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ABSTRACT

CREATIVE SUPPLEMENTATION AND THE META-RULE OF AUTHORITY

DISTRIBUTION

Brian Gilmour,                                                                                                    Advisor:

University of Guelph, 2021                                                                                Mark McCullagh

What is it for something to be “true in” a fiction? Most proposals begin with a work of fiction, 

and specify factors augmenting or fixing what it states or depicts. But they leave out creative 

engagement with the work. I argue that understanding creative engagement with works of fiction 

is of central importance to defining truth in fiction. When it comes to literature, this means 

understanding that readers have a role analogous to that of a movie or stage director. It follows 

that the locus of fictional truth in these cases is not the text plus some social background, but the 

particular reader’s engagement with the text on some occasion. The only universal constraint on 

creative engagement is what I call the “meta-rule of authority distribution,” which expresses a 

division of truth-making labour between creative engagement with a work and the work itself. 
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Introduction
What does it mean for something to be true in a fiction? More must go into answering 

this than pointing to descriptions in a novel, or pointing to what is seen on stage or on a screen. 

For we assume that many things are true in the world of a fiction that are not described in book 

or observed on stage. As David Lewis points out, we assume that Sherlock Holmes does not have

a third nostril, even though this is not written down in any Sherlock Holmes story. 

My answer is that we are free to supplement whatever we want to what has been 

explicitly presented to us. When it comes to literature, this means that the reader of a work of 

fiction acts as the director of their performance of that work. They make choices about what goes

in. This does not mean that all supplementations are equally good or valuable, but we are free to 

supplement what we want. Of course, a director's decisions are influenced by the community in 

which they inhabit to varying degrees, but the final context fixing stops with them. All 

performances of fiction do adhere to some scheme of authority, which is expressed by a meta-

rule of authority distribution. This simply assigns a scheme of truth-making labour to particular 

performances of fiction. But the authority scheme that is adhered to in each individual 

performance is unique to each individual performance. When it comes to literature, whatever 

authority scheme is determined is decided by the reader as director.

I begin my inquiry in chapter one with David Lewis's work. He believes that we can 

understand what is true in written fiction by adding what is stated in a work of fiction to the 

beliefs of the community in which the work was written. However, he admits that even with this 

constraint, there is always the possibility of what is true in the work beings opened to revision, 

and he is unable to come up with a clear set of rules for saying when we are allowed to do this. I 
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suggest that we instead focus on how the reader supplements contents to written fiction, drawing 

upon the work of Lamarque and Olsen to do this.

In the second chapter, I draw upon Peter Kivy's work. Kivy sees the reader as the 

performer of their own reading of a work of written fiction. I argue that while this is true, it is 

also the case that reader's act as the director of their own performances, and have their own 

authority when it comes to reading that comes with that role. 

In the third chapter, I criticize Stacie Friend's view that we can simply add reality to what 

is explicit in a work of fiction. While I think she is correct that readers have a default starting 

point, in that they all come to works of fiction with their own beliefs and assumptions, she is 

incorrect that we can simply say that these beliefs and assumptions line up with reality.

In chapter 4, I bring up the work of Kendall Walton and his make-believe theory. I 

specifically focus on the idea that representational works of art are a special class of prop that 

have a function to serve in particular games of make-believe. I argue that we want something that

is much more context sensitive than what he seems to have in mind when he talks about function,

and suggest that we instead talk about truth-making role. 

I then give this account in chapter 5, and introduce the meta-rule of authority distribution.

I then explain how the rule accounts for truth-making labour in fiction, as well as how it treats 

things like gender swapped plays and socially significant fiction.
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Chapter One: Determining Fictional Content

1.1 Introduction

How do we know what is true in the world of a fiction, even though many things are not 

stated in a text of fiction? I introduce this issue using David Lewis's paper “Truth in Fiction 

(1978),” in which he deals with this question as it relates to stories. His answer to this question 

involves limiting the set of worlds a fiction takes place in to a set that is determined by 

understanding the overt beliefs the community of origin of the work in question. Drawing upon 

Lamarque and Olsen's work, I reject this answer, and instead argue that contents of fiction are 

creatively supplemented, and when it comes to written literature, this means the reader creatively

supplements whatever they want to the work.

1.2 Lewis Determined Content

David Lewis does several things in his paper “Truth in Fiction (1978)” that remain very 

important in the literature on fiction after him. First, he claims that storytelling is pretense (Lewis

40). In “Truth in Fiction (1978)”, what this means is that a story is told by someone who is 

pretending to tell the audience things that the storyteller has knowledge about (Lewis 40). So 

while the act of storytelling occurs in the real world for Lewis, the events are factual in another 

possible world. Understanding this means that we understand that statements that are false in the 

real world can be made fictionally true by adding an “in the fiction of.” operator in front of the 

statements (Lewis 39). In relation to a work of fiction, f, this entails what Lewis calls analysis 0. 

This is that “A sentence of the form “in fiction f, ϕ is true iff ϕ is true at every world where f is 
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told as known fact rather than fiction (Lewis 41).”

Of course, just pretending that the story is real is not enough for Lewis. He notes that 

while some may claim that there is nothing in fiction that is not explicitly in the text, most of us 

read fiction against an assumed background. That is, we think that there is explicit content and a 

fictional background. For instance, we assume that Holmes lives in London. He further claims 

that it is true that Holmes is not a purple gnome with a third nostril. Yet the text does not rule out 

this possibility (Lewis 41).The reason it does not do this is that if we are strictly going by what 

the text says, analysis zero allows what is explicitly true in the text to be told as known fact in 

bizarre worlds (Lewis 41). So he tries to come up with an analysis that does not allow us to say 

that Sherlock Holmes is a purple gnome.

His answer comes in two stages. First, he proposes that we are to treat sentences of “in 

the fiction f, ϕ” as straightforward counterfactuals that are specified as those worlds in which 

what is being told is being told as fact rather than fiction, and which are very close to the real 

world (Lewis 42). This analysis, analysis 1, is specifically “A sentence of the form “In the 

fiction, ϕ” is non-vacuously true iff some world where f is told as known fact and ϕ is true differs

less from our actual world, on balance, than does any world where f is told as known fact and ϕ 

is not true. It is vacuously true iff there are no possible worlds where f is told as known fact.” 

This has the effect of grounding fictional worlds as being worlds that are very close to the real 

world. Impossible fictions as considered vacuously true, because they involve impossibilities. 

Lewis notes that while we speak of the world of a fiction, that every story has several worlds it 

might be true in, and so we cannot consider any single world to be “the” world of fiction (Lewis 

42.) However, the set of worlds that a fiction might take place are clearly counterfactual possible 
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worlds. 

But an issue arises for Lewis, which is that stories often contain details that are not real 

world possibilities. For instance, in one Sherlock Holmes story, Holmes solves the crime by 

showing that a Russell's Viper climbed a rope and killed the victim of the story. However, 

Russell's Vipers cannot climb, as they are not constrictors (Lewis 43). Instead of suggesting that 

Holmes was wrong, and that he accused the wrong person, Lewis retracts the first analysis and 

replaces it with analysis 2, in which we consider the story to take place in worlds that are 

counterfactual not to the actual world, but to the collective belief worlds of the society in which 

the story was written (Lewis 44). In other words, if it is a common belief in the society in which 

Sherlock Holmes is written that Russell's Vipers can climb, even though they cannot do this in 

the real world, Lewis suggests that we should take the story to happen among a background 

world in which Russell's Vipers can climb, rather than a world in which they cannot. He 

formalizes analysis 2 as “A sentence inf the form “in the fiction f, ϕ” is non-vacuosly true iff, 

whenever w is one of the collective belief worlds of the community of origin of f, then some 

world where f is told as known fact and ϕ is true differs less from the world w, on balance, than 

does any world where f is told as known fact and ϕ not true. It is vacuously true iff there are no 

possible world where f is told as known fact (Lewis 45).” Cases of impossible fiction are still put

into the category of being vacuously true. In these cases, Lewis thinks that we can only have a 

trivial understanding of truth in fiction, as we cannot conceptualize blatantly impossible fiction 

according to a possible world semantics.

In fiction, Lewis has identified three accounts of the constraints on truth-making in 

fiction. The first constraint on truth-making is simply truth in fiction being constrained by what 
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is explicitly given in a fictional story. In this version truth-making, what is true in a fiction is true

because the fiction is true in any possible world in which the story is known fact. While Lewis 

limits himself to talking about written fiction, but we can extend this to visual arts such as 

painting, movies or plays a similar role of truth-making as novels or storytelling and say that 

what is true in the fiction of a visual medium is whatever is recognizable. The second sort of 

truth-making constraint is given by limiting the set of possible worlds that the story is told as 

known facts to a set of worlds that are very close to the real world. The third sort of truth-making

constraint is given by limiting the set of worlds in which the story is told as known facts to 

worlds that align with the collective belief worlds of the society in which the fiction was created, 

which he specifically labels the community of origin. The third constraint is the one that he 

settles on.

The impetus for reaching this constraint is that to simply say that the claims in the text are

what is true in the world of the fiction endorses some bizarre possibilities. So Lewis tries to limit 

the set of worlds that the story can take place in my limiting the worlds to a set of worlds that is 

close to the collective belief worlds of the society in which the story was written. This is what 

allows us to say for sure that Holmes is not a purple gnome. It is also the case that by limiting the

set of worlds to a set that is very close to the collective belief-worlds of the society in which the 

story was written, we can take it to be true that Holmes solved a crime even though his solution 

does not match what would be true in the real world. So we can take it that Lewis thinks that 

content is determined in fictional through a combination of what is explicit stated in the text, 

along with whatever inferences would be endorsed about what is stated by people living in the 

society in which the story was written. And so we can say that the circumstances of writing 
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contribute to what is true in the fiction. Let us say that when the content of fiction f is determined

exclusively by a combination of explicit and circumstantial determiners, the content has been 

Lewis Determined. 

1.2.2 The insufficiency of Lewis Determined Content

Lewis puts several important issues on the table. First, he defines fictional content in 

terms of pretense. In claiming fiction to be pretense, one makes the claim that fictional contents 

involve understanding fictional truths to be truths that are pretend in the actual world, but true in 

some other world. However, he establishes that what is fictionally true is true in some fictional 

world, but not in the real world. Second, he establishes that there is no one fictional world 

attached to a fictional text. Whatever you think of fictional worlds, this is an important insight, as

it accounts for the fact that there can be different legitimate interpretations of a fictional work 

that have different contents in different interpretations. Thirdly, this view tries to account for the 

intuition that we do not simply think of what is true in a fictional text as only what is written in 

the text. However, Lewis determination has very serious limits on understanding how something 

becomes understood as true in particular fictions, limits that Lewis even seems to understand. 

However, how he says we should deal with these limits is dealt with in a very quick way that 

undermines the power of Lewis determination right from the start. 

Lewis says there are cases when a fiction is vacuously true, but does not explore vacuous 

truth until the very end of the paper. Lewis says that a story is vacuously true if there is no world 

in which the story could be told as known fact rather than fiction (Lewis 45). There are two sorts 

of cases that meet this criteria. The first is when the story contains a blatant impossibility. This 

happens in stories where someone squares the circle, or a story involving an incoherent time 
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travel plot. The sort of case is when the story implies that no one could be around to tell the 

story. And so, in these cases Lewis proposes that we cannot have a non-trivial account of truth in 

these stories. But there are also times a story is logically impossible due to author mistake. For 

example, Doyle contradicts himself on the location of Watson's war wound in the Holmes stories 

(Lewis 46). Lewis suggests allowing revisions of these stories to make them fit into a set of 

possible worlds. We then allow ourselves to say that what was in the original story is true in the 

revised, consistent versions, such as the location of Watson's war wound. He says that these 

revised versions are also to be associated with acts of storytelling, even though they are not 

actually told as fiction or fact. However, we can think of them in terms of worlds in which they 

are told as fiction, and worlds in which they are told as known fact (Lewis 46). He also says that 

sometimes impossibilities are not only what needs revising. For instance, it may be the case that 

we can revise a story if it gives unrealistic travel times for a character (Lewis 46). But in all of 

these cases, Lewis allows for departures from analysis 2 when the situation deems it necessary.

1.3 The Limitations of Circumstantial Determination

The introduction of revisability conditions makes Lewis determination a starting point for

deciding on what is true in fiction, but only a starting point. In fact, the introduction of 

revisability seems to be done somewhat grudgingly as Lewis explicitly says that he does not 

want to admit a view that allows for what is true in fiction to be constantly changing, which is for

him a reason to not allow the circumstances of consumption to be the determining factor of the 

content of the fiction. As such, he says it is not our beliefs but the beliefs of the author and the 

community of origin that should be considered when determining what is true in fiction (Lewis 
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44). Author intention without the community of origin cannot provide the background world 

either if we try to figure out what that is a part from the explicit determining factors. For example

he thinks that if Doyle secretly believed in purple gnomes, we should not accept it as true that 

Holmes is really a purple gnome, because the existence of purple gnomes is not part of the overt 

beliefs of the society in which the story was written (Lewis 44). And so what goes into what is 

true in a fiction has to be a combination of author belief and the overt beliefs of the community 

of origin. So even with the introduction of revisability, he still wants this all to be in a sense 

anchored to what is first circumstantially determined.

But the price of finding a single truth or by limiting the set of possible worlds to his 

criteria of what makes something true in fiction is reductionism to circumstances of writing 

about what determines fictional content and what makes fictional truth. In fact, there are times 

when the circumstances of consumption matter more than the circumstances of writing. The 

problem with this reductionism is that it cannot account for a variety of cases in which author 

intention is more important than the beliefs of the society of origin in figuring out the 

background among which the story takes place. This is especially salient when it comes to satire 

that intentionally goes against the collective overt beliefs of the society in which they write the 

book.

1.3.2 Political Satire as a Counter Example

Understanding Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) as a satire requires us to understand

it as taking place in a world that goes against the overt-beliefs of the society of origin. In fact, it 

matters more to understand what the author, Orwell, thought about the society of origin to 

understand what worlds it might obtain as true in. The first and most obvious comment one can 
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make is that no one was genuinely predicting that Insoc would be the dominant ideology of the 

year 1984, nor that the world would be neatly divided up into three large nations. Nor is it the 

case that people in the society of origin, or even Orwell, thought that such a thing could happen. 

Rather, Insoc, newspeak, and the world being taken over by three large nations are all hyperbole 

that Orwell uses to satirizing the society in which he lives. So it cannot be thought of as a 

prediction of what people thought the year 1984 was actually going to be like. 

This is relevant when it comes to Lewis's analysis because it does not make sense in this 

case to go by either analysis 1 or 2. If we go with analysis 1 and say the background of the world

is the real world, this does not make sense as we now know that history did not lead to the events

of Nineteen Eighty-Four. One may claim that the world of Nineteen Eighty-Four is a proposed 

alternative to the real world, but then the worlds in which the story is told as known fact are not 

the worlds that are closest to the real world, rather they are closest to some designated alternate 

world. 

Now saying they are closest to some designated alternate world is probably what Lewis 

would say is the right way to go, as analysis 2 would designate that alternate world as some 

collective belief world of the society of origin. However, this cannot be right either. The 

collective overt belief-worlds of the society of origin are not worlds in which people in that 

society thought that society was headed in the direction of Nineteen Eighty-Four. This is true for 

whatever group you might take Nineteen Eighty-Four to be aimed at. Stalinists did not believe 

that their vision of the future was a horrifying one that would lead to perpetual war. Members of 

the British Government and press likely did not think that they would be in the business of 

transforming the English language, and likely no one believed that it was the case that the world 
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could actually transform into 3 super states. If were to take the collective belief-worlds of the 

society of origin as the background in which the story is being told as fact, it is even reasonable 

to take the story as about someone with a distorted perception of the world who simply does not 

fit in.

The correct result if we are to take Nineteen Eighty-Four as a political satire only comes 

when we understand what Orwell, the author, thought about the world in which he lived. The 

world that the fiction of Nineteen Eighty-Four is closest to does not have to do with the 

collective belief-worlds of the society in which he lived, but some world that he believed was 

implied by various aspects of the society in which he lived. This world would not even 

necessarily be made from what he thought about the overt-beliefs of people around him, but also 

what he thought about their practices, what he thought were the logical implications of their 

beliefs, what he thought was implicit in his world, and what he thought about the people who 

lived in his society. In short, understanding the background of Nineteen Eighty-Four requires us 

to understand what Orwell was aiming at, and this cannot be reduced to overt beliefs. What this 

shows is that it is not always the case that the background has to come from a combination of 

author belief, plus the collective over-beliefs of the society of origin. When it comes to satire, 

what matters most is the beliefs of the author, and what he thinks about the society of origin. 

Lewis's best answer to this is to say that the book Nineteen Eighty-Four still has to rely 

on the overt belief-worlds of the society in question in order to understand it as a satire. And so, 

we can take the collective belief-worlds where the story is told  This is because satire is aimed at 

some aspect of society that actually exists, and when we think about the background among 

which the story takes place, we have to think about a particular set of overt beliefs that the author
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is aiming at. Such an arguments works well if we are to think of a particular interpretation of 

Lewis Carroll's book Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) that sees this book as about trends

in algebra that the author was not convinced of (Pycior 163). In this interpretation of Alice's 

Adventures in Wonderland, it is clear that book is aimed at the overt beliefs of a particular 

category of mathematicians. 

