kamp et al. 2003).
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referent higher up in the DRS under construction (e.g., it= y). Following Van der
Sandt (1992), later versions of DRT typically split the construction algorithm into
two stages: (i) the compositional construction of a preliminary DRS purely on the
basis of the syntactic structure of the sentence and (ii), the resolution of
presuppositions in the DRS context. I will present a version of this two-stage
interpretation procedure in Section 5.1.

4.2 Attitude description sets

We’ve seen that Kamp originally intended DRT not just as a logical description
of truth conditions and abstract common ground updates, but rather as a model
of what goes on in the mind of the individual interpreter. To work this out, Kamp
has been developing a formalism for the representation and interpretation of
complex mental states. I will use the term “Attitude Description Theory (ADT)”
to refer to this theory of attitudes and mental state representations in terms of
“Attitude Description Sets (ADS).”

Formally, an ADS is a set of labeled DRSs representing the content of the
various interrelated attitudes that make up an agent’s mental state. Each DRS
is paired with a label indicating the mode of the attitude it represents, e.g.
BEL for belief and DES for desire. In addition to attitudes proper, Kamp
assumes something like mental files (Perry 1980, Recanati 2012) – DRSs that
serve as descriptive internal representations of objects the agent is
acquainted with. These so-called internal anchors are labeled with the mode
indicator ANCH.

Consider first an example involving direct perception. The ADS in (4) repre-
sents a fragment of the mental state of an agent who sees a glass in front of her,
thinks it contains water, hopes it’s cold, imagines it’s vodka and finally intends
to pick it up and drink from it.

(4)

The first component of (4) is an internal anchor. It tells us how the agent is
acquainted with a given object and introduces a discourse referent to stand for
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that object. The other components represent the various attitudes the agent
has toward this object, viz. the belief that it contains water, the intention to
drink from it, etc. The special discourse referent i, finally, represents the
agent’s self-file, a non-descriptive, irreducibly indexical representation of
herself.6

Below I elaborate on two crucial aspects of the ADT formalism that I’ll rely
on in my analysis of fiction interpretation: the notion of an anchor as a mental
file, i.e. a way to reconcile singular attitudes with descriptive modes of presenta-
tion (4.3), and the sharing of discourse referents across attitudes, which allows
us to model parasitic attitudes (4.4).

4.3 Referential intentions and external anchors

Internal anchors are meant to capture how the agent is acquainted with objects
in the external world. Hence, we could say that an internal anchor in an ADS
refers to an extra-mental entity. In this respect, Kamp’s anchors are very similar
to Recanati’s (2012) mental files: on the one hand they are descriptive bodies of
information, functioning like cognitive modes of presentation, but on the other
hand they are directly referential. As Recanati puts it:

mental files are ‘about objects’: like singular terms in the language, they refer, or are
supposed to refer. They are, indeed, the mental counterparts of singular terms. What they
refer to is not determined by properties which the subject takes the referent to have (i.e. by
information – or misinformation – in the file), but through the relations on which the files
are based. The reference is the entity we are acquainted with (in the appropriate way), not
the entity which best ‘fits’ information in the file (Recanati 2012: 35)

Applied to ADT, formalizing such a non-descriptive, relational interpretation of
anchors requires that we introduce a formal device to specify the actual object of
acquaintance in addition to the (merely descriptive) internal anchor. For this
purpose, Kamp introduces external anchors. Formally, an external anchor is just
a partial assignment function, mapping internally anchored discourse referents
to the objects that are the actual source of the information described in the
corresponding internal anchors. A “contextually situated” version of the ADS in
(4) should thus include an external anchor mapping the discourse referent x to
some actual glass of water.7

6 Formally, i should be treated as a separate internal anchor that always picks out the center of
any doxastic alternative.
7 I discuss cases of perceptual error and faulty anchoring in Section 7.3.
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Note that the agent herself does not have access to the external anchor.
Her behavior and practical reasoning are guided by the information in the
internal anchors and attitudes. In philosophical terminology, external
anchors are needed to capture the wide content of an ADS, but irrelevant
for determining its narrow content (and vice versa). What the presence of an
internal anchor in an ADS does is signal a referential intention on the part of
the agent. In other words, the agent takes all her internal anchors to have
corresponding external anchors that link them to the objects she believes
she’s acquainted with. As (Kamp 2011: 5) puts it, internal anchors “presup-
pose” external anchors, and therefore internal anchors without external ones
are faulty.

For our current purposes, we’ll henceforth restrict attention to the narrow,
(i.e. psychologically relevant) content of mental states and refrain from adorning
example ADSs with external anchors. We return to the relation between internal
and external anchoring in Section 7.3, where I argue against an analysis of
fictional names in terms of faulty anchors. Furthermore, in Section 5.2 I’ll
introduce vicarious anchoring, a type of anchoring not grounded in perceptual
acquaintance but in causal–historical reference chains.8

4.4 Parasitic attitudes

In ADT, anchors are used to represent de re attitudes. In the glass-of-water
example, we represented the agent’s de re belief about the glass, that it contains
water, by using in the belief the discourse referent x that was introduced by an
internal anchor. This configuration captures the intentionality of de re attitudes
in that, if all is well, the internally anchored discourse referent leads us via its
external anchor to an actual res – independently of whether or not that res
satisfies the descriptive content in the internal anchor.

This analysis of de re thought requires that we allow DRSs with free vari-
ables in our ADSs. We’ll say that an ADS is globally well-formed if all free
variables of each component are grounded in the universes of other compo-
nents. Thus, our simple example in (4) is well-formed. We’ll say that the open
attitude DRSs in (4) are referentially dependent on the internal anchor.

8 I should point out here that my use and interpretation of anchors differs from Kamp’s,
especially considering the multiply anchored entity representations of Kamp (2015). In fact,
the combination of an internal and external anchor in the current setup corresponds more
closely to Recanati’s notion of a mental file than to Kamp’s notion of an entity representation. In
Section 7.3, we’ll encounter another crucial difference between Kamp’s anchors and mine.
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In ADT, referential dependence is not restricted to the dependence of
attitudes on internal anchors. Let me illustrate this with an application to a
linguistic puzzle. Consider the attitude ascription in (5) (cf. Heim 1992; Elbourne
2010).

(5) Hans wants the ghost in his attic to be quiet tonight.

This report arguably has a reading that is neither de re (there’s a unique ghost and
Hans wants it to be quiet) nor de dicto (Hans wants it to be the case that there is a
unique ghost that is quiet). On this reading Hans may have a de dicto belief that
there is a ghost with a desire that it be quiet. In a classic Hintikka-style theory of
belief and desire as propositional attitudes we cannot describe such a belief–
desire complex. The closest we can get is a logical form like (6), but there the final
x is actually a free variable, which gives the wrong interpretation.

(6) BELh½9x½ghostðxÞ ^ in.atticðxÞ�� ^ DESh½quietðxÞ�

In ADT, by contrast, we can straightforwardly capture the mental state ascribed
to Hans as involving a desire referentially dependent on a (de dicto) belief:

(7)

I should stress that (7) is just a representation of Hans’s mental state, not of the
truth conditions of the English sentence in (5). However, having an adequate
DRT-based syntax and semantics for representing parasitic mental states like
this is an important first step toward a compositional semantics of linguistic
ascriptions like (5).9

Dependence of non-doxastic attitudes on anchors and beliefs is a common
theme in philosophical and linguistic puzzles about attitudes. We can extend the
ADT analysis of the parasitic reading of (5) to solve, for instance, one of
Karttunen’s (1973) puzzles about presupposition projection:

(8) Bill believed that Fred had been beating his wife and he hoped that Fred
would stop beating her. ðKarttunen1973Þ

9 For the second step, see (Maier 2015a).
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On the classical approach, where believe and hope are intensional operators, the
introduction of the event of Fred beating his wife in the first conjunct cannot
bind the pronoun her, nor satisfy the presupposition triggered by stop beating
her. But, intuitively, the presupposition does get satisfied somehow, and the
pronoun bound, since the sentence as a whole is perfectly felicitous in a context
in which Bill’s belief is mistaken and Fred never beat his wife, or is not even
married. In ADT, we could account for this intuition by analyzing the second
conjunct as introducing a hope referentially dependent on the earlier belief
inside a single, complex description of Bill’s mental state.

On the one hand, the expressive power of Kamp’s system goes well beyond
representing these types of belief parasitism. It freely allows chains of referential
dependencies between any modes of attitudes, and even between multiple
attitudes simultaneously. Indeed, we occasionally encounter evidence of non-
belief-dependencies in puzzles involving natural language ascriptions:10

(9) Alice fears that there is a squirrel in her kitchen cabinets. She hopes to trap
it alive. Roberts 1996ð Þ

I will exploit the full expressivity of ADT in my analysis of fictional names, for
instance, by having (counterfictional) imaginations and beliefs depend on
(fiction-induced) imaginations.

On the other hand, it is also worth emphasizing the limits of the ADT
approach to parasitic attitudes. In particular, it does not extend to seemingly
closely related puzzles involving intentional identity, (10a), and modal subordi-
nation, (10b).

(10) a. Hob thinks a witch has blighted Bob’s mare and Nob wonders whether
she killed Cob’s sow. Geach 1967ð Þ

b. A wolf might come in. It would eat you first. Roberts 1987ð Þ

We see in both of these a pronoun bound by an embedded antecedent that is
predicted to be inaccessible on a classical possible worlds analysis of the
embedding operator. However, despite superficial similarities, there are impor-
tant differences between the phenomena in (10) and the parasitic attitudinal
dependencies discussed above.

10 There appear to be some restrictions on parasitic ascriptions involving dependence on other
attitudes than belief. I return to this matter in Section 8.2. See in particular footnote 27 for a
comparison with a simpler approach in which parasitism is restricted to non-doxastic attitudes
depending on a doxastic base.
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Regarding intentional identity,11 note that the attitude of wondering ascribed
to Nob in the second conjunct of (10a) is not itself parasitic or referentially
dependent on Hob’s beliefs in the way that the hope ascribed to Bill in (8) is
parasitic on his belief. Despite the anaphoric dependency in (10a), the under-
lying attitudes ascribed to Hob and Nob are independent in the sense that (10a)
can be true even if Nob knows nothing about Hob’s thoughts. In (8), by contrast,
Bill’s hope is dependent on his belief in that it cannot even be described or
paraphrased without recourse to the belief.

Regarding modal subordination, note that the “subordinated” second
sentence is usually assumed to get a conditional interpretation, i.e. If a wolf
came in, it would eat you first (Roberts 1989; Frank and Kamp 1997; Geurts
1999). For our parasitic ascriptions, by contrast, such a conditional paraphrase
seems off: (5) does not mean if there was a ghost in the attic, Hans wants {it/the
ghost in his attic} to be quiet.12 I tentatively conclude that parasitic attitudes,
intentional identity, and modal subordination are truly distinct phenomena. I
leave it for future research to determine whether some existing account of
modal (e.g. Stone 1997) and/or of intentional identity (e.g. Edelberg 1992; Van
Rooy 2000) may be extended to account for parasitic attitude ascriptions, or
even fictional names and (meta-)fictional statements, without resorting to
something like ADT.

4.5 On the semantics of ADT

We can exploit the DRT foundations of ADT to give not only a precise syntax but
a model-theoretic semantics for ADSs. In this respect, our model has a crucial
advantage over similar but more or less informal mental representation frame-
works, such as Fauconnier’s (1994) Mental Spaces in linguistics, or Recanati’s
(2012) Mental Files in philosophy. Unfortunately, the flexibility of referential
dependence requires a rather complex formalism, so I will here attempt only a

11 In Maier (2015a), I also note that at the level of linguistic reports, anaphora across attitude
ascriptions in (multi-agent) intentional identity cases is subject to some additional constraints
as compared to (single agent) parasitic ascriptions, as witness the following minimal pair:

(i) Mary knows that Sue won’t come. John is more optimistic. John believes that Sue will
come. He/*Mary hopes that Sue’s sister will come too.

12 The root of the problem seems to be that Kratzer’s (1981) bipartite analysis of modals in
terms of modal base and ordering source, and the subsequent unification of conditionals and
modals, does not straightforwardly extend to attitude ascriptions.
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rough outline of the form of the semantics laid out by Kamp et al. (2003) and
Maier (2016), moving the details to the appendix.

A semantics for ADSs should tell us under what conditions a given ADS
correctly represents part of an agent’s mental state. The first decision to make
here is how we want mental states to be given set-theoretically in a model. On a
classical possible worlds approach, we’d have sets of possible worlds for each
attitudinal mode, i.e. a set of doxastic alternatives (Dox), a set of buletic alter-
natives (Bul), etc.13 On a sententialist approach, by contrast, we’d have fully
structured syntactic objects, isomorphic to ADSs themselves perhaps (Asher
1986). Kamp explores an interesting middle route between these two extremes,
but to better grasp the motivation behind his ADS interpretation formalism, let’s
first consider what the classical possible worlds approach would look like (and
why it fails).

Consider a simple example ADS that contains an anchor DRS (KANCH), a
belief DRS (KBEL), and a desire DRS (KDES). A classical semantics for such an
ADS has three components. First, the model specifies the relevant agent’s
beliefs and desires as sets of possible worlds, i.e. Dox,Bul � W. Second, it
appeals to standard DRT semantics to determine the possible worlds propo-
sitions expressed by the belief (½½KBEL��), the desire (½½KDES��) and the anchor
(½½KANCH��). Third, it checks whether each of these propositions is entailed by
the corresponding attitude from the model: Dox � ½½KBEL��, Bul � ½½KDES��, and,
following Kamp et al.’s (2003) interpretation of the narrow content of inter-
nal anchors as beliefs,14 Dox � ½½KANCH��. If these relations hold, the ADS
accurately – if partially – captures the (narrow, propositional) mental
state of the agent. This third component is essentially the psychologistic
version of a Tarskian definition of truth: instead of specifying when a
formula is true (in a world and/or time provided by the model) we now
specify when a formula correctly captures a mental state (as given by the
model).

The problem with this simple semantics is that it can’t handle referen-
tial dependencies, the hallmark of ADT, because, taken in isolation, a
dependent attitude DRS by definition contains free variables and hence

13 The use of the essentially indexical self-representation i actually requires the use of centered
propositions, but I will not go into such details here.
14 We briefly return to the idea of reducing internal anchors to beliefs in Section 7.3. Note that
this reduction is initially plausible as long as we restrict our attention to narrow mental content.
The agent holding the glass of water in (4) believes that he is holding a glass. To determine the
wide content of an ADS we’d have to ignore the descriptive content of the internal anchor
completely and instead just fix the reference of the anchored discourse referents with the
external anchor.

Fictional Names in Psychologistic Semantics 15



doesn’t express a proposition. Kamp’s solution is to switch from a possible
worlds semantics for the attitude DRSs, to a genuinely dynamic semantics
in terms of context change potentials (CCP, Heim 1983). The advantage is
that DRSs with or without free variables always express such a dynamic
content. It does mean that we have to give up the classical model of
propositional attitudes as sets of possible worlds (Dox, Bul, etc.). Kamp
represents mental states model-theoretically as Information State Based
Attitudinal State representations (ISBAS) – sets of CCPs paired with attitu-
dinal mode labels. Concretely, a simple Kampian ISBAS suitable for the
interpretation of the ghost-in-the-attic example in (7) would be
hBEL, J1i, hDES, J2igf , where the J’s are CCPs.15 The central definition of
Kamp’s semantics is then that an ADS K captures an ISBAS A iff for each
labeled attitude DRS hl,K′i 2 K there is a corresponding labeled attitude
hl, Ji 2 A such that the CCP J entails the CCP expressed by the corresponding
attitude DRS K′.

The main challenge in this setup is to define a sensible notion of entail-
ment between (dependent) CCPs within the context of their surrounding ADS/
ISBAS. In fact, I’ve argued elsewhere that Kamp’s answer to this challenge is
insufficient for dealing with counterfactual attitudes like imagination (Maier
2016). Since imagination is crucial to our current enterprise I present in 8.3
(and the appendix) my alternative implementation, which shares the general
ideas behind Kamp’s proposal, but uses so-called ‘two-dimensional (2D) infor-
mation states’ rather than CCPs to model the contents of individual attitudes
(relative to other, background attitudes). For now, I hope the informal sketch
of the Kampian semantics above suffices to give an impression of what it
means to give a semantics for ADT, and what such a semantics looks like.
The curious reader may want to skip ahead to 8.3 and/or the appendix for full
details.

Summing up, ADT is a logical framework for representing mental states as
complexes of attitudes and anchors. An important feature of the framework is
the sharing of discourse referents across distinct attitude DRS within a single
ADS, modeling referential dependencies between different attitudes. This feature
can be used to solve a variety of puzzles involving non-doxastic attitudes
parasitic on belief. I will exploit it below to analyze our semantic paradox of
fictional names.

15 A suitable ISBAS may also contain additional components beyond the ones corresponding to
the ADS components.

16 Emar Maier



5 Interpreting proper names

With the ADT formalism for representingmental states in place, we turn to linguistic
interpretation. In this section, I sketch an interpretation algorithm based on the
theory of presuppositions-as-anaphora developed by Van der Sandt (1992) and
Geurts (1999). The focus is on the interpretation of proper names, for which I
combine elements from two recent DRT analyses, byMaier (2015b) andKamp (2015).

5.1 Interpretation as presupposition resolution

According to Van der Sandt (1992), interpretation proceeds in two stages. First the
construction algorithm turns a sentence into a Preliminary DRS (PrelDRS), which
simply represent definites and other presupposition triggers in situ, merely mark-
ing them as “to be resolved.” In the second stage, we add this PrelDRS represen-
tation of the sentence to the context DRS and resolve all presuppositions. The
resolution algorithm then looks for suitable antecedents for the presuppositions to
bind to, or else accommodates such antecedents.

This theory offers a straightforward analysis of proper name interpretation:
proper names are presupposition triggers (Geurts 1997). By way of illustration,
consider the interpretation of an utterance of Mary is a spy. The construction
algorithm analyzes is a spy as a unary predicate, while Mary triggers the
presupposition that there is someone named ‘Mary’. The preliminary DRS repre-
sentation of the sentence thus looks like this, with the dashed DRS representing
the unresolved presupposition:

(11)

In Van der Sandt’s original formulation, we proceed to stage two by adding the
preliminary DRS to a DRS representing the common ground. In our psycholo-
gistic framework, we instead add it to an ADS representation of the hearer’s
mental state. Let’s assume that the interpreter, Sue, already has a perception-
based anchor for the person currently speaking to her, say John. For the inter-
pretation of the name Mary, we have to distinguish two possibilities: either Sue
already knows the Mary that John is talking about, or this is the first time she
hears this name.
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In the first case, Sue’s mental state looks something like this, prior to
interpreting John’s utterance:

(12)

For an assertion that’s part of a straightforward information exchange,
where the hearer trusts the speaker to know what they are talking about,
the hearer adds the preliminary DRS to a (new) belief box in her ADS,
i.e. ð12Þ ∪ hBEL, ð11bÞif g.16 At this point, we apply the presupposition
resolution algorithm to identify potential antecedents for the unresolved pre-
suppositions. In this example, the presupposition that there is an x named
‘Mary’ is satisfied by the already established anchor y representing the inter-
preter’s friend Mary. We bind x to y by unifying these discourse referents and
removing the (now satisfied) presuppositional condition, which leads to the
following final output mental state:

(13)

This output captures the basic intuition that the name is interpreted referentially
(as opposed to, say, descriptively or anaphorically/bound), not because names
are analyzed as directly referential singular terms, but because the lexically
triggered presupposition is bound by an internal anchor, which in turn is the
mental correlate of the agent’s acquaintance with an external res.

In the second case, where Sue does not have an independently grounded
anchor for Mary, we also want to derive a referential reading. To achieve this, we
need to extend our notion of anchoring.

16 In other types of communicative exchanges, other attitude compartments and/or modalized
contents (e.g. that the speaker herself believes, or wants me to believe, the proposition
expressed) may be appropriate. Here I focus on the highly idealized situation where the hearer
simply accepts whatever the speaker asserts.
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5.2 Vicarious anchors and causal chains

When Sue’s mental state provides no suitable antecedent to bind the name to,
she either has to reject John’s utterance (“Huh, who are you talking about?”) or
somehow accommodate a suitable antecedent. Let’s explore the latter option.

Names want to be bound by internal anchors, but what does it mean to
accommodate an anchor? The anchors we’ve encountered so far have been
based on perceptual acquaintance with an external object. Merely hearing some-
one use a proper name doesn’t put us in such a direct relation of acquaintance
with the bearer of that name, so we cannot just accommodate a perceptual
anchor. Still, following Kripke (1980), hearing someone use a name does,
typically, put us in a position to refer rigidly to that name’s bearer and form
singular attitudes about her. The acquaintance relation that affords this type of
reference is an indirect one, it connects the current use of the name to its actual
bearer via a causal chain of communication.

Kamp (2015) brings Kripke’s analysis of names to his cognitive framework by
means of vicarious anchors.

A vicarious anchor is established by some agent H who is witness to an act of reference by
another agent S, and who, on the basis of this, establishes an entity representation R for
the referent of that act. The vicarious internal anchor of that representation is the mark of
this referential intention on the part of H and it is what makes [the vicarious anchor] into a
representation of that referent. (Kamp 2015: 283–284)

A vicarious anchor is like a regular perceptual anchor in that it signals a
referential intention. It differs from a perceptual anchor in that it doesn’t
directly refer to its source, but rather it defers the interpretation to another
agent. Vicarious anchoring thus allows the agent to have singular attitudes
about some individual she has no direct perceptual acquaintance with, other
than hearing someone use their name.

Formally, we can capture vicarious anchoring in ADT by adding a condition
of the form ‘refer(x,y,z)’ (speaker x used expression y to refer to z) to an internal
anchor.17 To simplify notation I’ll assume that ‘refer(x,y,z)’ entails ‘name(z,y)’.
Applied to our example: Sue has no relevant anchor for anyone named ‘Mary’
when she hears John say “Mary is a spy,” so she accommodates a vicarious

17 For details on the metalinguistic ‘refer’ predicate, I refer to (Maier 2014), where the very same
predicate plays a key role in the analysis of mixed quotation (showing the close connection
between naming and quoting, taken to its extreme by Shan (2007), who reduces names to mixed
quotations).
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anchor to refer to Mary via John. The input and output mental states of this
interpretation are as follows:

(14)

The recursive application of vicarious anchoring allows a reconstruction of
Kripke’s analysis of reference via causal–historical reference chains. I use the
name Aristotle referentially through a vicarious anchor that defers my referential
intention to some high school teacher’s usage, which itself refers via a vicarious
anchor deferring to someone else’s earlier usage and so on all the way back to
someone who has a direct acquaintance link to Aristotle.18 We’ll return to vicarious
anchoring when we consider how to accommodate fictional names in Section 8.

Summing up, our psychologistic semantics includes a uniform presupposi-
tional analysis of definites. Among other things, this provides us with a powerful
semantic analysis of proper names. Referential interpretations of a proper name
arise in two different ways: either (i) the hearer binds the name presupposition
to an already established anchored discourse referent, thereby connecting the
incoming occurrence of the name to one of her independently referential mental
files or (ii) she accommodates a new vicarious anchor, thereby effectively con-
necting her referential intention to that of the speaker who uttered the name.19

6 Names in fiction

In this section, I first implement Walton’s (1990) account of fiction as
prescriptions to imagine within our psychologistic semantic framework.

18 For this reason, something like vicarious anchoring is a central ingredient of all current
mental file frameworks in philosophy. Thus, Perry (2001) talks of notion networks, and Recanati
(2012) of indexed mental files.
19 Following Geurts (1997), various attested non-referential interpretations will arise if the
name presupposition is bound or accommodated at some local or intermediate DRS embedding
level, as in If a child is christened ‘Bambi’ they will sue Bambi’s parents or If presidents were
elected alphabetically, Aaron Aardvark could be president, respectively (cf. 8.1 below).
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Our presuppositional analysis of proper names brings out a fundamental
dilemma for the interpretation of unfamiliar fictional proper names: do we
accommodate them globally, as vicarious but faulty anchors, or locally,
inside the fiction-induced imagination, leading to a descriptive rather than
strictly referential interpretation?

6.1 Interpreting fiction as imagination updates

We’ve seen above that in the context of a cooperative information exchange
between speaker and hearer, interpreting an assertion means adding its preli-
minary DRS representation to a belief compartment in the ADS representing the
hearer’s mental state. After resolving all presuppositions from that preliminary
DRS, we then end up with an updated mental state representation in which the
hearer has acquired the belief that what the speaker said is true. Of course, in
the real world, the hearer may have reason to doubt that what the speaker says
is true and for that reason ignore it, mark it as possibly true, or as something
that the speaker believes, or something else entirely. Nonetheless, the norm for
an assertion (in a cooperative information exchange) is to convey true informa-
tion and hence the pragmatic success conditions for an assertion include that
the hearer update her belief with the asserted content.

We can extend this normative picture to other speech acts, e.g. the success-
ful interpretation of a command like “Go home!” involves the hearer adding the
preliminary DRS representation of its propositional content (� the addressee
goes home) to an intention compartment of her ADS. In this vein, we can now
naturally understand Walton’s analysis of fictional statements as prescriptions
to imagine: In the context of a fictional narrative, successfully interpreting a
simple indicative statement means adding its preliminary DRS to an imagination
compartment.

