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Throughout the history of literary study, the

overwhelming majority of narratives of interest to

critics have been fictional; indeed, the terms fiction

and *narrative seem often to be used as synonyms.

Yet the concept of fiction, when it has been a topic
of reflection at all, has remained a puzzle; during
the past century, theories differing widely both in
details and broad orientation have been proposed
to explain it. Moreover, since some narratives are
non-fictional, it is clear that the synonymous usage
of the terms is loose at best and confused at worst.
In any case, a related problem that has recently
altracted attention is that of the symptoms or
signposts of fictionality.

Theories of what?

Itis very easy to recognise fiction, but very hard to
explain it. Let us begin halfway between recogni-
tion and explanation, with a definition: fiction is
one kind of intendedly but non-deceptively untrue
discourse (see INTENTIONALITY). Each element of
this definition could do with some unpacking, and
some qualification.

Fiction must consist of ‘intendedly untrue’
Statements because otherwise there would be no
way to recognise it, or to distinguish it from factual
discourse. (There are theorists who do not accept
such a distinction; and, if the *panfictionality
thesis is correct, this entry is superfluous.) Fictional
statements need not actually be untrue because it
would not make any difference to a work’s fic-
tional status whether any of the statements made in
it turned out to be true by coincidence — hence the
disclaimer familiar to film-goers about the possi-
bility of accidental resemblances between the per-
sons or *events represented to actual persons or
events (see ROMAN A CLEF). Likewise factual dis-
course is intended to be true, although it may not
be: mistaken statements are still factual ones.

The falsity of fictional discourse must be ‘non-
deceptive’, if only to distinguish fiction from lying
(and again there have been those who would deny
the distinction, as far back as Plato). Lying is
another type of factual discourse; if the deceptive
intention behind a lie were recognised, it would
fail. Likewise if someone failed to recognise the
non-deceptive intention motivating fictional dis-
course, then what we might call the fictional
transaction would fail. Therein lies the humour in




[image: image2.jpg]164 FICTION, THEORIES OF

Don Quixote’s reaction to the puppet-show (Part 2,
ch. 26), when he storms the stage and beheads
puppets that he takes to be villainous Moors.
Finally, fiction is ‘one kind’ of at least partly
untrue discourse produced without intention to
deceive because there are other kinds — perhaps the
most important being figures of speech such as
*metaphor or *irony (New 1999). What distin-
guishes fiction from tropes in particular is, first,
that whereas it is individual sentences that are fig-
urative, fictional discourse must present a *narra-
tive, which typically involves a series of sentences.
A deeper distinction may lie, as Aristotle recog-
nised, in the subject-matter of fictional narrative:
‘persons engaged in action’ (Poetics 1448a). On this
criterion, even a one-sentence narrative can be
differentiated from a sentence that features a trope.
These clarifications leave open a few other fre-
quently asked preliminary questions. Here are
three, with brief responses. (1) The definition given
is limited to fiction in the linguistic medium: does it
make sense to talk about fiction in, e.g., visual
media (see PICTORIAL NARRATIVITY; VISUAL NAR-
RATIVITY)? Although a number of recent theorists —
notably Kendall Walton — have attempted to
develop an account of fiction that cuts across
*media, the scope of the present discussion will be
limited to verbal fictions, and indeed to those
that are recounted; even *drama will be left aside.
(2) The definition seems to assume an absolute fact/
fiction distinction, as if ‘factual’ were synonymous
with ‘non-fictional’: can there not be borderline or
hybrid cases? Although some of the material in the
final section of this entry may be pertinent to this
question, the rest of it will be limited to clear-cut
cases of fiction. This has been the practice of most
theorists, who assume that a good explanation of
the fact/fiction distinction can be extended to
account for such border phenomena as historical
fiction (see HISTORICAL NOVEL), the new *journal-
ism, and the various hybrid forms sometimes
lal?elled ‘faction’ (see HYBRID GENRES). Some the-
orists put *myth or *autobiography into this cate-
gory, although bglh assignments are controversial.
Finally, a non-issue: (3) cannot the boundary
b_etween fiction and non-fiction fluctuate? There is
virtually no theorist of fiction who would deny that
the theoretical siﬂgniﬁcan‘ce of s ?l195t1011 it i
such fluc
Theories of fiction usually
question of what fiction is and

tuation.
approach the
how it cap be

understood  either through *pragmatics or
semantics (see NARRATIVE Sl?MAN?'IS:S). .Seﬂ_lantxc
approaches look for something distinctive in the

t of fictional discourse, such as the use of
S ce NAMING IN NARRATIVE), the role
ce or *truth in fiction, and the
entities (see EXISTENT). Prag-
matic approaches focus on t}}e production _a?d
#reception of fiction — that is, on thg activity
of fiction-making, including the 'mtentlons and
conventions involved, and the soma? role that fic-
tion plays. Historically, most theorists haye pur-
sued one approach or the other‘; the relationship
between the two kinds of theories deserves more
attention. It is arguable that they are comple.-
mentary, semantic theories deghng Wlth. What.1s
inside (as we might put it) of a piece of fictional dis-
course, and pragmatic theories with what happens
on the exterior.