But Nineteen Eighty-Four does not necessarily aim only at the overt beliefs of any 

particular group of people. While it may be partially aimed at overt beliefs, it is also aimed at 

political institutions and practices, and how they relate to the society Orwell lived in, what he 

thought about these practices and institutions, and what his satire says about them. As such, the 

intended target of the author is something broader than the overt beliefs of the society, and so the 

background against which the story takes place cannot be said to be extractable from the 

common beliefs of Orwell's society, or some subset of his society. This demonstrates that 

circumstantial determination cannot be the only relevant form of determining fictional content.

What this all means is that circumstantial determination is too reductionist in its approach

to fictional truth as it cannot account for truth in fiction in a variety of cases, such as political 

satire. However, there is a larger problem than this, which is that with the introduction of 

revisability, circumstantial determination looks not only overly reductionist, it also looks ad hoc.

1.4 Underdeveloped Revisability

There are two big issues with Lewis's account of revisability. The first issue is that 

contradiction and blatant impossibility underdetermines what should be revised, and what it 

should be revised to. The second issue is that there is really nothing that tells us when a revision 

is acceptable and when it is not, and so it is really up to the reader to decide on how to deal with 
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any contradictions they notice. This makes circumstantial determination an extremely weak 

starting point for getting truth in fiction. 

Dealing with the first issue, recall that Lewis says that stories are only vacuously true in 

the case of blatantly impossible fiction and cases that are due to author error such as the 

inconsistencies in the Holmes stories about the location of Watson's war wound. The first thing to

note is that under his criteria, it is likely the case that most fiction is opened to revisability. Most 

authors make little mistakes here and there, many books have inconsistencies that are not noticed

until years later, and stories with unreliable narrators require a great deal of revision in order to 

make them stories that express fictional truths. So it seems that most stories in history require 

some sort of revisability to count as expressing fictional truths under his understanding of what is

true in a fiction. 

But even more importantly, it is not entirely clear why revisability is allowed in some 

cases but not others. How are we to know when a story should be revised? Lewis seems to take it

as intuitively obvious that we can tell when a story is revisable and when it is not. I say this 

because while he says that we can make blanket judgments about a story that involves a 

convoluted time travel plot that these stories are just vacuously true, he thinks that there are cases

where if the story gives an unrealistic travel time that we can revise it. But why can we not just 

revise the time travel plot to be someone's delusions, or simply say that the story in which the 

time travel is unrealistic as a story that is vacuously true? Why can we not simply say that the 

person who squared the circle is a story about someone who doesn't understand math who 

believes in his own incorrect system of math where he can do this? Lewis really has no answer to

this.
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Furthermore, if we were to try to come up with a concrete test for deciding if a story is 

revisible, we could not come up with a test that would work in all cases. One obvious test might 

be to go with author intention. While Lewis thinks that author intention alone cannot tell us 

anything, we might say that author intention when it respects the collective belief-worlds of the 

society in question tells us when a story is revisible. So let us suppose that the reason that we are 

revising the Holmes stories to make Watson's war wound location consistent is that we simply 

assume that Doyle intended to write a consistent story, and did not write logical inconsistencies 

in his story on purpose. This tells us to revise the Holmes stories in such a way that make true 

statements about Watson's war wound consistent. In this case, paying attention to some aspect of 

author intention tells us that we should revise the Holmes stories.

But in other cases, it seems like we should not listen to author intention. Let us suppose 

that Doyle, instead of secretly believing in purple gnomes, came right out and declared that 

Holmes is a purple gnome. In this case, I would suggest that it makes more sense to ignore 

Doyle's declaration than accept it. Therefore, author intention does not give us a consistent 

criteria for telling us when a story should be revised and when it should be dismissed as 

vacuously true.

Deciding on what to revise, and how to revise it it is a matter of reader choice. There is 

no consistent test that can tell the reader when they should revise a story and when they should 

not. And this leads to the second issue, which is that there is no one single way to make the 

revision. As such, circumstantial determination is not particularly useful or powerful in 

determining fictional truth. Circumstantial determination starts to look less and less like how we 

actually figure out what is true in a fiction, and more and more like an arbitrary starting point. 
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Thus, it should be abandoned as the only truth-maker other than explicit determination that 

should be accepted as determining fictional truth. But what we should accept, is that audiences 

decide upon how to interpret a great many things in fictional stories. 

As I will discuss below, Lewis's suggestion that stories are opened to revisibiliy is 

actually an extremely important point, because it captures a truth about works of fiction. This is 

that when we revise works to remove contradictions, the contradiction itself under-determines 

how exactly we should resolve it and how should be revised. The reader has to come up with the 

way of resolving the contradiction. And so this tells us that the reader is going to have some 

creative input in their understanding of the novel. Furthermore if a reader of Sherlock Holmes 

wants a story in which Watson is a reliable narrator, they will have to revise what they read if 

they want to make this true in the story should this be what they want. If, instead, they decide 

that Watson is not a reliable narrator, they will have to think what might cause him to be 

unreliable, and what may be going on behind the scenes of the story. Simply leaving opened the 

possibility of revisibility tells us that much of what is true in a particular fiction is dependent 

upon what the reader wants from the book they are reading. 

1.5 Supplemental Determination

In this section, I will suggest that we should abandon circumstantial determination as a 

starting point with a view in which content is determined creatively. That is, when people engage

in fiction, it is not the case that they simply determine truth based upon discovering some feature 

of the world of fiction or by discovering some circumstance of the fiction's writing. Rather, 

audiences supplement contents to what has been explicitly determined by the work. When I 
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speak about engaging with fiction, I mean engaging in a process that involves using the 

imagination to take in story as the story. Lewis understood this in terms of acts of storytelling. 

The next theorists I discuss, Lamarque and Olsen, understand engagement with fiction to happen 

in the context of authorized responses to a fictive utterance.

The notion of supplementation is introduced by Lamarque and Olsen in their formulation 

of the fictive utterance theory. For them it is simply the case that fictional content that has been 

added to the explicit text is content that has been supplemented. However, they think that it is not

only the case that facts or truths get supplemented into the world of the fiction, they also believe 

that audiences supplement larger meanings and themes as well. I will discuss Lamarque and 

Olsen below to explain what this means and how they understand supplementation. I will argue, 

first, that the notion of authorization they work with is too narrow and, second, that it is still 

important to separate the factual truths of fictional worlds from the themes and meanings 

associated with works of fiction. 

1.5.2 Themes as Co-Contents

Like Lewis, Lamarque and Olsen are primarily concerned with written fiction. In Truth, 

Fiction and Literature, they distinguish between fiction making and telling (Lamarque and Olsen

41). Fiction making involves making up fictional descriptions, and for them making up a 

fictional object cannot be independent of making up a fictional description (Lamarque and Olsen 

42). Both fiction making and fiction telling involve a fictional utterance, which are utterances 

that audiences are expected to take a fictive stance to (Lamarque and Olsen 43). When audiences 

adopt a fictive stance, they understand that they are not supposed to draw normal inferences from

the teller's descriptions (Lamarque and Olsen 44). Audiences adopt the fictive stance when they 
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understand that it is the speaker's intention for them to do so, and there is a mutual belief 

between the story teller and the audience that the storyteller intends the audience to respond to 

their utterances as though they are fictional (Lamarque and Olsen 45). 

They discuss the audience supplementation of content in their discussion of Lewis in 

Truth Fiction and Literature. They note that “An integral part of responding to fiction involves a 

reader's imaginative supplementation of the explicit content of fictive utterances (Lamarque and 

Olsen 89).” They say that while there can be idiosyncratic supplementations of books, and that 

some genres like fantasy often encourage readers to fantasize and fill things in according to their 

own whims, it is necessary to understand the notion of an authorized response in order to 

understand fictional narrative. 

On this they specifically say 

Readers often fantasize with fictive content, 'filling in' as the whim takes them, and 
no doubt some genres of fantasy actively encourage this kind of whimsical response. 
But for a clear grasp of fictional narrative per se, we need the notion of an 
authorized response. This involves a 'filling-in' process authorized by the content 
itself and its presentation, where the relevant authority resides not only with the 
author, but with the genre, literary tradition, historical context, and so on (Lamarque 
& Olsen 89)

In a footnote, they acknowledge that the idea of an authorized game of make-believe was 

first introduced by Walton, and that this captures something similar to what they are discussing 

here (Lamarque and Olsen 89).

They take Lewis's circumstantial determination to be a particular theory about what 

supplementations are authorized (Lamarque and Olsen 90). They reject Lewis's theory on a 

number of grounds. While they do think it is important to understand that acts of story-telling are

individuated, they think that Lewis's worlds bear too much content as they are possible worlds. 
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That is they are complete worlds. Fictional worlds, they think, are incomplete and leave much 

indeterminate (Lamarque and Olsen 91). They further do not think that it is useful to 

conceptualize fictional truth in terms of several possible worlds, as this cannot tell us about 

things like thematic interpretations (Lamarque and Olsen 92). What they mean is that they 

understand what is true in a fictional world according to reader response. And part of the 

meaning that readers get from literary works includes finding patterns and themes, not only facts 

about the world of the fiction. Often, these come more from the mode of telling rather than the 

story itself, and they think that the mode of telling and the tale itself are not independent from 

each other. Thus, what is true in the reading is not only facts about some fictional world, but also 

meanings the reader gets from those tellings (Lamarque and Olsen 92). 

Lamarque and Olsen think it is very important that truth conditions are not the only way 

to learn about a fictional world. That is, it is not only what is said that matters but how it is said, 

in what style, what point of view. Reconstructing this world is a task put upon the reader by 

identifying every aspect of fictional descriptions, not just the facts or truths they determine 

(Lamarque and Olsen 93). “All that can be said in general is that with regard to constraints in 

understanding fiction there is no clear line between those concerned with the importation of facts

about the world and those concerned with meanings or literary conventions (Lamarque and 

Olsen 95). In other words, they think that the games of make-believe the reader plays with the 

novel should be thought of as containing both facts about some fictional world and the deeper 

literary meanings associated with the facts of that game.

In their view, deciding on what specific information is authorized by a fiction cannot be 

given by a simple formula, but can be approximated heuristically by what they call a principle of
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verisimilitude (Lamarque and Olsen 94). This is that “fictional states of affairs (objects, events, 

personages) can be assumed to be like ordinary states of affairs (objects, events, personages) 

failing indications to the contrary (Lamarque and Olsen 95).” They say that make-believe 

response is guiding not only by facts of the world but by things like genre expectations. For 

instance, in a murder mystery, knowing the conventions of the genre tells us that the first suspect 

is likely not guilty (Lamarque and Olsen 95). While they think that fictive utterances cut off what

is in the case in fiction from what is the case in the real world, the opposite is not true. Rather, it 

is very clear that what is true in the real world tells us what is true within fiction. They further 

put forward the idea that anyone who sees fictional worlds as fundamentally cut off from the real

world must confront this (Lamarque and Olsen 95). So what this means is that we can think of 

Lamarque and Olsen as not providing any particular concrete rules that tell us about what 

determines fictional contents. Rather, they describes a process of audience supplementation that 

draws upon several sources.

1.5.3 Aboutness and Content

Understanding exactly how Lamarque and Olsen understand contents as being 

determined requires us to see something about how they understand the aboutness of literature. 

This is because they believe that “to say what a fictive description or a work of fiction is about is 

partly a way of characterizing fictive content (Lamarque and Olsen 119).” It is important to 

pause to emphasize to the reader that what they see as contentful comes not only from the facts 

of a fictional world but also the mode of telling. So when they speak about the aboutness of a 

work as characterizing the fictive content, what this suggests is that what the work is about, and 
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what the themes of the work are, are things that are determined by a process that is not separated 

from the process that determines the facts of the fiction in that both the facts, themes and what 

the fiction is about are determined contents. That is, when it comes to properly understanding a 

work of literature, both the themes and facts of the world of fiction are to be understood in in 

terms of an authorized response. 

They see three different cases of speaking of what a work is about. These are when we 

speak about the work being about some real object, when we speak about it being some fictional 

object, and when we speak about it being some theme or conception (Lamarque and Olsen 123). 

While from an external viewpoint these seem like very different applications, “from the internal 

point of view of those adopting the fictive stance, the differences all but disappear (Lamarque 

and Olsen 123). 

They begin by invoking what they call an invocation principle. They first apply this to 

cases where fiction is about some real object. They express it as a necessary condition in which 

“a work F is about a only if a reader must invoke, or bring to mind, a for an adequate 

understanding of F (i.e. in an authorized fictive response to F); or, put in another way, only if 

information about a is a required component in the inferences licensed by an authorized 

supplementation of F (Lamarque and Olsen 124).” a here refers to some real life object. This is 

necessary but not sufficient because there are cases where readers must invoke certain things to 

understand the book even though it cannot be said that the book is about those things. 

Importantly, the invocation principle provides a way of saying that a book is about some 

real world thing without making that real world thing an object of reference in the world of the 

fiction (Lamarque and Olsen 124). This is because on their treatment, what one invokes is 
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invoked de dicto rather than de re. For instance, children playing a game in which they pretend a 

normal door is a door to a dungeon speak about the door in that game only about how it relates to

that game. That is, within the game they speak about the door de dicto as references to the real 

door are cut off in the context of the game. Whereas their parents outside of the game can speak 

about the door de re. Meaning they can note that it is a real door that the children are using in 

their game of make-believe (Lamarque and Olsen 127). 

When it comes to fictional states of affairs or objects they argue that make-believe about 

fictional states of affairs is not cognitively different from make-believe about real objects 

(Lamarque and Olsen 131). Full character identity comes for them not only from what has been 

explicitly described, but also by what has been supplemented. There is a constraint they say 

exists due to the fact that these supplementations must be authorized supplementations. This 

authorization comes from the mode of presentation. So readers must respond, for example, to a 

butler character who is the object of a first person narrator's attitudes towards that butler 

character through that perspective. They say “it is not just that we happen to perceive Jeeves 

through Wooster's eyes, as if this were one point of view among others, rather his identity as a 

character is constituted by that perspective (Lamarque and Olsen 132).

Finally, they discuss when a work of fiction is about some theme or conception 

(Lamarque and Olsen 133). Whereas a referred to objects, they invoke the symbol ϕ for their 

formalization of times when a fiction F is about themes. “All works of fiction can be said to be 

'about ϕ' (Lamarque and Olsen 133).” In fact they think it is more common that it is the case . For

instance, Jack and Jill is not about the named characters but about a boy and a girl who did 

something (Lamarque and Olsen 134).
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Now, they note that all this entails that we go beyond the explicit content. Saying that a 

work is about ϕ they think allows for literary interpretation, which they see as a process of re-

description (Lamarque and Olsen 134). The sense in which a work is about ϕ is only relative to 

an interpretation. 

1.6 Supplementation and Authorization

Lamarque and Olsen point out something extremely important in all of this. This is the 

fact that readers come to works of fiction with their own imaginative and cognitive processes 

that they use to fill in the details of a work of fiction. The fact is that they have to supplement 

contents to what has been explicitly determined. However, I believe they are wrong on two 

things. First, the idea that we can distinguish between authorized and unauthorized responses to a

fictive utterance makes their understanding of supplementation too limiting. Second, I think that 

it is absolutely necessary to contain the facts of a fictional world within a fictional world, and 

think of the themes of the world as existing wholly outside of the world of the fiction.

Starting with the first point, I do not think they are clear enough distinguishing what 

counts as an authorized response, and what counts an unauthorized response. Nor can they say 

when something ceases to become an idiosyncratic response and becomes an authorized 

response. Indeed, all sources of authorization have their origins as idiosyncratic interpretations 

until they are widely disseminated.

They acknowledge that much of what goes into an authorized response is provided by 

sources outside of the novel. They list genre expectations, literary conventions and meanings, 

and critical discourse regarding novels as things that might be added to the world of the fiction. 
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We can assume that it would be unauthorized in this account to say that Sherlock Holmes has a 

third nostril the same way that Lewis thinks we cannot have an account of fiction that allows 

this. Such a reading would not be endorsed by the text, by the real world, by some literary 

community or by some literary convention or by some critical discourse. Even if there were 

human beings that existed with third nostrils, such a thing would be notable in Victorian 

England, and Watson never mentions this. However, even interpretations of fictional works that 

become authoritative start out as idiosyncratic ones. What I mean is that sometimes a critic will 

point out a meaning that had not been seen before, point out a way of interpreting that is 

interesting that no one has thought of before. They will discuss an aspect that had not been 

previously seen. Until this is published, there is no authorization for this reading, as the only 

person who has these understandings is the individual critic.

I think it is therefore more accurate to say that instances of reading a fiction are all in a 

sense authorized responses so long as the audience is imagining and adding their own thoughts to

the work. However, it can also be said that these different readings often adhere to different 

authority schemes that depend upon the intentions of the reader. The notion that some responses 

are unauthorized is too limiting in understand what readers actually do.

1.6.2 The Separation of Facts and Themes

The second point I have is that it is the case that the only sense in which a fiction is 

contentful has to do with the facts of the world of the fiction in which the story takes place. 

Discussion about themes, meanings inform what becomes factual in the world of a particular 

fiction. However, these things are not contents in the world of a fiction. The sense in which we 

might say that a fiction is about particular themes is one in which we suggest that there is an 
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intention behind making this or that thing factual in a world of fiction.