Consider first a simple example. Say, I open a book of fairy tales and come
across the following opening sentence.

(15) Once upon a time there was a princess named Isabella.

The first step in the interpretation process is always to parse the sentence and
construct a preliminary representation of its semantic content.20

20 n is the temporal counterpart of i, a special indexical discourse referent denoting the
present.
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(16)

Next, I update my mental state with (16). I started with a mental state
containing at least an anchor for the book I’m holding, and, say, the de re
belief that it contains fairy tales. Since, I thus take the book to contain fiction
rather than factual statements, interpreting consists not in updating my
beliefs with its semantic content, but in engaging in an act of imagination
based on that semantic content. Concretely, my updated mental state will
look like this:21

(17)

Since in this case there are no presuppositions to resolve, this concludes the
interpretation of the opening sentence. The output ADS describes the reader as
someone who is reading a book of fairy tales and imagines that there is a
princess named ‘Isabella’ who lived some time, in the past.22

So far so good, but what we’re really interested in is fictional names, and
that first sentence only introduced a name by mentioning it. Say, the next
sentence uses that same name:

(18) Isabella lived in a castle.

Let’s assume that the past tense in lived, not bound by a temporal quantifier like
once upon a time in (15), triggers a temporal presupposition, looking for a salient
time before n. The proper name also triggers a presupposition, looking for a

21 For the sake of simplicity, I do not explicitly represent the dependency between the book
and the imagination it induces. We could easily add an extra parameter with the label IMG to
keep track of this dependency. Concretely, an ADS component hIMG,’, xi would indicate that
the subject imagines that ’, based on reading book x.
22 It may be more accurate to analyze n here as the time of narration, which need not coincide
with either the time of the production of the narrative, or of its interpretation by the reader.
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salient individual named ‘Isabella’. Adding the preliminary DRS for (18) to the
imagination component of (17), and binding the presuppositions gives the
following resolution:

(19)

In the reader’s imagination, there now exist a princess and a castle and a time
before now, such that the princess lived, at that time, in the castle.

As I read on, every sentence which I consider part of the same narrative is
interpreted as an update on this IMG-labeled DRS, KIMG. We’ve seen how inde-
finites like a castle add new discourse referents to the universe of KIMG, pre-
dicates like lived in add conditions to KIMG, and presuppositions are bound by
discourse referents previously introduced into KIMG.

But what if a presupposition does not find a suitable antecedent within KIMG?
The general resolution algorithm predicts that proper names (and other definites)
can be bound by discourse referents in other boxes, including anchors, as demon-
strated in example (12)–(13) in Section 5.1. In fact, when I introduced the pre-
suppositional analysis of names there I suggested that binding to anchors should
be the default behavior for names, as it is only that option that leads to a
referential reading. But should this also apply to names in fiction?

6.2 Non-fictional names in fiction

To explore the projection behavior of fictional names, consider first the case of a
fictional narrative referring to some familiar historical figure or place. For
instance, take a sentence like (20) from War and Peace.

(20) “Fine men!” remarked Napoleon, looking at a dead Russian grenadier,
who, with his face buried in the ground and a blackened nape, lay on his
stomach with an already stiffened arm flung wide.
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Reading this sentence, I imagine Napoleon looking at a dead soldier. Given
that I know War and Peace to be historical fiction rather than a factual
description of the Napoleonic war, I am not committed to believing that
Napoleon really did say such words while looking at a dead grenadier.
Nonetheless, I do take Tolstoy’s use of the name Napoleon to denote the
actual Napoleon, i.e. my imagination is de re about Napoleon. Our current
framework captures this de re interpretation by letting the proper name pre-
supposition project out of the imagination DRS and bind to my preexisting
internal anchor representing Napoleon, leading to an ADS output like the
following:

(21)

Following the general resolution preferences for names laid out in Section 5.1,
such a global resolution should be the preferred outcome whenever we
encounter a name for something we are already acquainted with outside the
fiction.

6.3 The dilemma: Fictional anchoring or existential
interpretation

In the case discussed above, the name ‘Napoleon’, though occurring in a
fictional text is not a fictional name. It’s just a regular, referentially used
proper name picking out someone with whom the reader was probably already
acquainted. The question is now, what happens when a genuinely fictional
name, i.e. a name of a fictional or imagined character, is not bound by an
explicit existential quantifier, as in the formulaic fairy tale illustrated in (15)–
(18). For instance, consider a novel that starts in medias res, using an unfa-
miliar proper name in the opening sentence.

(22) Barry Fairbrother did not want to go out to dinner.23

23 The Casual Vacancy, by J.K. Rowling (Little, Brown Book Club, 2012).
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As this is the first line of the novel, there is no antecedent in the dedicated
imagination DRS assigned to the interpretation of this narrative, nor is there one
in any other attitude or anchor, let’s assume. So, where do we accommodate the
proper name presupposition? Do we globally accommodate an internal – but
non-referential – anchor, or do we locally accommodate the existence of an
individual named ‘Barry Fairbrother’ inside the imagination DRS, effectively
leading to a descriptive interpretation of the name? Both horns of this dilemma
have apparent advantages and disadvantages, and, as I will demonstrate below,
the choice between them has important consequences for solving some philo-
sophical puzzles about fictional names, including the semantic paradox of
fictional names that we started out with in Section 1. In the following two
sections, we carefully explore each option, before eventually settling on the
second.

7 Horn I: Fictional anchors

Kamp and others working in closely related mental files frameworks have
pursued the first option: accommodating a global anchor for the fictional
character. In Section 7.2, I present a strong argument for this position, but in
Section 7.3 I reject it on the grounds that it requires not just faulty but inten-
tionally faulty anchors.

7.1 Networking with vicarious fictional anchors

Kamp’s (2015) starting point is to treat reference to fictional entities exactly like
reference to real entities, viz. as mediated by entity representations (� internal
anchors).

entity libraries do not just consist of representations that stand or purport to stand for real
entities, but also entity representations ‘of fictional entities’. We know of such entity repre-
sentations in our libraries that they do not stand for real entities – that they are ‘make-believe’
so to speak. But they nevertheless function largely like the entity representations that we do
take to stand for entities that have an independent identity. (Kamp 2015: 307–308)

Since the difference between fictional internal anchors and non-fictional ones is
cognitively significant – the reader is aware that, unlike Napoleon, Frodo and
Fairbrother do not really exist – Kamp must add some kind of formal marking of
the distinction between regular internal anchors and fictional ones. We’ll just
introduce a new mode indicator FIC.ANCH alongside ANCH Applying Kamp’s
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suggestion to the example at hand means that the reader of (22) globally
accommodates a fictional anchor representing Barry Fairbrother.

As argued in Section 5.2, accommodation of a name presupposition gener-
ally leads to a vicarious anchor. If fictional names indeed function like regular
names, we’d expect accommodation of fictional names to involve the introduc-
tion of a fictional anchor vicariously linked to the producer of the name, i.e. the
author or storyteller. Applied to our example, when I read the Fairbrother
sentence at the start of the Rowling book I accommodate a vicarious fictional
anchor representing the character named ‘Barry Fairbrother’, linking it vicar-
iously to J.K. Rowling.24

(23)

7.2 Counterfictional imagination

Kamp’s position, as reconstructed above, resonates with much of the recent
philosophical literature on fictional names. For instance, Recanati (2012) associ-
ates empty and fictional names with ‘unloaded indexed files’, i.e. vicarious
mental files which are not internally equated with (‘linked to’) regular acquain-
tance-based mental files within the agent’s own mental state. Second, Friend
(2011) analyzes fictional name reference as participation in an intersubjective
‘notion network’ (following the terminology of Perry 2001). And finally, Salis
(2013) defends a variation based on Sainsbury’s (2005) ‘empty name using
practices’.25

24 We could add a fourth argument to the ‘refer’ relation to restrict it to uses of the name in
the relevant work of fiction, i.e. refer(x,y,z,w) � author x uses name y to refer to character z in
book w.
25 One desirable feature of these analyses is that they can cash out the apparent intersubjec-
tivity of fictional characters in terms of the intersubjective networks of vicariously linked mental
files. The difficulty, and the point where these views start to diverge, is what happens at the
‘root’ of such a network, and, consequently, what the fictional name/file actually refers to. I
refrain from discussing the various proposals in more detail here, because, ultimately, they all
fall prey to the fundamental objection raised in 7.3 below.
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In all these approaches, fictional names are treated as directly referring
expressions, whose interpretation leads to de re attitudes. Friend (2011) provides
a compelling argument for this position, by extending Kripke’s argument con-
cerning the reference of names in counterfactuals to the fictional domain.
Reading Kafka’s Metamorphosis I imagine that Gregor Samsa turned into a
beetle, but, at the same time, …

… I might imagine what the Samsa family’s life would have been like had Gregor never
changed into a vermin. Even though I imagine contrary to what Kafka’s story prescribes –
thinking of Gregor in ways contrary to the fictional descriptions – I continue to imagine
about the same character (Friend 2011: 188)

Following Kripke’s arguments further, I can even imagine that Gregor’s parents
decided against the name ‘Gregor’ and instead named him ‘Josef’. Intuitively,
such counterfictional imaginations are nonetheless about the Gregor Samsa
that Kafka wrote about. It follows that the fictional name indeed behaves like a
rigid designator, and the imaginations behave like de re attitudes about the
referent.

The fictional anchoring approach is ideally suited to account for these
intuitions of rigidity in counterfictional contexts. Concretely, with a fictional
anchor, we can represent any number of different de re imaginations about
Samsa in addition to the imagination directly prescribed by the book:

(24)

7.3 Against fictional anchors

My objection to the fictional anchoring approach is its reliance on intentionally
non-referential anchors, i.e. anchors that the subject herself knows do not have
referents. How do we model-theoretically interpret a fictional internal anchor in
such a way that it doesn’t entail that the agent believes that its descriptive
content is satisfied?

Just to be clear, the problem is not just that of internal anchors lacking
external anchors. Human perception is faulty: I can think I’m seeing John but
actually it turns out it was his twin brother Mark, or a hallucination. Faulty
perception leads to faulty anchors, i.e. internal anchors without corresponding
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external ones. With vicarious anchoring I’m perhaps even more prone to faulty
anchoring. Reading a nineteenth-century astronomy article describing sight-
ings of Vulcan, the hypothetical planet causing peculiarities observed in the
orbit of Mercury, I may form a vicarious anchor intending to refer to the planet
the author referred to. But since that planet doesn’t actually exist, both the
author’s anchor and mine are then faulty. Crucially, with faulty anchors, both
perceptual and vicarious, the subject herself takes the anchor to be grounded
in reality. This referential commitment makes thought involving such anchors
‘formally de re’, meaning that, for all the subject knows, her anchored thought
is a singular thought about the individual described in the internal anchor.

In line with the idea of referential commitment, Kamp et al. (2003) semanti-
cally interpret the (narrow, psychological) content of anchors as beliefs. For the
interpretation of the ADS in (24) that means the agent is committed to believing
there exists a book she’s reading, and an author named ‘Kafka’ who wrote that
book. If it turns out she’s actually reading some Kafka-inspired fan fiction (or
that she hallucinated the whole book reading episode) the book anchor would
be faulty. Consequently, her thoughts about the book would express no wide
semantic content (or at least a different content than she thinks). But as far as
her narrow, internal psychological state is concerned that is irrelevant: all that
we need for (24) to be psychologically correct is that she believes the content of
the anchors to be satisfied.

What distinguishes fictional anchors from faulty anchors is that in addition
to not referring they are not even intended or assumed to refer. As discussed in
Section 1, a Tolkien reader is well aware that Frodo doesn’t exist, so what does it
mean to have an internal anchor describing its referent as a hobbit named
‘Frodo’? Kamp doesn’t explicitly address how fictional anchors should be inter-
preted semantically, but it is clear that we can’t interpret them as beliefs. So
we’ll have to find another attitude to interpret fictional anchors.

Perhaps acceptance, in the sense of Van Fraassen (1980) or Stalnaker
(1984), comes close.26 I can choose to accept something in order to make
scientific progress, or just for the sake of argument, without actually believing
it to be true. Nonetheless, the acceptability of negative existentials (Frodo
doesn’t exist) and other metafictional statements (Frodo is fictional) seems
incompatible with a fictional anchor, indicating that the agent accepts that
Frodo really does exist.

26 Cf. Sainsbury (2011) for a proposal to analyze fiction interpretation in terms of acceptance.
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Looking for a neutral mode of attitude that doesn’t entail any referential
commitment, we quickly end up with imagination or pretense as a plausible
semantic interpretation for fictional anchors. Based on reading the fiction,
I imagine that a hobbit named ‘Frodo’ exists. But then the de re account
collapses. We’d effectively interpret Frodo is a hobbit as an imagination refer-
entially dependent on another imagination. What then is the point of accom-
modating the name outside of the original imagination box in the first place?
We might as well leave everything in the original fiction-induced imagination
DRS. As it happens, that is precisely the option identified as the second horn of
the dilemma in Section 6.3. I will defend this approach in the following
section.

Summing up, interpreting fictional names via internal anchors, following
suggestions from Kamp, Friend, Recanati, and other contemporary philoso-
phers, is attractive because it unifies the interpretation procedures for fictional
and regular names. Moreover, it seems to offer a way to capture the apparent
intentionality of fictional name reference, as brought out by counterfictional
imagination scenarios. However, readers do not commit to the existence of
fictional characters, as indicated by the acceptability of metafictional statements
like Frodo is fictional or Frodo doesn’t exist. This means that fictional anchors
would differ essentially from regular anchors, including faulty ones, in that they
carry no existential commitment, and when we get to the model-theoretic inter-
pretation this becomes quite problematic.

8 Horn II: Existential imagination

Let’s return to the Fairbrother sentence and our dilemma. We had an unfamiliar
name in a fictional context and the question was how to accommodate the
presupposition. In the previous section, we considered the option of introducing
a global vicarious anchor for referring to the fictional character and found it
lacking. So now let’s explore the option of a local accommodation.

8.1 Local accommodation

The first thing to note is that local accommodation is a standard option provided
by the general presupposition resolution algorithm, so we don’t have to treat
fictional names differently from regular names to allow it. In fact, since global
accommodation is ruled out on the basis of the considerations above (i.e. global
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anchoring entails existential commitment), Van der Sandt’s (1992) algorithm
predicts that local accommodation would be the preferred resolution option to
consider.

Moreover, names in other contexts are already known to allow non-global
accommodation, as demonstrated by Bach’s (1987) ‘Aardvark’ scenario:

(25) If presidents were elected alphabetically, Aaron Aardvark could be our
next president.

This counterfactual has a reading that is not about an actual person named
‘Aaron Aardvark’ but just means that in the relevant hypothetical situations
with alphabetical elections, it could well happen that there is someone
eligible with that name who would on that basis become president. As
Geurts (1997) points out, this reading corresponds precisely to the local
accommodation of the descriptive name presupposition inside the counter-
factual consequent.

Applied to our leading example, local accommodation leads to the following
output ADS (ignoring the perceptual anchor for the book and the (vicarious)
anchor for J.K. Rowling):

(26) Barry Fairbrother did not want to go out to dinner. [=(22)]

On this reading, interpreting the sentence effectively causes the reader to ima-
gine that there exists somebody named ‘Barry Fairbrother’ who does not want to
go out to dinner.

This output is completely in line with that of the simple fairy tale scenario
from Section 6.1 in which the fictional name was first existentially introduced
by an overt indefinite construction (there was a princess named Isabella).
The fictional anchoring proposal, by contrast, treats reference to Fairbrother
in the novel and to Isabella in the fairy tale as fundamentally different.
While Fairbrother is represented by an anchor in the reader’s mental state,
Isabella was introduced locally by the straightforward DRT interpretation of
the indefinite description. However, intuitively both names seem to fulfill the
exact same functions in the continuations of their respective stories, viz.
referring to fictional characters. In particular, both license counterfictional
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imagination, i.e. I can imagine that Fairbrother did want to go out to dinner,
but also that princess Isabella lived in exile on a farm rather than a castle. In
light of this observation, a defender of the fictional anchoring approach would
thus need to invent an additional semantic mechanism whereby the indefinite
construction in the fairy tale licenses the creation of a vicarious fictional
anchor.

On the current approach, there is a different split, viz. between reference to
fictional entities like Isabella or Fairbrother on the one hand and reference to
(presumably) real entities like Napoleon or the glass of water I’m holding on the
other. The latter type of reference involves (vicarious) global anchors, possibly
faulty, but with referential commitment, while the former involves discourse refer-
ents existentially introduced inside an imagination compartment. The agent merely
imagines that there exists a princess named ‘Isabella’ without believing (or accept-
ing) her real existence. However, this split is not a lexical ambiguity. In the lexicon,
every proper name is analyzed as a presupposition trigger. The split corresponds to
a contextually driven difference in resolution of the presupposition.

8.2 Counterfictional imagination revisited

In a sense, the representations for fictional names that we end up with are akin
to those postulated by the classic descriptivist approaches to fictional names (cf.
Russell 1905; Quine 1948; Kaplan 1973, and, more recently, Currie 1990) that
analyze Frodo is a hobbit as, roughly, (in the fiction,) there exists someone named
‘Frodo’ who is a hobbit. Friend’s counterfictional imagination argument expli-
citly targets such descriptive approaches, and therefore, potentially, the current
approach. As described in Section 7.2, the basic idea was to apply Kripke’s test
for rigidity in counterfactuals to the fictional domain in order to show that
fictional names really should be analyzed as referential terms. Concretely, on
the basis of reading Kafka I imagine that Gregor Samsa turned into a beetle, but
then go on to imagine what it would be like if he, Gregor, had been named
‘Josef’ and turned into a horse instead of a beetle. How can both imaginations be
about the same individual, Gregor Samsa, unless they are both de re attitudes
about a fictional character?

On the current approach, what I imagine on the basis of the novel is the
existential proposition that there exists someone named ‘Gregor Samsa’ who turned
into a beetle. There is no anchor, my imagination is not singular/de re. The crucial
intuition of the puzzle is that the second imagination is about the same individual,
the fictional Gregor Samsa. On the fictional anchoring approach, we would cash
this out by having both imaginations depend on the same anchor. But in the ADT
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framework, two distinct attitudes can also share discourse referents directly, with-
out the mediation of anchors. In other words, the following ADS is well-formed and
interpretable in the formal framework laid out by Kamp et al. (2003) and recon-
structed in Section 4 and the appendix:

(27)

Instead of assuming an anchor for a fictional Samsa on which both imaginations
depend, we have one existential imagination, introducing a discourse referent y
for the imagined Samsa, and another imagination that uses the same y and is
thereby dependent on the first imagination.

Such cross-attitudinal dependencies are commonplace in ADT. In Section 4.2, I
analyzed the case of John, who believes that there’s a ghost in his attic and wants it
to be quiet as a desire referentially dependent on a de dicto belief. Belief depen-
dence is surely the most salient form of cross-attitudinal dependence. In fact, since
internal anchors are ultimately also interpreted as beliefs, all de re attitudes are
belief dependent. What’s not so widely discussed or acknowledged is that attitudes
can depend on other attitudes than beliefs. For instance, I may want to buy a new
smartphone in 2018 and imagine it having a flexible transparent screen – an
imagination dependent on a de dicto desire. Or, I can hope that the hobbit I am
reading about – represented as a discourse referent introduced in an imagination
DRS –will escape from the armies of Mordor and return safely to the Shire – a hope
dependent on a de dicto imagination. ADT allows us to represent and interpret all
such configurations: a discourse referent introduced in one attitude DRS is in
principle accessible for all other attitude DRSs within the same ADS.27

27 Kamp et al. (2003) consider imposing some global, structural restrictions on attitudinal
dependence. For instance, it seems prima facie reasonable to stipulate that any attitude may
depend on a belief or anchor, but, conversely, an anchor (or a belief) may not depend on, say, a
desire. In previous work, following Heim (1992) and others, I postulated such an asymmetry,
treating belief and anchors together as a basic background attitude that all non-doxastic
attitudes can depend on (Maier 2015a). This not only served to keep the formalism simple,
but also to explain some linguistic asymmetries in parasitic report sequences:

(i) a. John believes that Mary will come and he hopes Sue will come too.
b. *John hopes Mary will come and he believes Sue will come too.

On the other hand, examples like (9) (Alice fears that there is a squirrel in her kitchen cabinets.
She hopes to trap it alive) become problematic if we build in this asymmetry from the start.
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Another feature that we’re exploiting in (27), and in fact already in (24), is
that we can have multiple distinct attitudes of the same type. We’ve already
seen ADSs with multiple anchors, of course, but, as far as the narrow semantic
interpretation is concerned, we could, in principle, just merge all anchors and
beliefs together into a single belief DRS.28 By contrast, in Friend’s scenario we
have two distinct imaginations that are not so reducible, because their con-
tents are mutually inconsistent. Our ADT semantics, as formalized in the
appendix, allows for this possibility. A complex mental state does not contain
just a single doxastic, buletic, and imagination state, but has a structure with
multiple beliefs, desires and imaginations, which may well be mutually
inconsistent.

In sum, to capture the attested variety of attitudinal dependence in human
mental states, an ADS may contain any number of labeled attitude DRSs,
dependent and independent ones. The only well-formedness constraints are
that every free variable in an attitude DRS is introduced somewhere in the
main universe of some other attitude within the ADS, and that there are no
circular chains of dependencies. Thus, we may see complex networks where,
say, a desire depends on multiple other desires, imaginations and beliefs, and
those in turn depend on yet other beliefs and anchors. As pointed out in Section
4.5, it is precisely this generality that makes ADT’s semantics so complicated.

8.3 From counterfactual to counterfictional: Remarks
on the semantics of parasitic imagination

To oversee the full impact of the proposal in (27), we have to really delve into the
semantics of dependent attitudes. In the semantics laid out in the appendix, an
attitude like imagination is characterized in the model by a 2D object that
specifies the agent’s imagination alternatives relative to a certain background

At this point, I hold that, conceptually, anchors should not be allowed to depend on desires or
imaginations, but I don’t see strong reasons to categorically ban other types of cross-attitudinal
dependence. In fact, my analysis of metafictional statements below relies on allowing imagina-
tion-dependent beliefs. I leave the formulation of potential constraints on cross-attitudinal
dependencies within an ADS (and, thus, on cross-attitudinal anaphora resolution in ascriptions)
for future research.
28 A possible benefit of representing beliefs as distinct DRSs is that that allows us to extend the
framework by associating with each belief the source from which it derives, and a degree of
confidence. Also, keeping distinct beliefs compartmentalized could eventually help us get
around some problems of logical omniscience and belief revision. I will not pursue any of
these orthogonal topics here.
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attitude. Thus, (27) means that the agent imagines someone named ‘Gregor
Samsa’ who turned into a beetle, and also imagines, relative to that imagination
as background, that he turned into a horse and was named ‘Josef’. The main
challenge is to justify conceptually (and formally) the new primitive notion of
‘relative imagination’.

The basic idea is derived from Kaplan’s (1989) 2D semantics of statements:
just like we can’t determine the content of I am a fool independent of a context
of utterance, so we can’t always determine the content of an attitude without
another attitude content as background. Technically, just as Kaplan’s context
parameter fixes the reference of I to the current speaker, while keeping the
property of being the speaker out of the at-issue content, so the attitudinal
background fixes the reference of the anaphoric dependencies (free variables)
in the at-issue attitude without merging the background content and at-issue
content into a single imagination.

One key difference between Kaplan’s reference fixing and our mental
reference fixing is that the attitudinal background is not just a single context
parameter, but rather a set of contexts (or actually an information state, to be
precise), which complicates the reference fixing considerably. I pursue here an
insight from Ninan (2008), who analyses belief-dependent imagination in
terms of a 2D attitude Img, i.e. a function from doxastic alternatives to sets
of possible worlds.29 Intuitively, Img maps any doxastic alternative c of an
agent to the content of her imagination relative to a hypothetically fixed
doxastic background cf g. In other words, w 2 ImgðcÞ iff w is compatible with
what the agent would imagine if she were a maximally opinionated agent who
believes she inhabits context c. We can then say that an agent imagines
proposition p, relative to belief state q, iff for each doxastic alternative c 2 q,
ImgðcÞ � p.

For our purposes, we need to generalize and “dynamify” Ninan’s idea:
instead of centered worlds or contexts we use possibilities (world–assignment
pairs); instead of propositions and functions from contexts to propositions we
use information states and functions from possibilities to information states (i.e.
2D information states); and instead of just defining belief-relative imagination,
we model every individual attitude in a mental state as a 2D information state.
The referential dependency structure of the mental state determines which
attitudes are interpreted as backgrounds to which other attitudes within the

29 Ninan (2008, 2012) provides an alternative implementation using multi-centered worlds.
Zeevat (1999) and Yanovich (2011) capture this type of background fixing in terms of mapping
the variable to an individual concept. In principle, either of these mechanisms could probably
be adapted to our needs.

34 Emar Maier



state. The appendix makes this precise, but let’s apply it to the evaluation of (27)
to have a concrete example to illustrate what’s going on.