proper names (s
(if any) of *referen
nature of fictional

Approaches through pragmatics

It was Sir Philip Sidney who gave the first dis-
tinctively pragmatic account of fiction: ‘Now, for
the poet, he nothing affirms, and therefore never
lieth’. While the best-known of the modern prag-
matic analyses, by John Searle, cannot be reduced
to an aphorism, the core thesis seems much the
same, rewritten in the terminology of *speech act
theory: ‘the pretended illocutions that constitute a
work of fiction are made possible by the existence
of a set of conventions which suspend the normal
operation of the rules relating illocutionary acts
and the world’ (1979 [1974-1975]: 67). Since fiction
involves statements, it is this kind of illocutio-
nary action that Searle has primarily in mind.
Or} _hiS account, the rules relating the world to
this illocutionary act require of a statement-maker
(a) a commitment to the truth of what has been
stated, (b) an obligation to provide evidence for
.lhat truth if the statement is challenged, and (c) the
Intention to be recognised as conforming to rules
(a)l and (b) in making the statement. When these
;L;SEZ[:;::L‘Sfe‘s“t?kby tf\l‘e conventions of fictional
tesponsible for any of . L0, lonESE SRR,
fiction-writer doce ‘y z thesc‘: things, I‘n sho.rt, the
act of stating ‘lnc; r}llm perform the illocutionary
Hoskile'far ilf t 'US 18 not accountable for the
4isehood of what he h

There is an obvious lim S ors e e

5 i e ‘us ‘mitation to this account: It
explai jcgative. A theory of fiction must
Plamn what the fiction-mak "
maker actually does.
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Gregory Currie’s account elaborates on the
(hought that fiction-making is a kind of commu-
nicative action. ‘Fictive utterance’ — telling a fic-
tional story — is not a pretence of (non-fictional)
assertion, but instead a parallel activity. Just as
the intention of someone making an assertion is
that his or her listeners will take it to be true,
someone uttering a fictional statement intends
that the audience will make-believe that it is true.
Thus the concept of pretence drops out of this
account as superfluous. An objection to Currie’s
theory 1s that, in severing fictional statements
from factual ones so completely, it leaves fictional
utterance undefined. The discourse of fiction
seems on the face of it to include statements, not
some completely different kind of speech act; it is
a virtue of the pretence hypothesis to recognise

this point.

The notion of make-believe invoked by Currie
n his account of fiction shows the influence of
Walton, who develops the theme of make-believe
much more fully. Like Currie, Walton downplays
the relevance of pretence, partly because the term
suggests a unilateral action on the part of the
liclion-maker. Fiction is essentially a shared
4ctivity, involving the audience of a narrative as
Well as its maker, an activity that Walton finds 1t
ore appropriate to call make-believe. He also
"CJects Searle’s assumption that fiction is a matter
]}rlguistic pretence: for a sign in any m?d‘um'
0 be fictional is [...] to possess the function of
- Prop in a game of make-believe’ (1990: 106).
While fey theorists have followed Walton=i8
' effort 1o Jocate and explain the phoabuRER
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Pr;gmazit?tade to accepting his version of the
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believe sint)n ,1 '8 that notions of play and make-
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Sihes am:; to_explain an activity as specific and
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Shzﬁﬁhmg, 1L seems that the order of explanation

s rlun the other way, with play explained
elementary form of fiction-making (see

CHILDREN'S STOR
YTELLING; NARRATIV
AND PLAY). S

In the most detailed formulation of a pragmatic
account yet offered, Peter Lamarque and Stein
Olsen describe fiction as a social practice, governed
by mle§ Or conventions, in which stories are told
that their audiences treat as consisting of assertions
and pther standard illocutionary acts, while
knowing that they are not. Although Lamarque
and Olsen prefer to call this make-believe rather

than pretence, they provide the fullest analysis of
the notion first invoked by Searle.

Approaches through semantics

Reversing the usual order of presentation, prag-
matic accounts of fiction have been surveyed here
before semantic ones, in recognition of the fact
that content alone is neither a necessary nor a
sufficient condition of fictionality. Nevertheless,
many theorists of fiction have felt that there is
something distinctive or otherwise characteristic in
the subject-matter of fictional discourse, beginning
with Aristotle. In Poetics 9, he utilises his logical
terminology to draw a famous distinction bet-
ween history, the subject-matter of which is “par-
ticulars’, and poetry, which deals in ‘universals’
(1451b) — despite appearances 10 the contrary
(see ANCIENT THEORIES OF NARRATIVE (WESTERN):
HISTORIOGRAPHY). _
The philosophers who developpd modern logic
around 1900 began by replacing Anstgtehan
categories like universal and particular with an
apparatus that includes singular terms (such as
names), which serve 10 denote pb}ectsf and pre-
dicates, which express propertics. Given these
categories, fiction can be explained semantically as
discourse involving sentences that are false because
. o oular terms that are ‘empty’ — that
they contaln S This became the standard
fail to denote anything. This i
account of fiction among an ytic p P
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