I wish to draw an analogy here with a theatre production. A director will decide upon 

what they wish to convey to an audience. They may decide to dress a character in green to make 

that character's greed be conveyed to the audience for instance. Such a thing may be recognized 

by the audience of the production as something that was put in the production because literary 

conventions often use the colour green to represent greed. But green as a representation of greed 

is not actually in the theatre production. Green representing greed in not contentful in the world 

of the fiction. The only thing that is contentful here is the fact that a character is wearing green. 

The discussions about meaning happen outside of the facts of the world of the fiction, and are for

critical discussions of the performance.

When it comes to literature, themes and meanings operate not as contents of a fictional 

world, but as scaffolding of that world. They are part of the set, informing what happens on the 

stage in which the performance is actually being played out. They play a part in determining the 

facts of the world but they are not part of the world of fiction.

1.7 The Creative Supplementation Thesis

What I propose, instead, is what I call the creative supplementation thesis. This is simply 

the idea that supplementations to a fictional work can be whatever someone wants. When it 

comes to literature, readers of fiction choose to supplement creatively, and their choices do not 

have to adhere to any particular scheme of authorization in order for us to understand their 

choices as true in some fiction, or as an authorized performance of some work. That is, readers of

fiction fill a role that is analogous to a film or stage director. This entails placing the locus of 

fictional truth to not be placed on the novel or the prop, nor on the utterance of the author, or on 

24



the correct response by the audience, but on the use of that novel or prop in their occurrences of 

being used. That is, on the enacted performance that draws upon the a novel or other work of 

fiction. 

Those engaged in a particular performance are free to choose upon whatever 

authorization scheme they want in deciding upon what is true in the fictional world of their 

performance. When it comes to literature, this also means elevating what the reader is doing 

beyond simply responding to author intentions. Rather, readers also act as the directors of their 

own performances of the novel that they approach in the same way a movie director approaches 

a script. They have their own intentions at play regarding what is true in the world of any 

particular fiction. Now, this does not mean that all supplementations are equally good or 

valuable. However, defining what's true in fiction is a different project from assigning value.

1.8 Conclusion

I began by introducing the issue of how we can know what is true in the world of the 

fiction even when what we think is true in not determined by the text. I used David Lewis's 

“Truth in Fiction (1978)” to introduce to the issue. I argued that simply sticking to some features 

of the writing of the text cannot give us the whole story about what is happening with fiction, 

and that Lewis's revisability required some creative supplementation. I then introduced the 

concept of supplementation using Lamarque and Olsen, arguing that while it is an important 

idea, their view does not completely work on two counts. First, that their notion of an authorized 

response is not clear enough about what counts as authorized and what is idiosyncratic. Second, I

argued that the contents of a fiction should only be thought of as the facts of the fictional world, 

with themes and broader meanings existing outside of this. Finally, I introduced the creative 
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supplementation thesis, which is that works of fiction do not have to stick to any particular 

authorization scheme because those who engage with works of fiction decide upon what they 

should make the facts of the world. What I will do in the next chapter is explain exactly how 

these supplementations happen. I will argue that the locus of the facts of a fictional world lies in 

the enacted performance of that fictional world and that when it comes to literature, and provide 

a more specific account of the individual reader of literature as the director of that performance. 
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Chapter Two: Content Determining Agents

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I argue that the locus of fictional content is the enacted performance of a 

fiction. I do this by first introducing Peter Kivy's argument in favour of this in his The 

Performance of Reading. Following this, I argue that the reader has a greater role than he gives 

the reader credit for. Following, this, I argue that readers should very much be thought of as the 

directors of their performance of works of fiction to themselves. 

2.2 Types and Tokens

Kivy's opening move is to discuss some ontology. He invokes Goodman's distinction 

between autographic arts and allographic arts (Kivy 2). Autographic arts are arts that involve a 

physical object such as a painting. In these arts, some physical object matters. Music, on the 

other hand is allographic, which means that when we refer to the work, we are not thinking of a 

particular physical object. He explains that one can pick up the Mona Lisa but that it does not 

seem as though one can physically interact with Beethoven's 5th  (Kivy 2). For Kivy's purposes, 

he invokes what he calls a platonic formulation of allographic arts. What this means is that 

musical works are to be thought of as “universals or types, of which their performances are 

instances or tokens (Kivy 3).” 

Kivy says that both drama and musical performances are allographic arts. Dramas have 

scripts which are like the “score” of a work, and performances of plays that are compliant with 

the score are types of the drama (Kivy 3). What is less obvious, and what Kivy wants to claim, is 

that novels and short stories are also examples of allographic arts (Kivy 4). But he stresses that 
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one's physical copy of a novel of Pride and Prejudice is not a token of the type Pride and 

Prejudice any more than one's physical copy of a musical score is a token of the musical piece 

that is written on the sheet. Rather, the tokens of Pride and Prejudice are its readings, and we 

should think of reading itself as an art. He says “your reading is one, my reading is another; and 

if I read it twice there are two tokens of the type (Kivy 4).”

2.2.2 Silent Performances

Because he thinks that the type/token ontology works for novels, he proposes to pursue 

an analogy between readings and performances. He notes that Plato's Ion shares that Homeric 

epics were performed more than read. Plato describes lively performances that he detests that 

Kivy suspects were the more common sorts of readings in Plato's day (Kivy 8). Importantly in 

the Ion, Ion specifically mentions an interpretive role in his performances. He even says it is the 

most “laborious part of my art (Kivy 9).” The point being that epic poetry was performed more 

than simply read (Kivy 9).

Kivy says that Saint Augustine's Confessions has a passage that is the first mention of 

silent reading that he knows about. In this passage, Augustine says that the full effect of tragedy 

can exist vividly both in reading it to oneself and in the performance of it (Kivy 12). While 

reading completely silently was not likely common in Augustine's day, he notes that ancient 

readers who would have been fortunate enough to own books would likely have added 

intonations and  expression to their voice when they read out loud in a sort of minimal 

performance (Kivy 12). He conjectures that the modern experience of simply reading to yourself 

likely emerges when people figure out how to separate words from each other with spaces (Kivy 

16). According to the scholar Paul Saenger, reading truly silently only becomes the norm in the 

28



19th century (Kivy 17). After this point, literature has what Kivy calls two streams, the 

performance stream and the reading to yourself stream that both emerged from a single 

performance stream (Kivy 17). Kivy proposes that because we can understand fictional literature 

under the work performance ontology that he earlier claimed novels are a part of, that we can 

simply think about reading to oneself as silent performances (Kivy 18).

2.2.3 Theatre of Mind vs Score Reading

Kivy thinks that we should think about silent reading as a kind of performance in the 

mind. However, he does not think that we should think of reading novels in the same way that 

we think of watching plays, unlike philosophers like Addison. Addison argues that when we read

silently, we engage in a sort of action of the mind (Kivy 26). In this view “the novelist is the 

playwright, the novel the script. The director is you (Kivy 29).” He thinks the Addison account 

brings with it a mistaken Lockean view of language, in which language involves a connection 

with ideas or mental images (Kivy 30). On this view, performing novels to oneself has something

to do with seeing everything happen in the imagination. Kivy does not think that novels can 

exactly be thought of as theatre of the mind, as this entails thinking of our engagement with 

novels as something like watching a play. 

This is relevant to my position because it presents a possible reason to say that the reader 

of a novel is not something like a director, which is something that I very much claim. Kivy's 

argument against thinking of reading as something like a theatre of the mind suggests that the 

way that he thinks about the performance of reading is in a much more minimal sense than what 

I have in mind. He thinks that instead of thinking of readers as directors of their own 

29



productions, we should think of them as musicians, and that reading a novel is more like score-

reading than reading a dramatic script.

Kivy says score-reading is when one internally realizes the sound of a musical score, 

which itself is the notation of a work of music (Kivy 35). Kivy notes that when we think of a 

musician reading a score, it is not unusual to think of the musician as actually playing out the 

music in their head (Kivy 36). Reading novels or plays are similar. While Kivy notes that he is 

making an analogy, and that there are differences between reading novels and score-reading, 

there is an important similarity between the two activities, importantly with the concept of 

interpretation (Kivy38). Specifically we think of there being performance interpretations. With 

readings, we think of there being a contrast between Hegelian and Freudian interpretations of 

Hamlet, with music, we think of there being a contrast between romantic interpretations of 

Beethoven's piano sonatas and more laid back ones. In the case of music, one is shown 

interpretations, in the case of readings, one is shown interpretations (Kivy 38). However, a 

performance of a musical score a musician makes in their own head should be thought of as an 

interpretation in its own right (Kivy 39).

While Kivy thinks that this should also apply to readings of a dramatic script or text, the 

analogy reaches its limit when we consider the fact that while musicians can realize a score in 

their heads, no one can realize a full performance of a scripts in their heads. Success in reading a 

script comes from understanding it rather than performing it (Kivy 41). However, this is not the 

end of the story, as Kivy notes it is important to understand that behind every story, there is a 

storyteller (Kivy 44). He thinks that when performers perform an author's work, they are in a 

sense substituting for that author (Kivy 44). They are performing it. Ion plays the role of Homer 
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in the sense of an actor when he narrates the Illiad for Kivy (Kivy 44). But this does not mean 

that Ion is not coming up with their own interpretation. Kivy thinks that reader of a novel is 

make-believing that they are the storyteller (Kivy 60). And it is in this sense that the “novelist” 

performs a work to themselves. They pretend that they are the one making the story (Kivy 60).

2.2.4 Score-Reading and Interpretation

Kivy says that performances are versions of a performed work, and that “readings” of 

works must come from interpretations. This is key, because the reader bases their performances 

on ideas they have about the work (Kivy 61). He notes that some readers are better trained than 

others in interpreting works. Being trained in interpretation does not mean necessarily being 

formally trained, but Kivy thinks we should think about how an above average reader would 

engage with books. This sort of reader is someone who has reading as an important part of their 

life, is someone who does read literature reviews at least every so often, and reads multiple 

genres. The skilled reader is someone who reads about books at least some of the time (Kivy 64).

Kivy appeals to common sense when thinking of interpretation. He says that it seems to 

be the case that one cannot understand what is going on in a novel without some interpretation 

about what is happening. One understands sentences in a novel without interpretation, but 

interpretation is needed in order to fill in gaps (Kivy 68).

2.3 Interpretation and Fictional Truth

Kivy's story about interpretation is extremely useful for my purposes because it sketches 

out a story about how the individual reader has to bring their own interpretation to the novel they

are reading. Such a position already hints at the possibility of something broader than limiting 
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our understanding of works of fiction to any particular authorized response. He rightly says that 

stories would not even be intelligible if there were not some interpreting of the reader going on. 

Furthermore, he notes that the reader is doing this themselves, and can accept or reject any 

interpretation they read about by literary critics. Already, this is a more expansive account of 

interpretation than offered by Lamarque and Olsen, because it legitimizes idiosyncratic readings 

of fictional worlds. 

Now, this story about interpretation has to be the case. As I argued in the first chapter, we 

should think about the theorizing about the themes or meanings of the work of fiction to be 

outside of what we see as the facts of the fictional world. Even if the author were to write down 

what they thought was the proper interpretation in the footnotes of the book, I think that it would 

be up to the reader to decide if they want to apply this interpretation to the facts of the world of 

fiction or not.

We do not publish full sociological or psychological theories of the characters of the story

with every book. An author of a novel does not usually, for instance, give us a summary of 

Freud, explain that they are a Freudian, and then expect the reader to read a character's 

motivation through a Freudian lens. If I was not a Freudian, say I agreed with Deleuze's 

criticisms of Freud, I would still be able to interpret the character through a different lens, and 

proclaim that the author simply wrote a bad interpretation of his own character in the story. The 

point here being that there are many obvious questions in almost all books about things like 

characters, culture, and motivations that are clearly left opened to interpretations.

Kivy does not give a story about finding out what is true in the fictional world through 

principles or reality or belief of people in society. Although he does not speak exactly in these 
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terms, I take it that he is interested in what the reader believes ought to be supplemented to the 

story. When he talks about the interpretation of a fictional story, he understands that readers 

choose how to interpret a story based on how they feel about it and what they think about it. That

readers of fiction enact their own thoughts in deciding what is true in a fictional world. Some 

readers will even appeal to the writings of other people who are particularly skilled in coming up

with good interpretations. But overall, the reader chooses to interpret things in a particular way. 

And this is because readers of books literally perform it to themselves when they engage with a 

book as a fictional prop. 

2.4 The Multifaceted Stage

There are two particular points in Kivy that I disagree with. These are, first, I believe that 

he under sells the usefulness of stage productions as an analogy to novel reading and, second, I 

do not think that performances of novels entail simply imitating the storyteller. The first major 

point that I disagree with Kivy on is the abandonment of the analogy between reading 

performances and stage performances. Now, while it is obviously the case that there is a very real

difference between seeing a play and seeing the action of a novel happen in real time in the 

imagination, I think that seeing things in the imagination can still be thought of as part , perhaps 

even an important part, of what happens when one performs a novel to themselves. At the very 

least, what people think is appropriate to imagine is informed by what they take as true in the 

world of the fiction. I further think that thinking of the reader of a novel as taking a role similar 

to the director of a movie or play is still incredibly useful, as one thing directors do is make 

decisions on how they ought to perform a particular work. Accepting that mental images play a 

part in the experience of performing a novel to myself does not turn on accepting mistaken 
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Lockean ideas about language. We do not have to think of the performance of a novel to oneself 

as being limited to literally taking place in the theatre of the mind as though the mind itself were 

a 1 to 1 substitute for a stage or movie screen and I was sitting down to watch a novel in my 

imagination the same way I would sit down to watch a play. Nor do we have to think of 

performing a novel to oneself as exclusively having to do with engaging with pretend objects or 

ideas that one engages with, within one's own mind. But a director analogy still stands if we 

think of performing a novel to oneself as taking place on multifaceted stage that the reader uses 

to express to themselves what they think is true in the world of the fiction of the novel. 

When we read books, we sometimes picture what scenes look like in our heads, 

sometimes we do not. We ask questions about a characters motivations, and sometimes answer 

these questions to ourselves. As Kivy says, we think about what inflections the characters would 

make when we read to ourselves. We imagine how characters must be feeling. We make logical 

deductions about what must be happening in the story and decide if the narrator is reliable or not.

We make claims to ourselves if something is true in the story or not. These different parts of the 

experience of reading can be thought of as different parts of the multifaceted stage upon which 

we perform a work to ourselves. Is it literally like watching a movie or a play? No, but this does 

not mean that we cannot think of the reader of written fiction as a director who makes choices 

about what happens in their performance. Who bases their choices upon how the work makes 

them feel, how they think their feelings about the novel interact with their thoughts. And who 

interacts with the world of the story through on all these different levels. Movies and plays still 

stand as a useful analogy if we understand the stage upon which we play out a novel is a 

multifaceted stage constituted of different sorts of activities, that all are part of performing a 
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singular story to myself. I make the ultimate decisions about what goes in, and what stays on the 

cutting room floor. I truly am the director.

Simply because the mind does not work like a literal stage does not mean we cannot still 

think of the reader of fiction as a sort of director. And the director analogy does not turn on 

mistaken Lockean ideas about language. I perform the work to myself, there is an experience of 

this process. And I can very easily make my performance to myself public by reporting to others 

what this performance entailed. I can tell others how I pictured a character. I can tell them what I 

thought of the character's motivations. I can compare my performances of a work to myself with 

the performances of other through a process of critical discourse. My performances can be 

criticized when made public.

And if one is still uncomfortable with the director analogy, I can express the difference 

between my view and Kivy's in the context of music. Kivy sees the reader as the musician, 

making choices in the context of that role. I see the reader as someone who has a broader range 

of choices than the musician. While musicians are creative people whose decisions inform what 

is being seen by the audience, someone else, decides upon who the musicians get to be. 

Sometimes, arrangements with alterations of the instruments used are made, and we still think of 

these different arrangements as performances of the same work, even though it is not being 

performed strictly as written. For instance, Fauré's Pavane, while normally performed with a 

whole orchestra, can be, and has been, performed with only a string quartet (Faure, Pavane – 

Strathcona String Quartet). This is not strictly the decision of the musician, this is the decision of

the person running the whole performance. And I think the reader's role is as broad as this. A 

performance of Fauré's Pavane that is only strings is still a performance of Fauré's Pavane. 

35



When a reader reads a book to themselves, they use it to guide their own imaginings. 

They read it for their own reasons. They are not simply trying to adhere to an authorized 

response. It is always the case that they use it for their own purposes.

2.4.2 The Authority of the Director

My position, the creative supplementation thesis, is that readers of fictional works decide 

upon what to supplement to what is explicitly given in the text, or what is visually recognizable, 

and that this has nothing to do with an authorized response. Kivy's position that the reader of a 

novel in some sense acts as a substitute for the author is in fact a story about accepting a 

particular scheme of authorization as the correct scheme, and so his position comes close to, but 

does not quite, endorse creative supplementation.

I think that storytellers are more independent from the author than Kivy thinks. 

Performing a novel to myself is much more involved than simply putting myself in the place of 

the author. This is not to say that I am making a dead author argument. The author still matters as

the creator of the work one starts with for their performance. However, I think that Lamarque 

and Olsen in Truth Fiction and Literature are correct that we should draw a distinction between 

fiction making and fiction telling in the sense that the work is considered independent from the 

telling. While the author clearly has authority over what is explicitly in the work if we are taking 

the author's work as a whole work, the director clearly has their own sort of authority when it 

comes to the performance of a work. As the person who decides upon what goes into the 

performance of that work, they make the decisions about a) how they are using the prop, b) what 

kind of performance that they want, and c) how they think they should play out that performance.