We want to know if (27) correctly describes some mental state given by the
model. First of all, this requires that we can identify in our mental state two
imagination components, i.e. IMG-labeled (2D) information states, say hIMG, Q1i
and hIMG, Q2i, corresponding to the fiction-induced imagination and the counter-
fictional one, respectively. Let’s assume that we have already checked that
information state Q1 indeed entails the fiction-induced imagination DRS K1 in
(27) and focus on the counterfictional one. To verify that the 2D imagination Q2

entails the counterfictional, dependent imagination DRS K2 in (27), we have to
compute Q2ðhw, f iÞ, i.e. what the agent would imagine relative to background
possibility hw, f i, for each possibility hw, f i in the background state that this
attitude depends on, i.e. Q1. For each such imagination state Q2ðhw, f iÞ we then
have to check that it entails K2, or more precisely, that it entails the information
state expressed by K2 relative to embedding f (i.e. f is used to fix the reference of
the free variable x in K2). If these straightforward entailments between informa-
tion states hold (for all background possibilities) then we conclude that Q2

entails K2, which concludes the evaluation.
Summing up, we can account for counterfictional imagination by exploiting

the idea of referential dependence between attitudes, rather than invoking
conceptually dubious fictional anchors. The current proposal shows that the
intentionality of fictional names, as brought out by Friend’s argument, does not
require a kind of anchoring that is faulty by design. All we need is that attitudes
can depend on other attitudes within a mental state description. As I will show
next, this proposal naturally extends to a solution of the paradox of fiction that
we started out with.

9 The paradox of fictional names resolved

In Section 1, we described the semantic paradox of fiction as the fact that we can
consistently maintain, simultaneously, that Frodo is a flesh and blood creature,
born in the Shire, and that Frodo is a fictional creature who doesn’t actually
exist. On the current approach, the key to resolving the tension between such
fictional and metafictional propositions is that the first is something we imagine,
based on reading the book, while the second is rather something we believe. In
other words, typical utterances of the corresponding sentences below constitute
different speech acts: (28b) is an assertion, a proposal for the interpreter to
update her belief state, while (28a) is a fictional statement, a proposal for her to
imagine a certain state of affairs.
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(28) a. Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire.
b. Frodo is a fictional character invented by Tolkien.

As in the counterfictional scenario, the linguistic form of the statements in
(28), in particular the use of the name Frodo, suggests that they express two
propositions directed toward the same object. The fictional anchoring
approach takes this suggestion at face value and would analyze the underlying
mental state with a single vicarious, fictional Frodo-anchor and two de re
attitudes referentially dependent on it. However, following my analysis of
counterfictional imagination, we don’t need such conceptually suspicious
fictional anchors to do justice to this intuition of coreference. Instead, (28a)
expresses an existential imagination, and (28b) belief directly dependent on
that imagination.

(29)

Conceptually, what we see here is that the agent imagines the existence of a
hobbit named ‘Frodo’ and believes, relative to that imagination, that he, the
imagined hobbit, is a fictional creature invented by Tolkien.

Instead of postulating reference to fictional entities, via fictional anchors or
otherwise, this solution assumes the notion of an imagination-dependent belief.
Just as I can have a desire about something that I believe to exist, or have a
(counterfictional) imagination about something I read about in a fiction, I
submit that we can also have beliefs about merely imagined entities – and
that is precisely what metafictional statements like (28b) express.30

30 In the formal system defined in the appendix this means that we have a belief modeled by a
(non-vacuously) 2D information state. I should point out that applying the Ninan-inspired
intuitive explanation of 2D attitudes is not very helpful in this case: it tells us to fix the agent’s
information state to one of the possibilities compatible with her imagination, i.e. with the book,
and then look at what the agent would believe. As Ninan (2008) himself already points out for
2D imagination, “this ‘decision procedure’ idea shouldn’t be taken too seriously; it’s really just a
heuristic for getting an intuitive grip on what I think we should regard as a primitive notion in
our theory of imagining: The notion of a centered world’s being compatible with what someone
imagines relative to one of her centered belief worlds.” In line with that assessment I think we
should regard 2D beliefs as semantic primitives as well.
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In closing, let me point out that this account of metafictional attitudes
covers a range of related cases familiar from the philosophical literature, includ-
ing negative existentials, (30a), and the fact that we can compare fictional
characters to real individuals, (30b), and to fictional characters from other
fictions, (30c) (cf. Friend 2007; Zalta 2000):

(30) a. Frodo doesn’t exist
b. Frodo is braver than me
c. Frodo is braver than Luke Skywalker

In my view, these are all expressions of metafictional attitudes. We’ve just seen
how reading Lord of the Rings leads me to imagine the existence of a hobbit
named ‘Frodo’, which introduces a corresponding discourse referent y inside an
imagination box. We can use this discourse referent to represent other attitudes
referentially dependent on that existential imagination. For instance, (30a)
expresses the belief that y does not exist.31 Similarly, (30b) expresses the belief
that y is braver than me, the actual center of consciousness (represented with
the special discourse referent i). As for (30c), finally, I assume that watching Star
Wars leads me to imagine the existence of a brave Jedi named ‘Luke’, repre-
sented as a new discourse referent in an imagination box distinct from the one
involving Frodo. Dependent on these two existential imaginations, I may then
form new attitudes – imaginations, beliefs, desires, dreams, etc. – using the
discourse referents introduced in either.32

10 Conclusion

Fictional proper names pose a notoriously difficult puzzle for truth-conditional
semantics. Since Sherlock Holmes never existed, Sherlock Holmes does not

31 ‘exist’ here is just a regular predicate meaning something like real-world, physical existence.
So, in the end, we do need a model-theoretic ontology that includes existing and non-existing
entities. The current account, however, avoids the pitfalls of straightforward Meinongian
realism identified in Section 2. I don’t predict that Sam carried Frodo entails that Sam carried
an abstract or fictional object, and I don’t assume any ambiguity between fictional and
metafictional name usage, or distinguish different types of predication.
32 The formalism for interpreting multiple simultaneous dependencies I develop in (Maier
2016) requires that the dependencies themselves are mutually consistent. It is not clear to me
what should happen in the case of a metafictional attitude depending on two distinct and
incompatible fictions, so I leave this for another occasion.
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refer and, by compositionality, statements containing the name have no truth
value, or even, if we assume that names are rigid designators, express no
classical proposition.

To solve this puzzle, I proposed a formal semantic approach based on the
pragmatic account of fiction as ‘prescriptions to imagine’ (Walton 1990). The
account was couched in a version of the psychologistic semantic framework
introduced by Kamp (1990). This framework combines an explicit theory of the
representation of mental states (ADT), with a model of communication in terms
of distinct production and interpretation algorithms that map a portion of a
mental state representation to an utterance, and vice versa.

I analyzed the interpretation of fictional statements as dynamic updates on
an imagination component of the interpreter’s mental state, while plain asser-
tions (including ‘metafictional’ ones) correspond to updates on a belief compo-
nent. Moreover, proper names – regular, empty, or fictional – are uniformly
analyzed as presupposition triggers.

Departing from Kamp and philosophers in related ‘mental file’ frameworks,
I argued against the interpretation of fictional names via global fictional
anchors. Instead, fictional names are interpreted inside the fiction-induced
imagination component of the ADS, effectively leading to an existential/descrip-
tive interpretation of the name: reading about Sherlock Holmes leads me to
imagine that there exists a detective named ‘Sherlock Holmes’.

I demonstrated that the general ADT formalism for the representation of
mental states is expressive enough to straightforwardly capture common coun-
terexamples to other approaches, including counterfictional imaginations, trans-
fictional comparisons, negative existentials, and metafictional beliefs, while
keeping the fictional proper name represented locally, inside the imagination.
The central feature of the ADT formalism that I relied on is the possibility of
different attitude components sharing discourse referents and thus referentially
depending on each other. This allows us to correctly represent metafictional
attitudes, such as believing that Holmes is fictional or imagining what would
happen if he were a linguist rather than a detective, as attitudes referentially
dependent on the fiction-induced imagination that there is a detective named
‘Sherlock Holmes’.
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Appendix: The syntax and semantics of ADT

(31) Primitive symbols of DRS language
a. A set of predicates Pred= P, Q,walk, john, beat, =, . . .f g
b. A set of discourse referents DRef = x, y, x1, . . .f g

(32) Syntax of DRS language
a. If x1 . . . xn are discourse referents and P an n-place predicate, then

Pðx1 . . . xnÞ is a DRS condition
b. If x1 . . . xn are discourse referents and ψ1 . . .ψm are DRS conditions,

then h x1 . . . xng, ψ1 . . .ψmf gif is a DRS (notation: UðKÞ= x1 . . . xnf g
and ConðKÞ= ψ1 . . .ψmf g)

c. If K,K′ are DRSs, then :K and K ! K′ are DRS conditions

(33) Free variables of a DRS or DRS condition:
a. FVðKÞ= SfFVðψÞjψ 2 Con(K)gnUðKÞ
b. FVðPðx1 . . . xnÞÞ= x1 . . . xnf g
c. FVð:KÞ= FVðKÞ
d. FVðK ! K′Þ= FVðKÞ ∪ ðFVðK′ÞnUðKÞÞ
e. K is proper if FVðKÞ = ;, improper otherwise.

(34) Intensional model: M = hD,W,Ii, in which
a. D is a non-empty domain of individuals
b. W is a non-empty domain of possible worlds
c. I is an interpretation function, W ×Pred ! ∪ n2N Dn

(35) Embeddings:
a. an embedding is a partial function from DRef to D
b. F is the set of all embeddings
c. g extends f : f�X g : = f � g ^ DomðgÞ=Domðf Þ ∪ X
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(36) Embeddings verifying a DRS/condition (relative to a model M, suppressed
in notation):
a. g �w K if for all ψ 2 ConðKÞ: g �w ψ
b. g �w Pðx1, . . . xnÞ if hgðx1Þ . . . gðxnÞi 2 IwðPÞ
c. g �w :K if there is no h �UðKÞ g with h �w K.
d. g �w K ! K′ if for all h �UðKÞ g with h �w K, there is an h′ �UðK′Þ

h such that h′ �w K′.

(37) Possibilities and information states:
a. A pair hw, f i 2 W × F is a possibility
b. s � W × F is an information state if there is a Y � DRef such that:

∀hw, f i 2 s½Domðf Þ =Y �

(38) Information state interpretation of proper DRS K:

a. ½½K��is
f

= hw, gijg �UðKÞ f and g �w K
� �

b. ½½K��is = ½½K��is
;

(39) Further definitions/notations regarding information states:
a. I is the set of all information states
b. Λ= hw, ;ijw 2 Wf g (the empty information state)
c. s . s′ (“s contains a least as much information as s′”) iff for all

hw, f i 2 s there is a g � f such that hw, gi 2 s′.
d. s ] s′= fhw, f ∪ f ′ijhw, f i 2 s and hw, f ′i 2 s′ and f ∪ f ′ is a functiong

(information state merge)

(40) A pre-ADS is a finite set of pairs (labeled attitude DRSs) of the form
hl,Ki in which l is a mode label (2 ANCH, BEL, DES, IMGf g) and K a DRS.

(41) Referential dependence inside a pre-ADS K:
a. For any hl,Ki, hl′,K′i 2 K: hl′,K′i referentially depends on hl,Ki

(hl,Ki�Khl′,K′i) iff FVðK′Þ ∩ UðKÞ≠ ;
b. A pre-ADS K is well-founded iff �K is well-founded (iff there are no

“loops”, i.e. no infinite sequences of labeled attitude DRSs
L0, L1 . . . 2 K with Li+ 1�K Li).

c. dependencies of a labeled attitude DRS L inside a pre-ADS K:
DepsðL,KÞ = fL′jL′ �K L]g

d. A pre-ADS K is proper iff for all hl,Ki 2 K: FVðKÞ
� S

hl′,K′i�Khl,KiUðK′Þ.

(42) An ADS is a pre-ADS that is proper and well-founded.
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We want to semantically interpret these syntactic entities by matching them up
with semantic entities, provided by the model, which capture the content of
complex mental states in set-theoretic terms. The content of an individual
attitude, say a particular belief or desire of an agent, is modeled as a 2D
information state (a function from possibilities to information states):

(43) A 2D information state is a function Q such that:
a. Q : W × F ! I.
b. If hw′, f ′i 2 Qðhw, f iÞ then f ′ � f .

Generalizing and extending Ninan (2008), the idea behind these 2D information
states is that to determine whether i′ 2 QðiÞ we put the agent in the singleton
information state if g (by presenting the agent with a lot of information, exclud-
ing various other possibilities until only one is left) and ask whether – given that
information – the possibility i′ is compatible with the agent’s Q-attitude (e.g. a
specific desire).

Complex mental states are given in the model as sets of such labeled 2D
information states, plus a dependency relation, specifying that a certain imagi-
nation, say, referentially depends on certain background beliefs and desires.
Extending Kamp’s ISBAS terminology, I’ll call these sets NBAS (Ninan-Based
Attitudinal States).

(44) A pre-NBAS is a pair hA, �*i with:
a. A is a set of pairs of the form hl,Qi in which l is a mode label and Q a

2D information state
b. �* is a well-founded relation on A.

(45) Dependencies of a labeled attitude hl,Qi inside a pre-NBAS:

Depsðhl,Qi, hA,�*iÞ= fhl′,Q′i 2 Ajhl′,Q′i�*hl,Qig

By abuse of notation, I’ll henceforth use metalanguage variables Q,Q′,Qi to
denote both the pair consisting of a label plus a 2D information state, and the
corresponding plain 2D information states, simply ignoring the label when-
ever convenient. Similarly, I’ll use K,K′,Ki to denote both labeled and plain
DRSs.

As in the ADS syntax, an NBAS should be well-founded, i.e. the chains of
dependencies must be ultimately grounded in independent attitudes. Intuitively,
these independent attitudes should correspond to plain information states.
Formally, they are still 2D but the first dimension is vacuous.
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(46) A pre-NBAS hA,�*i is an NBAS if it satisfies the following requirement: for

every Q 2 A: if DepsðQ, hA,�*iÞ= ;, then Qðhw, f iÞ=Qðhw′, f ′iÞ for all pos-
sibilities hw, f i and hw′, f ′i with Domðf Þ =Domðf ′Þ.

The psychologistic variant of the Tarskian definition of truth is a definition of
when a certain syntactic formula (i.e. an ADS) correctly captures (part of) an
agent’s mental state (i.e., the NBAS provided by the model). Roughly, an ADS
captures/describes an NBAS iff every labeled attitude DRS corresponds to a
labeled 2D information state of the same mode (requirement (47a)) that entails
it. The tricky part is the definition of entailment, which should be specified
relative to the attitude’s relevant background state within the ADS (i.e. BG in
requirement (47c), defined in a separate definition, (48)). The precise definition
is a bit more complicated due to the following technicalities: (i) an NBAS may
contain many more attitudes than an ADS (hence the g in (47)); (ii) both ADS
and NBAS contain discourse referents, but these need not coincide (hence the r
in (47)); (iii) the dependency relations in the NBAS must parallel those in the
ADS (hence the requirement in (47b)).

(47) An ADS K captures an NBAS hA,�*i iff there is a variable renaming
function r on K and a one-to-one function g from K to A such that:
a. For every hl,Ki 2 K there is a 2D information state Q such that

gðhl,KiÞ= hl,Qi (i.e. g preserves mode labels).
b. For every K,K′ 2 K: if K�K K′ then gðKÞ�*gðK′Þ (i.e. g preserves

dependency structure).
c. For every K 2 K, hw, f i 2 BGðgðKÞ, hA,�*iÞ : ðgðKÞÞðhw, f iÞ . ½½rðKÞ��is

f

(i.e. gðKÞ entails K relative to the relevant background state).

What’s left is the definition of the relevant background state for any labeled 2D
information state in an NBAS. The idea is that the background of an indepen-
dent attitude is the empty information state, while the background of a depen-
dent attitude is the sum of the attitudinal states it depends on. However, these
attitudinal states may in turn depend on yet other backgrounds, which intro-
duces recursion into the definition.

(48) BGðQ, A,�*� �
Þ =

=Λ, if DepsðQ, A,�*
� �

Þ= ; ;
= ∪ Q1ði1Þ ] . . . ] QnðinÞ i1j 2 BGðQ1, A,�*

� �
Þ . . . in 2 BGðQn, A,�*

� �
Þ

� �

, if Deps ðQ, A,�*
� �

Þ= Q1 . . .Qnf g

8
><
>:
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How can we maintain that (i) Gregor Samsa turned into a beetle; (ii) imagine
what it would be like if he turned into a horse; (iii) compare his intelligence with
that of Sherlock Holmes while admitting that (iv) Gregor Samsa is a fictional
character and therefore does not exist? Maier proposes a novel account of
fictional statements within a “psychologistic” version of DRT (Kamp) which
provides insightful answers to these questions while maintaining a uniform
account of fictional and non-fictional names.

In Maier’s proposal, statements are analysed as updates of (representations
of) interpreters’ mental states (so called ADSs). Interpreters’ mental states can
have different components, including anchors, belief components, imagination
components and more. Ordinary statements typically update the belief compo-
nent of such a state, fiction statements update the imagination component.
Proper names are uniformly analysed as presupposition triggers in a DRT frame-
work (Geurts). In DRT, presuppositions are treated as anaphors that need to be
resolved or accommodated (van der Sandt): on Maier’s proposal, fictional names
differ from ordinary names in that they are resolved/accommodated within the
imagination component of a mental state (locally) rather than to an internal
anchor (globally). Maier’s answer to the questions above rely on the fact that
different components of a single mental state can share their discourse referents.

As an illustration, consider Maier’s proposed analysis of the two sentences
in example (28) here repeated as:

(1) a. Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire.
b. Frodo is a fictional character invented by Tolkien.

In (2) we have a schematic representation of the ADS resulting from an update
with these two sentences after resolution/accommodation of the proper names
(see example (29) in Maier’s article for the full analysis):
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(2) ANCH, ½ xhf nameðx,TolkienÞ; authorðxÞ�j i,
IMG, y, z nameðy, FrodoÞ; nameðz, ShireÞ;...j½ �h i,
BEL, fictionalðyÞ; invent x, yð Þ½ �h i, ...g

In (2), the presupposition triggered by the non-fictional name Tolkien is
resolved to the (internal) anchor x, while the presupposition triggered by the
fictional names Frodo and Shire are resolved within the imagination (IMG)
component. All introduced discourse referents x, y and z are assumed to be
in principle accessible from any subsequent component (in particular the third
BEL-component).

Structures like (2) are the result of a sophisticated procedure of presupposi-
tion resolution and as such are a valuable source of information. On the other
hand, ADSs are hardly explanatory without a model-theoretic interpretation. The
first reason why the ADS in (2) needs a model-theoretical interpretation has to do
with the free occurrence of x and y in the BEL-component. Somehow, we have to
guarantee that this component is really about Tolkien as introduced in the
ANCH-component and about Frodo as introduced in the IMG-component. For
comparison, consider the possible logical rendering of the following discourse
in dynamic semantics:

(3) a. A man is walking in the park. He is whistling.
b. 9xϕðxÞ ^ ψðxÞ

The formula in (3-b) cannot constitute a proper representation of the meaning of
the discourse in (3-a) unless it is equipped with a model-theoretic semantics to
the effect that the free variable in the second conjunct is dynamically bound by
the existential quantifier in the first conjunct.

There is also a second reason why a model-theoretical interpretation is
useful here and has to do with reasoning. We would like to be able to draw
conclusions from representations like (2), for example that the subject in such a
mental state believes that Tolkien is an author and that Tolkien invented Frodo.
From ADSs as such, no conclusions can be drawn. Equipping ADSs with a
model-theoretical interpretation would allow us to draw conclusions and reason
about these structures.

Maier is well-aware of the importance of defining a model-theoretic inter-
pretation for ADSs and indeed presents an explicit proposal in the appendix of
the article. My first comment will focus on this part. My second (more general)
point will address the relation between fiction, imagination and truth and the
role of mental states in the interpretation of (fictional) statements.
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1 ADS vs NBAS

Maier’s mapping from an ADS to a corresponding model-theoretic object (a so-
called NBAS) is a rather complex mechanism which roughly consists in mapping
mental state components in an ADS to sets of dynamic information states
(identified with sets of world-assignment pairs) in the NBAS in such a way
that the assignment-parameter of an information state modelling a dependent
mental component hl,Ki must extend the assignment-parameter of one element
of a state modelling a relevant background component (see Appendix for defini-
tions, in particular definition (47)).

Reasoning is not explicitly discussed in the article, and it is potentially a
non-trivial issue to arrive at a working definition of what conclusions can be
drawn from a given ADS because of the complicating factor that a single ADS
can contain different components with the same label. Nevertheless, by
restricting attention to ADSs K which contain only one single belief component,
hBEL, Ki, one plausible way to derive that an agent in such an ADS believes ϕ is
by requiring that ϕ is entailed by all information states associated with K in all
NBAS captured by K.

Now let us try to apply this definition to derive that an interpreter in the
mental state represented by the ADS in (2) believes that (i) Tolkien is an author
and that (ii) Tolkien invented Frodo. As far as I can see, neither of these two facts
can be easily derived.

1. Let us start with the derivation of the belief that Tolkien is an author.
Assuming the definition proposed above, this would be the case if the proposi-
tion that Tolkien is an author is entailed by all information states associated
with the BEL-component in all NBAS captured by our ADS. As far as I can see
this will not be obtained. The information that x is an author will be encoded in
all information states associated to the ANCH-component, but nothing guaran-
tees that it will be maintained in the states mapped to the BEL-component. This
has to do with the way in which discourse referents are handled in this system.
In standard dynamic semantics and DRT, discourse referents are inherently
“descriptive,” when interpreting the second conjunct in example (3) the pronoun
he stands for the man walking in the park. Here instead any descriptive informa-
tion about a discourse referent x is lost as soon as we move from one component
to the other because while dependent components must (partially) share their
assignment-part with some possibility in a background component, they are
totally independent with respect to their world-part. This feature, which is
possibly crucial for the solution Maier proposed for counterfictional imagina-
tion, appears to be problematic whenever we have an ADS K with the following
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dependence structure: hBEL/ANCH,K1i �K . . .�K hl,Kii �K . . .�K hBEL,Kji. It
seems that any descriptive information encoded in hBEL/ANCH,K1i will be lost
in hBEL,Kji.

2. Let us now turn to the derivation that the interpreter believes that Tolkien
invented Frodo. Again assuming the definition proposed above, this would be
the case if the proposition that Tolkien invented Frodo is entailed by all infor-
mation states associated with the BEL-component in all NBASs captured by our
ADS. As far as I can see, this again will not be obtained. All states associated
with the BEL-component in our structure will encode the information that x
invented y (inventðx, yÞ) (I am ignoring renaming of variables here), but it is
hard to see what guarantees that in each single state both x and y get the right
interpretation. The problem arises because x and y come from two different
components which are referentially independent from each other and from the
fact that information states “originate” from a single possibility in a single
“background” state. Possibly, this problem is solved by the ∪ -plus operator in
Maier’s definition (48) but the details are missing, so it is hard to verify. To
illustrate, let Q1, Q2 and Q3 be the information state functions in NBASs corre-
sponding to the ANCH-, IMG- and BEL-components in our ADS (2), respectively.
Let i1 and i2 be possibilities in Q1ðiÞ and Q2ðiÞ for some i in the background of
both Q1 and Q2 in the relevant NBAS. Possibility i1 will be a pair hw1, g1i where w1

is the actual world and g1 an assignment function mapping x to an individual d1
named Tolkien in w1. Possibility i2 will be a pair hw2, g2i where w2 is a possible
world compatible with Tolkien’s story-telling and g2 an assignment function
mapping y to an individual d2 named Frodo in w2. Both i1 and i2 are in the
background for the interpretation of Q3. The problem is that all possibilities in
Q3ði1Þ will assign d1 to x, but no specific value for y is fixed in this state; and all
possibilities in Q3ði2Þ will assign d2 to y, but no specific value for x is fixed in this
state. But then our ADS is predicted to be compatible with a mental state in
which the agent is in doubt on whether Tolkien invented say Gregor Samsa, and
Frodo was invented by, say, Kafka.

2 Fiction, imagination and truth

In Maier’s account, fiction statements are treated as “prescriptions to imagine”,
an idea which is technically implemented by analysing fiction statements as
updates of the imagination component of an interpreter’s mental state.
Intuitively, however, the truth of a fiction statement like Gregor Samsa turned
into a beetle does not seem to rely on the imaginative power of an interpreter but
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rather on what is stated in Kafka’s story. It is unclear how this framework can
account for the intuitive distinction in truth value between (a) Gregor Samsa
turned into a beetle and (b) Gregor Samsa turned into a horse since both these
statements will be analysed as updates of the imagination component of an
interpreter’s mental state with no reference to Kafka’s story-telling. Maier does
not explicitly address the issue of truth in fiction, but in principle any analysis of
fiction phenomena should be able to account for the difference in truth value
between the sentences (a) and (b) above. I see two potential problems for Maier’s
approach with respect to this issue: (i) given the current representation of
mental states it is unclear how to distinguish an imagination component
based on some author’s story-telling from an imagination component based on
the agent’s free imagination. In Maier’s example (17), a book anchor x is
introduced. Such anchors might be part of the solution here, but then we
would have to make fiction-based IMG-components formally dependent on
such anchors, possibly by having indexed IMG-components for fiction-based
imagination vs non-indexed IMG-components for free imagination (this is not
(yet) the case in example (17)); (ii) Even if we implement the suggestion above,
in a psychologistic semantics, truth in fiction would have in any case to be a
derived notion dependent on the content of interpreters’ mental states, but is the
mental state of an interpreter the relevant piece of reality when it comes to the
evaluation of fiction?
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“One morning, as Gregor Samsa awoke from restless dreams, he found himself
transformed in his bed into a monstrous vermin.” Thus begins one of the
modern classics of fiction, Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis. In his story, Kafka
creates a fictional reality in which the protagonist struggles to come to grips
with the fact that he has turned into an oversized beetle. What kind of reality is
that? There are various ways of answering that question, but I am specifically
interested in two of them. The first is that Kafka’s story creates a reality of sorts
in the minds of his readers; the second is that the reality in question exists
somehow between the author and his readership.

