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1 Motivation

1. Philosophers have struggled with the question, “What is the value of fic-
tion?” That is, what makes some fictions useful and relevant to questions
about reality?

2. This problem for Russell came in the form, How do we make sense of
empty names and descriptions? Of the fact that “The King of France is
bald” seems to have a truth value, while “Re6tr is circumbalanging” does
not?

3. This is the question confronting the use of models in science. When we
ask how models function, we are asking how fiction can be valuable, how
we can learn from it.

4. There is no doubt that some fictions are valuable: we learn about the
world from models, just as we can learn about it by reading a good novel.
There is room for hypothesis and recognized falsities in ‘serious discourse’
because they can sometimes lead us to the truth. But how?

5. On the surface, the answer seems to be: fictional worlds are sufficiently
similar to our own as to allow translation of what happens there into what
may happen here. (Think of the morals in fairy tales.)

6. This presents a problem: what is the status of these fictional worlds, and
the things in them? Are they real, but non-existent objects? This seems
a dangerous road to take, since such objects are metaphysically slippery
(e.g., they seem to violate the law of contradiction). On the other hand,
are they just artifacts of our vague and inaccurate ways of talking about
this world? Would fiction vanish if we had a ‘pure’ grammar? And if so, is
it therefore meaningless? This too seems wrong: (a) “Sherlock Holmes was
a detective” is correct, while (b) “Sherlock Holmes was a doctor” is not,
so the name “Sherlock Holmes,” which refers to a fictional (non-existent)
character, is not meaningless.

7. Neither of these possibilities seems satisfactory. Something in between
must be correct. The person who denies that (a) is true and (b) is false
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(and instead says something like “They are both meaningless because
Sherlock Holmes is not a real person”) has misunderstood something about
the context of the assertions. Perhaps he does not know that Sherlock
Holmes is a fictional character, or knows someone else by the same name
in a different occupation.

8. In saying (a), I do not commit myself to the existence of Sherlock Holmes.
In the context in which I assert it, it is recognized that Sherlock Holmes is
a fictional character. Outside that context, I might say, “In the works by
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Sherlock Holmes was a detective” and express
approximately the same thing (though it cannot be entirely the same
thing, since the context is different).

9. Within the context in which Sherlock Holmes is recognized as a fictional
character, how do we decide the truth values of (a) and (b)? We have
to examine the ‘fictional facts.’ (This shows clearly that fictions cannot
merely be artifacts of imprecise grammar. Asserting (b) involves a dif-
ferent kind of mistake than asserting “Caesar is a prime number” or “In
another world, it’s true that Gruntflarb is doggling merrily.”)

10. How can there be truth or falsity in a fictional world? Again, because
fiction ‘piggybacks’ on reality. “One must be able to tell the truth before
one can lie.” In the same sense, constructing fictions comes after the
simpler activity of reporting experiences and descriptions about the real
world. And the use of fictions to discover real truths comes even later
than this.

11. So: we need a logic to describe how fictions can be relevant and useful
to questions in our own world, a logic which lets us see the difference
between meaningful fictions and mere sounds, and describes the relations
for translating between the two. The following is a first stab at this project.

2 The logic of fiction

Let A be the structure of the real world, and B be a fictional world. Then let
∆ be the set of non-tautologous sentences true in both:

∆ = {δ : A |= δ ↔ B |= δ} (1)

If ∆ = ∅, then sentences about B are ‘meaningless’ in A, and vice versa. There
can be no justification for making inferences about A based on B. (This is just
to say that the language of B is completely unfamiliar.)

We are interested in sentences S such that S has an interpretation in both
A and B: neither SA nor SB are meaningless. Suppose we have such an S; we
want to be able to infer the truth-value of SA from that of SB , or vice versa.

If S ∈ ∆, this is trivial: the truth values of SA and SB are the same. On
the other hand, if S /∈ ∆, then SA ↔ ¬SB . How, then, is it possible for us to
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be puzzled about how the truth of SA relates to that of SB? The answer is that
we rarely (if ever) know the full extent of ∆. Indeed, it’s probably true in most
cases that ∆ is not complete.

Consider, then, that we only have knowledge of Γ, a proper subset of ∆.
Then there are a few cases to consider:

1. S ∈ Γ. Then we are back in the trivial case above, where SA and SB

are immediately known to have the same truth value. We are therefore
interested in cases where S /∈ Γ.

2. There are sentences γ1, γ2, . . . ∈ Γ such that (γ1 ∧ γ2 ∧ . . .) |= S. Then
SA ↔ SB . (This is just the case where S ∈ ∆, but S /∈ Γ.)

3. There are sentences γ1, γ2, . . . ∈ Γ such that S may be inferred in some
other (non-deductive) way from (γ1∧γ2∧. . .). Then SA ↔ SB with lower,
but reasonable, certainty, depending on the kind of inference involved.

4. There are sentences β1, β2, . . . /∈ Γ such that B |= βi and (β1∧β2∧. . .) |= S.
Then we have to set about deciding whether the various βi are in ∆. We
can do this recursively, i.e., substitute each βi in for S in the cases above.
This procedure may or may not be successful; if it is not, we can investigate
by whatever other means are available, e.g., empirically. This process can
decide the truth-value of SA if it turns out that ∆ is complete with respect
to the βi.

5. In the worst cases, we have no such βi, or are unable to determine whether
they are in ∆ by any means. In those cases, we can only investigate the
truth value of SA in relation to that of SB by indirect means; these are
too hzy to discuss, for now.

Note that the preceding cases are all symmetric with respect to A and B.
What, then, accounts for the asymmetry expressed by “fiction piggybacks on
the truth”? The answer is that when we construct fictions, we don’t normally
construct B and then proceed to discover the contents of Γ. Rather, we specify
Γ in advance and decide what should be true in B on that basis.

In this way, we can see how the practice of modeling highlights or brings forth
truths about reality: it is the intentional selection of Γ beforehand, followed by
the construction of B, that makes possible the decisions about whether sentences
S that are true in B are also true in A.
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