Do I want Romeo and Juliet set in modern times? I can imagine that performance. Do I 
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want a gender swapped version? I can imagine that. There are real life examples of directors 

doing both in the real world with Romeo and Juliet, why can't readers also do this? I think that 

they very much can, and should do these things if they want to. They may even discover 

interesting performances of these works that are worth sharing. 

And the important point here, as it relates to Lewis, is that it is not a mutual-belief or 

reality rule that we are following to get truth in a fictional world. Nor are we following 

Lamarque and Olsen's principle of verisimilitude. Truth in a fictional world is being determined 

by a director. The director has the ability to flout the work if they wish, but in doing so, they are 

presenting as performance of the work itself.

When we are watching a play, we do not engage with scripts. We engage with performers 

in a drama. When we read scripts to ourselves, we also perform it to ourselves, but we also 

decide how to perform it. We picture things, ask how we think things should be shown. We do 

not simply engage with words in a novel, we engage with our own presentation of those words to

ourselves. We make conclusions about what obtains as true, and we craft imaginings according to

these conclusions. Anyone who spent high school English poring through Shakespeare should 

understand clearly that a script can be treated both as a guide to a performance of a play or 

movie, or as a piece of literature in itself. I am proposing that when we treat it as a piece of 

literature itself, we should see it as something that we perform to ourselves. And in these 

instances, we behave both as directors and performers, and have authority over what is true in 

our performance worlds. We are not simply pretending to be the creator of the work of fiction. 

2.5 Kivy's Platonism

Finally, it is worth mentioning here that Kivy begins with a Platonic view of fiction in 
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which we can think of the type of fiction that novels are as fiction that involves the creation of 

Platonic types, with the performances of those types being the tokens of the type. I am not going 

to say whether or not his Platonism is correct. However, it is worth noting that a Platonic account

of fiction that goes along the lines I propose here would be somewhat different from how a 

Platonic account of this sort of fiction works in his account.

Because my position could be thought of as a stronger version of a performance theory of

fiction than his, my position entails not only that we see works of fiction as tokens of the same 

type. Rather, in my position, different performances would entail different types. These types 

would likely be closely related to each other as they draw upon the same set of descriptions, but 

they would be different types. My performance is not only not your performance, it is a different 

type, not simply a different token of the same type.

Now, one danger people may see in this is that by saying that each individual 

performance of a work of fiction would be a different type were we to understand performances 

in Platonistic terms, that we elevate the reader of fiction to something beyond what they actually 

are. That we turn the writer of novels into a role that is subordinate to that of the reader and their 

imaginings. Perhaps the objection could even suggest that we may turn writers into helpers of the

reader's narcissistic daydreaming. 

My answer to this is that my position in no way lowers the role of the writer. Writers are 

particularly skilled at guiding us into imaginings that we would otherwise not be able to make for

ourselves. Would I be able to guide my imaginings in such a way that would allow me to imagine

the feelings of Raskolnikov while he is ill and despondent after killing the pawnbroker in Crime 

and Punishment without the prose of Dostoevsky (Dosteovsky 179)? Would I be able to really 
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think about the reaction of concern and confusion that his friend Razumihin has without his 

ability to describe the scene (Dosteovsky 181)? Could I do this without the particular prose in the

novel that I am using to guide my imaginings? Probably not. It seems very implausible to think 

that I would be able to just daydream a murder and imagine every aspect of the person who did it

without the guiding hand of a skilled writer, without also acquiring those skills or having his 

talent.

However, I think it is more apt to say that individual readers have completely different 

performance types of this work when they read it. They do not simply experience different 

tokens of the same type. And this can be asserted without diminishing the importance of a skilled

writer in guiding particular imaginings. But just as there is such a thing as a skilled writer, there 

is also such a thing as a skilled reader. And often times particularly skilled readers are recognized

as having very good or interesting interpretations of works of fiction. This particular issue will be

discussed in more detail in chapter 5 when I discuss institutional performances. For now, what is 

important to note is that we should think about a reader's performance of a particular work of 

fiction as an independent entity. 

2.6 Conclusion

I think that all of this well captures what I am trying to get across with the creative 

supplementation principle, especially as it relates to literature. Readers of written literature both 

perform the work to themselves, and act as the director of their own performance of that work. 

They decide upon how it ought to be performed, and what ought to be true in their performance.

This does not of course mean that no rules exist. All performances adhere to a meta-rule 

of authority distribution that I will discuss in detail in the final chapter. And even when flouting 
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happens, performances adhere to this meta-rule. Before we get to the meta-rule, however, more 

needs to be said about how agents approach works of fiction, what assumptions agents bring with

them when they approach a work of fiction, and how they use works of fiction to craft their own 

performances. In order to discuss this, I will discuss the work of Stacie Friend, who proposes that

we can understand truth in fiction by understanding reality as the starting point of agents. 
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Chapter Three: Reader's Assumptions

3.1 Introduction

This chapter will primarily focus on the position of Stacie Friend, who thinks that reality 

serves as the default starting point of reader supplementation.  Her position that agents have a 

starting point for engaging with fiction is an extremely useful one for my purposes, as I am 

interested in the degree to which audiences provide their own content to a work. Friend is the 

first writer that I have come across who suggests that readers of written fiction have a default 

perspective from which they approach fiction, and who brings up psychological studies to 

examine how agents engage with stories. The primary thing that I take away from Friend is that a

default starting point does exist in audiences of all sorts of fiction, including written literature, 

and that this starting point has to do with the assumptions a reader brings to a novel. Where I 

disagree with her, however, is that we can say that this default starting point is content-fixing in 

all cases. I further disagree with her characterization of this starting point.

Friend's argument in favour of the default starting point is the reality assumption. The 

reality assumption is the idea that what obtains as true in the real world obtains as true in some 

fiction, unless there is a reason to depart from this assumption. It can be understood as doing two

things. First, it is acting as an account of how some fictional contents are fixed. When understood

in this way, it is telling us exactly what story truths hold in a particular fictional worlds. Second, 

it tells us that there is a default starting point that audiences approach fiction from. In this 

capacity, the reality assumption tells us that people approach fiction with an understanding of 

what is true in the real world, and deliberately depart from those facts when they engage in 

fiction. While I agree that it is very important to understand how people approach fiction in order
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to understand how content is ultimately fixed, the reality assumption does not quite work as an 

account of content fixing, or as this starting point. Rather, we must say that readers of written 

fiction bring their own assumptions and beliefs to works of fiction.

3.2 The Reality Assumption

In her paper “The Real Foundation of Fictional Worlds (2017),” Stacie Friend makes an 

argument that is closely related to Lamarque and Olsen's claim that when it comes to the facts of 

a fictional world, we generally supplement the real world into written fiction, as seen in chapter 

1. She argues that when it comes to supplementing the background among which the story takes 

place, that readers of fiction default to reality (Friend 29).  Her claim is different on two counts. 

First, she does not claim that the starting point for this process is a rule. Second, as she says that 

this is just something that audiences do, she does not appeal to anything like an authorized 

response, or claim that it is authorization that allows us to properly understanding how 

supplementation happens. 

The reality assumption can be understood as doing two things. First, it is acting as an 

account of how some kinds of fictional content is fixed. In particular, it claims that real world 

truths are fixed as truths in a fictional world unless the work says otherwise. Second, it grounds 

this context-fixing as being done by an agent's mental engagement with a work of fiction.

3.3 Mandates, Prescriptions, Invitations, and Permissions

Friend opens her paper by explaining that she understands fiction to involve prescriptions

to imagine (Friend 30). She specifically formulates the reality assumption as the assumption that 

“everything that is true or obtains in the real world is storified—that is, we are invited to imagine
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it as part of the storyworld—unless it is excluded by the work (Friend 31).” This applies to both 

fictional and non-fictional stories. In order to understand what she means by this, we have to 

understand what she means by invitation.

She distinguishes between what a work mandates, prescribes and invites :

a work mandates imagining that P if failure to imagine that P would mean falling 
below minimum threshold for comprehension. A work prescribes imagining that P if 
we should imagine that P to have a full appreciation of the story. Finally, a work 
invites imagining that P on the following condition: if the question arises and we 
must choose between imagining that P and imagining that not-P, we are required to 
imagine the former (Friend 30).

As an example, she explains that although we never have to imagine that the character 

Gulliver in Gulliver's Travels has internal organs, it would be absurd to claim he does not if

one were asked. As such, she says “what is fictional in a work is what the work invites 

imagining (Friend 30).” She also says that there are things that we are permitted to 

imagine, such as Gulliver's eye colour. What we are permitted to imagine is not fictional in 

a work, because the audience can fill it out as they please. She sums it all up by saying “we

are invited to imagine a great deal more than we should imagine for full understanding, or 

must imagine for minimal understand, but less than we are permitted to imagine (Friend 

31).”

Friend explains that engagement with stories is more involved than simply imagining 

propositions, as when we engage in stories “we imagine a world (Friend 31).” In order to do this,

we create what psychologists call a situational model or mental model. She says “it is a 'mental 

microworld of what the story is about', construction by making inferences, usually automatically 

and subconsciously, from the explicit text, using prior knowledge to develop and update a 

coherent representation of the individuals and events described (Friend 31).” This mental model 

43



is at play in both fiction and nonfiction, and she notes that “non-fiction stories clearly invite 

readers to form mental representations of what they are about (Friend 31).” As such, she thinks 

that mental models at play in fictional stories are not fundamentally different from mental 

models at play in non-fictional stories. And so she claims that when something is the case in a 

story, whether or not it is fiction, we should understand this as something that has been storified 

(Friend 31). 

3.3.2 Minimal Departures

The reality assumption is grounded in a principle of minimal departure: 

“The motivation behind the Reality Assumption is what Marie-Laure Ryan [1980] 
calls the principle of minimal departure: that storyworlds remain as close to the 
actual world as possible. This is how we know that Sethe lacks superpowers (despite 
other supernatural elements in Beloved), that Huck Finn does the right thing, that 
Humbert Humbert is deceptive or delusional. The Reality Assumption captures this 
intuition by instructing us to take for granted that everything that obtains in reality is 
storified, adjusting this presumption only as needed (Friend 32).” 

One example she uses to illustrate how this works is Jane Austin's Emma. When the

main character is described, we are invited to imagine her in the storyworld. Friend says 

“Since Emma never actually existed, this means departing from the ontology of the real 

world. Still, because Emma is human, we take it for granted that she is like real human 

beings in having arms and legs, relationships with other people, and so forth (Friend 32).”

She notes that arguments about how we determine and justify fictional contents have 

been grounded in principles of generation that provide “rules for making inferences from what is 

explicit to what is fictionally the case (Friend 29).” She thinks that the reality assumption must 

lie behind any principle that can be formulated (Friend 29). This is different from a reality 
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principle, which claims that works of fiction fix story truths, and that we can then fill out the 

details of the story world by inferring what the real world would be like if those story truths were

real world truths (Friend 32-33). The reality assumption, on the other hand, serves as a starting 

point for making. 

She notes that “it is widely recognized that the reality principle, formulated as RP, cannot 

be a universal inference rule for implied-story truths (Friend 33).” This is because there can be 

other reasons for departure from reality. One example of this is genre conventions. For instance, 

a novel existing in a fantasy world endorses certain departures simply because we know it is in a 

fantasy world (Friend 33). Secondly, knowing the beliefs of the author or audience may endorse 

further departures (Friend 33). Finally, she notes that “different interpretive strategies can also 

license distinct readings of the same text,” noting that The Turn of the Screw has been seen about 

both a demonic possession and a Freudian exploration of a “sexually repressed narrator (Friend 

33).”

What this all means is that Friend thinks that there is an assumption that lies behind all of 

the various ways in which story truths can be fixed. The assumption is that all of these ways of 

fixing story truths involve departing from reality, and stories only depart from reality as much as 

needed. So a fantasy story may endorse more departures than a romance novel, but because we 

do not need to think of the humans in a fantasy novel as having a third kidney, something being 

in the fantasy genre would not endorse such a departure. What Friend's reality assumption does is

establishes reality as this point of departure

3.3.3 Evidence for Reality Assumption

As evidence for the descriptive claim that we do default to reality when we read, Friend 

45



brings up some empirical studies. First, she brings up a study that demonstrates that we activate 

prior knowledge, including knowledge of ordinary facts, automatically when we read (Friend 

35). Next, she discusses a study in which participants were asked to read a story in which 

someone finds out that another person gets punished for something they did. The story implies 

that the character feels guilty for this. After reading the story, they were asked to read a sentence 

about the character's emotional state after the story ended. The researchers presented participants 

of the study three different versions of a sentence that only differed in the word for the 

character's emotional state. The three words were guilt, pride and shyness (Friend 35). They 

showed that the participants read the sentence more quickly if the word matched the suggested 

emotion of the character of the story, guilt, than if the sentence had one of the other words 

(Friend 35). In another study, similar patterns of response to reading where shown by researchers

in readers with both high and low comprehension skills and lower and greater empathetic 

tendencies. They concluded that making inferences about emotion and location is done fairly 

effortlessly. Friend takes this conclusion to mean that we rely on the reality assumption 

“automatically and unreflectively (Friend 35).” Friend brings up a study in which participants 

were asked to read three short stories of varying levels of realism. The participants were then 

asked if a series of true statements that had nothing to do with the explicitly determined content 

of the story were true in the story world. Participants were more likely to say that these facts 

were storified in more realistic stories, and more likely to pick simpler, less contingent facts as 

being storified (Friend 35). 

Finally, Friend brings up a study in which participants were instructed to read Einstein's 

Dreams (Friend 36). This story involves the scientist having different dreams, each one differing 
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in reality to varying degrees. While most readers were able to understand the story truths that 

were consistent with real world assumptions about time, only readers with literature training 

were able to verify the correct story truths that were not consistent with normal understandings 

of time. This is relevant because she claims that it shows that the more a story tells us to reject 

real world assumptions, the harder stories are to comprehend (Friend 36).. 

3.4 Two Versions of the Reality Assumption

There are two possible understandings for what the reality assumption invites us to 

imagine. Let us call these two understandings the strong reality assumption and the weak reality 

assumption. The strong reality assumption is that all fiction, in all eras, invites readers to imagine

reality, regardless of whether anyone in that culture knows what is actually real. This would 

entail, for instance, that 17th century readers of Don Quixote are invited to imagine a world in 

which quantum mechanics is real, even though no one in the society in which it was written 

knew anything about quantum mechanics. The weak reality assumption is that works of fiction 

invite people to imagine things that are known to be real at the time the fiction is read. In this 

formulation, Don Quixote does not invite readers in the 17th century to imagine that the book 

takes place in in a world in which quantum mechanics is real, as no one knew about that at the 

time, but it does invite contemporary readers to imagine it taking place in a world in which 

quantum mechanics is real. I will first argue that the strong formulation of the reality assumption 

tells us neither how fictional content is fixed, nor how we can understand the starting point of 

content-fixing. I will then argue that the weak reality assumption cannot do this either. I take 

Friend's view to entail the strong version, as she rejects views that take the background truths to 

be set by the beliefs of the society in which the story was written as the default background. She 
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labels this the mutual belief assumption (Friend 37). My engagement with arguments about the 

mutual belief assumptions is not required for my purposes. First because the weak reality 

assumption is not quite the same as the mutual belief assumption. Second, because I do not wish 

to defend a mutual belief assumption either. 

3.4.2 Against the Strong Reality Assumption

In the following section, I will argue that the strong reality assumption cannot work either

as an account of content-fixing or as an account of an agent's mental starting point for engaging 

with a work of fiction.

Recall that in her specific definition of the reality assumption, she claims that audiences 

are being invited to imagine reality as part of the story world and this entails that should an 

audience member be asked something like “does Gulliver have normal human internal organs?” 

they are required to say yes because of the invitation. In order to claim that the strong reality 

assumption exists, what Friend ultimately has to prove is not that agents supplement contents 

that she agrees with, but that the invitation to imagine reality as storified always applies to reality

for all readers of fiction, regardless of the subject's beliefs, or the knowledge set of culture they 

come from. This means that, unknowingly to any members of the culture in which Don Quixote 

was written, they are being invited to imagine the story happening in a world in which Neptune 

is a planet, phrenology is pseudoscience, and slavery is wrong are all true propositions, even 

though these propositions would have been widely considered false in the time that the story was

written. In contemporary times, there are certainly things about the real world that we are wrong 

about, and so in some cases, our understanding of what the invitation to imagine is inviting us to 
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imagine is almost certainly wrong.

Is it possible to invite someone to supplement reality to a fictional story that neither the 

audience nor the writer knows? My answer is that it is not. The best we can do is talk about how 

agents think the background of a story should be filled out. In the time in which Don Quixote 

was written, it would have been impossible to extend an invitation to imagine that the story took 

place in a world in which Neptune existed because its discovery was over 200 years away from 

when the book was published. 

In light of the position that the invitation to imagine reality is impossible where no one 

knows anything about that reality, this means that her evidence for the reality assumption 

equivocates if it is supposed to support the strong version. The evidence shows, not that 

audiences default to supplementing reality no matter who believes it. Rather it shows that agents 

seem to approach stories with a particular set of beliefs and assumptions, which are not 

necessarily assumptions that line up with reality, and that departing from this set of beliefs and 

assumptions requires some effort. The greater the departures from one's assumptions, the more 

skilled the reader has to be at reading. The equivocation happens if one tries to naturalize the 

reality assumption in agent belief.