In his target article, Emar Maier claims that we must choose between these
two views, and opts for the first, which he calls “psychologistic.” But why must
we choose? The story of Gregor Samsa’s plight is at once a form of interaction
between Kafka and his readers, and one that affects the minds of the latter. Why
rule out the possibility that it creates some sort of reality on the social as well as
the psychological plane? No reason at all, as far as I can see. So let’s adopt an
ecumenical stance, and in that spirit consider fiction from an interpersonal
perspective. Doing so is of considerable interest in itself, but will also help to
contextualize and clarify Maier’s project, which takes a personal point of view,
namely, that of the reader.

This ecumenical approach recommends itself more generally. To give just
one example, suppose Jack says: “I’ll do the dishes.” On the one hand, we may
construe his utterance as expressing an intention on his part; this is the
personal, psychologistic perspective. On the other hand, the same speech act
may be viewed from a social stance, as committing Jack to a certain course of
action. Both stances capture something worthwhile capturing, and neither
seems reducible to the other: insincere promises are as binding as sincere
ones, and speech acts can bring about unintended commitments. The social
aspect of speech acts deserves our attention as much as the psychological
aspect does, and this holds not only for fictional statements, but across the
illocutionary board.
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In modern times, storytelling has mostly become a drawn-out process, in
which production and consumption are separated by long stretches of time,
sometimes even millennia. Yet, fiction remains a form of communication, i.e.
social interaction, and that’s how I propose to consider it here. Following a
variegated tradition that includes Peirce (1934), Brandom (1994), Walton and
Krabbe (1995), and Krifka (2014), among others, I view communication as a way
of negotiating commitments. Promising is the paradigm. If Jack promises Jill to
walk the dog, his speech act causes him to become committed to Jill to make it
true that he will walk the dog. Due to Jack’s committing himself in this way, Jill
becomes entitled to act on the premise that Jack will walk the dog, and thus
Jack’s commitment helps Jill to coordinate her actions with Jack’s. That’s what
commitments are for: they are coordination devices.

Though promising is the poster child for most commitment-based accounts,
the idea that utterances create commitments for the speaker applies equally to
other speech act types. Most importantly, for our current purposes, it applies to
statements, too. If Jill tells Jack that she loves endive, for instance, then she
constrains her future actions in all sorts of ways, since her utterance entitles Jack
to expect that Jill will manifest her fondness of endive if and when appropriate,
will abstain from anti-endive behaviour and so on.

This view on communication is geared to action in more than one way. Not
only is an utterance an action in its own right, it also serves to constrain the
speaker’s future actions, and thus enable action coordination between speaker
and addressee. An important class of these future actions are themselves speech
acts. Jack’s promise, for instance, not only commits him to walk the dog, but
also to not wonder whether he will walk the dog, to be willing to confirm that he
will do so, and so on. In short, an utterance always implies a pattern of actions
the speaker commits himself to, and part of that pattern will consist of speech
acts he is expected to perform, if appropriate, or to refrain from performing.

As Bratman (1987) has emphasized, commitments must be persistent in
order to serve their coordinative purpose. If Jack commits himself at 10 a.m. to
walk the dog at noon, he remains so committed at least until noon. This is not to
say that his commitment is immutable: there are all sorts of circumstances that
may absolve him of his obligation to walk the dog at noon. It will be understood,
for instance, that Jack’s commitment becomes void if either he or the dog breaks
a leg. Commitments are persistent, but only by default.

Commitment is a three-place relation between two individuals, a and b, and a
propositional content ’, which I read as “a is committed to b to act in accordance
with ’,” without implying that ’ is true. Hence, commitments may be seen as
propositional attitudes, though as long as a≠ b, they are social relationships rather
than mental states. (If a= b, a is committed to himself to act in accordance with ’).

54 Bart Geurts



Such private commitments may result from self-directed speech acts, or “self talk”;
they lie outside our current purview. See Geurts 2016 for discussion.)

As a rule, commitments are supposed to be shared: if a commits himself to b
to act in accordance with ’, then ceteris paribus b is expected to reciprocate a’s
commitment, and will do so, ceteris paribus. Joint commitment may be defined
in terms of shared commitment, as follows: a and b have a joint commitment to
act in accordance with ’ iff they:

(1) share a commitment to act in accordance with ’,
(2) share a commitment to act in accordance with (1),
(3) share a commitment to act in accordance with (2),

and so on.

Within a commitment-based framework, joint commitment suggests itself as a
natural candidate for defining the notion of common ground, which is widely
agreed to be a cornerstone of communication, if not social interaction at large
(Stalnaker 1973, 2002; Clark 1996). As a first stab, we may equate the common
ground between interlocutors a and b, at a given time point t, with a and b’s joint
commitments at t. As a and b toss all manner of speech acts at one another, their
common ground expands, while at the same time serving as the basis on which a
and b perform their speech acts. For instance, if Jack promises to do the dishes,
and Jill volunteers to help, then Jill’s offer is predicated on Jack’s commitment,
which just entered their common ground.

This way of defining common ground is closely related to more established
definitions in terms of mutual belief or mutual knowledge (Lewis 1969; Fagin
et al. 1995; Stalnaker 2002), but there is an important difference, which has to do
with the fact that commitment doesn’t entail belief. If it is mutual belief (or
knowledge) between a and b that ’ is the case, then a and b must believe that ’.
Contrariwise, a and b can be jointly committed to ’ without believing ’ to be
true. Hence, on a commitment-based definition, the notion of common ground is
doxastically neutral.

To explain why this may be a desirable feature, consider the following
scenario. Due to heavy rainfall, the river will burst its banks within the next
48 hours. Given its situation, it is inevitable that the local school will be flooded,
and therefore the school director and her staff are convening to draw up an
emergency plan. If we call this scenario S1, scenario S2 is a variant on S1, in
which the school is safely situated on a hilltop, and in no danger of being
flooded either now or ever. In S2, director and staff are planning for that
contingency by way of a team-building exercise; they are engaged in pretend
play. Despite the differences between S1 and S2, it doesn’t seem too far-fetched
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to imagine that the team’s deliberations are the same, word by word, in both
scenarios, and that in each case they agree to raise furniture to a higher level,
block drains, turn off water, gas, and electricity and so on. That is to say, in both
scenarios, the team enter into the same commitments for the duration of the
planning session. Specifically, for as long as their meeting lasts, they are
committed to the truth of the proposition that the school will be flooded. But
whereas in S2 their commitments expire with the end of the planning session, in
S1 they are effectuated afterwards. Hence, whereas in S1 commitment entails
belief, in S2 it doesn’t.

There is a stark contrast between S1 and S2, which, drawing inspiration from
Maier’s distinction between regular and fictional statements, we might express
by distinguishing between regular commitments and merely fictional ones. Very
roughly, the suggestion is that, unlike their regular siblings, fictional commit-
ments only hold provisionally. There are various ways of fleshing out this idea,
but in any event the upshot will be that fictional commitments cause a split in
the common ground. For, speakers who enter into fictional commitments do not
thereby suspend all their regular commitments, but only some. In S2, the inter-
locutors’ commitments are largely the same as in S1, except for the ones hanging
on the counterfactual assumption that the school will be flooded. The space of
fictional commitments in S2 is demarcated from the regular commitment space,
but the two spaces are not shut off from one another: apart from its location, the
school is the same in both, as are the pupils and teachers, the laws of physics,
last year’s inflation rate, and so on. In brief, regular and fictional commitment
spaces are distinct, but strongly connected, especially by virtue of the fact that
they share inhabitants.

Whereas the school team’s pretend play in S2 is predominantly realistic,
children’s pretend play is further removed from reality, and literary fiction
allows itself still greater degrees of freedom, sometimes to the point of logical
inconsistency (Priest 2005). Literary fiction is special also in that it reduces turn
taking to a minimum: the author makes all his commitments in advance, and
reading is an act of consummation in which the reader comes to share the
writer’s commitments, one after the other. Still, whether literary or not, fiction
is a social practice, a form of interaction between speakers and hearers, or
writers and their readers, which is not fundamentally different from other
types of discourse.

This approach to fiction is quite different from Maier’s. Though our points of
departure coincide in that we agree that an account of fiction must be embedded
in a theory of speech acts, Maier’s treatment of fictional speech acts is rather
perfunctory. He begins by stipulating that fictional statements are “pretend
assertions” rather than “regular” ones:
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Unlike regular assertions, fictional statements do not express information about the way
the world is but rather invite the reader to imagine a certain state of affairs. (p. 4)

Adopting Walton’s (1990) phrase, Maier characterizes fictional statements as
“prescriptions to imagine,” but instead of embarking on an in-depth analysis
of this species of speech act, Maier concentrates his attention on how they affect
the mind of the addressee:

Intuitively, interpreting a fictional text is just not a matter of updating some abstract
intersubjective common ground between speaker/writer and hearer/reader. To make
sense of the philosophically compelling intuition that fictional statements are prescriptions
to imagine, we need a framework that captures what happens in the mind of the reader
when she interprets a text. (p. 6)

On the face of it, there isn’t much that our accounts have in common. To
mention only some of our differences, whereas Maier presupposes that fictional
statements are a special kind of speech act, I would argue that they are
continuous with regular statements. Also pace Maier, I claim that fiction is
very much a matter of building common ground between speakers and writers,
on the one hand, and their audiences, on the other. But most importantly,
whereas I see fiction as a form of social interaction, Maier’s principal concern
is with the effects of fiction on its consumers’ mental representations.

These are substantial differences, for sure, but most of them are overcome
by embracing the ecumenical view I suggested at the beginning, and viewing
Maier’s enterprise and my own as complementary rather than contradictory. We
can either view communication as social interaction or home in on the psychol-
ogy of speakers and hearers, and there is no need to suppose that the two
projects are irreconcilable (cf. Geurts and Rubio-Fernández 2015). Indeed, if both
projects are worth pursuing, it behoves us to show how they can be reconciled.
Specifically, we need to understand how the two stances hang together, and
how explanatory labour is to be divided between them. Clearly, answering these
questions is too tall an order for the present occasion (not to mention the present
author), and in the remainder of this note I will confine myself to drawing out
only some of the ramifications of the ecumenical view.

Maier’s starting point is that a work of fiction invites its readership to
imagine the world as being so-and-so. Like hopes and beliefs, imaginings are
mental states, and they are connected with other mental states, which may
include mental states of the same type; i.e. imaginings may be connected with
each other. For instance, while reading Kafka’s story, I imagine a reality in
which a sales representative named “Gregor Samsa” finds himself transformed
into a beetle. Pondering Gregor Samsa’s sad fate, I imagine a happier course of
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events in which the same man turned into a world-class DJ instead. Thus, I
arrive at two imaginings, the first of which was prompted by Kafka’s story, while
the second is “parasitical” on the first, as Maier puts it. With some minor
variations, Maier would represent this situation as follows:

(1)
img

x

name(x, Gregor)
turn.into.beetle(x)

img
turn.into.dj(x)

Citing Kamp (2015) and myself (1999) in support, Maier argues that such struc-
tures must be viewed as mental representations. That’s the view I used to hold,
too, but never entirely without misgivings. To explain my worry, and at the same
time illustrate the generality of the issue, consider that hackneyed example:

(2) If a farmer owns a donkey, he beats it.

Within the framework of Kamp’s (1981) discourse representation theory (DRT),
the most natural reading of this sentence is represented as follows:

(3) x y

farmer(x)
donkey(y)
own(x, y)

⇒
beat(x, y)

The structure of this representation is identical to that of (1) in two key respects:
it separates its content into two boxes, which are connected by discourse
referents that are introduced in one box and reused in the other. The main
challenge of a dynamic semantics like DRT is to ensure that structures with these
features are interpreted in a way that captures their intuitive meaning. Kamp
(1981) showed how to do this for the original version of DRT; Maier does the
same for a rather more expressive version.

It can hardly be denied that, like (1), the structure in (3) may be viewed as a
mental representation, but the claim under discussion is that itmust be viewed that
way in order to account for the anaphora in (2). What has always worried me about
this claim is that it seems to be too strong. Even if an utterance of a sentence like (2)
affects the hearer’s mental state, and even if it makes sense to ask how the hearer’s
mental state is affected, it seemed puzzling to me that we should have to refer to
mental representations in order to account for the anaphoric links between “a
farmer” and “a donkey,” on the one hand, and the pronouns “he” and “it,” on the

58 Bart Geurts



other. Armed with the insight that communication can and must be understood on
more than one level, I believe I can justify my puzzlement.

Briefly, the argument goes as follows. The principal problem that DRT is
designed to solve is to capture the content distributed over separate compart-
ments connected by recurrent discourse referents. But as we have seen, commit-
ment spaces present us with the exact same problem, and if the DRT framework
is essentially mentalistic, that is, if structures like (1) and (3) must be viewed as
mental representations, then that precludes a unified treatment of anaphora
across the social and psychological levels; which is unsatisfactory, because the
problem appears to be the same for both levels.

Let me unpack this argument with the help of another classic example:

(4) Pedro owns a donkey. He beats it.

In this case, the problem is to explain the anaphoric links connecting “Pedro”
with “he” and “a donkey” with “it,” and I maintain that that problem presents
itself both on the psychological and on the social level. In psychological terms,
the hearer first has to deal with the speaker’s belief in the proposition that Pedro
owns a donkey, and then with her belief in the proposition that x beats y, where
x and y are somehow connected to the content of the speaker’s first belief. In
social terms, the speaker commits herself first to the truth of the proposition that
Pedro owns a donkey, and then to the truth of the proposition that x beats y,
where x and y are somehow connected to the content of her first commitment.
Since the two sets of facts are structurally identical, and we are dealing with
propositional attitudes in both cases, one should expect the same account to
apply to both. The claim that DRT’s representational structures are essentially
psychological stands in the way of such a unified account.

It appears, therefore, that the standard interpretation of DRT is overly con-
crete. It may seem natural to interpret its structures as mental representations, and
on the psychological level such a construal may be defensible, but on the social
level it isn’t. A more abstract interpretation is called for, which allows for the
possibility that the same structures are realized at both levels. Speakers and
writers alter representations in the minds of their addressees, but at the same
time their linguistic output alters social relationships between themselves and
their audience, and those relationships have representational structure, too.
Moreover, the representations emerging at the psychological and the social levels
are similar both contentwise and structurally, even if their substrates are funda-
mentally different. This is what permits us to say that there is a sense in which
Gregor Samsa exists in the minds of Kafka’s readers, but there is also a sense in
which the selfsame Gregor Samsa exists between Kafka and his readers.
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1 Introduction

Consider the following pair of sentences:

(1) Frodo is a hobbit who was adopted by his cousin.

(2) Frodo doesn’t really exist; he is simply a fictional character made up by
Tolkien.

Those of us familiar with Tolkien’s writings would seem to be in a position to
accept both of these sentences. And yet how can we? If Frodo doesn’t really
exist, then he doesn’t exist. If he doesn’t exist, then he doesn’t have any
properties, and so doesn’t have the property of being a hobbit who was adopted
by his cousin. So the truth of (2) would seem to preclude the truth of (1).
Nevertheless, it seems that we should like to accept them both: in The Lord of
the Rings, Frodo is a hobbit who was adopted by his cousin; but, of course, being
a creature of fiction, Frodo doesn’t really exist. In his rich and imaginative essay,
“Fictional Names in Psychologistic Semantics,” Emar Maier sets out to resolve
this conundrum.

Maier begins by helpfully setting out three approaches to fictional names
(pp. 2–4).1 The first is realism. Realists urge us to extend our ontology to include
fictional entities that can serve as the referents of fictional names (e.g. Parsons
1980; Thomasson 1999). From a semantic point of view, fictional names work
much like ordinary proper names: both are simply referring expressions, some-
thing like the logician’s individual constants.

Theorists with a “robust sense of reality” might balk at the metaphysical
extravagance of the realist approach (Russell 1919). But Maier does not press
philosophical objections of this sort. Rather, he observes that (unless more is
said) the realist approach predicts that (3) entails (4) (pp. 2–3):
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1 All unattributed page numbers are to Maier’s essay.
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(3) Sam carried Frodo.

(4) Sam carried an abstract object.

Since Frodo obviously isn’t a flesh-and-blood organism that we can locate in our
universe, he must (one might suppose) be an abstract object. But while many of
us would accept (3), (4) appears to express a metaphysical impossibility. Maier
finds realist responses to this objection implausible from a linguistic point of
view, since they end up positing ad hoc ambiguities of various sorts (pp. 2-3).

Anti-realism denies that there are any fictional entities for fictional names to
refer to. On one influential version of this view (Lewis 1978), sentences like (1) and
(3) are to be interpreted as if they contained a covert In-Tolkien’s-tale operator. The
fictional names that occur in those sentences are then analyzed descriptively. On
this approach, sentence (1) is true just in case: in Tolkien’s tale, the hobbit called
“Frodo” was adopted by his cousin.2 But Lewis excludes from his investigation
metafictional uses of fictional names like (2) (Lewis 1978: 38). Furthermore, unless
one also adopts a descriptive analysis of ordinary proper names, the resulting
theory threatens to bifurcate the semantics of proper names: one analysis for
ordinary proper names, and a quite different one for fictional names (Lewis 1978:
40–41). One of Maier’s aims is to give a uniform theory of names, one that applies
to both fictional names and ordinary names, and one that applies to both fictional
and metafictional uses of fictional names (p. 4).3

The third approach is pragmatic anti-realism. Pragmatic anti-realists
approach the problem of fictional names from the level of speech acts. On the
version of this view that Maier favors, “fictional statements do not express
information about the way the world is, but rather invite the reader to imagine
a certain state of affairs” (p. 4). On this approach, an utterance of sentence
(1) would normally be an invitation to imagine a scenario containing a hobbit
named “Frodo” who was adopted by his cousin. One objection to this approach
is that it fails to capture the (alleged) ‘aboutness’ of claims involving fictional
names, a fact that Maier discusses in connection with the phenomenon of
counterfictional imagination (a phenomenon to which we shall return).

The remainder of this essay is structured as follows. In x2, I set out the
relevant parts of Maier’s own proposal, including his view that the belief

2 Lewis then treats In-Tolkien’s-tale as an intensional operator and provides a possible worlds
semantics for it.
3 By a fictional use of a fictional name, I do not mean a use of name by a fictional character, but
rather (something like) a use of name that occurs in the course of constructing or recounting a
particular fiction. See x4 below for relevant discussion.
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expressed by a typical use of (2) is ‘parasitic on’ the imagining that a typical
utterance of (1) would normally induce. In x3, I consider a realist alternative to
Maier’s view, one which borrows some of his central ideas. The realist alter-
native appears to accomplish what Maier’s own view accomplishes, but doesn’t
invoke the apparatus of parasitic attitudes. Finally, in x4, I raise the question of
whether typical utterances of (1) really are ‘prescriptions to imagine’, an idea
that plays a central role in Maier’s account.

2 Parasitic attitudes

As just noted, Maier’s own proposal is built, in part, on the idea that fictional
statements are ‘prescriptions to imagine’ (Walton 1990). We might think that
assertive utterances of ordinary declarative sentences are ‘prescriptions to
believe’. When I utter the sentence, It’s raining outside, I am, among other
things, proposing that you come to believe that it’s raining outside. Maier’s
idea is that (typically) when I utter a sentence like Frodo was adopted by his
cousin, I am not proposing that you come to believe something; rather, I am
instructing you to imagine something. Metafictional statements like (2), on the
other hand, are instructions that the hearer adopt a belief: when I tell you, Frodo
doesn’t really exist, I am hoping to get you to believe something (if, that is, you
don’t already believe it).

One attractive feature of this proposal is that it locates the difference
between (1) and (2) at the level of pragmatics. For note that someone who took
Tolkien’s book to be an historical document describing the long-forgotten hap-
penings of some distant land might use (1) in an attempt to get his audience to
believe the content of (1). Similarly, a renegade Tolkien critic might use the first
clause of (2) not to make a metaphysical comment about the status of fictional
characters, but to express her idiosyncratic view that it is a ‘deep truth’ of
Tolkien’s book that Frodo is merely a figment of Bilbo’s imagination. A critic
like this might use the first clause of (2) as an invitation for us to imagine
something, something that better conforms to Tolkien’s intentions than the
usual interpretation does.

Maier develops the ‘prescription to imagine’ idea in a number of ways. First,
he develops a version of the language of Discourse Representation Theory (DRT)
which he then uses to represent the mental states of agents who accept sen-
tences like (1) and (2). Second, he proposes a model-theoretic interpretation of
this language, an interpretation which he uses to specify just what it is that a
fictional use of (1) invites us to imagine, and just what it is that a metafictional
use of (2) invites us to believe.
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A key feature of Maier’s proposal is that mental states like beliefs and states
of imagining are interdependent in certain ways: one can be ‘parasitic on’
another. Consider, for example, a person A who accepts both a fictional use of
(1) and a metafictional use of (2). A’s attitudes might be described as follows:

(5) A imagined that there is a hobbit named “Frodo” who was adopted by his
cousin. But A also believes that that hobbit doesn’t really exist, but is
simply a fictional character made up by Tolkien.

The idea here is that A’s belief is parasitic on his imagining; the hobbit that
figures in his beliefs is (somehow) transported from his imaginings. But what,
exactly, does this mean?

Here is one possible account, which is something of a simplification of what
Maier has inmind. Suppose we representA’s imagining by a set of possible worlds4:

(6) fw: there is an individual y in w such that y is a hobbit named “Frodo” in
w and y was adopted by y’s cousin in w}

To say that A’s belief is parasitic on this imagining is (roughly) to say that the
content of his belief can be represented as a function from possible worlds in
(1) to sets of possible worlds. So the content of A’s belief would be something
like this:

(7) λw. fw′ : there is an individual y in w such y is a hobbit named “Frodo” in
w and y doesn’t exist at w′}

modulo the stipulation that the domain of this function is (6). The rough idea, I take
it, is that the possibilities in (6) serve as the ‘background’ for describing the belief
whose content is given by (7). Relative to a possible world w in (6), a world w′ is
compatible with whatA believes just in case the hobbit named “Frodo” inw doesn’t
exist in w′. Note here that the initial imagination world w is, in some sense,
‘providing’ the individual that is said not to exist at the belief world w′. This
corresponds to the idea that A’s belief is parasitic on A’s imagining.

But what exactly does it mean for an agent’s state of mind to be represented
by (7)? For example, one might think that the belief I would give voice to by

4 Maier uses pairs of possible worlds and variable assignments to represent doxastic
alternatives (p. 35), but he says little about how this it is to be understood.
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uttering (2) is true. But what is it for a ‘two-dimensional intension’ like (7) to be
true? Maier doesn’t say. One possibility would be to say that such a function is
true just in case it maps the actual world α to a set that contains α. But if we
adopt that account of truth, (7) turns out to be either undefined or false. If α is
not in (6), then the function (7) is undefined at α. If α is in (6), then (7) is false at
α. For if α is in (6), then (7) maps α to the following set:

(8) fw′ : there is an individual y in α such that y is a hobbit named “Frodo” in
α and y doesn’t exist at w′}

But α is presumably not an element of this set. For one thing, there is no hobbit
named “Frodo” in the actual world. But even if there were, (1) would still be
false at the actual world. For if there were a hobbit named “Frodo” in the actual
world, then he would presumably exist in the actual world, in which case (1)
would still be false. So the falsity of this proposition at the actual world is
overdetermined.

But perhaps an alternative account is available. What if we say this?
– (7) is true at α if every world w in (1) is such that ð1ÞðwÞ is a set that

contains α;
– (7) is false at α if every world w in (1) is such that ð1ÞðwÞ is a set that does

not contain α; and
– (7) is neither true nor false at α otherwise.

Let w be an arbitrary world in (6). Presumably, the individual y in w named
“Frodo” in w fails to exist at the actual world α. If this is right, then A’s belief
with content (7) comes out true, as desired.