For instance, one of the studies she cites suggests that in cases where the story departs 

greatly from common understandings of time, audiences have great difficulty in understanding 

parts of the story. The conclusion she draws is that the more a story departs from reality, the 

more difficult it is to understand the story, which suggests that reality assumption exists because 

one can be expected to have a more difficult time understanding stories the more they depart 

from reality. But all this study really shows is that agents approach stories with a particular 
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perspective and particular beliefs, and that stories that depart from those beliefs and perspective 

are harder to understand. It is not evidence of a universal invitation to imagine reality. If agents 

had incorrect beliefs about time, then it would be likely that the stories that aligned with our 

correct understanding of time in Einstein's Dreams would be more difficult to understand for 

these people than those stories that have a false understanding of how time works. 

What this all shows is, first, that the strong reality assumption cannot tell us how reality 

serves as the point of departure as it applies to things in the world that no one knows about, or 

how reality fixes particular fictional contents, because it asks us to take as evidence for its 

existence the beliefs of agents who engage with stories. A weak formulation of the reality 

assumption, in which we acknowledge that the invitation to imagine is contingent upon what is 

actually known, fares somewhat better when it comes to telling us how reality serves as a point 

of departure, but falls short 

3.4.3 The Weak Reality Assumption and Shifting Invitations

So only the weak reality assumption can be supported by the evidence Friend presents. I 

am going to engage with it in three stages. First, I am going to show how the weak reality 

assumption invites different readings of fictional stories depending upon the knowledge set of the

society in which the story is being read. Second, I am going to argue that this means it cannot act

as the foundation of content fixing in fictional worlds, as it leaves too much open to change. 

Finally, I am going to argue that while it may seem plausible for the weak reality to serve as the 

starting point, Friend's technical definitions make it too strict for it to serve this purpose. Then I 
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will conclude that a starting point for fiction does exist, but that it is grounded in the beliefs and 

assumptions of individual agents.

In order to understand how the invitation shifts, think about how knowledge changes. For

instance, there is reasonable disagreement about the location of some old ancient sites. The 

location of the Battle of Gaugamela for instance, is still disputed by historians to this day, 

although there are several possible locations favoured (Marciak et al 536). So, in a historical 

fiction about these events, such as the 2004 movie Alexander, where are we to say where it is 

storified that this particular battle took place? We cannot rely upon the strong reality assumption, 

which would entail that I have been invited to imagine it takes place at the location that it takes 

place, regardless of whether anyone knows that location. So I am forced to rely upon some weak 

assumption. But in reality, reasonable people disagree upon the location of the battle.

There is not one answer regarding where the battle took place, but several possible 

answers and I cannot imagine that the battle took place in all of these places. So I am either left 

to say that the battle's location is unknown to me in the world of fiction, or I can storify that one 

of the argued upon locations as being the location in the historical fiction.  If I want, I can just 

say that the location of the battle is unknown, and leave it at that. But the choice to leave it at that

actually leaves out much discourse that could happen were I to decide upon one or another 

possible location in what I take to be true in the movie Alexander. Because depending on where 

the battle took place, this has an impact on propositions about something like the route each 

army took to get to the site. That is, the location that one decides to storify affects what one 

thinks obtains as true about other things in the world of the story.  

These are not trivial disagreements that have no bearing on other important storified 
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details, such as disagreements over the number of hairs on Holmes's head. These are 

disagreements that invite widely differing sets of interpretations of the characters in the story, of 

the storyworld itself, and over what judgments we ought to make about the storified characters. 

This all means that if we are to accept the weak formulation of the reality assumption,  

fictional works seem to invite readings differently depending upon different readers, and seem to 

invite readings in different time periods. Suppose 10 years from now, the location of the Battle of

Gaugamela is proven beyond any doubt. Once this happens, works of historical fiction such as 

the movie Alexander would permit a different set of interpretations than it does today. And so it 

now seems like the invitation to imagine changes depending upon the information that is 

available to the society in which the story the story is being told. Furthermore, if one is a 

falibilist, this means that all invitations to imagine are opened to changing at some point in the 

future. Meaning that what is considered the default starting point depends upon what is 

considered to be knowledge in the society of reading.

3.5 The Limits on Reality as Content-Fixing

Friend lists the genre considerations and academic interpretation as reasons for departures

from reality, so she already acknowledges that there are reasons outside of the work itself to 

depart from the starting point of reality. Given that I think that readers of novels should be 

thought of as directors of their own performances of those novels, then reader interpretations will

provide another reason for departure from reality that has nothing to do with the work when we 

think about literature. Therefore, the weak reality assumption can only tell us something about 

some starting point, not tell us about content-fixing itself. Reality should not be departed from 

only as needed, it should be departed from as much as one needs to have a valuable reading of a 
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work. 

The point, here, is that if we are to take the reality assumption as an invitation, what it 

tells us to supplement seems to changes depending upon what people actually know, when the 

book is being read, who the book is being read by, what genre the book is in, and what 

interpretations of the book one has read in literary criticism, and what interpretations one comes 

up with by themselves. Under all these considerations, the reality assumption cannot be the basis 

of understanding content-fixing in the cases that Friend says it applies to, as people will interpret 

the background among which the story is thought to take place among according to what people 

actually know when they engage with the story. 

If neither version can account for content-fixing, what does the weak reality assumption 

tell us about departing from reality? Friend specifically formulates the reality assumption as 

“everything that is true or obtains in the real world is storified—that is, we are invited to imagine

it as part of the storyworld—unless it is excluded by the work (Friend 31).” And her definition of

an invitation is “a work invites imagining that P on the following condition: if the question arises

and we must choose between imagining that P and imagining that not-P, we are required to 

imagine the former (Friend 30).” Even if we take the reality assumption to be the weak reality 

assumption, this cannot be quite right for two reasons. First, I take what is true in a fiction to be 

what is true in a particular performance of that fiction. Second, I want an account of the starting 

point of a director to allow for departing from reality to be allowed to depart to a greater degree 

than what is needed for a performance. Her reality assumption is still designed to adhere to the 

principle of minimal departure, which says that departures from reality happen only as needed. 

So, while it is good that she notes that people engaging with works of fiction bring some 
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assumptions to that work, it cannot be said that this assumption is simply reality, knowledge can 

form the basis of the background world of the fiction. 

3.6 Reader Assumption as the Starting Point of Literary Performance

So instead of just saying that the invitation to imagine reality exists, we should simply 

say that agents who engage in performances of fiction bring their own beliefs and assumptions 

about the real world to that performance. When it comes to literature, we can say that in general 

there is a set of the most common beliefs and assumption present in the community in which the 

book is read. However, we should not think of this set of beliefs as an automatically content 

fixing set of beliefs. Fiction, in general, involves coming up with creative departures from these 

real world assumptions, often in clever and creative ways. And if we are thinking of creative 

departures from reality as a part of making a compelling fiction, readers, as the directors of their 

own performances of works of literature, are able to make these creative departures as well. 

Writers and directors of movies and plays make the departures they think they ought to, 

and this depends upon what kind of performance they want to express. And so, when we are 

talking about fixing contents in a performance, this is being done in accordance with what the 

director thinks is most appropriate.  For instance, the movie I'm Not There, is a movie about Bob 

Dylan. Bob Dylan was not cast in the film, despite the fact that he was alive at the time of 

filming. Furthermore, 6 actors, not 1 actor, played Bob Dylan. The director was not trying to 

replicate reality, they were creating a fictional world that one could use to say something about 

the real world. The film makers knew about the reality of Bob Dylan's life, but departed from 

that to make an interesting movie that we see from a particular perspective, and what they 
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presented on screen was what they thought ought to be presented in order to make an interesting 

film.

In principle, readers of books can do the same thing when they perform novels to 

themselves. They reflect upon what they read, they think about what the explicit content is telling

them, then they decide upon how they ought to think of the novel to themselves. They do not 

simply follow mandates, prescriptions, invitations and permissions in order to understand some 

scheme of best fit for their imaginings. In invoking the director analogy, I suggest that the reader 

of a work of fiction plays an extremely active role in deciding on what goes in the performance 

of a work of fiction to themselves than responding to mandates, prescriptions, invitations and 

permissions. And, very importantly, every agent who approaches a book is unique. So while we 

can understand that generally, a particular community of readers will contain readers who 

approach a book in a similar way, they will all do this a little bit differently, and their beliefs and 

assumptions about what is real will not necessary fix certain contents.

3.7 A Community of Readers

Finally, while I have been making a lot of the individual reader as the director of their 

literary performance, there is a sense in which contingent constraints can be placed upon readers 

when we consider that readers engage in fiction in a community of readers. A community of 

readers is simply any group of agents with common interpretive strategies for engaging with 

fiction. These interpretive strategies can simply exist as norms in the community, or these 

interpretive strategies can be complex and very explicit. The community of Sherlock Holmes 

readers do not share explicit arguments for not allowing Holmes to be a purple gnome with a 
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third nostril, it is just the case that it is assumed that he is not this, and it seems weird to think of 

him this way. On the other hand, a community of James Joyce readers will share very complex 

and explicit interpretative strategies for approaching his works. Communities of readers can exist

on a small scale, from a suburban book club or a graduate level seminar in literature, to some 

very large scale, such as an internet forum in which many people discuss the same book. But if 

any individual reader does engage with a community of readers with the goal of sharing 

interpretive strategies, what they think obtains as true in the story will likely align with the 

interpretive strategies generally accepted in that community. This is not to say that we are saying 

communities of readers fix truth in fiction. Rather, that readers in communities of readers will 

likely employ a specific set of interpretive strategies, at least when initially approaching a work. 

Content fixing is always ultimately being done by the reader as director.

One of the things that happens in some communities of readers is that theories about 

things that were not explicitly described will be bounced back and forth. People will discuss 

what unstated facts they think obtain as true in the world of the fiction. People will express views

on a character's psychology or morality. All of these things will influence the decisions of the 

individual reader when they read the work to themselves, and will affect what they think should 

obtain as true in the world of a fiction. 

It should be noted that talk of a community of readers is different from what Friend calls 

the mutual-belief assumption, as what she has in mind when she speaks about this is the 

assumption that understanding the mutual-beliefs in the author's society will provide the default 

background details (Friend 37). Rather, what I am saying matters most is the beliefs that a 

community of readers has about the content of the novel. A specific example of how a 
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community of readers influences people's performance written fiction will be discussed in some 

detail in the last chapter in the discussion on socially relevant fiction.

3.8 Conclusion

Friend's main merit is in recognizing that a default starting point exists for people who 

engage with a work of fiction. Understanding that readers approach fiction with a set of 

assumptions is important in understanding how audiences actually engage with fiction, especially

given that we do not read books in a vacuum. This starting point, however, cannot be thought of 

as content-fixing, as what is true in a world of fiction is not necessarily held to some minimal 

departure of reality. Furthermore, limiting departures from reality to what is needed to 

understand the story downplays the freedom that a reader has from departing from reality 

creatively, and downplays their ability to engage in unconventional performances of stories.
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Chapter Four: Performance and Props

4.1 Introduction

Up to this point,  I have argued with respect to literature that readers of literature have 

complete freedom to supplement whatever they want to whatever has been explicitly determined,

and that unconventional supplementations does not make one's reading of a novel unauthorized. 

One potential danger that I dealt with in chapter two was the worry that my position diminishes 

the importance of the author. Closely related to this issue is the potential of diminishing the 

importance of the actual artifact produced by creators of fiction. I will conclude here that the 

degree to which a work is authoritative in a particular performance depends upon whatever 

authority distribution scheme is appropriate to that performance.

Walton, on the other hand, argues in Mimesis as Make-Believe that representational works

do, in fact, do the work of fixing contents in games of make-believe, and he does this by 

introducing the notion of a work's function, and distinguishing between authorized and 

unauthorized uses of props. I will argue that any account of fiction that makes something of a 

work's function has to tell us where this function is coming from. 

4.2 Authorization

In order to understand how Walton thinks some props endorse particular games of make-

believe, we have to understand something about what he has to say about props, representations 

and function. A prop for Walton is something that generates fictional truths (Walton 37). A 

fictional truth is simply something that is true in a game of make-believe (Walton 35). Props do 

this by prescribing certain imaginings (Walton 39). Props can do this when they have been said 
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to have a role in a particular game of make-believe. Walton uses an example of a game in which 

it is declared that all tree stumps are bears to demonstrate this. In such a game, when the people 

playing the game come across a stump, they pretend it is a bear (Walton 37).

Particular props have the function of serving in particular games of make-believe. He 

says “I will call games of the kind a given prop has the function of serving in authorized ones for

it (Walton 51).” Walton understands representational art works to be props in games of make-

believe. He says “La Grande Jatte, Michelangelo's David, Gulliver's Travels, Macbeth and 

representational works of art generally are props in games of make-believe (Walton 51).” 

Stumps are not representational works, on this understanding, because they have not been

deliberately made for particular authorized games (Walton 51). In order for something to be used

as a representational work, it must be authorized to be used as such, not something that is being 

used in an ad-hoc fashion. If one were to imagine a stump to be a bear in a path on a particular 

occasion, the stump would be an ad-hoc prop, not an authorized prop meant to be used in a game

of make-believe (Walton 51) On this point he specifically says “I favor limiting “representation” 

to things whose function is to be props, but in a looser and less restrictive sense of “function,” 

which I will not define rigidly (Walton 52).” Function will be dealt with in more in the next 

section, but what he means by function here is that these works have the function of being used 

in particular games of make-believe. 

Appreciating particular props involves playing games of make-believe with them in

which the props have the function of contributing to that particular game of make-believe 

(Walton 53). One can analyze props by understanding their function, without actually 

playing a game of make-believe with them (Walton 53). Walton later formulated this view 
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as the idea that “a proposition is fiction in (the world of a particular work W), just in case 

full appreciation of W requires imagining it (Walton, In Other Shoes 17.)”

4.2.2 Function

So we have seen that Walton thinks that we can understand representational works of art 

as a kind of prop, that these kinds of props have particular games of make-believe that are 

authorized by the work's function. And so we must understand exactly what function is for 

Walton to understand authorization. While he does not define function rigidly, the notion of 

function is central to his view. On it, he says:

Appreciating paintings and novels is largely a matter of playing games of make-
believe with them of the sort it is their function to be props in. But sometimes we are 
interested in the props themselves, apart from any particular game. And we are 
interested, sometimes, in seeing what contributions it is their function to make to 
games of make-believe, what fictional truths it is their function to generate, and what 
sorts of games would accord with their function, without necessarily playing such 
games (Walton, Mimesis as Make-Believe 53).

Walton is completely unapologetic about the vagueness of the notion of function (Walton 

91).

Some props have the function to be used in games of make-believe generally, while some 

props have the function of being used in particular games of make-believe. Dolls, for instance, 

have the function of being used in games of make-believe, but Walton does not think that 

unconventional uses of dolls are misuses (Walton 62). Paintings like La Grande Jatte have 

particular sets of fictional truths attached to them and many paintings, such as La Grande Jatte, 

might be said to have their own fictional spaces that are created like them. This is unlike dolls, 

which have no fictional space attached (Walton 62-63). 

He says being precise about function is actually completely pointless, as what matters is 
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distinguishing between when a work has the function of being a prop and when it does not. He 

says “functions are relative to society, so is fiction (Walton 91).” There are a variety of things 

that Walton thinks we may understand a work's function to come from. He states

What counts as fiction will depend on how its maker intended or expected it to be 
used; or on how, typically or traditionally, it is actually used; or on  what uses people 
regard as proper or appropriate (whether or not they do so use it); or on how, 
according to accepted principles, it is in fact to be used (whether or not people realize
this); or on one or another combination of these. There is no point in being precise 
here.(Walton 91).

This is an important point for him as while Greek myths may or may not have been 

fictions for the ancient Greeks, they are fiction to us in the modern day, and so have the function 

of serving as props in games of make-believe (Walton 92). Function is “relativised by degree” 

for Walton, meaning that fictionality can be present in different sorts of works to varying 

degrees. Novels may contain nonfiction, nonfiction may contain metaphors or other fictional 

devices, and this is all fine for Walton (Walton 92). There are borderline cases, although these 

can often be cleared up by understanding the works primary function. For instance, Berkeley's 

Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous prescribes imaginings, but the primary purpose of the 

work is to present Berkeley's views on nature (Walton 93). Sometimes, a work may seem to have

several main purposes, such as “nonfictional novels” or “factual fictions.” In these cases, Walton 

does not want to say that these works have a primary function (Walton 94).

4.2.3 Unauthorized Games

For Walton, games of make-believe that do not follow from a representational work's 

function are unauthorized games. In order to demonstrate this, he uses the painting La Grande 

Jatte as an example (Walton 58). Walton thinks that when one appreciates a representational 
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work, they do so by playing a game of make-believe with it. Playing a game of make-believe 

involves both a game-world and a work-world and worlds, he says, have a 1 to 1 relationship 

with games of make-believe (Walton 58). This means that works have worlds associated with 

them and appreciator's games have separate worlds associated with them. In the game-world, the 

appreciator makes it fictional that they are seeing what the painting depicts, but in the work 

world, it is not fictional that the viewer is looking at the painting (Walton 59). What Walton 

means by a fictional world has something to do with our ordinary notions of them. After saying 

that he prefers relying on the notion of a fictional world as little as possible, he says

But we cannot ignore fictional worlds entirely. For whatever the dangers, ordinary 
notion(s) of fictional worlds undeniably play a central role in our thinking about 
representation. And since representation is a cultural phenomenon, our thinking about
it is part of what needs to be understood (Walton 58)

He explicitly states that it is not crucial for his work to pin down exactly what they are, 

however he does say that they may be associated with clusters of propositions that attain in a 

fictional world, but that these clusters of propositions are not what he is talking about when it 

comes to fictional world (Walton 64).

The sense in which some uses of La Grande Jatte are unauthorized has to do with the fact

that the painting has the function of serving in only particular games of make-believe. The 

painting in question depicts a couple strolling in the park. If one were to decide that the couple 

was actually a pair of hippos, this is an unauthorized game (Walton 59-60). Walton states, “The 

hippopotamus game is inappropriate for the painting, unauthorized (in the sense defined earlier); 

to play it is to misuse the work (Walton 60).”
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4.3 The Origins of Functions

Walton under appreciates the necessity of understanding where anything that we might 

call a work's function comes from. While Walton states that a representational work gets its 

authorization from being deliberately created for games of make-believe that they have the 

function of serving in, he provides no essential creation conditions that really differentiates 

thinks like stumps from representational works. He lists several possible sources of a work's 

function, and simply states that a function could come from any one or combination of these 

things, and that being precise about this is completely pointless.

However, this makes the explanatory power of the concept very limited. The issue that 

Walton seems to think that function resolves is that it allows us to differentiate between when 

things are taken as fact, and when things are taken as fiction. Works that are taken as fiction are 

works that have functions and have prescriptions to imagine attached on his view, whereas works

that are purely to do with fact do not have functions attached to them. And this idea of the work 

having a function relies heavily on the idea that it is function that is doing the work of 

differentiating between when a work is fiction and when it expresses fact. 

But the vagueness of function and where it comes from is a bigger deal than Walton 

acknowledges. If I want to know if a work has a function or not, I have to understand how people

think the work should be used. Let us take Watson's war wound as an example. The most 

common interpretation of Watson is that we take him as a reliable narrator, and so we might say 

that Sherlock Holmes works have the function of generating the fictional truth that Watson is a 

reliable narrator. We dismiss the stated contradictions about the location of his war wound as 

mistakes, and so make it that the contradictions do not generate any fictional truths about 
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Watson. 

But in doing this, we are effectively crossing out lines in the prop. We make it true that 

Watson has a war wound, and say that the prop does not have the function of telling us where it 

is. But these are descriptions given in the Sherlock Holmes stories. If we do not remove these 

descriptions, of course, one may conclude that Watson is an unreliable narrator, but this is not 

how people want to understand the work. And so what Walton is calling a work's function seems 

to also allow us to revise what we are taking from the prop in the appropriate situation, and so 

whatever function is doing, knowing it and being able to follow it in this case seems to involve 

understanding what some community of readers thinks is the proper interpretation.

If there is such a thing as a work's function, we have to understand where it comes from 

in order to understand what it is doing. Someone who picks up the Holmes series without 

knowing that a community of readers thinks that it is OK to ignore the contradictions regarding 

Watson's war wound would have no idea that the work's function allows them to cross out the 

lines in which Watson contradicts himself about his war wound would have no clue that the work

has the function of serving in games in which Watson is reliable. So if works do have functions, 

whatever these functions do require us to have an account of the division of truth-making labour 

commonly being applied to the book by a particular community of readers. In the next chapter, I 

will be dropping the idea of works having a function in in favour of just saying that props have 

truth-making roles that can change with a change of context.

4.4 Ad Hoc Props

Another issue that arises is that the idea of function is clearly insufficient to tell us if 

something is a prop or not. Walton says that stumps do not have functions, as they are ad hoc 
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props. But what if I were to put a stump in an art gallery, and put a name plate next to it with the 

word “Bear” on it, with instructions to the visiting members of the gallery telling them to 

imagine this stump is a bear. Is it still an ad hoc prop? While it may not be a human made 

artifact, it is the case that this stump has now been given a role in a game of make-believe that is 

authorized by the context it has been put it. In other words, it now seems to have a function of 

serving in a game of make-believe for the museum goers. Removed from the context, I think it is

the case that this tree stump does not lose its status as an art piece that is mean to be used in 

games of make-believe in which it is thought of as a bear, simply because its presence of having 

once been in an art gallery would provide a significant amount of context that makes it a prop. 

If this seems strange, consider Marcel Duchamp's Fountain. This sideways urinal with R 

Mutt scribbled on the side was submitted as a sculpture to an art gallery, although it was never 

shown in the gallery. It became known because of controversy drummed up by Duchamp 

himself, and was shown to the public in a photograph in May 1917 (Camfield 67-68). The urinal 

itself has been lost and has not been found since (Camfield 86). If we were to find the actual 

object again, we would not think of it as a vandalized urinal, we would think about it as 

Duchamp's Fountain. There is a significant amount of historical context surrounding the object 

to suggest that it has the function of serving in a strange game of make-believe.

This further suggests that understanding where functions and being precise about them is 

extremely important in any understanding of fictional truth we may have. And this entails having

an account of the division of truth-making labour in fiction. Individuals engaging with fiction 

have the final say on what obtains as true in the fiction. However, we can understand that props 

themselves operate in a community of appreciators that cannot be separated from particular 
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props if we are to understand their significance within that community.

4.5 Conclusion

I prefer to think of props in general as having a contextual truth-making role instead of 

thinking of representational works as special class of props that have functions. In the next 

chapter, when I discuss props, I will not be referring to their function, but their truth-making role,

and I will not define a separate class of props as representational works. This is because this 

makes a prop's truth-making role open to a degree of context sensitivity that is lacking in 

Walton's account of function. I think it is extremely important to understand where any concept 

of authorization comes, and to be precise about this, in order to understand particular enacted 

performances. The point of bringing Walton into this is twofold. First, I will rely upon his idea 

that there are props that have a truth-making role in particular occurrences of use. However, I 

also wanted to show that we cannot appeal to some features of works of fiction by themselves to 

really explain content determination and content fixing. We need to understand how they are 

used, who is using them, and what purpose they are using them for. We want an agent centred 

view that tells us about how agents in a community endorse particular sets of performances, not a

work centred view. We also want a view that is context sensitive. In the following chapter, I will 

provide this.
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Chapter Five: The Meta-Rule of Authority Distribution

5.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I will put forward my positive view on how content determination works 

if we are to accept the creative supplementation thesis. The creative supplementation thesis says 

that performances involving a work of fiction do not have to adhere to any particular scheme of 

authorization. This is especially relevant to audiences of written literature. However, just because

performances do not have to adhere to any particular scheme of authorization does not mean that 

we cannot express how authority distribution works in performances in relation to a community 

of readers. Below, I will outline a meta-rule of authority distribution that governs performances, 

and then explain how different kinds of performances conform to this meta-rule.

5.2 Putting The Groundwork Together

In the first chapter, I laid out the problem of determining fictional content in so far as the 

question was discussed by David Lewis. Lewis thought that fictional truth could be expressed as 

truth in a possible world in which the story is told as known fact. But he was uncomfortable with 

the idea that we could say it was true of Sherlock Holmes that he had a third nostril even though 

it does not say he does not in the text, and so analyzed fictional truth in such a way that restricted

which possible worlds the stories of Holmes could be true in. He settled on an analysis in which 

fictional worlds in which the story was told as known fact were restricted by the common beliefs 

of the society of origin. He also introduced revisability conditions that allowed a reader to fit a 

story with mistakes in it like the location of Watson's war wound into a possible world semantics 
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framework. I argued that limiting fictional truth to fictional worlds we get from some 

circumstances of the writing is ad hoc and arbitrary, especially in light of his introduction of 

revisability to his analysis. As such, our understanding of fictional truths and fictional contents 

should be freed from these arbitrary restrictions. We should think of the practice of 

understanding contents in a fictional world that have been supplemented to what is explicitly 

given by some work as a creative process. In written fiction, audiences decide on supplementing 

content in the same way that a director takes a script, and makes decisions on how to turn that 

script into a full production. In each reading of a book, there is a real sense in which they 

perform that book to themselves when they fill in the contents of the fictional world. I call this 

the creative supplementation thesis, which is simply that content determination and content 

fixing do not have to be understood as adhering to any particular scheme of authorization. The 

notion of supplementation is introduced by Lamarque and Olsen. However, they limit 

supplementation to to be an authorized response to the fictive utterance. I denied that we have to 

understand authorization in this context, arguing in favour of an expanded view of authorization.

I then introduced Kivy's performance view of literature, and contrasted my position with 

his. On Kivy's view, readers of fiction perform written fiction to themselves in the same way that

musicians perform scores. Readers, on this view, are to be understood as individual interpreters 

of a story, and perform works of fiction to themselves in a similar fashion to how musicians 

perform and interpret music. I argued that the performance is much more involved, and the 

reader acts both as the director of their performance, and the performer of their performance, and

that they have the authority that comes with being a director. The locus of fictional truth should 

therefore be thought of as the individual performance of a work. According to the creative 
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supplementation thesis, people decide on what is true in particular performances of fictional 

works.

I then discussed Stacie Friend's reality assumption. Friend argues that behind any 

principle must lie reality as the default starting point of fiction. I agreed that a default starting 

point exists, but that this default starting point is not content fixing to the degree that Friend 

thinks that it is, and should instead be understood as a departure point for imaginings. Finally, I 

got to the work of Walton and his make-believe theory. Walton sees the work of fiction as the 

thing that does the authorization with its function. I explained that his view leaves far too much 

unclear regarding how this works. And despite what he says, we should be precise about the 

origins of a work and the community of appreciators associated with that work in order to 

understand what fictional truths might be associated with it.

And now, in the final chapter, I will argue that we should look outside of performances to 

understand exactly how they work. Instead of appealing to props, circumstances, or reality as 

having the last word in content fixing what is not explicitly stated in the text, I argue that we 

should understand content-fixing to adhere to a meta-rule that tells us how content is determined 

in the enacted performances of works of fiction. This is different from the fictive utterance 

theory, as it does not rely upon understanding fiction completely through an authorized response.

5.3 The Director's Authority

One reason that the reader of literature as director analogy supports the creative 

supplementation thesis is that part of the separation between the writer and director of a play is 

that the director has their own authority apart from the writer. So let us think about exactly what 

a director does when they decide to turn a script into a production.
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Directors will decide upon what actors play what role. The actors embody the roles in the 

script by performing those roles. So in Romeo + Juliet where Leonardo DiCaprio played Romeo, 

in the world of that performance, every physical characteristic of that actor becomes the physical 

characteristics of Romeo, every action taken by the actor an action of Romeo's. The director also 

decides upon the physical objects that will have fictional truths about them obtain in a 

performance. This includes the physical sets of the production. In the case of film, the director 

decides upon shooting locations. In a stage production,  the director decides upon set dressing. 

The director of a play can decide upon very detailed sets for their play making these details true 

in the performance. If the set pieces are minimal then much is left up to the audience's 

imagination. A minimalist production of Romeo and Juliet in which the stage is mostly black will

force the audience to fill in the details themselves. In this case, the creative supplementation 

thesis now says that they have the authority to fill in the details or not according to how they feel 

they ought to fill those details in. But they are given less freedom to do this the more detail the 

director puts in.

Now you may be asking after this point “but did you not argue that it is possible to have a

performance of Sherlock Holmes in which he is really a purple space gnome? What if there is a 

stage production of Holmes in which he is a British gentleman? Does the creative 

supplementation thesis not suggest that I can add my own story to the performance in which 

despite appearances Holmes is actually a purple space gnome with a third nostril?”

The answer is that in that performance of Holmes, it will always be fictionally true that 

something named Sherlock Holmes appears to everyone else in the world of the fiction to 

physically appear to be a British Gentleman. But the audience member is free to think something
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like “AHA! I've read Holmes and given how strange he is, he is clearly using a deception ray to 

appear that way!” In this way the audience adds their own interpretation to the performance. But 

simply because one can do this does not mean that one should do this. The norms of theatre 

going involve taking what one is seeing on the stage at face value. And unless our hypothetical 

audience member has an absolutely brilliant reason for why it should be the case in such a 

performance of Sherlock Holmes, the fictional world they have created in which what they are 

watching is secretly a science fiction production is probably a rather silly one. Indeed the more 

people involved in adding to the fictional world, the more one's choices about what goes in play 

off the choices of another person.

But the flip side of this is that if a director decides to have a sci fi performance of 

Sherlock Holmes in which all the characters are dressed up as space aliens with nothing changed 

to the dialogue, the norms of theatre going also suggest that this performance should also be 

taken at face value here as well. And if someone wanted to claim that what they just watched was

simply a play in which English humans were all just dressed up as space aliens for some reason, 

the audience member would also have to have an incredibly brilliant reason for saying this as this

as well. So if the director decides upon an outlandish performance of Sherlock Holmes then the 

audience member who wants to add some story in about how it is not really science fiction has to

take many extra steps.

The uniting factor in both of these scenarios is the fact that when it comes to fiction there 

is a very real sense in which the audience is collaborating with the director and the performers in 

participating in the creation of the performance. 
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5.3.2 Collaboration

The idea that understanding collaboration is a key part of understanding fiction is 

something that has been previously written about by Lamarque and Olsen. They draw upon C.G. 

Prado's Make Believe: Philosophical Reflections of Fiction to make this point (Lamarque and 

Olsen 35). Prado, they note says that “'world making' is done for its own sake and reinforced by 

the collaboration of others (Lamarque and Olsen 37).” Lamarque and Olsen take this point about

collaboration and suggest that “the best way of explaining the required collaboration, we suggest,

is through the notion of an established practice with its underlying procedural rules (Lamarque 

and Olsen 37).” I will not deal too much with the differences between what I am doing and their 

project, except to say that while both myself and Lamarque and Olsen think it is important to 

understand the collaboration that lies at the heart of the practice of fiction, we look in different 

places to find these rules. While they think in terms of authorized responses to a fictive utterance,

I think we need to understand collaboration on a much more case by case basis, because what 

constitutes particular collaborations, and what determines truth in a fictional world, changes 

depending on what is constitutive of a particular performance.

The more collaborators in the decisions of the world of the fiction the more they have to 

coordinate to make the performance a good one. The more collaborators there are then the more 

the collaborators have to accept the contributions of the other collaborators as acceptable. One 

good illustration of the benefits of accepting your collaborator's contributions comes with improv

games. The first lesson of improv is that you say yes to all of your improv partner's introductions

into your improv game and build from them, summed up in the saying “yes, and.” It is totally 

possible to deny your partner's introduction of something in the game, but doing this regularly 
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usually makes for bad and unfunny improv. And so the more you collaborate with your improv 

partners the better your improv performance will be.

In scripted performances, there is a real sense in which the audience has to cooperate with

the director in order to accept the director's presentation as being true in a fictional world at face 

value. Directors make a lot of choices about what happens on the stage, and while the creative 

supplementation thesis implies that audience members might be able to make changes to the 

performance world in their head, norms of theatre going entail that audience members should 

take what they see at face-value. In doing this, the audience member collaborates with the 

director in acknowledging the truth of whatever the director has presented to the audience. 

What exactly does it mean to collaborate in a single performance? This involves an 

agreement to accept someone's choices as true. A director agrees to the writer of a script's 

dialogue as happening in the story. The writer agrees to the director's authority to make their own

choices of actor and scenery. The director agrees to collaborate with the actors regarding 

interpretations of motivations. And the audience accepts the final production at face-value. The 

relationships within a collaboration are not always equal. Audiences of a movie agree to see what

they recognize in the movie as true in the fictional world the movie presents. But directors do not

agree to accept the audience's suggestions, especially after the final product is out. Nor can the 

production assistant override the director's decisions as the movie is being made. This is one way

of looking at the director's authority in movies. There has been an agreement to people involved 

in the production that the director has the right to decide upon certain contents in a fictional 

performance. On the other hand, if we think of an improv game in which the audience is asked to

throw out a job title for one of the improv actors to pretend to have, the actors are giving the 
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audience some authority in the process of fiction making. This is all situational and contextual, 

but the uniting factor here is that people collaborate on a performance. And this collaboration is 

happening with the audience even if all they are doing is accepting the director's decisions as 

authoritative about what is contentful in the world of the performance. 

When it comes to written fiction, there are only two necessary collaborators in the final 

performance of that work, there is the reader and writer. And, as I have argued, the reader has the

same sort of authority the director has in deciding upon the content of that fictional world. I can 

do a straightforward Victorian England interpretation of Sherlock Holmes to myself, I can do a 

sci fi one to myself. The choice is mine! On the other hand, when it comes to stage productions 

or movies, there are many collaborators in the final performance. So there are many choices that 

the audience of a movie has to accept, and many of them they would have to deliberately flout 

were they to come up with a creative interpretation of what is happening in front of them. The 

topic of flouting will be dealt with in more detail below. In day-dreams there is one person 

involved. The person performing the day dream. In these cases it makes no sense to speak of 

flouting a performance.