3 Realism redux

As I have characterized it, Maier’s account involves the idea that an individual
that exists at one world may fail to exist at another. And it involves, in
particular, the idea that an individual that exists at a non-actual possible
world may fail to exist at the actual world. Maier is candid about this aspect
of his proposal:

…‘exist’… is just a regular predicate meaning something like real-world,
physical existence. So, in the end, we do need a model-theoretic ontology that
includes existing and non-existing entities. (p. 37, n. 31)
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How should we understand this? Here are two possibilities. First, we might
assume a metaphysics according to which quantificational domains vary
between possible worlds. In that case, an individual y ‘fails to exist’ at a world
w just in case y is not in the domain of w. Second, we might instead assume a
‘constant domain’ metaphysics. In that case, we might say that what it is for y to
‘fail to exist’ (in the relevant sense) at a world w is for y to be concrete at some
world w′ and to be non-concrete at w (Williamson 2013).5

So, from an ontological point of view, there is a point of contact between
Maier’s view and the realist view mentioned at the outset. So why prefer Maier’s
approach to that approach? Maier has a good answer to this question:

The current account [i.e. Maier’s account]… avoids the pitfalls of straightfor-
ward Meinongian realism … I don’t predict that Sam carried Frodo entails that
Sam carried an abstract or fictional object, and I don’t assume any ambiguity
between fictional and metafictional name usage, or distinguish different types of
predication. (p. 37, n. 31)

Maier might be right that his account is superior to extant realist accounts, but
it seems to me that there is a realist view that avoids these objections. The realist
view I have in mind does this in part by availing itself of some of Maier’s resources.

Here is the proposal. Fictional names refer to fictional entities. Fictional
entities are mere possibilia: they exist at other worlds but not at the actual world.
Perhaps this means they are in the domains of other worlds, but not in the
domain of the actual world; perhaps it means that they are in the domain of
every world, but exist concretely at other worlds, non-concretely at the actual
world. Maier should have no objection to these metaphysical claims, for his own
account relies on some such view. The principal difference so far between this
account and Maier’s own account is that, on this account, names refer to these
fictional entities, rather than inducing existential quantification over them.

The realist I am imagining then goes on to help herself to Maier’s idea that
fictional utterances are prescriptions to imagine. If we identify propositions with
sets of possible worlds, then we can say that an utterance of (1) invites the
hearer to imagine the following proposition:

(9) fw: Frodo was adopted by his cousin in w}

Metafictional utterances, on the other hand, are prescriptions to believe. An
utterance of (2) invites the hearer to believe the following proposition:

5 According to the second of these two views, some uses of ‘exist’ should simply be understood
as meaning ‘concrete’.
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(10) fw: Frodo does not exist in w}

There is no problem about why this belief should count as true. For on the view
in question, “Frodo” refers to something that doesn’t exist at the actual world,
which means the actual world is an element of (10).

What about Maier’s principal objection to realism, the claim that realism
predicts that (3) entails (4)?

(3) Sam carried Frodo.

(4) Sam carried an abstract object.

Note that on the realist view we are considering, (3) is true at a world w just in
case Sam carried Frodo at w. Assuming it is impossible to carry an abstract
object, at no such world will Frodo be an abstract object that Sam is carrying.
Thus, it seems that the present proposal predicts that (3) does not entail (4),
since there are worlds at which the former is true and at which the latter is false.

It is important to realize that any world at which (3) is true is a world at
which Frodo is concrete: a flesh-and-blood hobbit (assuming, that is, that
hobbits are made of flesh and blood). So at any such world, Frodo is not an
abstract object, even if he is non-concrete at the actual world. Note further that
one might deny that for every object y and world w, y is either abstract or
concrete at w. Frodo might be concrete at w while being non-concrete at w′ while
failing to be an abstract object at either world.

This realist view does not posit any ambiguity in fictional names, nor does it
distinguish between multiple forms of predication. It does come with what some
would regard as an exotic metaphysics, but it is a metaphysics to which Maier
himself is committed. Note that this view appears to have no need for Maier’s
idea that some attitudes are parasitic on others.

One phenomenon that plays an important role in Maier’s discussion is that
of counterfictional imagination. Does this phenomenon bear on the choice
between the foregoing realist view and Maier’s proposal? Maier gives the follow-
ing example of a counterfictional imagining:

… on the basis of reading Kafka, I imagine that Gregor Samsa turned into a
beetle, but then go on to imagine what it would be like if he, Gregor, had been
named ‘Josef’ and turned into a horse instead of a beetle. How can both
imaginations be about the same individual, Gregor Samsa, unless they are
both de re attitudes about a fictional character? (p. 31)

The phenomenon of counterfictional imagining has been used to cast doubt
on descriptive approaches to fictional names. The trouble such imaginings pose
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for descriptivism is that, in such cases, one imagines that a fictional character has
properties incompatible with the properties that figure in the relevant description
(Friend 2011). It then becomes hard to characterize the content of the counter-
fictional imagining in a way that doesn’t make it explicitly contradictory.

Despite the affinity between his view and standard descriptivist views,
Maier avoids this problem by appealing to his apparatus of parasitic
attitudes. But note that this doesn’t seem to favor Maier’s view over the
realist view we have been considering. For counterfictional imagining doesn’t
appear to raise even a prima facie problem for the realist view. Someone who
imagines that Gregor is named ‘Josef’ and is turned into a horse simply
imagines the following proposition6:

(11) fw : Gregor Samsa is named ‘Josef’ in w and is turned into a horse in w}

This should be well-defined, since “Gregor Samsa” is simply a name that picks
out a fictional entity, one that exists at some worlds, but not at the actual world.

So it seems to me that the realist view we have been discussing avoids
the problems facing the realist views Maier discusses, and does as well as
Maier’s own proposal with respect to the phenomena he investigates. One
potential advantage of the realist approach is that it accomplishes this with
fewer resources than Maier’s approach. In particular, the realist doesn’t need
to avail herself of the apparatus of parasitic attitudes. Of course, Maier might
think that we need this apparatus anyway to deal with other problems in the
theory of attitude ascriptions. But even if that is correct, it is of some interest
to know whether or not that apparatus is needed to deal with issues raised by
fictional names per se. I have been suggesting that it is not needed for this
purpose.

4 Are fictional reports prescriptions to imagine?

So far, we have been following Maier in supposing that fictional uses of
sentences like (1) are prescriptions to imagine. But is that right? Note that
there is a difference in acceptability between the following sentences:

6 We set aside worries about the metaphysical possibility of turning human beings into horses.
It is not essential to the realist view under consideration that propositions be sets of metaphy-
sically possible worlds, nor even that they be sets of possibilities of some kind or other.
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(1) Frodo is a hobbit who was adopted by his cousin.

(12) Frodo lives at 211b Baker Street.

I am tempted to say that (1) is accurate and that (12) is not. This raises two
questions for the view that fictional statements are prescriptions to imagine.
First, if utterances of (1) and (12) are simply prescriptions or invitations, what
does it mean to say that (1) is accurate, whereas (12) is not? If I tell you to close
the door, my utterance doesn’t seem to be something that can be assessed for
accuracy. Perhaps I shouldn’t have said it because my saying it was, in the
circumstances, rude or thoughtless. But that wouldn’t show that my
utterance was inaccurate – talk of accuracy just seems out of place when it
comes to imperatives. But such talk does not seem out of place when it comes to
(1) and (12), something that seems puzzling if such utterances are really just
prescriptions or invitations.

Second, even if we put the first objection aside, how does the ‘prescription
to imagine’ approach account for the apparent difference in correctness between
(1) and (12)? After all, there is no apparent difference between the corresponding
explicit prescriptions to imagine:

(13) Imagine that Frodo is a hobbit who was adopted by his cousin.

(14) Imagine that Frodo lives at 211b Baker Street.

An utterance of (13) is a invitation to imagine something that actually
happens in Tolkien’s book. An utterance of (14) is not, but that is no
objection to it. There is nothing wrong with inviting someone to imagine
that Frodo lives at a certain address in London. Why then does it seem
that (12) is wrong in a way that (1) is not?

Having challenged it, I should note that I do think the ‘prescription to
imagine’ idea has some application in this vicinity, just not quite the one
Maier envisions. Let us distinguish between two ways in which a fictional
sentence might be used: as an authorial diktat or as a fictional report. Consider
Tolkien’s use of sentence (15):

(15) When Bilbo was ninety-nine he adopted Frodo.
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That is, consider (15) as it appears in Tolkien’s book. This is what I am calling an
authorial diktat. It seems to me that there is a case to be made that authorial
diktats are prescriptions to imagine. Note, for example, that it would be odd to
assess (15), as it occurs in The Lord of the Rings, as accurate or inaccurate, as
true or false. For Tolkien is not trying to describe the world; he is simply telling
us a story. It would be quite out of place to object, upon reading these words, by
saying, “No, I’m quite sure that Bilbo was ninety-seven when the adoption took
place.” Similarly, it would be quite odd to even ask whether what Tolkien was
saying was true or not. These observations appear to lend some support to the
idea that authorial diktats are prescriptions to imagine.

But consider now my use of sentence (1). Normally, if I were to utter (1),
I would be using it to tell you something about what happens in Tolkien’s story.
This is what I am calling a fictional report, a report of some of the goings-on in
some work of fiction. When someone utters a fictional report, it is not out of
order to deny the truth of what he or she said nor is out of order to question
whether or not what he or she said is really true. If I assert (12) in your presence,
it is quite right for you to deny it and to point out that I have mixed-up two quite
different fictional universes. If I assert (1) in your presence, it is quite natural for
you, having forgotten the details of Tolkien’s story, to wonder whether what I’ve
said is really true or not.

So it seems to me that while authorial diktats might be prescriptions to
imagine, fictional reports are not. And it seems to me that something like Lewis’s
view (mentioned above) yields a better treatment of fictional reports than
Maier’s approach does. Suppose I use (1) and (12) to make fictional reports. If
we represent these uses as containing a covert In-Tolkien’s-tale operator, then (1)
is predicted to be true, (12) false, as seems right. For (1) is an accurate report of
what happens in Tolkien’s story, whereas (12) is not.
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It is impossible to do justice to the richness of Emar Maier’s original and
provocative defense of a psychologistic account of fiction in a short comment.
The following sketchy remarks are made in the hope that the other commenta-
tors will share the burden.

1 On the paradox of fictional names

The main goal of Maier’s article is to provide a new solution to what he calls
the paradox of fictional names. This new solution combines two different
already classic proposals: (a) Walton’s (1990) anti-realist analysis of fictional
discourse and (b) Kamp’s (2015) psychologistic version of the formal semantic
framework of Discourse Representation Theory.

Before evaluating Maier’s solution in more detail, let us first indicate what
we take to be the depth and multiple dimensions of the problem he aims to
solve. According to Maier the paradox of fictional names can be stated by
focusing on the following two sentences, which are paradigm examples of two
different aspects of fictional discourse:

(1a) Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire.

(1b) Frodo is a fictional character made up by Tolkien.

On the basis of these two examples, Maier formulates the alleged paradox as
follows1:
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What I will refer to as the paradox of fictional names is the intuition that we can
consistently utter (and accept) both fictional statements like (1a), in which the fictional
name Frodo seems to refer to a flesh and blood creature, and metafictional statements like
(1b), which deny that the referent of Frodo exists.

If the assumptions mentioned reflected our pretheoretic intuitions, the pro-
blem could in fact be formulated as a paradox, given that, together with certain
plausible background assumptions, they entail the following contradictory claims:

(2) Frodo does exist and does not exist.

(3) ‘Frodo’ refers to something and does not refer to anything.

However, the problems posed by sentences like (1a) and (1b) are not that
straightforward. To begin with, pairs of sentences like the following appear to
express truths:

(4) Frodo does not exist.

(5) Frodo is a fictional character.

On the other hand it is not clear on the basis of which reasons we accept
sentences like (4) and (5), as true. At least four prima facie plausible explana-
tions are conceivable:

(a) In (4) and (5), ‘Frodo’ refers to a nonexistent fictional character.
(b) In (4) and (5), ‘Frodo’ refers to an abstract fictional character and ‘exist’ is

used so as to only apply to spatiotemporally extended objects.
(c) ‘Frodo’ refers to an abstract fictional character in (5), but does not refer to

anything in (4).
(d) Neither in (4) nor in (5) does ‘Frodo’ refer to anything.

We would guess that (a) is the most natural reaction, from an intuitive point
of view. The remaining three options seem to be mostly theory-driven. Though
we are not aware of any experimental results in this area, judgments are likely
to be blurry, so that speaking of a paradox strikes us as somewhat exaggerated:
genuine paradoxes start from intuitively plausible and widely accepted
assumptions, exploit equally plausible and accepted ways of reasoning and
lead up to some unintuitive and inacceptable conclusion. In the case at hand,
the problems are more involved, but it is certainly a true challenge to account
for our intuitive acceptance of certain sentence in the most plausible way – but
then it is already unclear from which intuitive assumptions one should start.
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Things get even more difficult when it comes to (1a) and (1b). As part of
ordinary fictional discourse, a sentence like (1a) can have at least four different
meaningful uses:

(U1) (1a) can be used by an author of a fiction, as part of an act of story-telling or
creating of a new story.

(U2) (1a) can be used by an author of fiction, as part of an act of story telling,
where the author expands an already existing story (for example, in the
case of serial fiction)

(U3) (1a) can be used by any person who aims to retell an already existing story.
(U4) (1a) can be used by any person who takes part in a dispute about what is

the case concerning a specific already existing story.

With respect to each of these four different uses the following questions
arise:

(Q1) What is the illocutionary force with which (1a) is used relative to the use
under consideration?

(Q2) Is the explicit semantic content of (1a) identical to the content expressed by
the use of (1a) under consideration?

(Q3) What is the referential status of ‘Frodo’ in (1a) relative to the use under
consideration? Does the expression refer? If so, to what kind of thing?

(Q4) What are the truth-conditions of (1a) relative to the use under
consideration?

Maier is not explicit as to which of these different uses he aims to investigate.
Furthermore, he only provides a general answer to question (Q3), but he does not
address the other three questions in sufficient detail. The philosophical literature
is typically concerned with the truth-conditions and illocutionary force of sentences
like (1a) relative to the above different uses. However, Maier turns this problem
into one about the correct cognitive reaction to a sentence like (1a) by the hearer
or reader, though in a footnote he does acknowledge the lacuna:

I will not attempt to provide here a fully worked out analysis of the speech acts involved in
producing either factual/informative or fictional statements. Instead I focus merely on
describing the normally intended (perlocutionary) effect on the interpreter, which I take to
be a first step toward a full speech-act-theoretic analysis. (p. 7, fn. 4)

FollowingWalton (1990), Maier’s answer to (Q1) is that a fictional use of (1a) is
a prescription to imagine that (1a). However, he does not explicitly say to which of
the mentioned four fictional uses of (1a) he aims to apply this view, whether to all
of them or only to capture a specific of these uses. Neither does he address the
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issue of what a prescription to imagine something exactly is. He also shifts
between stronger and weaker formulations of this view: sometimes it is a pre-
scription, sometimes merely an invitation to imagine something. In any case,
according to Maier, fictional uses of (1a) are directive speech acts that aim to
bring the audience to a specific reaction, namely a cognitive act of imagination. In
this sense, these acts of imagination are intended perlocutionary effects of a
specific directive speech act. However, while generally there are specific sanctions
if prescriptions are not followed by the intended audience, we do not know of any
such sanctions if a reader declines the intended reaction to a fictional use of (1a).
Presumably, then, the directive force of these acts should be weakened to invita-
tions. Still, in most cases where someone does not follow an invitation, this will
lead to indirect sanctions such as not being invited by the speaker again. It is not
perfectly clear how such a pattern of reaction fits in the case of a fictional use
of (1a).2 Moreover, even a non-fictional story may be considered an invitation to
imagine its content. Hence, there is at least something missing here.

Let us, for the sake of the argument, accept that there are certain fictional uses
of (1a) relative to which such a sentence has the illocutionary force of a prescription
or invitation to imagine (1a). Can such an account be meaningfully applied to all the
above four uses of (1a)? Can it be applied to any of them? Intuitively, it seems that
the act of story-telling or story-creating has certain necessary perlocutionary effects
that are not captured by a cognitive act of imagination. If someone uses (1a) as part
of an act of telling or creating a story, (s)he seems to achieve more than a certain
cognitive reaction on the side of his audience: such acts also seem to have conven-
tional effects, reminiscent of so-called declarations (like acts of hiring, firing or
naming). One plausible way to describe this kind of effect in the case of the said use
of (1a) holds that the author who uses the sentence literally as part of an act of
telling or creating a story A, stipulates that there is some world of fiction that is
described by A and in which Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire.3 However, if
anything like this is a correct description of the conventional effects of such a
fictional use of (1a), then the audience’s natural and adequate cognitive reaction
to it would be a belief that there is such a fictional world with the features described
by (1a) rather than a mere act of imagination.

2 For example, if someone interprets a story that was intended as fiction as a factual report, the
author may attempt to correct such a misunderstanding of the illocutionary point of his or her
speech act. But such reactions are hardly sanctions in any meaningful sense.
3 We are using ‘world of fiction’ in the everyday sense here, as in ‘the world of Sherlock
Holmes’, not in the technical sense of possible-worlds semantics, according to which a world of
fiction corresponds to a proposition (set of possible worlds) with a certain contingent property
(being the enriched content of a work of fiction).
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We can use the same argument for acts of expanding an existing story. The
situation is different though in the case of acts of retelling a story. Such acts
clearly do not have the illocutionary force of a declaration, they do not stipulate
what is the case according to a story. However, a certain form of belief also
seems to be the right and intended reaction in their case. A story is only retold
correctly if things are described as happening according to the already existing
story. Hence, only if it is the case according to a certain story A that Frodo is a
hobbit born in the Shire, a correct act of retelling this story A can make use of
(1a) in a literal sense. However, if acts of retelling a story are guided by norms
that aim to capture what is the case according to a story, then the correct
reaction of an audience to a correct act of retelling seems to be again a certain
belief, namely the belief that has the literal content of (1a) only as a constituent
and says that according to the story A it is the case that Frodo is a hobbit born in
the Shire. Unfortunately, Maier does not explicitly say whether he aims to
capture the use (U3) of (1a). If so, it remains to be explained why the imagination
account is preferable to a characterisation of acts of retelling a story as asser-
tions with more specific contents than the literal content of a sentence like (1a),
following the tradition of Woods (1974) and others.

In this respect, the use (U4) of (1a) strikes us as an even more serious challenge
to Maier’s proposal: on the face of it, they are mere assertions or reports about what
is the case according to a certain story. After all, the intended reaction to such
assertions is a certain kind of belief on the side of the audience. In this respect, such
a use of (1a) is very similar to one in a discourse about what a certain person believes
to be the case. Given some person Swho literally believes that Frodo is a hobbit born
in the Shire, wemay use (1a) to express the content of his belief. If we use (1a) as part
of such a discourse about the beliefs of S, a use of (1a) would be an assertion that has
the content that S believes that (1a). The challenge forMaier now consists in pointing
out important disanalogies between a dispute about what a certain person believes
and a dispute about what is true according to a certain story. In any case, once we
distinguish the above four fictional uses of (1a), it is not clear why Maier’s would be
the best account to capture them.

Let us now turn to sentences like (1b) and its possible uses. Maier (p. 3)
raises one direct objection against the proposed alternative account with respect
to (1a). He correctly claims that this account cannot straightforwardly be
extended to (1b). His claim is at least correct with respect to a certain use of
(1b). A sentence like (1b) can have the very same four fictional uses as (1a).
However, intuitively (1b) also seems to have an additional literally true use, a use
(U5) as part of a plain and true assertion that has the literal content of (1b). This
possible use of (1b) seems to be the significant difference between (1b) and (1a).
Intuitively, it seems to that only (1b) can be true relative to such a use, while (1a)
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cannot. Relative to such a use (1a) is an ascription of the property of being a
hobbit born in the Shire to a non-existing object. In this sense, such an ascrip-
tion is either false or neither true nor false. We may call this difference the
essence of the so-called paradox of fictional names formulated by Maier.
However, if it is intuitively clear that these uses are different, why should one
expect on this basis a literal and uniform solution to account for true readings of
(1a) and (1b)? Such an expectation lacks a good foundation. Hence, Maier’s first
objection seems to lose its force. Maier (p. 3) also makes a second objection with
respect to a specific analysis of (1b) that treats ‘Frodo’ as a name without a
referent. If (1b) is an assertion of the literal content of (1b) and if (1b) contains
the name ‘Frodo’, which has no referent, then (1b) does not literally express a
proposition. Hence, we cannot account for a true reading of (1b) relative to its
use (U4). This argument is a non sequitur.

It only becomes valid if we make use of a dubious implicit assumption;
namely, the assumption that ‘Frodo’ is literally used in (1b) in a purely exten-
sional context. However, such a claim can be rejected. If ‘Frodo’ is used in a
purely extensional context relative to the use (U4) of (1b), then a sentence like (1b)
would literally imply the existential sentence ‘Frodo exists’. But (1b) doesn’t have
this entailment; hence, we might doubt that ‘Frodo’ is used in a purely exten-
sional context with respect to (1b). More likely, the predicate ‘is a fictional
character’ creates a (hyper)-intensional context in the same sense as does the
predicate ‘is admired by Peter’. Sentences that contain names without a denota-
tion in a (hyper)-intensional context can express a (true) proposition. Hence,
Maier’s second argument also fails. If we take the mentioned difference between
(1a) and (1b) seriously, this difference clearly provides a challenge for any uni-
form account of (1a) and (1b), like the account proposed by Maier. His analysis
cannot account for the intuition hat (1b) seems to have a use as a plain true
assertion. This sentence seems to express a true content that can be true inde-
pendently of any cognitive acts of imagination of individual hearers or speakers.
Metaphysically, the literal truth of (1b) seems to only require the existence of a
certain story, the creation of this story by Tolkien, and the fact that this story is
also about Frodo. These three facts seem to be sufficient for the truth of (1b). But
Maier’s account incorrectly requires individual acts of imaginations to capture the
content of (1b) as a possible content of a beliefs by individual speakers. Maier’s
main reason for this kind of requirement is provided by the desire of providing a
uniform solution to account for the truth of (1a) or (1b), or more precisely to
account for the contents of these sentences as possible contents of specific
attitudes of an audience in a uniform way. However, as we have seen, the
difference concerning true uses of (1a) and (1b) speaks against the plausibility
of such a uniform analysis of the contents expressed by (1a) and (1b). Against this
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background, Maier’s solution of his paradox of fictional names is not plausible.
Furthermore, as we have already seen it is neither a complete solution to all
important aspects of the semantic and pragmatic challenges we face with respect
to different possible uses of such sentences like (1a) and (1b); nor is it clear
whether it really addresses an essential aspect of such a kind of fictional dis-
course because it is only concerned with an intended perlocutionary effect of a
speech act that is not constitutive for its force and content.

2 On the cognitive act of imagination

Another problematic feature of Maier’s account is the heavy use of the notion of
cognitive acts of imagination. In the remainder of our comments we would like
to address a few of these problems.

According to Maier, (U1)–(U4) have enough in common to treat them alike,
leaving differences to the finesse of pragmatic enrichment. In each case the
fictional name owes its content to an imagination instigated by the pertinent
author and introducing the discourse referent corresponding to the name. Here,
we take it, imagination is the effect that a piece of fiction, properly understood,
has on its reader. Hence the mental attitude of imagination must be construed in
a very wide sense, far beyond the visual, including complex webs of relations
and histories, and maybe even extending to inconsistent accounts (see below).
Hence imagination taken thus broadly hardly differs from the mere understand-
ing or grasping of a text, except that it should not go beyond that: readers of
newspaper reports grasp the content of their reading, but normally do not take it
to be fiction. It may thus seem that the attitude of imagination ought to be
characterised by the absence of belief or judgment. However, a reader of a novel
may later learn that future events described in it actually occurred precisely as
described, without thereby giving up his attitude to the original content of the
novel as being fictional. So if that attitude is one of imagination, then it should
be compatible with belief.

Whatever the exact characterisation of the reader’s attitude to the content of
a piece of fiction is, it must be distinguished from the author’s. As far as we can
see, Maier leaves it open whether an utterance of type (U1) would lead the
author to adopt the same type of attitude that is the source of a corresponding
discourse referent in the reader’s mental state. Given that Maier’s characterisa-
tion of the (reader’s) source attitude as one of imagination, this is not entirely
implausible: after all, what authors do when creating fictional characters cer-
tainly involves some kind of imagination. On the other hand, it is less clear that
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the author’s attitude toward his or her creation is of the same kind as that of his
readers: whereas authors freely impose properties on their characters, readers
largely follow authors’ instructions. The difference is not just one between
creator’s pride and consumer’s awe: the reader’s attitude is crucially dependent
on the author’s act of creation – a dependence that is not represented in Maier’s
account. To be sure, there is an asymmetry between source imaginations and
dependent ones, but only one in discourse referents introduced vs. picked up.
But this cannot be the whole story: an author may tell a tale without introducing
any (new) characters, and the reader’s imagination would still depend on the
author’s work. So while something like imagination in a broad sense may be at
stake for producers of (U1) type utterances (i.e., authors), the effect on their
readers should be defined in different terms. In fact, it should make reference to
the author’s act of storytelling.