As I stated at the start of this section, Lamarque and Olsen's fictive utterance theory 

makes much of collaboration. However, their idea of exactly who has authority where and when 

in the collaboration between audiences and tellers is much too rigid. Collaboration should be 

given on case by case basis. The audience agrees to see what is on stage as true in the world of 

fiction, but even in plays certain things are left ambiguous. There are different degrees of what is 

possible depending upon how much collaboration is going on. But before talking about flouting, 

we need to have a solid understanding of how truths obtain within performances. 
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5.4 Performers, Props and Roles

I maintain that Walton fundamentally misplaced the relationship of significance when it 

comes to fictional contents. He later acknowledged that the idea that there is just 1 game-world 

and 1 work-world is too simplistic, and that fictional worlds are more complex than he originally

thought (Walton, In Other Shoes 33). However, continuing to try to understand representational 

works as props that have a limited set of associated fictional worlds that one must stick to in 

order to have full appreciation of the work is the wrong direction to go from this. Instead, we 

should place the locus of fictional truth on the occasions of the performance of a work, rather 

than on the work itself, and forget about trying to have a single authorization scheme that limits 

the set of worlds associated with the prop. In formalizing truth in fiction, we should instead think

about props, authorization and function in a much more contextual way. Instead of invoking 

Walton's notion of function, I prefer to just think of props in terms of their truth-making role in a 

performance. Limiting props to having roles and not invoking function suggests something more 

context sensitive than what Walton seems to have in mind. Understanding what is possible in a 

performance is not a matter of understanding that props have been authorized to be used in 

particular games, and limiting “full appreciation” to playing these authorized games, but a matter

understanding the division of truth-making labour being done in particular performances. 

Everything else is contingent upon this. 

When it comes to the facts of the world of an actual performance, two sorts of things 

make things true within that performance. Performers and props. Children saying “let's pretend 

to be pirates” declare that any actions they perform within the context of that declaration will be 

the actions of pirates. They not only make themselves performers, they define a role that they 
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have as performers, the role of pirates. And so any actions they perform will make truths obtain 

in their performance of that particular role. Should they pick up sticks and declare that these 

sticks are swords, they make these sticks objects that make certain truths obtain in some 

performance in which these sticks are swords. If they were to hit a tree with those sticks, and 

pretend to chop it down, it would obtain as true in the game that they are cutting a tree, simply 

because they are performing this action. When they define these sticks as objects that make 

truths obtain in fictional worlds, they also define a role for these props. If they hit the tree with 

sticks, in the context of the game they are not hitting the tree with bats, they are chopping down 

the tree with swords. The directors, the children making the declarations, have assigned truth-

making roles to themselves as performers, and to the sticks as props.

When it comes to literature, and stories, Walton says that collections of words can act as a

prop, and accepting this is fine for my purposes (Walton, Mimesis as Make-Believe 353). When 

reading a Sherlock Holmes story, the most common way of understanding a Holmes novel is that

these are the reliable accounts of Watson. We can think of this as giving a truth-making role to 

the novel in which it provides descriptions that are straightforward and true. That is, the director 

assigns this role to the prop. In assigning such a role, they normally agree to not tear out pages of

a book just because they do not like where the story has gone. However, they can cross out lines 

if these do not line up with the truth-making role that they have assigned to the prop. In this case,

the contradictions about the location of Watson's war wound entail that these lines can be crossed

out, as they do not allow the prop to fulfill the role of providing straightforward descriptions that 

come from a reliable narrator.

Views in which the prop alone is limiting the set of possible fictional worlds cannot be 
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formulated as a rule, as there are clear cases in which it is intuitively acceptable for the reader to 

cross out lines in a work, and ignore certain parts of the prop. My way of understanding this is to 

understand that props have particular truth-making roles assigned to them from outside of the 

performance by whatever directors have authority in that performance. While there is always a 

degree of collaboration going on between reader and author, the reader does have the final say in 

dealing with issues of contradiction and ambiguity, and this depends upon the role they have 

assigned to the novel. 

We can see how this works in an improv game where the actors ask the audience to 

contribute to the game. Suppose the actors ask the audience to give them a job title, and an 

audience member declares one of the actors to be a banker, thus instructing the actor to make it 

fictionally true that they actions they perform in the game are the actions of a banker. The 

audience member has been given the authority of a director, and been allowed to assign the 

performer the role of being a banker. In literature, the author writes down words, thus creating a 

prop that readers can engage with. The reader can take absolutely everything at face value, or 

refuse certain details as not contributing to the imaginings they think are appropriate to the role 

that they have assigned to the work. Perhaps they think it is more compelling to abandon the 

original role they thought the work should have, and think of the work as one in which Watson is

a liar. 

While it is not consistent in all performances who has authority and when, and or what 

about the prop is being given truth-making authority, there does exist a meta-rule of authority 

distribution that governs all of this. Authority in truth-making is delegated differently depending 

upon the performance. Some productions have a single director who acts as the final authority on
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what goes into the performances. Some productions have a much more complicated scheme of 

authority delegation. But in all cases, the distribution of authority delegation does exist. 

5.5 The Meta-Rule of Authority Distribution

While there is no universal rule set that governs what obtains as true in performances all 

of the time, it is proper to talk about a meta-rule that governs any rules that any performances 

might follow. The meta-rule governs who has authority in determining fictional truth. Up until 

this point, the view of who has authority in determining fictional truth has largely been assumed 

to lie mostly with author or the work. While several of the theorists I have discussed have 

acknowledge that the audience has their own work to do, they have applied certain constraints 

that apply in a large variety of cases. As has been shown, Walton limits what a reader can do by 

suggesting that fictional truths within a prop are limited to what is required for full appreciation 

of a work. 

But there is not one way of having full appreciation for any work of fiction. In fact there 

are many possible ways of performing works of fiction, and I maintain that often times creative 

ways of performing fiction can be discovered that improve upon what was originally perceived 

to be the best way of fully appreciating the prop, especially when it comes to novels. We often 

cannot know what they will be until they are articulated, so experimenting with what one can do 

with a prop is an important part of engaging with that fiction. I place fictional worlds and thus 

fictional contents as being determined by the performance rather than the work, and so free our 

account from this notion of full appreciation. But we can express what truths could occur in 

particular cases by expressing the truth-making labour through the meta rule, and express how 

authority is being distributed. 
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The meta-rule of authority distribution is that collaborators of a performance adhere to a 

scheme of authority distribution that is appropriate to the performance. Any rules within 

particular performances will adhere to this scheme of authority distribution. So if a novel is read 

as having an unreliable narrator, the meta-rule of authority distribution entails that first the novel 

is taken as authoritative as the origin of the reader's performance to oneself and, second, the 

reader is not taking the words of the novel to present a 1 to 1 explicit account of what is true 

within the fictional world associated with their performance of the work to themselves. The 

reader, in this case, is using their authority as the director of the performance of the book to 

decide that it makes sense to not take what they are reading at face value when they perform the 

work to themselves. So in the book House of Leaves, it is the reader, not the text, or the novel, 

that is deciding that the best way to deal with the contradictions in the novel is to take the notes 

as coming from an unreliable narrator. On the other hand, the reader of Sherlock Holmes will 

likely decide that it does not make sense to think of Watson as an unreliable narrator because he 

contradicted himself regarding his war would location. But this is being done according to the 

reader in accordance with the authority they have as the one performing the novel to themselves. 

The important thing here is that everything that becomes true in the world of the performance 

follows from this meta-rule of authority distribution.

Let us formalize the meta rule as this: what obtains as true in some performance P is 

determined by some set of props (Pr1...Pri) and some set of performers (Pe1....Pei) in accordance 

with the truth-making roles assigned to the props and performers by the director or directors of 

the performance. 

Now, how supplementation is working here should be clear. The performers are allowed 
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to supplement whatever they are allowed to according to the role that has been assigned to them. 

So in the aforementioned improv game, the performers can simply act out whatever scene they 

think will be funny, and can basically make anything true in their performance, as long as they 

are doing it within the constraints of their role as a banker. Sometimes, a performer's role is more

strictly constrained than the freedom given to the improv actor. A performer who has to read all 

of the lines of a script exactly as said does not have the authority to delete lines in a performance.

They further have to abide by the director's decisions regarding how the director wants them to 

understand the character. 

Where props are involved, these provide contingent constraints upon the performers. For 

instance, the sticks as swords in the children's pirate game are sticks and not muskets, and make 

fictional truths obtain in the world of that game that go along with that, without the children 

changing the role of the stick. It is the role assigned to the prop or performer that provide the 

constraints on what they are allowed to do. And this changes depending upon the instructions 

from the director. Children who have an argument over role assignment, suppose an argument 

over who gets to be the captain in the pirate game, are having a basic argument about who gets 

what truth-making role delegated to them, and are fundamentally having an argument over who 

gets director authority in that instance.

It also needs to be said that one should not make the categorical error of thinking that a 

truth-making role is the same thing as a thematic or a symbolic role. I have already argued in 

chapter 1 that we should separate the facts of a fictional world from the themes of the fiction. 

The sense in which I speak about performers and props having a role is simply that they make 

truths obtain in the world of a performance. To say that something has a symbolic role, such as 
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“green” representing greed is not to speak of the facts of a world of fiction, but is to speak of 

what fictions can be used for in critical discourse. As understanding critical discourse is not the 

aim of this work, I will not be saying too much about this. However, it is important to not make 

this categorical error. People can use works of fiction to express themes and symbols, and what 

themes and symbols one wants to express does affect what end up being the facts of a fictional 

world. However, talk of the facts of a fictional world are different from talk about themes and 

symbols.

5.6 Applying the Meta-Rule of Authority Distribution to Literature

In the following section, I will be showing exactly how this meta-rule of authority 

distribution applies to literature. I will be sticking to literature exclusively in the next part in 

order to make the examples as intelligible as possible. Reading is a great example because in 

literature there is minimal collaboration going on. The only two people that must necessarily be 

factors in any performance of a novel is the author and the reader. There is only one prop, the 

novel, and one performer, the reader. Furthermore, they always have at least some director 

authority in their performance of the work, although more directors may become involved if their

performance is an institutional performance. I want to be clear that I claim that the meta-rule of 

authority distribution is in play whenever something we understand as a fictional world is in 

play, as that fictional world has a 1 to 1 relationship with some kind of performance, and the 

meta-rule of authority distribution applies to who has authority in a performance. I believe that 

there is a very real sense in which looking at paintings in an art gallery constitutes a sort of 

performance, but I will not be focusing on that here. For now, I will be looking about how 

authority seems to work with literary performances, to discuss how the meta-rule applies. 
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When it comes to literature, the director reader may or may not be taking in constraining 

influences from a community of readers, but the final decision on a performance always lies with

the director of the performance. Nonetheless, it is important to note that constraints from 

communities of readers do exist, and must be noted in order for the notion of performance 

flouting, which will be discussed below, to mean something. 

When I speak about the role of a prop and the role of a performer in the context of 

literature, what I mean has to do with what truth-making labour being done in the performance. 

Part of the role that the reader of literature as a performer is that they supplement things to what 

has been explicitly written in the text. In the reader's capacity as director, they may restrict their 

performing role to one that only allows certain supplementations, or they may see their role as 

performing according to an interesting interpretation they have read, and in this case they invite a

co-director to their performance. But when we speak of the role of the performer of literature 

with respect to truth-making, we are speaking about their capacities as a truth-maker. Constraints

on one's role as a performer of a work may come from the director's beliefs and assumptions, as 

discussed in the Friend chapter, or it may come from explicit instructions taken from others. This

latter sort of constraint is very important to understand when it comes to socially significant 

fiction, which will be discussed below. When it comes to institutional performances, we can say 

that the reader of a work of fiction who takes some explicitly argued for interpretation of a work 

as authoritative accepts the person who came up with that interpretation as a co-director. Co-

directors are not at play in common performances. 

5.6.2 Common Performance

Let us return to the question of Holmes as a purple gnome. While I am saying that it is 
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possible to read a Holmes story in such a way in which Holmes is a purple gnome with a third 

nostril, and Holmes failed at solving the Russell's Viper crime, it is very unintuitive to do so, 

most people do not do this, and we cannot say it is common to do this. The reason this is so is 

that it is understood by most people, including Davis Lewis, that we should take it at face-value 

that what we are reading is a story about a Victorian gentleman, and fill in the background world 

of a Sherlock Holmes story in which it is true that the story is taking place among Victorian 

England. There is no rational principle that will tell us why we think this should be the case, it is 

just that in the community of Sherlock Holmes readers, this is not what is normally done. It does 

not even occur to most people to think of Holmes as a purple gnome with a third nostril, and 

should the question arise, it seems intuitive to answer that he is not to either of these things. 

What is happening here is simply that it most common for a performer of a Sherlock Holmes 

story to make it true in their performance that the story is taking place in Victorian England. 

Lewis tries to come up with analyses that limit the set of possible story worlds to worlds 

that in principle do not allow us to say that Holmes has a third nostril.. And while he does come 

up with his circumstantial determination, he has to introduce revisability because his limited sets 

of worlds are still not fully compatible with taking the books at face-value, including things that 

are the result of author error, when we limit the set of possible worlds to those that adhere to 

some scheme of circumstantial determination. The revised worlds in which Holmes is just an 

English gentleman and Watson is still a reliable narrator are common performances of the work, 

and so the most common performances of Sherlock Holmes are not those that adhere to 

circumstantial determination. Common performances are what you get when the average reader 

reads a novel like Sherlock Holmes, and has no interest in looking up interpretive strategies of 
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this book written by critics.

Justifying a common reading of Sherlock Holmes should be no more complicated than 

explaining that this is how Sherlock Holmes is commonly interpreted in a community of readers. 

It is likely the case that common performances of works of fiction tend to adhere to some 

principle of minimal departure, though not necessarily as a strict rule. We do not have to 

introduce principles that align with our intuitions about Sherlock Holmes in order to get this 

result, nor do we have to think of the community of readers as an aggregate co-director. It is 

simply the case that particular communities of readers will tend to include readers with similar 

beliefs and assumptions regarding how they ought to approach the novel. If we were to think 

about Sherlock Holmes under a possible worlds semantic framework, we only have to say that 

some worlds are the worlds of common performances and some are not. So let us understand 

common performances of a work to simply be those that follow common ways of interpreting a 

novel in a community of readers. These common ways of interpreting are not necessarily named, 

and may simply follow from norms of reading.

How a common performance conforms to the meta-rule of authority distribution is that 

the meta-rule can express that reader is adhering to a common interpretation of Sherlock Holmes,

by defining particular truth-making roles for the prop and themselves as the performer that 

adhere to what is most common in their community. A common interpretation of Sherlock 

Holmes is one in which the prop is the reliable words of Watson, and the reader is not allowing 

themselves to imagine Holmes as a purple gnome as part of their performance of the novel, and 

the novel is understood as taking place in Victorian England. Taking Watson as a reliable 

narrator, they cross out lines in the story when they notice contradictions, so even in common 
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performances, we can see that readers of novels are intuitively allowed to assert authority over 

the props by making them conform to the role they have assigned them. They choose to do this in

their performance of the story.

Sticking with the meta-rule in such a way that one's performance of Sherlock Holmes 

assigns truth-making labour in the most common way is more fundamental to what Lewis does 

than his circumstantial determination. This is because sticking to a common understanding of 

what happens in a Sherlock Holmes story ends up being more important to him than sticking 

with circumstantial determination because he allows us to revise the work to resolve the 

contradictions with Watson's war wound. Because he wants to stick to some scheme of authority 

distribution in which the prop, the novel, contains the reliable descriptions of Watson, he wants 

to stop us from having an account that allows imagining that Holmes has a third nostril, and one 

in which Holmes correctly solves the crime despite the mistake of the author. This cannot fit 

together in any of the restriction schemes he proposes. 

However, truth-making labour  can be expressed with understanding how truth-making 

authority is most commonly distributed in this work. Readers as the directors of their own 

performance direct themselves to imagine Holmes to be an English gentleman. They do not 

allow for purple gnomes to enter into the worlds of their performances of Sherlock Holmes. 

5.6.3 Institutional Performance

Another kind of performance that exists are what I call institutional performances. These 

are performances that explicitly follow from some argument regarding how a work of fiction 

ought to be performed. In these sorts of performances, the reader of a particular work of fiction 

brings co directors into their role assignments. When literary critics tell readers how they ought 
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to read a particular book, they are creating institutional performances. Good literary critics 

provide better interpretations than others, and are likely better interpretations than the reader of 

the book who is not as trained as the literary critic would come up with for themselves. It is 

important to understand that I am saying that arguments for these performances are normative 

rather than descriptive. The critic in their role as an interpreter is not telling you what is in the 

world of the fiction, but how you ought to perform the book. It is up to the reader to decide 

whether or not to accept a literary critic as a co-director.

Kivy's discussion on the role of the literary critic is extremely helpful for my account. In 

chapter 2, I discussed how Kivy thinks that interpretation is present in all readings of a work of 

fiction. Presenting one's interpretations of a literary work is something done professionally by 

literary critics who have attained an extremely deep level of understanding of fictional literature 

(Kivy 72). Critics are both performers of works of fiction and interpreters, just like ordinary 

readers (Kivy 72). Readers who want help with interpretation can seek out critics, and make 

these interpretations of critics their own (Kivy 73). How I suggest we understand this in my 

framework is to think of the reader as inviting a co-director in their performance. 

How we should understand this according to the meta-rule is that performances that 

intentionally conform with what someone outside of the text says ought to be the performance 

are taking that outside normative argument as authoritative over their performance. As such, they

distribute a certain kind of authority to the critic in deciding on how they want to constrain 

themselves as a performer, and how they want to constrain the prop. That is, they allow whatever

role they think they have as a performer of the work of fiction to be constrained by the views of 

the critic. This is the key part of institutional performance that distinguishes it from common 
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performances. 