Evidence for the dependence of the reader’s attitude to fictional content
(beyond the dependence on the source of its characters) comes from the origin
and behaviour of attitudes to inconsistent content. Inconsistency in fiction
comes in two varieties: it may be accidental, or it may be part of the plot,
intended to twist the readers’ minds. Both kinds of inconsistency are hard to
come by on a traditional possible worlds approach to fiction along the lines of,
say, Lewis (1978), and call for more finely grained accounts of propositional
content than sets of possible worlds. In many cases sets of propositions will do
though – construed either disjunctively, to get rid of unintended contradictions
by consistent alternative versions, or conjunctively, carving up inconsistent
content into coherent bits and pieces, as in Cresswell’s (1983) account of
Escher’s unresolvable conundrums. Similar manoeuvres could be made to
account for at least some instances of inconsistent belief.

On Maier’s ADT approach, the natural place for such inherent inconsistency
would be in the very boxes that represent the objects of fictional imagination
and the sources of the relevant fictional characters. Presumably they could be
given an equally fine-grained treatment as on the sets-of-propositions approach.
As it stands, the model-theoretic interpretation given in the appendix does not
allow for such internally inconsistent contents, but there is no reason to believe
that it could not be adapted accordingly.

It does, however, deal with cross-attitudinal inconsistency as it may result
from ‘counterfictional’ utterances of type (U2). Maier explicitly addresses this
feature of his formalism in connection with a scenario due to Friend (2011),
assimilating the phenomenon to inconsistent belief due to compartmentalisation
(or at least adding a suggestive footnote to this effect). However, we think that
this is the wrong way to go: inconsistent fiction, even if intendedly so, ought to
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be distinguished from fictions contradicting each other, even if one depends on
the other.

Consider a piece of fiction with a protagonist borrowed from another source
and contradicting part of its content – like Bradley et al. (2004) supposedly
brilliant (we haven’t read it) argument that the detective was a woman. Here the
spin-off clearly and intentionally contradicts the classic. Maier’s account is
designed to deal with this kind of contradiction: the two fictions make for distinct
imaginations, with one depending on the other for at least some of its fictional
characters. However, such intended cross-fictional contradictions are a far cry
from (unwittingly or deliberately) inconsistent fiction. In fact, unlike the latter,
they may receive a straightforward treatment in standard possible worlds
accounts of fiction, as long as they are formalised in terms of distinct accessibility
relations, underlying distinct intensional operators – according to Conan Doyle vs.
according to Bradley & Sarjeant, say. In that respect, then, cross-fictional contra-
diction is as unproblematic as cross-subject disagreement about fiction, which can
also be modelled in terms of standard possible worlds accounts of perfectly
rational subjects, along the lines of Hintikka (1969).4 To account for cross-fictional
contradiction, then, the various occurrences of the attitude of imagination within
one ADS ought to be disambiguated in an analogous fashion, thereby making
reference to their source. This disambiguation can neither be left to the cross-
attitudinal dependence of discourse referents, nor does it correspond to the
keeping track of beliefs from different sources (as, again, Maier appears to
suggest). The former does not cover those – admittedly marginal, but certainly
possible – cases of parasitic fiction in which no characters, only scenarios, are
borrowed from the host; and unlike cross-attitudinal contradiction, the latter call
for revision whenever an inconsistency is discovered.
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1 Emar Maier’s picture: Anchors as attitudes

‘Anchored entity representations’, as Hans Kamp calls them, or ‘mental files’, as
I call them, are constituents of those attitudinal states whose content is singular.
For example my belief that that man is a spy has singular content (it is about a
particular individual, referred to through the demonstrative concept ‘that man’),
in contrast to the general belief that there are spies. On the sort of account which
Hans Kamp, Emar Maier and myself all accept, the singularity of an occurrent
belief like this is due to the fact that the mental representation whose tokening
constitutes the belief involves as a constituent an entity representation of the
appropriate type: an entity representation whose deployment presupposes that
the subject stands in a certain acquaintance relation to some object x. If the
relevant relation actually obtains, the entity representation is externally anchored
to (and the thought of which it is a constituent is about) the object the subject is
suitably acquainted with. If the relation does not obtain but is (mistakenly) taken
to obtain, the entity representation is still internally, though not externally,
anchored. The thought of which it is a constituent purports (but fails) to be
about a particular object given through some relation of acquaintance.

As Maier points out, following Kamp (1990, 2015), the acquaintance pre-
supposition associated with the entity representation – its ‘internal anchor’ –
can be described by using the mode/content formalism suitable for the repre-
sentation of attitudes. The subject who attempts to refer to a particular object
by deploying a mental file based on some acquaintance relation R is committed
to there being an object x such that he or she bears R to x. The subject therefore
stands in a credal (belief-like) relation to the general proposition that there is
an x such that he or she bears R to x. This enables Maier, again following
Kamp, to represent internal anchors in the same way in which the attitudes are
represented in DRT – by means of a labelled DRS.

Consider again the occurrent singular belief that that man is a spy. The
subject who holds the belief takes herself to be seeing a man in front of her:
that’s the internal anchor. She believes that that man (whom she takes herself to
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be seeing) is a spy: that’s the singular belief. The singular belief is represented
as a labelled DRS <BEL, K2>, where ‘BEL’ is the doxastic mode and K2 is a DRS
involving a variable (discourse referent) x for the man in question. That variable
is free in K2: it is only bound, outside of K2, by the occurrence of that same
discourse referent in the universe of the DRS in the internal anchor. The internal
anchor itself is represented as a labelled DRS, <ANCH, K1>, where K1 (the
‘anchor-DRS’) features the discourse referent x and the conditions ‘See (i, x)’,
‘In front of (i, x)’, and ‘Man (x)’.1 The singular belief that that man is a spy
inherits that discourse referent, so it is ‘parasitic on’ the internal anchor, just as,
in ‘John believes that he will catch a fish, and he wants to fry it for dinner’, the
desire to fry the fish is parasitic on the belief that there is a fish x that John will
catch (on parasitic attitudes, see Maier 2015). The dependence is captured, in
both cases, by letting the discourse referent in the dependent DRS be free in that
DRS and bound, outside of that DRS, by the discourse referent occurring in the
universe of the DRS it depends on.

For Maier, it seems to me, the difference between the two cases (the depen-
dence of the speaker’s singular belief on the internal anchor of her demonstrative
entity representation, and the dependence of John’s desire to fry the fish on his
belief that a fish will be caught) is simply that internal anchors are existentially
committing for the speaker who deploys the entity representation, while the belief
that John will catch a fish is not existentially committing for the speaker who
reports that belief. (It is, of course, existentially committing for John, the belief
holder.) Because of that difference, the speaker can say without contradiction:
‘John believes that he will catch a fish and he wants to fry it for dinner, even
though, actually, he will catch no fish’; but the speaker cannot say, without
contradiction: ‘that man is a spy, but I am not seeing any man around’ (on the
interpretation on which ‘that man’ is what philosophers call a visual demonstra-
tive). This difference can be captured by letting the anchor-DRS occur at the
topmost level in the hierarchy of discourse representation structures representing
the speaker’s worldview – what Julie Hunter calls the super-DRS K0:

The most global level of a DRS contains, in my account, only discourse referents and
conditions introduced via the extra-linguistic context. The DRS (which might include sub-
DRSs) that contains discourse referents and conditions introduced via linguistic means in a
given discourse – i.e. the kind of DRS familiar from classical DRT – will be treated as a sub-
DRS of this most global, extra-linguistic level of the DRS. (…) [In other words] the extra-
linguistic context is represented as a super-DRS, K0, of the linguistic level DRS, K1. (Hunter
2014: §2.2.1)

1 Kamp, Maier and myself have different takes on what conditions an anchor-DRS involves, but
I gloss over these differences and follow Maier for simplicity’s sake.
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On this view, it is tempting (though, as we shall see in Section 6, somewhat
misleading) to think of internal anchors as attitudes in their own right – indeed, as
the most basic attitudes, those which (if all goes well) put us in direct contact with
the outside world (the ‘extra-linguistic context’). Maier gives the example of a
subject who ‘sees a glass in front of her, thinks it contains water, hopes it’s cold,
imagines it’s vodka and finally intends to pick it up and drink from it’ (§4.2). The
first component of the subject’s complex attitude state is the subject’s visual
experience (‘sees a glass in front of her’). That experience, which has a content
of its own, is the anchor through which a discourse referent for the seen object is
introduced. The subject’s de re attitudes toward the glass (the belief that it
contains water, the intention to drink from it etc.) all inherit that discourse referent
from the anchor. Maier does not call internal anchors ‘attitudes’ – he is rather
cautious in his formulations – but in his framework internal anchors are, like the
attitudes, intentional states endowed with content, and they are represented in the
same way as the attitudes proper (by means of a labelled DRS). Their content is
general (e.g. the subject assumes that she stands in a visual relation R to some
object x) but if the state is veridical then there is an object to which the subject is
suitably related, and the subject can form singular (de re) attitudes about it.

On Maier’s picture, all of our de re attitudes are parasitic on anchors and
inherit the discourse referents they introduce. Of course, other discourse refer-
ents can be introduced in discourse or thought ‘below’ K0. They are the unan-
chored discourse referents. Attitudes which, further below, inherit these
unanchored discourse referents (i.e. parasitic attitudes whose DRS involves a
free discourse referent bound from outside but below K0) are neither de dicto,
nor de re, Maier points out. They have an intermediary status. In particular, they
are not existentially committing, in contrast to the de re attitudes. So the speak-
er’s belief that John desires to fry the fish (the fish John thinks he will catch)
does not commit the speaker to the existence of that fish, in contrast to the
speaker’s belief that that man is a spy, which commits the speaker to the
existence of a man in front of him.

There is a lot I agree with in this picture, but I think it has to be qualified.
Doing so will enable us to avoid some of the unwelcome consequences that
Maier draws from it when it comes to fictional discourse and its interpretation.

2 Proper names in fiction: Three cases

Maier accepts the view (held by Walton [1990], Lewis [1978], Evans [1982], Kripke
[2013], Currie [1990] and many others) that fiction is pretense and that the
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consumer of a fiction is led to imagine certain things. Imagination itself is an
attitude, so the imaginative state induced by e.g. reading a novel can be
represented as a labelled DRS <IMG, Kn>, where ‘IMG’ is the imagination mode
and the fictional DRS Kn corresponding to the story is updated as one reads new
sentences of the text. Maier also accepts that a proper name NN carries the
presupposition that there is an x named NN. Now proper names occur in fiction,
and when they do, there are at least three possibilities (according to Maier). The
first two possibilities are unproblematic, but the third one gives rise to a
dilemma.

First type of case: the name labels an entity representation which is
anchored and refers (or purports to refer) to an object in the outside world.2

Thus War and Peace is a fictional text in which the name ‘Napoleon’ occurs
many times. Since the text is fictional, the sentences are used to update the DRS
corresponding to what the reader of the fiction is induced to imagine, rather
than that corresponding to his or her beliefs about the actual world. But the
imaginative states resulting from processing the sentences involve deployments
of the Napoleon concept, an entity representation that is (internally and exter-
nally) anchored and refers to a real individual. The reader’s fiction-induced
imaginations are therefore parasitic on the internal anchor, that is, parasitic
on the reader’s belief that there actually is a man named Napoleon whom she
heard about in class etc. What is fictional is what is said about Napoleon, but
the individual talked about is not fictional: it’s the real Napoleon. Fiction-
induced imagination in that sort of case concerns a real individual.

Second type of case: the proper name (and the corresponding discourse
referent) is introduced explicitly within the fictional discourse, as when one
says ‘Once upon a time there was a Princess named Isabella’. This sentence
introduces a new discourse referent x in the universe of the fictional DRS Kn,
together with the condition Named (x, Isabella). Such a discourse referent is not
anchored, according to Maier.3 It is not introduced in K0, but below, in the
universe of the DRS Kn representing what the fiction leads the reader to imagine.
The reader knows that he is reading a novel, and he distinguishes between the
objects (such as the book itself) with which he is acquainted, and the fictional
objects he is led to imagine as a result of reading the book. These objects do not
populate the universe of the topmost DRS corresponding to the subject’s beliefs
about the actual world, but the local universe of the DRS Kn that is embedded
within K0 via the subject’s awareness that he is imagining certain things as a
result of reading the book. K0 contains in its universe the subject himself (i) and

2 On the notion of ‘labelling’ an entity representation, see Kamp 2015.
3 I will question this assumption below (Section 4).
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the book he is reading (b), and it stores the complex condition INDUCES-
IMAGINING (b, i, Kn), where Kn represents what reading book b leads subject i
to imagine.

In these cases, further acts of reference to Isabella within the fiction
(‘Isabella had fair hair’) update Kn by adding new conditions on x. The pre-
supposition carried by the name is trivially satisfied since Kn already contains a
discourse referent x and the condition Named (x, Isabella). The attitude induced
by reading a sentence such as ‘Isabella had fair hair’ occurring later in the
fictional text is therefore an imaginative attitude featuring a discourse referent x
inherited from the fiction-induced imagination that there is a Princess x named
Isabella. All the imaginative episodes involving that discourse referent are
parasitic on the initial imagining whose content is the existential proposition.
These later imaginative episodes are about a particular object, Isabella, but they
are neither de dicto nor de re. They have the intermediate status talked about
above.

Third type of case: Sometimes, the writer does as if a name had been
introduced already, even though that is not so. Maier gives the example of the
opening sentence of a novel (The Casual Vacancy, by J.K. Rowling):

(1) Barry Fairbrother did not want to go out to dinner.

In this type of case the presupposition associated with the name (to the effect
that there is an x named Barry Fairbrother) has to be resolved but (i) there is no
bearer of the name in the actual world (contrary to the Napoleon case), and (ii)
no individual bearing that name has been introduced explicitly within the
fiction, since this is the first sentence of the text (contrary to the Isabella
case). Some kind of accommodation must therefore take place, and there are
two options, Maier says. As usual, accommodation can be local, or global. In
this particular case, however, the choice takes the form of a dilemma, to which I
now turn.

3 Maier’s dilemma

The first horn of the dilemma corresponds to the ‘local accommodation’ option:
The subject updates the content of his fiction-induced imaginative state by
adding the proposition that there is a man named Barry Fairbrother. On that
view, the consumer of the fictional text imagines that there is a man named
Fairbrother, just as he or she imagines that there is a Princess named Isabella
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when she reads ‘Once upon a time, there was a Princess named Isabella’. The
existential proposition is implicit in the former case, explicit in the latter, but in
both cases it is that proposition, locally introduced in the form of a new
discourse referent and a metalinguistic condition Named (x, NN) in the DRS
representing the reader’s fiction-induced imaginative state, that is used to
resolve (‘bind’) the presupposition of the name.

The problem with this view is that it violates the principle that, by default,
the presupposition of a name should be accommodated globally. The principle
is motivated by the rigidity of names. As Maier puts it, ‘binding to anchors
should be the default behaviour for names, as it is the only option that leads to a
referential reading’ (§6.1). Admittedly, there are nonrigid occurrences of proper
names, but they are rather exceptional and feel marked (see e.g. Geurts’ [1997]
well-known ‘Bambi’ example). Counting fictional names themselves as excep-
tions runs counter to the principle that fictional discourse mimics ordinary fact-
stating discourse and works in the same way. Allow me to quote from my
forthcoming book Discourse Referents and Other Imaginary Objects (Recanati,
in prep.), where the principle is explicitly stated:

From both a linguistic and a cognitive point of view, the difference between genuine
reference and pretend reference does not matter. Because pretend reference simulates
genuine reference, the same type of linguistic material (referring expressions) is used,
and the same type of cognitive ability (mental files) deployed, whether one genuinely
refers or pretends to refer. There is no formal difference between genuine reference and
pretend reference – whichever form genuine reference takes, pretend reference will take.

Indeed, there is evidence that proper names in fiction are rigid (Friend 2011). For
that reason, it seems preferable to handle the occurrence of proper names in
fictional texts by means of the same sort of analysis one gives of occurrences of
proper names in normal discourse. If the rule, for ‘out of the blue’ occurrences of
proper names in normal discourse, is global accommodation of the presupposi-
tion at the highest possible level (i.e. binding to anchors), that should be the
case for fictional discourse too. This leads us to the other horn of the dilemma.

Second horn. To say that accommodation is global is to say that it takes
place at the topmost level – the level of Hunter’s K0. In the case of fictional
names, that seems preposterous. Evidently, the reader does not introduce a
discourse referent for the fictional individual in her topmost representation of
the actual world. She knows that the text is fictional and that the name does not
refer. As Maier puts it, ‘global anchoring entails existential commitment’ (§8.1),
so the global accommodation option seems to be ruled out from the outset, since
the reader does not believe in the existence of the fictional characters she reads
about.
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But the global accommodation option can take a more acceptable form.
Fiction is pretense, so everyone (including the global accommodationist) should
accept that the reader does not really introduce a discourse referent for the
fictional individual in her topmost representation of the actual world. Still,
arguably, the reader who reads the novel pretends that there is a real individual
she (the reader) is hearing about. Under that pretense, she deploys a (fictitious)
vicarious entity representation anchored to that individual. (Vicarious entity
representations are anchored entity representations that presuppose the exis-
tence of an object x to which the subject bears the epistemically rewarding
relation of ‘hearing about’; a form of acquaintance relation that is not direct
but mediated by the linguistic community.4) On this view, the discourse referent
for Barry Fairbrother is anchored, but fictitiously. It is not a plain ‘unanchored’
discourse referent, as Maier maintains, but a ‘fictitiously anchored’ discourse
referent. Maier ascribes this view to Kamp and to myself, and he acknowledges
that ‘the fictional anchoring approach is ideally suited to account for intuitions
of rigidity in counterfictional contexts’ (§7.2). But he offers two arguments
against it, one of which he takes to be decisive. So Maier eventually choses
the first horn of the dilemma, despite its prima facie unattractiveness.

4 Maier’s arguments against fictitious anchors

Maier’s first argument against the fictitious anchor proposal pertains to the
unwarranted asymmetry it allegedly introduces between the Isabella case and
the Fairbrother case:

The fictional anchoring proposal treats reference to Fairbrother in the novel and to Isabella
in the fairy tale as fundamentally different. While Fairbrother is represented by an anchor
in the reader’s mental state, Isabella [is] introduced locally by the straightforward DRT
interpretation of the indefinite description [‘a princess named Isabella’]. However, intui-
tively both names seem to fulfill the exact same functions in the continuations of their
respective stories, viz., referring to fictional characters. (§8.1)

The local accommodation proposal has the advantage of putting the two cases
on a par: they both involve unanchored discourse referents, with the only
difference that the existential proposition through which the discourse referent
is introduced is explicit in one case (Isabella) and implicit in the other
(Fairbrother). Or so Maier argues.

4 This use of ‘vicarious’ is Kamp’s (Kamp 2015: 283–284). I use ‘vicarious’ differently in my
theory of indexed files (Recanati 2012, 2016).
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In response to that objection, I claim that a fictitious anchor is at work
not only in the Fairbrother case, but also in the Isabella case. The storyteller
pretends to be reporting known facts when she says ‘Once upon a time, there
was a princess named Isabella’ (Lewis 1978). The reader’s pretense follows
the same lines: she pretends that she is being offered a piece of testimony,
that is, she pretends that there is an individual x such that the narrator is
acquainted with x and she, the reader, is ‘hearing about’ x. Accordingly, the
reader opens a mental file fictitiously anchored to that individual via the
(pretend) testimonial link.5 The Fairbrother case and the Isabella case turn
out to be on a par, on the fictitious anchor proposal. This disposes of Maier’s
first objection.

I turn to Maier’s fundamental objection. He argues that the global
accommodation approach in terms of fictitious anchors collapses into its
competitor – the existential imagination (local accommodation) proposal. To
pretend is to imagine, so the reader who pretends that there is a real indivi-
dual she is vicariously acquainted with is actually imagining that there is
such an individual. The existential proposition that there is a man named
Fairbrother the subject is hearing about is therefore introduced into her
fiction-induced imagination. It does not occur further up at the level of K0

where we find e.g. the proposition that there is a book of fiction the subject is
reading and which leads her to imagine certain things. If it did, the reader
would be committed to the existence of the fictional individual, but as we
have seen she is not.

Because the second alternative collapses into the first, Maier chooses the
first horn of the dilemma. He rejects the fictitious anchor proposal which both
Kamp and I favour, and holds instead that the discourse referent involved when
the reader of Rowling’s novel processes (1) is an unanchored discourse referent x
which the reader’s pseudo-singular attitude (his imagination that x did not want
to go out to dinner) inherits from the (accommodated) imagination that there is a
man x named Barry Fairbrother. The case is therefore formally similar to that of
John’s desire to fry the fish that he believes he will catch.

5 As literary theorists like to point out, the narrator is no less fictional than the character he or
she is supposed to be acquainted with; and so is the ‘fictional reader’. It is fiction all the way
down! Vuillaume 1990 distinguishes between the ‘primary fiction’ (involving the fictional
characters and their deeds) and the secondary fiction (involving the narrator who pretends to
reports known facts, the fictional reader to whom the testimony is addressed, etc.). The
narrative time itself belongs to the secondary fiction, as Maier acknowledges in his footnote
22 (‘the time of narration (…) need not coincide with either the time of the production of the
narrative, or of its interpretation by the reader’, §6.1).
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5 Summing up

Genuine referential uses of proper names and other singular terms are uses for
which there is both an internal and an external anchor. On such uses, the
expression contributes its referent (determined by the external anchor) to the
singular proposition expressed by the sentence in which it occurs. ‘Failed’
referential uses are uses for which there is an internal anchor but no correspond-
ing external anchor. If the subject who says or thinks ‘That man is a spy’ is
hallucinating and there is no man in front of her, the demonstrative mental file
she deploys is internally but not externally anchored. It fails to refer, and the
sentence fails to express a singular proposition. Still, this counts as a referential
use, in a broad sense: the subject attempts to refer and presupposes that she
stands in the appropriate acquaintance relation to the referent.

Fictional uses of names are neither genuine referential uses nor failed
referential uses. They have in common with failed referential uses that there is
no external anchor: there is no real Isabella, or Fairbrother, at the other end of
the alleged testimonial link. The current debate bears on the internal anchor
issue: is there an internal anchor in fictional uses of names as there is in failed
uses? Maier’s answer is negative, because internal anchors come with existential
commitments, and the user or consumer of a fictional name is not committed to
the existence of the fictional object (which she merely imagines). Maier con-
cludes that fictional uses of names are not referential, but descriptive: ‘locally
accommodat[ing] the existence of an individual named ‘Barry Fairbrother’ inside
the imagination DRS effectively lead[s] to a descriptive interpretation of the
name.’ (§6.3)

The fictitious anchor theorist responds as follows. It is true that fictional
reference is not existentially committing (in reality), but it is in the pretense. So
there is no need to deny that there is an internal anchor, in fictional uses of
names. The difference with both genuine and failed referential uses is that, in
fictional uses, the internal anchor is fictitious. It follows that we can unify the
three types of use: genuine referential uses, failed referential uses, and fictional
uses. They all count as referential in a suitably broad sense, since they all
involve an internal anchor (a fictitious one, in the case of fictional uses).

Maier’s response to that line of thought is the collapse argument – the
‘fundamental objection’. Now I think that argument can be resisted, for it rests
on two disputable assumptions: first, that internal anchors are nothing but
credal attitudes with existential content; second, that imagination is an attitude
on a par with belief, desire, intention etc. Once these assumptions are dislodged,
I think Maier’s lapse into descriptivism loses much of its motivation.
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6 Responding to the collapse argument

As I pointed out from the start, I construe internal anchors as presuppositions
associated with a certain type of entity representation involved in a certain kind
of occurrent attitude. To hold an occurrent attitude is to token a mental repre-
sentation of the appropriate sort, in a certain attitudinal mode (the belief mode,
the desire mode, etc.). Some attitudes are singular, and others are general.
Singular attitudes are such that the tokened mental representation contains as
a constituent a mental file (anchored entity representation). To deploy such an
entity representation presupposes that one is acquainted with an object, but that
presupposition is not an occurrent attitude toward the general proposition that
there is an object one is acquainted with. One may deploy a mental file in
referring (or attempting to refer), without occurrently believing that one is
R-related to an x. For example, the subject may not have the concepts required
to form the occurrent belief that there is an x such that he or she stands in
relation R to x. As John Perry writes,

There is a difference between being able to think of a thing or person in virtue of
some role it plays in one’s life, and being able to articulate that role in thought or
speech and think of it as the thing or person playing that role in one’s life (Perry
1997/2000: 363).

Attunement to the relation that our self-notions have to ourselves, or our perceptions have
to the object they are of, does not require belief or thought about the relation; it requires
know-how, not knowledge that (Perry 2012: 99).

Dispositionally, of course, the subject ‘believes’ that she bears the appropriate
relations to the objects of her singular thoughts, since she acts accordingly. For
example, she reaches out to grasp the object she takes herself to perceive in
front of her. The act of singular reference (in language or thought) carries
existential commitments, which take the form of a general (existential) propo-
sition the subject believes (in the dispositional sense). But referring (or
attempting to refer) cannot be reduced to a credal attitude toward the existen-
tial content of the associated presupposition. One may believe the existential
proposition that one is perceptually acquainted with an object, without actu-
ally deploying a mental file in attempting to refer to that object. Referring or
attempting to refer carries presuppositions, corresponding to dispositional
attitudes on the part of the agent, but we should carefully distinguish these
three things: the occurrent attitudes, which may be singular or general; the act
of reference (mental file deployment) which singular attitudes involve as an
ancillary component; and the dispositional attitudes corresponding to the
existential commitments of the act. This threefold distinction, in the spirit of
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Strawson (1950), is the first thing we need to resist Maier’s lapse into
descriptivism.

The second thing we need is a proper appreciation of what is peculiar about
the imagination (in contrast to the other attitudes). On the view I favour, imagina-
tion is not an attitude like the others, because it has a secondary character:
imagination is the simulation of (inter alia) other, more basic attitudes. As a result
of that, imagination is not homogeneous: there are different types of imagination,
depending on what is simulated. A lot of things can be mentally simulated:
perception, action, reasoning (both theoretical and practical), the emotions, and
of course the standard propositional attitudes. For example, belief can be simu-
lated: that is the phenomenon known as supposition or acceptance. When one
‘accepts’ a proposition for the sake of argument, one pretends to assent to that
proposition: what is simulated is a credal state BEL. That form of imagination is
phenomenologically very different from, say, imagery (visual imagination) but
they both are the simulation of some more basic state. In this framework imagina-
tion is not a primitive attitudinal mode IMG but a complex mode PR(M) involving
a ‘pretense’ operation PR and a basic mode M it operates on (e.g. BEL, in the case
of acceptance). The heterogeneity of imagination (the diversity of its forms) comes
from the diversity of the states being simulated.6

Let us now put the two ideas together. We distinguished three levels: the level
of the occurrent attitudes (e.g. judging that that man is a spy, or wondering whether
there are spies), the level of the component acts involved in such attitudes (e.g.
thinking demonstratively about a certain man, or deploying the concept SPY), and
finally the level of the presuppositions of these acts, especially the existential
presupposition that there is an object one is suitably related to. I take it that
simulation can occur at all three levels: the level of the occurrent attitudes, the
level of the ancillary acts, and the level of the presuppositions of these acts. Let me
spell this out:

First level
The occurrent attitudes, whether singular or general, can be simulated in imagina-
tion. The subject who reads ‘Once upon a time, therewas a princess named Isabella’
accepts (i.e. pretends to believe) the existential proposition that there was a princess
named Isabella. She does as if the text was a piece of testimony she could trust and,
as a result, not only forms the occurrent existential belief (held under pretense) but
also opens a (fictitious) mental file for the person named Isabella, as she would if
she was indeed offered a piece of testimony about a certain princess.

6 See Mulligan 2015 on the Husserl-Meinong view that imaginative states are ‘modifications’ of
more basic states which they simulate (Husserl 1900–1901; Meinong 1902).
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Second level
By deploying the fictitious mental file about Isabella the subject can simulate
acts of (linguistic or mental) reference to Isabella when she processes the rest
of the text. When she reads ‘Isabella had fair hair’ she deploys the mental file
and pretends to refer to the (fictitious) individual existentially introduced in
the opening sentence. Pretending to refer to an individual is, of course,
different from pretending-to-believe an existential proposition (just as refer-
ring to an individual in thought is different from believing an existential
proposition).

Third level
Just as the act of reference (mental file deployment) carries existential com-
mitments, pretending to refer carries pretend existential commitments. In the
Isabella case, the reader pretends there is an individual about whom she is
given a piece of testimony, and she pretends to think about that individual
through the testimonial link (and the mental file based on it) when she
processes later sentences in which the name ‘Isabella’ is used: she does as
if she presupposed the existence of an individual to whom, through the
name, she bore a testimony-mediated relation. The same thing holds of the
Fairbrother case, with the minimal difference that, in the Fairbrother case, it
is also presupposed (under the pretense) that the subject is antecedently
familiar with the individual she is hearing about.

Thanks to these distinctions between levels (which descriptivists tend to
ignore), the two alternative analyses of (1) – in terms of local accommodation or
in terms of fictitious anchors – turn out to be substantially different. On the local
accommodation story reading (1) triggers an occurrent attitude of imagining
whose content is an existential proposition (that there is a man named
Fairbrother). On the fictitious anchor story, reading (1) triggers the simulation
of an act of reference (mental file deployment) at level 2, rather than the
simulation of an occurrent credal state at level 1. To be sure, the act of reference
carries its usual existential commitments at level 3: under the pretense, it
commits the subject to the existence of an object with which she stands in the
appropriate acquaintance relation, namely, a familiar individual named
Fairbrother. But there is a difference between such a pretend existential commit-
ment (level 3) and the imaginative simulation of an occurrent existential belief
(level 1), just as there is a difference between the occurrent belief that that man
is a spy (level 1) and the dispositional belief it presupposes, to the effect that
there is a man the thinker is perceiving (level 3). I conclude that the fictitious
anchor story does not collapse into its competitor.
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1 Two views about metafictive discourse

Sentence (1) is taken from Tolkien’s novel The Lord of the Rings, sentence
(2) is not:

(1) Frodo had a very trying time that afternoon.

(2) Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire.

According to Maier, both (1), written by Tolkien, and (2), uttered by me, should
be interpreted as prescriptions to imagine certain states of affairs, respectively
Frodo’s having a very trying afternoon at some past time and Frodo’s being a
hobbit born in the Shire. According to this view, a reader who understands
correctly these utterances and complies with the prescription imagines that
Frodo had a very trying time on a certain afternoon and that Frodo is a hobbit
born in the Shire.

The idea that fictional utterances, like (1), should be understood as requests
that the addressee imagine, make-believe, that the content of the utterance is
true is taken by many (Walton 1990; Currie 1990, among others) to be what
distinguishes fictional utterances from assertions, which require the addressee
to add the content of the utterance to her set of beliefs. On the other hand, the
idea that (2), as uttered by me in recollecting the story told by Tolkien, is a
prescription to imagine is disputed also by authors that accept the just men-
tioned characterization of the distinction between fictional discourse and asser-
tion. For example, Currie claims:

While you and I are recollecting the Holmes story, I might say “Holmes was a pipe
smoker.” My utterance differs in important ways from Doyle’s original utterance of the
same sentence. In my mouth it’s an assertion: something I intend to get you to believe is
true, something I probably believe to be true, and which, in some sense or other, is true.
(Currie 1990: 158)
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Currie calls this use of (2) metafictive.1 Now, to say that sentence (2) has a
metafictive use in Currie’s sense is not to deny that (2) could be used to play a
game of make-believe, thus to prescribe imaginings. For example, I might
utter (2) to initiate a game parasitic on the game Tolkien invites us to play, in
which I spin my own tale about Frodo and other characters of Tolkien’s saga.
Currie’s claim here is simply that there is a use of (2) which is not reducible to its
use to invite the reader to make-believe a certain content and which is meant to
convey factual information about Tolkien’s story. As is well-known, Lewis (1978)
suggests that, when (2) is used in this way, it is an abbreviation of (3):

(3) In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire.

Evans (1983), on the other hand, argues that “discourse ‘about what went on in the
novel’ (or ‘in the film’ or ‘in the play’) involves a continuation of the pretense in
which these creations originated.”2 Thus, Evanswould regard Tolkien’s utterance of
(1) and an utterance of (2) to talk about Tolkien’s story as both being instances of
make-believe. As I understand it, Maier shares this view about (1) and (2).3

2 Why metafictive discourse is not fictional
discourse

Before I discuss the reason Maier gives for analyzing (2) as a prescription to
imagine, I’ll mention two reasons that seem to me to indicate that assimilating
metafictive discourse (in Currie’s sense) to fictional discourse is not correct. One
is already given by Currie in the passage reported above. When (2) is used to talk
about The Lord of the Rings, it makes sense to say that (2) is true, and indeed we

1 There is a terminological clash here: some, like Maier and Friend (2007), apply the term
“metafictional” to sentences like “Frodo is a fictional character” or “Frodo does not exist” and
not sentences like (2). Here, I’ll be following Currie in using the term “metafictive” for the use of
sentences like (2) to talk about the story and the term “fictional” to talk about sentences like
(1) that occur in texts of fiction.
2 Evans (1983, p. 365).
3 Maier also attributes to Searle (1975) and Walton (1990) the view that (2) is not an assertion.
However, this is not a view Searle and Walton hold about the use of sentences like (2) to talk
about fictions. Searle explicitly says that utterances about fiction like the claim that Holmes
never got married “conform to the rule of statement-making” (p. 329). Walton claims that “Tom
Sawyer attended his own funeral” may be uttered to make a genuine assertion, without
engaging in pretence (p. 404).
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are disposed to regard it as true. On the other hand, if I consider fictional
utterances like (1) or (4), which are prescriptions to imagine, it hardly make
sense to say that they are true or false, indeed it seems that, if we say something
of the kind, we are simply misinterpreting what their authors meant for us to do
when they uttered them:

(4) Once upon a time there was a dragon called Puff. He lived by the sea…

The second reason why I think it is wrong to regard utterances about what goes
on in the story on a par with fictional utterances has to do with the use of
indexicals. Consider the ending of The Butterfly, a short story by James M. Cain:

(5) […] It’s still raining out, but it’s daylight now, and I’ve been listening to the
water run off the roof and I’ve figured out what that was in the mine. It
wasn’t Moke. It was water dripping. Now I know what it is, I won’t mind it
any more, and tonight I’ll get out of here.
I’m cut off. Ed Blue is out there and

In this passage, the indexicals here and now do not refer to the utterance time
and place. One may wonder whether they refer to points on an imaginary time
line or not, but what’s clear is that their reference is not anchored to the context
in which Cain’s text was produced. Now, let’s compare this use of indexicals in
fictional discourse with the occurrence of indexicals in metafictive discourse.
While talking about The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes to the passenger next to
me, I may point at London from the airplane window, as the city comes into
view, and say truthfully:

(6) Holmes lives here.

On the other hand, in the same context I cannot truthfully say:

(7) Holmes lives here now.

My utterance of (6), in the context at hand, conveys the true information that
Holmes lives in London, while my utterance of (7) states falsely that Holmes
lives in London at the time when I am speaking.4

Similar facts also hold for other indexicals. Consider the incipit of Proust’s
In Remembrance of Things Past reported in (8):

4 The contrast was noted by Frank Veltman (p. c.) and is discussed in Zucchi (2001).
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(8) For a long time I went to bed early.

Here the indexical “I” refers to the fictional character Marcel. In talking about the
novel, I can convey the information about Marcel’s sleeping habit by saying (9),
but, obviously, I cannot convey the same information by uttering (10):

(9) Marcel goes to bed early.

(10) I go to bed early.

What examples (6)–(10) show is that the reference of indexicals in metafictive
discourse (discourse about fictional texts), unlike the reference of indexicals in
fictional discourse, must be fixed by the context of utterance.5

Notice that the same anchoring of indexicals to the utterance context also
obtains if we make it explicit that (6), (7) and (10) are metafictive. Indeed, the
indexicals “here”, “now” and “I” in (11), (12) and (13) can only refer to the place,
time and agent of the utterance:

(11) In The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, Holmes lives here.

(12) In The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, Holmes lives here now.

(13) In Remembrance of Things Past, I go to bed early.

Intuitively, the reason why fictional discourse and metafictive discourse differ as
they do with respect to the anchoring of indexicals may be explained as follows.
Fictional discourse invites us to pretend that there is someone who tells the story
as something she or he is informed of.6 For this reason, the indexicals contained
in the discourse are taken to be uttered by the fictional author, and this is why
their reference in (5) is not fixed by the actual context in which Cain’s novel was
produced (as Cain is the real author, not the fictional author). Thus, in the
absence of textual clues in the fiction indicating that the indexicals refer to some

5 Some caution is needed here. My claim is not that in fictional discourse indexicals cannot
refer to actual entities. A fiction in which the action is taking place in Naples may begin by
saying “Naples is a strange city. Anybody who moves here must learn its ways …” In this case,
the indexical “here” refers to Naples. All I’m claiming is that in metafictive discourse, but not in
fictional discourse, indexicals must refer to features of the actual context of utterance.
6 This feature of fictional discourse is presupposed by Lewis’s account, but is also shared by
other accounts. For example, Currie claims that “To make-believe a fictional story is not merely
to make-believe that the story is true, but that it is told as known fact” (p. 71).
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real entity imported in the novel, they simply fail to refer to anything actual. On
the other hand, metafictive utterances, like (6), (7) and (10), assert that the
content they express in the context in which one utters them is part of the content
of the novel. Similarly, an utterance of (11)–(13) asserts that the content
expressed by their unprefixed parts in the actual context of utterance is part of
the content of the fictional work referred to in the prefix. Thus, the reference of
the indexicals occurring in (6)–(7), (10) and (11)-(13) must be fixed by the actual
context in which they are uttered.

If this informal account is on the right track, metafictive discourse differs
from fictional discourse, since, contra Evans, the former is not a continuation of
the pretence initiated by the latter: in uttering (2) to talk about The Lord of the
Rings, one is not inviting the hearer to make-believe a content, one is making a
factual assertion about the content of Tolkien’s fiction.

3 Proper names in metafictive discourse

One of Maier’s goals is to give a unified semantic account of proper names in (1),
(2), (14) and (15):

(1) Frodo had a very trying time that afternoon.

(2) Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire.

(14) Tolkien is the author of The Lord of the Rings.

(15) Frodo is a fictional character made up by Tolkien.

Sentence (14) is a standard assertion, sentence (1) is part of a work of fiction,
sentence (2) is about the content a work of fiction and sentence (15), although it
contains the name “Frodo,” is neither part nor about the content of a work of
fiction. One limitation of accounts, like Lewis’s and Currie’s, which assimilate
sentences like (2) to prefixed sentences of the form “in fiction f, ’” is that they
cannot be extended to (15), since (15) is true, but it is false that in The Lord of the
Rings Frodo is a fictional character made up by Tolkien. Indeed, Lewis gives no
account of (15), and Currie analyzes “Frodo” as a disguised definite description
in (2) and as referring to a role in (15) (where the Frodo role is a partial function
from worlds to individuals that picks out in each world the individual which has
the properties attributed to Frodo in The Lord of the Rings).
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Maier’s theory provides a uniform analysis of proper names as presupposi-
tion triggers by (a) analyzing both (1) and (2) as prescriptions to imagine and (b)
analyzing (15), like (14), as an assertion, the difference with respect to (14) being
that the belief that the hearer adds to his belief stock upon accepting (15) is a
belief which is dependent on his imagining, for instance, that there is an
individual named Frodo who is a hobbit born in the Shire.

The goal of providing a unified semantic account of proper names is
clearly a desirable one. For one thing, as Jubien (2009: 160) observes,
“writers of fiction almost never build into their stories principles about the
functioning of names that might differ from those that actually prevail.”
Thus, whatever difference there is between the functioning of the name
“Frodo” in (1) and the functioning of the name “Tolkien” in (14), it should
depend on the difference between the speech act of asserting and the speech
act of prescribing to imagine, and not on different stipulations about the
semantics of names. On the other hand, if I am right, point (a) of Maier’s
theory is not correct and (2) is best treated as an assertion, an invitation for
the hearer to update his belief component. So, one open question, if one
rejects (a), is whether the insight concerning the role of proper names as
presupposition triggers can be maintained for sentences like (2) when they
are used to talk about the novel.

Here are some considerations suggesting that it can. Lewis argued that there
is a relation between metafictive sentences like (16) and counterfactuals:

(16) In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire.

In particular, according to Lewis, what (3) says may be spelled out in counter-
factual terms by saying7:

(17) If The Lord of the Rings were told as known fact, Frodo would be a hobbit
born in the Shire.

While (17) spells out the relation between counterfactuals and prefixed sen-
tences in accord with (one version of) Lewis’s analysis, one might agree that
there is such a relation while subscribing to a different view of the content of
(16). For example, (18) reflects a way of counterfactually spelling out an analysis
of prefixed sentences closer to Currie’s:

7 This way of spelling out Lewis’s analysis in counterfactual terms corresponds to one version
of his theory (what he calls “Analysis 1”). For sake of simplicity, I do not consider other versions
Lewis discusses.
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(18) If The Lord of the Rings were told as known fact, it would be reasonable to
infer that the teller believes that Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire.

Now, in the worlds closer to the actual world in which The Lord of the Rings is
told as known fact, there is an individual called “Frodo.” So, the
existential presupposition carried by the use of the name “Frodo” in the con-
sequent of (17)–(18) (i.e. that there is someone called Frodo) would be locally
met in these worlds, without generating the inference that Frodo exists in the
real world. Thus, if we follow Lewis and Currie’s view that (2) should be
interpreted on a par with assertion (16) and embrace the counterfactual analysis
of (2), an utterance of (1) would invite the hearer to update her beliefs by adding
the content of a conditional such as (17) or (18), where the name “Frodo” could
still function as a presupposition trigger. How exactly this suggestion should be
spelled out in ADT is not something I can pursue here, but, if these considera-
tions are correct, an analysis of (2) compatible with the Lewis–Currie view that
(2) is best treated as an assertion on a par with (16) might be consistent with
Maier’s treatment of proper names of fictional characters.
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I am extremely grateful for the thoughtful commentaries I received on my paper.
They raise a wide variety of issues with my proposal, ranging from metaphysical
worries to psychological and linguistic ones. Moreover, they also suggest various
promising alternative approaches I would never have considered otherwise.

In this reply I have tried to take a few arguments or observations from each
of the contributions and say something about those. In particular, I focus on: (i)
the notion of truth, and its relation to Sandro Zucchi’s distinction between
fictional and metafictive discourse, mirrored by Dilip Ninan’s distinction
between authorial diktats and fictional reports, and subsumed by Rami and
Zimmermann’s four distinct uses of fictional statements; (ii) François Recanati’s
alternative model of the imagination; (iii) Bart Geurts’s non-psychologistic
approach to fiction in terms of shared commitments; (iv) Dilip Ninan’s proposal
for a simpler realist semantics for fictional names; and (v) Maria Aloni’s remarks
on the logic of my mental state model.

My aim has been not to refute the commentators’ arguments but to acknowl-
edge the importance of the objections raised and the questions asked. My remarks
below should be seen as gestures in the direction in which I want to look for
answers. Comprehensive answers will then, hopefully, be appearing in the course
of my current research project, over the next 4–5 years. I hope the comments and
my responses together will convince readers that the semantics and pragmatics of
fictional discourse is an exciting research area, ripe for the picking.

1 Truth in psychologistic semantics

Many commentators (including Rami and Zimmermann, Zucchi, Aloni, and
Ninan) point out that my approach doesn’t make adequate predictions about
truth and falsity of statements containing fictional names, or for any statements
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really. At first blush, this seems to be related to my going psychologistic. Truth is
by definition relative to the actual world, and the actual world plays no role in
the description of narrow mental states, which forms the basis of my psycholo-
gistic semantics. In this semantics I literally swapped out the Tarskian definition
of truth for a definition of what it means to capture a mental state (cf. the
Appendix of the target paper). Still, some of my argumentation against realism
and semantic anti-realism in the first sections of the paper revolved around the
judgment that some fictional and metafictional statements can be true. So
ultimately, to really do justice to those data, I owe you a notion of truth.

The problem of defining truth arises for dynamic semantics more generally:
what does it mean to say that an assertion, when interpreted as a context change
potential rather than a classical possible worlds proposition, is true? Well, one
thing we can easily do in dynamic semantics is say what it means for a context to
be true. If we think of contexts as sets of worlds, we simply say that C is true if it
contains the real world, w0. But what about the truth of a sentence or assertive
utterance? Following Heim (1982), we might say that an utterance is true relative
to C if updating leads to a true context, and false if updating turns a true context
into a false one (though cf. Stokke 2012 for extensive discussion and refinements).

(1) a. A context C is true if w0 2 C; false otherwise.
b. ’ is true relative to C if C +’ is true; ’ is false relative to C if C is true

and C +’ is false; and ’ lacks a truth value relative to C if C is false.

The dynamic notions of truth in (1) can be transposed to the psychologistic
domain.1 We should focus on the belief-like components within our complex
mental states, because other attitudes (like desires, intentions, and imagina-
tions), are not intuitively truth-evaluable. Thus, we can say, for instance, that a
mental state, in the form of an NBAS or, derivatively, an ADS, is true iff its
beliefs and anchors are true.

(2) a. An NBAS A is true iff for all BEL- and ANCH-labeled attitudes Q: for all
i 2 BGðQÞ, there is a g: hw0, gi 2 QðiÞ.

b. An ADS K is true iff every NBAS captured by K is true.

Next, an assertion ’ relative to context K is true if updating the belief
component in K with ’ leads to a true ADS, and false or undefined otherwise,
as in (1b). Note that updating in Attitude Description Theory (ADT) is a

1 Just like I will transpose the Heimian notion of dynamic entailment as update invariance in
Section 6.
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somewhat complicated procedure involving preliminary DRS construction and
presupposition resolution, so we’ll use the following shorthand notation:
K+ BEL ’ denotes the output of first merging the preliminary DRS representation
of ’ with the (relevant/salient) belief component of K and then resolving all
presuppositions in K. We can now define truth:

(3) An assertion of ’ is true relative to mental state K iff K+ BEL’ is true.

This kind of definition brings our framework to the same level as Heim’s non-
psychologistic dynamic semantics, in that we can say of assertions whether they
are true of false relative to a true context (understood now as a mental state in
which the beliefs are true). More can and should be said about this (for instance in
light of the distinction between wide and narrow content here, and Stokke’s
refinements of (1b)), but as far as regular assertions are concerned I’ll leave it at
this. In the next section I discuss how – if at all – we might account for the truth of
fictional statements within my psychologistic framework.

2 Truth in fiction

Since the central idea behind my approach is that fictional statements are not to
be interpreted as belief updates, but as imagination updates, it seems that the
psychologistic definition of truth in (3) above won’t work for fiction. But do we
really need a notion of truth for fictional statements? Well, not if we follow
Walton (1990) and analyze fictional statements as prescriptions to imagine (or
better, as Rami and Zimmermann point out, as sanction-less invitations to
imagine.) For we don’t usually assign truth values to directive speech acts.
This seems right. When I read Lord of the Rings I don’t often stop and wonder
if what Tolkien is writing is true. But then what to make of the intuition that
‘Frodo is a hobbit’ rings true, or at least more true than ‘Frodo is an orc’?

At this point several commentators (including in particular Zucchi, Ninan,
and Rami and Zimmermann) point out that I’ve neglected to draw a crucial
distinction, viz. between on the one hand acts of storytelling and on the other
hand reports about the content of a given fiction. The first type of what I
simplistically called fictional statements is exemplified by Tolkien’s written
utterance of (4).

(4) When Mr. Bilbo Baggins of Bag End announced that he would shortly be
celebrating his eleventy-first birthday with a party of special magnificence,
there was much talk and excitement in Hobbiton.
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Ninan would call this an authorial diktat, Zucchi a fictional discourse. Rami and
Zimmermann offer a more fine-grained typology of uses of fictional discourse,
roughly the first two of which (U1 and U2) seem to correspond to Tolkien’s
writing (4). Ninan and Zucchi agree that these authorial diktats, to use Ninan’s
original term, may indeed be thought of as truth-valueless directives, i.e. invita-
tions to imagine. Rami and Zimmermann analyze diktats as (additionally) trig-
gering belief updates – I’ll return to their position shortly.

In any case, all commentators mentioned above agree that my utterance of
(5) to another Tolkien reader is not so much an act of fiction-making or even
storytelling, but rather a claim about the content of a certain fiction. Ninan calls
this type of utterance a fictional report, Zucchi follows Currie’s (1990) terminol-
ogy and calls it a metafictive utterance:

(5) Frodo was adopted by his cousin.

What I’m saying with (5) is that according to the Tolkien stories, Frodo was
adopted by his cousin. Fictional reports then are really just regular assertions,
and as such, interpreting (5) does not trigger a bout of imagination, but the true
belief that the story in question in some way entails that Frodo was adopted by
his cousin.

For what it’s worth, my original reason for lumping fictional and metafictive
utterances together in the original paper was a vague intuition similar to one that
Zucchi helpfully attributes to Evans (1982), i.e., that in uttering (5) I’m continuing
a game of pretense originating in reading Tolkien’s works. The commentators’
however provide several convincing arguments against this conflation.

The first argument for the diktat–report distinction is that, intuitively,
authorial diktats have no truth value, but a fictional report like my utterance
of (5) (or my original Frodo is a hobbit) does. Ninan and Zucchi suggest we
model this by analyzing reports like (5) as prefixed with a silent ‘fiction operator’
(‘in all worlds compatible with the fiction, ’’, à la Lewis 1978), and then treating
the whole as a regular assertion. Since I just defined notions of truth and falsity
for assertions in Section 1, this would indeed predict truth values for fictional
reports but not for authorial diktats.

Interestingly, Rami and Zimmermann offer a dissenting view here. They
sketch an alternative account in which the interpretation of an authorial diktat
leads not – or not just – to an act of imagining, but to a bona fide belief:

[…] the author who uses the sentence [(1a) ‘Frodo is a hobbit born in The Shire’] literally as
part of an act of telling or creating a story A, stipulates that there is some world of fiction
that is described by A and in which Frodo is a hobbit born in the Shire. However, if
anything like this is a correct description of the conventional effects of such a fictional use
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of (1a), then the audience’s natural and adequate cognitive reaction to it would be a belief
that there is such a fictional world with the features described by (1a) rather than a mere
act of imagination. (Rami and Zimmermann, this volume)

Since belief is truth-evaluable, it follows that, on Rami and Zimmermann’s
view, even authorial diktats may be said to have truth values. In fact, as I under-
stand it, they will come out necessarily true, which would again set them apart
from fictional reports.