Common performances simply follow from norms whether explicit or implicit. If 

someone were to ask a reader of Holmes if they have a third nostril, and the reader said no, and 

the reader follows up by claiming that Watson is a reliable narrator despite Arthur Conan Doyle's

writing errors, and did not give much more of an explanation than that, they would be indicating 

to the questioner that they are performing a common performance of Sherlock Holmes. If on the 

other hand, they appealed to a critic's interpretation of The Hounds of the Baskerville, they 

invoke some voice outside of the text as explicitly authoritative.

I formalized the meta-rule as “what obtains as true in some performance P is determined 

by some set of props (Pr1...Pri) and some set of performers (Pe1....Pei) in accordance with the 

truth-making roles assigned to the props and performers by the director or directors of the 

performance.” With institutional performance, the reader of a work of fiction brings in co-

directors of their performance to help them assign truth-making roles. 

5.6.4 Works that Intentionally Invite Many Interpretations

Up to this point, most of my examples of fiction have been fairly straightforward 

examples. While I have said that readers of Sherlock Holmes can perform this work as they wish,

the descriptions contained in the novels is fairly straightforward. However, it is worth noting that

some works of fiction are extremely abstract, and half the fun of engaging with them is coming 

up with new and creative ways of interpreting the story. This means different ways of trying out 

different roles for the prop and the performer, and seeing what truths obtain.

A great example of this is James Joyce's Finnegans Wake. This is a particularly 
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interesting example of fiction for me, because it fits so well into the framework I am proposing. 

It is a book that is extremely complicated, long and contains completely idiosyncratic uses of the 

English language. In The Cambridge Introduction to James Joyce, Eric Bulson explains that 

there is no wide expert consensus on what the book is 'about'  (Bulson 93). It is taken as a book 

that encourages multiple interpretations (Bulson 94). While there is some critical consensus 

about some parts of the book, there is no critical consensus on others. Even with some critical 

consensus, Bulson suggests that readers should not limit themselves to fixed interpretations of 

the book, and while third party views can guide the reader's reading, what happens in the book is 

opened to debate, and interpretations of the book should be taken as provisional point that can be

accepted or rejected (Bolson 98). 

Half of the point of engaging with this work is trying out different things with it. 

Imagining different uses of different lines, experimenting with what facts of a fictional world 

obtain, and playing around with how one is using the prop. Sharing one's interpretations with 

others is also part of the point of engaging with this work. All of this invites widely differing 

kinds of truths that can obtain in the work. While one can engage with a particular community of 

reader's readings of this work, one is under no obligation to do so. However, engaging with 

complex arguments for how one ought to interpret a book like Finnegans Wake heightens a 

readers performances of it. A work as complex as this that has as much literature surrounding it 

as it does means that one can invite a combination of several different co directors in ones 

performance of it. 

5.7 Performance Flouting
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While influence from a community of readers does exist, readers, as the directors of their 

own performance, are always free to flout these influences. There are two kinds of flouting. 

There is the flouting of performances and the flouting of the normal truth-making role of the 

prop. I start here with discussing performance flouting. This is simply when a reader deliberately 

flouts what they understand to be a normal performance in a community of readers. So if 

someone decides their Sherlock Holmes is a purple gnome with a third nostril, this flouts normal 

readings of Sherlock Holmes in communities of readers in which he is simply an English 

gentleman. Queer readings of Bible stories, which will be discussed in detail below, may be 

thought of as readings that flout older institutional performances of the Bible and set themselves 

up as a new institutional readings. In both of these cases, the normal authority of the prop is not 

changing. That is, the prop still determines as true everything explicit in the prop that is normally

taken as true. For instance, Watson is not transformed into someone who served in the Russian 

military rather than the British military, as this would flout the normal authority given to 

descriptions in the Holmes stories of Watson's military service.

It is worth noting that it is not enough to say that performances that are not common 

performances are “free performances,” in the sense that the only thing that matters is authority of

the work and the reader for two reasons. First of all, this is always true. The author always has 

the final authority in the sense that they decide if they are going to make their performance a 

common one, an institutional one, or a performance that flouts these things. With institutional 

performances, while they may be appealing to an outside authority to guide their reading, they 

are still the person exercising their authority to do this. With reading, the reader is the director 

and the performer, and they decide the role they have in their performance. 
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The other reason is that we cannot simply classify a simple category of free performances

to distinguish flouted performances is because simply saying that there are free performances 

does not give us a framework for structurally distinguishing between performances that flout 

common and institutional performances and those that are straightforward performances of the 

two types. There is no real reason to exclude common or institutional performances as 

performances that are “free” and so setting aside a category of free performances does not 

express much of anything.

 The sense in which a performance deliberately flouts depends upon the context and what 

the performer hopes to say about the performance they are flouting. I must note that it is not my 

purpose to exhaustively account for all possible situations of flouting. My purpose here is to 

explain the meta-rule that accounts for how we determine fictional contents and fictional truth. 

So for now, we can just note that performances can be flouted by other performances. I will be 

further dealing with queer Bible readings below when I get to traditional stories.

5.7.2 Prop Authority Flouting

The most interesting, an intuitively disruptive type of flouting is when the normal truth-

making role of the prop is flouted. The rule itself is not flouted in these cases, as fiction is still 

adhering to some scheme of authority distribution. But sometimes, it is the case that the director 

takes their own authority to be more important than how the prop is normally treated. This 

happens when someone does a gender swapped play. When Romeo and is made a woman and 

Juliet is made a man in a stage production, the director of that play makes some slight alterations 

to the truth-making role of the prop. While they take the prop of having the role of deciding the 
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lines of the actors, and they take the prop as dictating the overall story, they take away from the 

prop the role of deciding on the gender of the actors. 

It should be noted that common readings of Sherlock Holmes do, in fact, flout the 

authority of the work of fiction to a certain degree. This is because most readings of Sherlock 

Holmes are readings in which Watson is a reliable narrator, and this allows us to deny the truth-

making role of certain lines in Sherlock Holmes books. In these cases, the authority of the prop 

itself is being flouted in these performances.

As I believe the director analogy stands with readers of novels, readers of novels are free 

to make changes such as this when they read a novel, it is a simple as altering the role of the prop

in your performance of the work. It is not simply the case that they are engaging in an 

unauthorized use of the prop, what matters is how it is used. They are flouting the normal uses of

the prop, and they are altering the truth-making role of the prop, but they are completely allowed 

to do this. It is enough to say that the reader understands that what they are doing with the prop 

in some way goes against what they recognize as the descriptions, and in this sense they flout the

authority of the prop. But it is not the case that what they are doing is simply an unauthorized use

of the prop. Anyone can use a prop however they wish, and their decisions on the respective 

truth-making roles of the prop and the performer will have a role in fixing truth in performances 

of that work. 

5.8 Socially Significant Fiction and Intentional Flouting

Some flouting can be done trivially, like making Holmes a purple space gnome with a 

third nostril. Trivial flouting can be done accidentally, and there is a real sense in which some 
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possible performances of a novel flout others. Some flouting can be done for intentional reasons, 

and often this includes gender swapped plays. A gender swapped play can allow the actors to 

explore attitudes and expectations that they have not previously been exposed to. They can cause

the audience to question their previous expectations of how they think people should behave. The

reasons for flouting become particularly interesting when we consider socially significant fiction.

Socially significant fiction is simply fiction that expresses something about what it means

to be in a culture within a particular culture, and I consider large parts of The Bible to count as 

socially significant fiction. Culturally relevant communication happens through discussions of 

socially significant works. Simply because I consider these stories fiction does not mean that I 

believe they are unimportant or trivial. Fiction is used to help impart meaning within cultures, 

and labelling stories such as this socially significant fiction does not lessen their importance in 

my mind. The specific stories in the Pentateuch themselves are considered a sort of fiction with 

symbolic significance for most Christians. Most Christians do not take the story of Adam and 

Eve as literal, but as fiction that one should draw lessons from. Of course, many parts of The 

Bible should not be understood as fiction. For example, Paul's letters are real letters from a real 

person and much scholarship on Paul is dedicated to understanding him in his historical context 

(Wright 289). However, many parts of the Bible do contain stories that are treated as fictional. If 

you are a Christian who thinks that these stories should be taken literally, then the following 

analysis can be thrown away out of hand for you. But if you are a Non-Christian or a Christian 

who does not take these stories to be factual history, one can understand these stories as socially 

significant fictions within the Christian culture. Many tomes have been written on how to 

properly interpret these stories over the centuries. But for the purposes of my thesis, I want to 
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bring queer readings of Bible stories to the reader's attention as an example of intentional 

flouting.

Remember, the meta-rule covers truth-making and when I discuss role in this, I am 

referring to a truth-making role. Understanding the performance of socially significant fiction in 

the context of the meta-rule of authority distribution means understanding that socially 

significant stories are ones in which a specific truth-making role is imparted to the reader of 

certain stories within that culture. Readers following the role constraints in these cases feel it is 

important to constrain their performances according to what is being imparted to them. The 

reason this matters here is because altering the meanings of stories in a culture has the effect of 

altering the truth-making role of the performer in the culture. The truth-making role assigned to 

both the work and the performers can change depending upon the values of the community of 

reading, and queer readings of Bible stories is a great example of this. 

5.8.2 Queer Bible Readings

Queer bible readings are a very good example of this talk of flouting this matters. These 

are institutional readings of Bible stories done through a queer lens. Ellen T. Armour writes in 

“Queer Bibles, Queer Scriptures? An Introductory Response (2011)” that “to “queer” is to 

complicate, to disrupt, to disturb all kinds of orthodoxies, including, at least, these two (often 

intertwined) in current debate: those that take our current sex/gender regime as natural and God-

given and those that posit “The Bible” as a flat, transparent window into the divine mind 

(Armour 2).” That is, queer Bible readings are deliberately meant to flout previous given 

interpretations of Bible stories. What is going on here if we apply the meta-rule of authority 

distribution and flouting is that the old schemes of authority distributions are being rejected in 
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favour of new ones, and these new schemes of authority distribution change the facts of the 

fiction from the old ones. Queer Bible readings directly challenge orthodoxies about how we 

ought to read these Bible stories, and this has an effect on what we take as the facts of the 

fictional world.

Here is how we should think about what is happening if we are to take the Bible as 

containing socially significant fiction. If we think of the reader of The Bible, they read this book 

under the instructions of some institution they belong to. It is not simply a book of factual history

that lays out the theory for interpreting the stories in the footnotes. What one ought to take away 

from the book depends upon which group is using the book. There is a narrative that readers are 

told that they should take away from it that is imparted through sermons and bible studies given 

by the group the people belong to. The bible study reader and the sermon giver are meant to have

co-director status in the individual reader's performances if they belong to these institutions. 

They are told how they ought to interpret the stories within this book. There are many variations 

of interpretation of the Bible. They are told how they ought to perform these stories to 

themselves. Commentaries on biblical scholarship can be very much thought of as arguments 

regarding how people within religious organizations ought to read these stories. And in religious 

organizations, readers of The Bible are supposed to take the authors of these commentaries as co-

directors of their performances of The Bible. 

All of this involves the institution and community giving readers constraints on the 

interpretive role they should have when reading the story. Bible readings taking a particular set 

of understandings of sex/gender as “natural and God given” as Armour puts it are imparted by 

the institution and community of readers as the right way to understand many of the stories. That 
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is, the community of readers and institutions inform readers of the Bible that there are certain 

truths about gender that they should take as facts within the world of story. And particular stories,

then, are seen as reinforcing of these truths in the larger community. However, counter 

interpretations can emerge that flout older interpretations. These new interpretations involve the 

creation of new institutional interpretations of the work of fiction. 

5.8.3 Deryn Guest's Reading of Jael as an Example

Deryn Guest's “From Gender Reversal to Genderfuck: Reading Jael Through a Lesbian 

Lens (2011)” demonstrates this process in action. My analysis of this is fairly superficial, as I am

only using this to discuss my points about in truth in fiction. She proposes a new lens through 

which to examine Judges 4-5 that rejects old analyses that assume truths about gender norms 

(Guest 9). The story of Jael involves Jael killing a losing general after he has escaped from a 

battle (Common English Bible , Judges 4-5). Previous interpretations of it have seen this story as 

one involving gender reversal, but Guest thinks that this undermines the ability of the story to 

really confuse gender norms (Guest 19). She especially thinks this is important to highlight 

because she points out that the previous interpretations she cites are interpretations that would 

not have been influenced by Judith Butler's writings on how gender is produced by iterative acts 

rather than reflected by them (Guest 20). She instead proposes that we understand this story as 

one in which Jael performs acts that are not in line with what one expects of normally defined 

genders (Guest 26). She explicitly states that her goal in the paper is not to find the author's 

meaning or understand the story within historical contexts even though she says she draws upon 

“conventional tools of biblical studies,” and that her reading is “informed by a range of 

commentaries and articles” when she makes her arguments (Guest 37). Rather, her purpose 
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involves “exposing, critiquing, being resistant, imagining differently (Guest 37).” 

How we should understand this is in relation to fictional truth is that Guest is proposing 

that readers reject the previous interpreters that they have been taking as co-directors. Instead, 

she suggests that the reader take her as a co-director, and incorporate her interpretive strategies 

into their readings. This involves the rejection of older interpretations in favour of new ones that 

deliberately flout the older interpretations. The previous interpretations of the story are ones in 

which it was true in the fictional world of Jael that there are these rigid gender roles, that they are

tied to sex, and that Jael performed actions that were in line with the male role rather than the 

female one. In light of theory introduced by Judith Butler, Guest proposes that we do not make 

these gender roles and this gender reversal facts in the world of the fiction. Rather, readers 

should make it so that Jael is performing neither a masculine nor feminine role. 

It is important to note that these different proposed interpretations have an effect on what 

obtains as true in the world of the performance. And what is true in the world of the performance 

has a direct relationship with the meanings and lessons that people think readers should draw 

from the story. There is no theory of gender and sex written into the footnotes of the story of Jael,

and yet certain truths about gender and sex obtain depending on what lessons people writing 

commentaries on these stories want to impart. And so, hopefully it is clear that changes in the 

lessons people want to impart with socially significant fiction has changes of what obtains as true

in the world of a fiction.

5.9 Legitimacy

One issue remains that I wish to deal with quickly here. This is the question of if we can 

distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate interpretations of works of fiction. While I do not 
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wish to come up with an essential definition of fiction, one of the properties of fiction that I 

claim exists is that it involves things that people make up that are not lies. As long as someone 

has made up something and told other people it is part of the performance they are crafting this is

true in a fictional world. The legitimacy or illegitimacy of an interpretation of fiction has 

absolutely nothing to do with whether or not that interpretation has contents in some fictional 

world that match perfectly to some rigid set of rules that establishes that interpretation to the 

original text. If a performance of a work of fiction acknowledges a prop as being part of the 

performance, there is a relationship between the work of fiction and the fictional world one has 

presented. 

The issue of legitimacy only exists in relation to the reading of a text that people want. 

Fiction involves people making things up. What they do with what they made up is a separate 

issue. A queer reading of the story of Jael is a reading, but not a legitimate traditional reading that

sees it as true in the world of the fiction of the story that there are divinely given gender roles. 

Whereas a reading of Jael that reinforces old gender norms is not a reading that counts as a queer

reading. Legitimacy has nothing to do with fictional contents, but whether or not those contents 

align with what is appropriate to a particular sort of reading. In short, legitimacy has to do with 

categorical consistency and not whether or not something is true in a fictional world. There is no 

such thing as a default authority scheme. All performances do, however, adhere to some authority

scheme, even idiosyncratic performances as these performances bend to the will of the reader. 

But we can judge whether a performance adheres to the demands of a particular community of 

readers by seeing how well it matches with the demands of the meta-rule in that community of 

readers.
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5.10 Value

Finally, I want to make a comment about literary value. One thing that this all entails, that

must be made absolutely clear, is that what is possible for a reader to do is a different question 

from what it is valuable for a reader to do. Readers of fiction can do whatever they want with a 

novel. While I have spoken about this meta-rule of authority distribution, the ultimate authority 

in any individual performance of a work of written fiction is the reader as the director.

One reason for separating possibility from value is that often times, we do not know what

performances will be valuable and which ones will be trivial. Making Holmes a purple space 

gnome with a third nostril is probably a rather silly exercise, but such a thing is always open to a 

reader of fiction. On the other hand, incorporating queer theory into readings of Bible stories is 

not a silly exercise, and in fact is doing something that has value for a lot of people within a 

culture. Of course, the possibility of doing this is something that was always open as soon as the 

theory that Guest draws upon was written, but it takes a writer like Guest to make a specific 

argument about how to apply this to fictional stories that carry a great deal of social significance.

My concern is how context is fixed in works of fiction. To try to limit this to some 

particular scheme of authorization, whether it is reality or the beliefs of the community in which 

the story was written or even with the community of reading as doing the context fixing, limits 

valuable possibilities from being considered acceptable readings of that fiction. 

5.11 Conclusion

I have made several specific claims in this chapter. First, I claimed that the only real 

98



constraint for a reader of literature is whatever follows from the meta-rule of authority 

distribution on an occasion of performing the work. Second, I claimed that performances of 

fictional props can flout either other performances of that prop or the normal truth-making 

authority given to the prop in a community of readers. Finally, I discussed socially significant 

fiction, and explained how flouting becomes an interesting issue when applied to these fictions.
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