Zucchi offers a second semantic argument against the conflation of authorial
diktat and fictional report, based on the behavior of indexicals. He observes that
indexicals in fictional reports are interpreted relative to their utterance context:

While talking about The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes to the passenger next to me, I may
point at London from the airplane window, as the city comes into view, and say truthfully:

(6) Holmes lives here. (Zucchi, this volume)

By contrast, in authorial diktats indexicals are interpreted relative to the story
context, as Zucchi illustrates with a quote from Cain’s story The Butterfly:

(7) […] Now I know what it is, I won’t mind it any more, and tonight I’ll get out
of here.

The indexicals I, tonight, and here don’t refer to the context in which Cain wrote
this sentence, but to the context of the story’s protagonist (who is at the same
time also the fictional narrator). I take it that this general narrative indexical
shift exemplified in (7) is distinct from indexical shifting in quotation and Free
Indirect Discourse, which, I’ve argued elsewhere, can be reduced to a form of
quoting a protagonist’s thoughts or words. More needs to be said about the
various kinds of indexicality and shifting in narratives.

In closing let’s explore what distinguishing between diktats and reports would
mean within the ADT framework. First, if we analyze fictional reports as asser-
tions, triggering belief updates rather than imagination updates, what do we do
with the occurrences of fictional names in them? And how do fictional reports
(aka metafictive statements) relate to metafictional statements like (8)?

(8) Frodo is a fictional character invented by Tolkien

As for the first question, we’d want the presupposition triggered by the fictional
name Frodo in a fictional report like (5) to be bound by the discourse referent for
Frodo introduced previously into the interpreter’s imagination through some
authorial diktat – my report is about the same Frodo that I’m imagining about
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when I read Tolkien. This would essentially make fictional reports metafictional,
in the sense of involving an imagination-dependent belief, much like I assumed
for statements like (8) in the paper. Yet, there are crucial differences between (5)
and (8), as witness the fact that the intuitive truth of both (5) and (8) doesn’t
entail that Bilbo adopted a fictional character.

In sum, incorporating the distinction between authorial diktats and fictional
reports is an important step towards accounting for the truth or falsity of some
fictional statements. Future research will have to provide and account for a more
detailed taxonomy of sentences containing fictional names, building on the fine-
grained distinctions proposed by Rami and Zimmermann and by others in the
literature (e.g. paratextual vs. metafictional statements (Garca-Carpintero 2010),
or internal and external para- and metafictional ones (Voltolini 2006)).

3 Imagination and pretense

The starting point of my analysis was to take seriously the role of the mental state
of imagination in the interpretation of fiction. This is what led me to abandon the
cherished Stalnakerian or dynamic conception of communication as updates on a
common ground, and adopt a psychologistic conception instead.

Recanati seems to be more or less on board with my general ‘cognitive turn’,
but, he argues, my model of the imagination is too simplistic. Where I analyzed
imagination simply as a mode of attitude, on a par with desire, belief, fear, etc.,
Recanati argues that “imagination is not an attitude like the others, because it has a
secondary character: imagination is the simulation of (inter alia) other, more basic
attitudes.” Following in the footsteps of Meinong, Recanati wants to treat imagina-
tion as a higher-order “pretense operator” applied to more basic, first-order
attitudes. Thus, alongside beliefs we have pretend-beliefs, i.e. the simulation of a
belief in our imagination,2 and next to desires we have pretend-desires. In fact,
Recanati’s pretense operator is not even restricted to such traditional propositional
attitudes, it also applies to emotions and anchors (mental files). This should
account for the “heterogeneity of imagination”.

For the interpretation of fictional names, Recanati now invokes pretend-
anchors, i.e. imaginative simulations of anchors. Such pretend-anchors can be

2 Along the way, Recanati provides a neat deconstruction of the notion of acceptance that is
central to the Stalnakerian conception of common grounds, especially as applied to fiction, viz.
acceptance = pretend-belief (cf. my response to Geurts below for more on the link between
fiction and acceptance).
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deployed, within the pretense. Deploying a pretend-anchor amounts to the agent
pretending to refer, which, finally, carries pretend-referential commitments. This
allows Recanati to choose the first horn of my dilemma about the interpretation
of fictional names, i.e. the interpretation of names always goes through anchors,
only in the case of fictional names they are pretend-anchors.

I very much like the idea of capturing the heterogeneity of imagination and
making sense of pretend-anchors. So, let me speculate a bit about what
Recanati’s proposal would look like in my ADT formalism.

At first sight, Recanati’s conception of pretense as a higher-order mental
state is reminiscent of his earlier analysis of pretense as involving “hyperinsu-
lated” mental states (Recanati 2000), in turn inspired by the “multiple mental
models” theory of Perner (1991). Understanding pretense, in these theories,
involves the cognitive ability to keep in mind a number of distinct mental
representations, e.g., one based on perception of the real world, where Teddy
is sitting in front of an empty plastic teapot, and another one based on a story
being enacted, where Teddy is the father pouring himself a cup of coffee.

Perner has further developed this idea in an (informal) file card model of
mental states, which is quite similar in spirit to Kamp’s and my DRT-based
models, as well as to Recanati’s (2012) mental file model.

Children […] need to quarantine the pretend representations from their world knowledge.
We can capture this within our file card model by creating sub-files, i.e., larger file cards
containing the basic file cards […] Reality is represented by the basic file cards […], and a
large card representing the pretence. This needs to be a larger card because the pretence
consists itself of entities and information about them. On the pretend card are the cards
representing the pretend entities with anchoring information (Perner et al. 2007: 486)

Transposing file cards to ADT we would represent a fiction-induced imagi-
nation as a complete mini-ADS, labeled with a special higher-order pretense
marker: PRETðxÞ:K � ‘K represents a complex pretense based on text x.’

(9)

Before delving into the model-theoretic implications, note that this Perner-
inspired diagram indeed seems to represent imagination as a higher-order
operator, and that within the pretense we can have any variety of basic attitudes
like belief, but also desires and anchors.
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The ADS structure in (9) also lends itself to formalizing the idea of quar-
antine or hyperinsulation, viz. by stipulating that discourse referents introduced
within a pretense are not accessible from the outside. However, the kind of
phenomena discussed in my paper actually warn against this. Counterfictional
imagining, transfictional comparison and metafictional belief all require dis-
course referents set up in one pretense to be accessible to another pretense or
belief. A natural way to implement this within the existing ADT architecture
would be to, so to speak, distribute the pretense operator over the contents of
the complex pretend representation:

(10)

I think this kind of representation corresponds roughly to the picture
Recanati sketches in his commentary.

In future work I would like to make model-theoretic sense of the pretense
operator in (10), and then explore the consequences of this different conception
of imagining. For instance, could we use this special treatment of imagination as
a meta-attitude to shed new light on the various philosophical and linguistic
puzzles about de re/de se imagination, and counterfactual attitudes and their
reports more generally?

4 Common grounds and shared commitments

Geurts objects to the psychologism in my semantics. Although no one denies, he
says, that a speech act has an effect on the mental state of the hearer, it has
proven very fruitful in pragmatics to focus on the social aspect of communication,
i.e. its effects on the common ground. Geurts argues that redefining the common
ground in terms of commitments will allow for a proper socio-pragmatic account
of fiction, obviating the need for a relapse into psychologism.

I concede that my rejection of the common ground approach in the paper
was a bit hasty, and I like the exercise of rethinking Stalnakerian pragmatics in
terms of commitments. Interestingly, though, I think a careful reading of
Stalnaker’s own remarks about the common ground offer an even more con-
servative approach, without the need for a whole new commitment architecture.
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Deviating from Stalnakerian orthodoxy, Geurts views communication as the
negotiation of joint commitments. Crucially, commitments are not mental states but
interpersonal relationships, i.e. the basic notion is a three place relation: x commits
himself to y to act in accordance with ’. From there, Geurts redefines the common
ground as the set of joint commitments. The key feature Geurts relies on for his
analysis of fiction is that the commitment-based common ground, unlike the
standard conception of common ground as common belief, is “doxastically neu-
tral,” i.e. “a and b may be jointly committed to ’ without believing ’ to be true.”

Stalnaker and others have also recognized that what we take for granted in a
conversation, i.e., what we presuppose in the pragmatic sense, can diverge from
what we believe. In various scenarios we may act as if we believe something and
communication proceeds as usual. Stokke (2013) for instance discusses lying
and Stalnaker (1970) himself already touches on pretense3:

A speaker may presuppose what is untrue to facilitate communication, as when an
anthropologist adopts the presuppositions of his informants in questioning him. Most
innocent of all are cases of fiction and pretending: speaker and audience may conspire
together in presupposing things untrue. (Stalnaker 1970: 39–40)

Stalnaker accommodates this insight by replacing belief with acceptance as
the basic attitude on which the notion of common ground is defined. He
characterizes this propositional attitude of acceptance informally as follows:

To accept a proposition is to treat it as a true proposition in one way or another – to ignore,
for the moment at least, the possibility that it is false. (Stalnaker 1984: 79)

Like Geurts’s commitment, acceptance is doxastically neutral – we can
choose to accept things we don’t believe. From this notion we can construct a
suitable notion of common ground. Stokke (2013) extracts the following precise
acceptance-based definition from Stalnaker (2002):

(11) A proposition p is common ground iff both speaker and hearer accept p,
and believe that they accept p, and believe that they believe that they
accept p, …

Acceptance and commitment are similar in that they are both voluntary and
doxastically neutral, in contrast to belief. And both, presumably, give rise to a
notion of common ground that is suitable for modeling linguistic communica-
tion as a social activity.

3 Sainsbury (2011) works out this Stalnakerian analysis of fiction in some detail. Maier (forth-
coming) explores the relation between lying and fiction in a Stalnakerian setting.
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But acceptance and commitment are not identical. Acceptance is just a
belief-like propositional attitude, a two-place relation between an individual
and a proposition, and thus inherently simpler than the three-place commit-
ment. In other words, with acceptance, the social aspect only comes in at the
level of the definition of common ground. It would be an interesting project for
future research to compare the resulting common ground models in more
detail.

In any case, shifting from (common or individual) belief to acceptance or
commitment, or imagination for that matter, is but the first step in analyzing
fiction. As Geurts observes, we still need some way of separating fictional
common grounds from the regular common ground. And this is where the
real action is in analyzing fiction, whether psychologistically, or intersubjec-
tively in terms of common grounds. For instance, just as we saw in Section 3
how Recanati and Perner had suggested that mental representations of pre-
tense are insulated or quarantined off of beliefs about the actual world,
Eckardt (2014) suggests a version of the common ground analysis where
fictional common grounds are kept completely separate from the official
common ground. But, as Lewis (1978) and Bonomi and Zucchi (2003) argue,
lots of information about the real-world carries over into our representations of
fictional worlds. And examples like the ones I discuss, involving metafictional
statements and counterfictional imagination, show that information also flows
in other directions, from fiction to beliefs, and from a fiction to another
pretense, respectively. Whether it is shared commitments (as proposed by
Geurts or Garca-Carpintero 2015), or joint acceptance (as first suggested by
Stalnaker), or individual imagination (as I proposed in the target paper) that
will prove to be the best way to model these types of information flows, is a
question for future research.

5 Referring to mere possibilia

As Ninan observes, my account relies heavily on the notion of parasitic atti-
tudes. For example, counterfictional imagination and metafictional belief
involve mental states parasitic on a fiction-induced imagination. Ninan proposes
an account of these kinds of cases that makes similar predictions to mine, with
similar metaphysical assumptions, but without relying on parasitic attitudes.
Although I believe we need parasitic attitudes independently, for dealing with
the semantics of reports like Hans wants the ghost in his attic to be quiet (cf.
Section 4.4 of the target paper), it is worthwhile examining if we also need this
(rather heavy) machinery for fiction.
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The core of Ninan’s proposal is this:

Fictional names refer to fictional entities. Fictional entities are mere possibilia: they exist at
other worlds but not at the actual world. (Ninan, this volume)

At first sight this seems relatively straightforward. Frodo is a referential
expression, referring directly to the flesh and blood hobbit Frodo, who, like
me and most other individuals, doesn’t exist in all possible worlds. As it
happens, Frodo doesn’t exist in the actual world, just like I don’t exist in
(many of) the Lord of the Rings worlds.

Interestingly, Ninan’s elegant proposal coincides with a view that Kripke has
tried to reject in Naming and Necessity. I will reconstruct Kripke’s counterargu-
ment and then discuss how this relates to my own view.

Here is Kripke’s original, brief formulation of the argument:

I hold the metaphysical view that, granted that there is no Sherlock Holmes, one cannot
say of any possible person that he would have been Sherlock Holmes, had he existed.
Several distinct possible people, and even actual ones such as Darwin or Jack the Ripper,
might have performed the exploits of Holmes, but there is none of whom we can say that
he would have been Holmes had he performed these exploits. For if so, which one?

I thus could no longer write, as I once did, that ‘Holmes does not exist, but in other
states of affairs, he would have existed.’ (Kripke (1963) The quoted assertion gives the
erroneous impression that a fictional name such as ‘Holmes’ names a particular possible-
but-not-actual individual. (Kripke 1980: 158)

Ninan’s view as quoted earlier aligns with the one under attack here, as it indeed
involves ‘Holmes’ naming a particular possible-but-not-actual individual.

Kripke’s counterargument is somewhat hidden in this brief passage, but he
elaborates on it in a later lecture on the subject of fictional names (Kripke 2011).
The idea is that there is no way of knowing which individual is Holmes. In
contrast to existing individuals, there is no fact of the matter as to who Holmes
is – mere possibilia do not have well-defined identity criteria. All we have in the
case of a fictional entity is the descriptions provided by the author, but multiple
ontologically distinct individuals could in principle satisfy those.

Let me try to put it another way. Let’s start with Kripke’s account of the
semantics of genuinely referring names. The usage of a genuinely referential
term can in principle always be traced back, through a causal–historical chain,
to some individual, who does, as a matter of fact, possess certain properties.
Thus, we can truthfully say ‘Kripke exists’ or ‘Kripke wrote Naming and
Necessity’ and thereby ascribe properties to a particular individual, viz. the
individual at the end of the chain. We can also make de re modal statements
about such an individual (‘Kripke might not have existed’ or ‘Kripke might not

More on Fictional Names and Psychologistic Semantics 113



have written N&N’). Empirical research could even lead us to question whether
Kripke has some of the properties we typically associate with him, i.e., it could
still turn out that Kripke was a fraud and in fact stole or bought the text of N&N
and put his name on it.

By contrast, for a name like Holmes there simply is no causal–historical
chain leading us from the usage of the name to a particular entity. Hence, there
is no empirical grounds on which we can make sensible de re modal claims, or
on which we might conclude that we were mistaken, e.g. finding out that he was
not really a detective, or didn’t actually play the violin.

We end up with a fundamental asymmetry between the actual world and
other possible worlds, in that we can meaningfully say (12a) but not (12b):

(12) a. Kripke exists, but in some other possible worlds he doesn’t.
b. Holmes doesn’t exist, but in some other possible worlds he does.

Kripke concludes that Holmes simply is not a genuinely referential term – at
least not in Ninan’s sense in which the name is supposed to pick out a merely
possible individual.4

If we buy Kripke’s argument – which of course not everybody does, cf. e.g.
Ben-Yami (2010) – we must abandon Ninan’s proposal. But then what about my
own proposal? After all, as Ninan observes, his metaphysical assumptions
closely follow mine:

Perhaps this means they [ = fictional entities] are in the domains of other worlds, but not in
the domain of the actual world; perhaps it means that they are in the domain of every
world, but exist concretely at other worlds, non-concretely at the actual world. Maier
should have no objection to these metaphysical claims, for his own account relies on
some such view. The principal difference so far between this account and Maier’s own
account is that, on this [ =Ninan’s] account, names refer to these fictional entities, rather
than inducing existential quantification over them. (Ninan, this volume)

Both Ninan and I, as well as the various time-slices of Kripke considered
above, agree that existence is a property, and one that individuals typically
possess only contingently. Kripke’s argument targets precisely the point where
Ninan and I part ways, viz. the way in which fictional names refer.

For Ninan, fictional name reference is just standard, direct/rigid reference:
½½Frodo��w = Frodo, if he exists at w; undefined otherwise, i.e., the kind of

4 I should add that Kripke (2011) later endorses a different kind of realist position in which
Holmes actually refers, to an abstract entity. Since Ninan seems to be on board with the
counterarguments I mention in the paper against this type of abstract-object-realism, I’ll
leave my Kripke exegesis at this.
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definition that Kripke finds unintelligible (for fictional names, that is). On my
account, the name Frodo triggers the existential presupposition that there is
someone by that name, and this presupposition gets bound or accommodated
within the imagination. As far as purely fictional statements are concerned, the
resulting interpretation I predict is roughly equivalent to classical descriptivist
analyses, like, say, Kaplan’s (1973) or Currie’s (1990): in all imagination worlds
there is some hobbit named Frodo, who … There is no rigid designation here,5 no
single possible individual who is Frodo. At best, we could say that Frodo here
corresponds to an individual concept, but then one that is not even weakly rigid.

6 The logic of mental states

Aloni argues that my ADT does not yield a very useful logic. In particular, she
notes that certain intuitively valid inferences involving beliefs about fictional
entities or even real entities are not predicted to be valid. For instance, from (13)
we want to be able to infer (i) that the agent believes that Tolkien is an author
and (ii) that she believes that Tolkien invented Frodo.

(13)

Inferences about beliefs were not discussed in the paper, so Aloni starts by
proposing a straightforward definition:

(14) An agent with mental state described by ADS K believes that ’ iff every
NBAS captured by K has a belief component that entails ’.

This definition is still incomplete in various respects. First of all, even if K has
but a single belief, the corresponding NBAS may have many. Following Aloni I’ll
ignore this and just consider only Ks and NBASs with a single belief component.
Next, in the case at hand, the relevant belief component in the NBAS will be

5 Regular proper names of course do refer rigidly to their bearers, by virtue of the mechanisms
of internal and external anchoring. Recall that my uniform analysis of fictional and other names
consists in the uniform treatment of all names as presupposition triggers, not in associating
truly referential readings to all occurrences of names.
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referentially dependent on (at least) two other components. This means we’ll
want to define the relevant entailment notion in the definiens relative to the
belief’s background.

Finally, what exactly is the role of ’ in the definiens in (14)? Intuitively,
when we ask if the agent’s mental state entails the belief that Tolkien is an
author, are we saying that the agent has the general belief that there is someone
named Tolkien who is an author, or the singular belief, about the actual real-
world Tolkien, that he’s an author, or perhaps just the subjective belief corre-
sponding to the agent’s interpretation of Tolkien is an author, or the belief that
the agent would express thus?6

Given my psychologistic framework, a definition in terms of the subjective
interpretation of an utterance seems reasonable. Following our definition of
truth in Section 1 above we’ll use K+ BEL’ to denote the interpretation of ’ as
a belief update relative to a mental state K.

(15) An agent with mental state described by an ADS K believes ’ iff every
NBAS captured by K, is also captured by K+ BEL ’

With this definition in place let’s take a closer look at Aloni’s two challenges in turn,
as each poses a different problem. I hope that spelling out some concrete deriva-
tions below will help elucidate the model-theoretic underpinnings of my proposal.

Challenge 1: Tolkien is an author

Updating our K with Tolkien is an author results in the following slightly
different output ADS:

(16)

According to Aloni, (16) is a strictly more informative ADS than (13). To see
this, we’d have to construct an NBAS captured by the original ADS, but not by
the updated ADS. This would be an NBAS with a dependent belief state Q3 in
which x is not an author, but which depends on a different state, Q1 in which x

6 The latter two subjective belief options are roughly equivalent. They differ subtly from the
singular belief option in that they don’t require that Tolkien actually exist, as the relevant
agent’s Tolkien anchor may turn out to be faulty.
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is an author named Tolkien. Now, the whole point of using two-dimensional
attitudes was to make such inconsistent dependencies possible, so indeed the
semantics I gave does not exclude such NBAS, and therefore, Aloni is right that
the original ADS in (13) does not entail the belief that Tolkien is an author.

Luckily, a straightforward solution exists. As I argue in the target paper, the
content of an anchor is something that the agent holds true, even if, as Recanati
points out, only dispositionally. Perhaps – using Recanati’s terminology – when
we report the agent as believing that Tolkien is an author we’re reporting not
just on the content of the occurrent thought event, but more generally on what
they hold true in the dispositional sense (or, what they are committed to, as
Geurts would say). A straightforward implementation of this idea would be to
just merge all or some of the beliefs and anchors in the ADS into a new belief,
and then apply the previous definition. For instance:

(17) An agent with mental state captured by ADS K dispositionally believes that
’ iff the result of merging the belief DRS with the anchors and beliefs it
depends on into a single BEL-labeled attitude gives a well-formed ADS that
entails that the agent believes that ’.

Challenge 2: Tolkien invented Frodo

Aloni’s second example makes a different point. On the current reconstruction of
belief-entailment, we would check whether the ADS is invariant under the
interpretation of Tolkien invented Frodo as a belief update. This seems to be
the case. The name Tolkien binds to x, introduced in the anchor, and the name
Frodo to y, introduced in the imagination, leaving only ‘invent(x,y)’ in the belief,
which was already there, so we seem to be making the right prediction here.
Unless, of course, there is something more fundamentally wrong in the under-
lying ADT semantics, which is what Aloni suggests.

To evaluate Aloni’s concern, let me demonstrate how the semantics is
supposed to work by proving that in any NBAS captured by K (=the ADS in
(13) above) the relevant belief component contains the information that x (i.e.
Tolkien) invented y. As far as I can tell, the semantics works as it should, but I
admit that some crucial definitions were not presented in sufficient detail in the
Appendix to properly appreciate this. This defect of my presentation is remedied
below.

Let’s make our exercise more concrete. Let A be some NBAS captured by K.
Say hANCH,Q1i, hIMG, Q2i, hBEL, Q3i 2 A correspond to the three components of K.
Let’s further assume, for simplicity, that A consists of just these three compo-
nents, and that the discourse referents in the NBAS and ADS are aligned, so that
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no renaming is necessary. What I will show is that, relative to its background, Q3

contains the information that x invented y, or more precisely,

(18) For all hw, f i 2 BGðQ3Þ, Q3ðhw, f iÞ . fhw′, f ij f ðxÞ invented f ðyÞ in wg.

The tricky part of the proof is the computation of the relevant background state
for Q3 out of its dependencies, Q1 and Q2. The complications are due to the fact
that my definition allows that dependencies may themselves have further depen-
dencies, recursively. In this case, however, Q1 and Q2 are independent, so
intuitively, the relevant background should correspond to the information
state merge of Q1 and Q2.

Perhaps what threw Aloni off was that I did not explicitly discuss what
independence means. The simplest way to implement it would be to allow
dependent attitudes (2D information states) and independent ones (standard
information states). In another paper (Maier 2016), I proposed an alternative,
more uniform approach: a 2D information state Q is independent iff its depen-
dence is trivial, in the sense that (i) its background is Λ, the so-called empty
information state ( = fhw, ;ijw 2 Wg), and (ii) QðiÞ=Qði′Þ for all i, i′ 2 Λ. For
readability we could then denote QðiÞ, for arbitrary i 2 Λ, as �Q. We then stipulate
that all information states at the bottom of dependency chains in an NBAS are
independent in this sense.

Now that we know what it means for Q1 and Q2 to be independent, we can
apply definition (48) from the Appendix to calculate the background of Q3:

(19) BGðQ3Þ=
S

Q1ðiÞ ] Q2ði′Þji, i′ 2 Ʌg=Q1 ] Q2
�

The notion of information state merge, ], defined in (39d) in the Appendix, is
the semantic analogue of DRS merge, i.e. we combine the information in two
information states (typically, reducing the number of worlds while extending the
assignments). In this case7:

(20) Q1 ] Q2 = hw, f ∪ f ′ijhw, f i 2 Q1 and hw, f ′i 2 Q2
� �

It follows that the background for Q3 contains all the information contained in
the merge of the anchor and the imagination DRSs. Semantically:

7 Since the universes of the corresponding ADS components are disjoint, we can assume that
the domains of Q1 and Q2 are likewise disjoint, and hence the requirement in (39d) that f ∪ f ′ is
a function is vacuous.
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(21) BGðQ3Þ . f hw, f i j Domðf Þ= x, yf g and f ðxÞ is an author named
Tolkien in w, and f ðyÞ is named Frodo in w g

Now, as I point out in the paper, it’s still an open question what to do if the
merge of two relevant background states would be inconsistent, but that doesn’t
seem to be the case here. Moreover, Q3 doesn’t depend on two independent states
with different domains separately, but on a single – if somewhat peculiar – mixed
state, viz. BGðQ3Þ, which contains information about both Tolkien, x, and Frodo, y.

The content of the belief, Q3, itself is to be computed relative to possibilities
from this background (whose domain subsumes x, yf g). Applying the matching
condition for the dependent belief, gives us that, for each background possibility
hw, f i, Q3ðhw, f iÞ . ½½KBEL��is f

, from which the truth of 6 follows directly.
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