
Outer Limits: the bounds of fictional truth 
N. Wildman (Glasgow) & C. Folde (Hamburg) 
(This is a draft; please quote or cite the published version. Comments welcome!) 
 
Coming to terms with the nature of truth in fiction requires addressing a variety of related questions. Two such 
questions concern the boundaries of fictional truth. First, does fictionality have an upper bound – is there a limit on 
the maximum number of propositions that can be true according to a work? And, second, does fictionality have a 
lower bound – is there a limit on the minimum number of propositions that must be fictionally true? Here, we argue 
that there are no substantive limits. More precisely, we contend that the upper bound is equivalent to the number of 
possible propositions, and that the lower bound is zero. This is due to the existence of both universal and empty 
fictions. 

 
Coming to terms with the nature of truth in fiction requires addressing a variety of related 
questions. Two such questions concern the boundaries of fictional truth. First, does fictionality have 
an upper bound – is there a limit on the maximum number of propositions that can be true 
according to a work? And, second, does fictionality have a lower bound – is there a limit on the 
minimum number of positions that must be fictionally true? 

Here, we argue that there are no limits. More precisely, we contend that the upper bound 
is equivalent to the number of possible propositions, and that the lower bound is zero.  

Concerning the former, building upon previous work (Wildman & Folde 2017), we argue 
(§1) that there are universal fictions – i.e., fictions within which every possible proposition is 
fictionally true. This immediately entails that the upper bound of fictional truth is identical to the 
number of (possible) propositions. We then examine (§§2-3) two recent objections that indirectly 
threaten our argument, from D’Alessandro (2016) and Xhignesse (2016). After dismissing these, 
we move on to discuss fictionality’s lower bound. We contend that the possibility of empty fictions 
– i.e., fictions within which no propositions are fictionally true – entails that the lower limit of 
fictional truths is zero. The key premise of this argument is the claim that empty fictions are 
possible. With this in mind, we examine two methods one might employ to produce an empty 
fiction: either via a zero-length story or as a complement fiction. And though we are sceptical of 
the former, we argue that the latter is an easy and natural way to generate a fiction in which no 
propositions are fictionally true. Consequently, the lower limit of fictional truth is zero 
propositions. 
 
§1. The Upper Bounds of Fictional Truth 
 
Before our argument for the upper limit of fictional truth being identical to the number of 
(possible) propositions, a few quick preliminaries. First, we assume that the content of a fiction f 
can be thought of as a collection of propositions, Σf, whose members are the propositions 
fictionally true in f. Here, we remain neutral about the exact analysis of truth in fiction.1 

Further, we assume that fictional content can be divided into two broad sub-types. A 
fiction’s primary content comprises all that is explicitly true within the story,2 while its secondary 
content comprises all of that which goes beyond the primary content. Secondary content divides 
into two rough classes: imported content, which is brought into the fiction from outside, and entailed 
content, which non-trivially logically follows from primary and/or imported content. For instance, 
‘Watson is a doctor’ is a primary, while ‘Watson is a human being’ is a secondary fictional truth of 
The Adventure of the Speckled Band. 

This talk of primary and secondary content is just one way of expressing the distinction; 
alternatively, one could talk about the propositions involved and say that a proposition p is a 

                                                 
1 See e.g. Lewis (1978), Currie (1990), and Walton (1990). 
2 ‘Explicit’, while fine for this rough characterization, is not really the best word here, as it has the ring of ‘literal’ and 
hence conflicts with phenomena like figurative speech, irony and unreliable narration. Further, there is no necessary 
connection between what is expressed (and denoted) in the story and what is true in it: see Folde (manuscript) for 
more discussion. 
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primary fictional truth of fiction f iff it is explicitly true in the story, and it is a secondary fictional 
truth of f iff it is true- but not explicitly true-in-f.3  
 Finally, we will, on occasion, make use of fictional operator talk. Specifically, we take ‘Ff 

(p)’, where ‘f’ is a place-holder for singular terms denoting a particular fiction, and ‘p’ a place-
holder for sentences, to abbreviate ‘it is true-in-f that p’. Again, we here remain neutral about 
whether it is possible to offer an analysis of such operators. 
 It is also worth quickly dispensing with one bad way to address the issue of the upper limit 
of fictional truth. One might be tempted to say there is no upper limit by arguing, following 
Blumson (2015: 126), that there are ‘novels and poems which are infinitely long’  – for example, 
Barth’s Frame-Tale, which consists of ‘once upon a time there was a story that began’ written on a 
Möbius strip, or Blumson’s ω, the first line of which is ‘I write’, and each successive line is a 
duplication of the previous prefixed with ‘I write’. Assuming these texts express fictions, it is 
plausible to think that each line expresses one of the fiction’s primary fictional truths. And, as there 
are infinite lines, it follows that there are infinite primary fictional truths. 
 However, we think this is a bad way to go, primarily because the examples given are not 
in fact infinite texts; instead, the (rather short) texts are accompanied by recursive rules that, were 
they infinitely applied, would generate an infinite text. But writing the finite text together with 
specifying the relevant rule does not entail the existence of an infinite text – it just specifies the 
procedure one would have to undertake in order to bring such a text about. More generally, the 
creation of an infinite text seems to involve either the performance of a supertask or an act of 
creation that essentially is unending (perhaps in both directions). As both of these look to be 
physically, if not metaphysically, impossible, we think it better to approach the issue in a different 
manner.4 
 Having now set the stage, we can deliver our argument. It is quite straightforward, and 
consists of three steps: 
 

(1) If universal fictions – fictions within which all possible propositions are true – are possible, 
then the upper bound of fictional truth is identical to the number of possible propositions. 
 

(2) Universal fictions are possible. 
 

(3) Therefore, the upper bound of fictional truth is the number of possible propositions. 
 
As (1) is effectively trivial, the interesting proposition here is (2). So, why think that universal 
fictions are possible? 
 For one, because there are some actual universal fictions.5 Take Clara’s Crazy Caper (C3):  

 
Exploring the castles, creeks, and crags of the canton of Concordia, where the principle of 
explosion – which states that, if p & ~p, then q (for every q) – holds, Clara discovered a 
conclave of carrots. Feeling hungry, Clara consumed exactly three and not exactly three 
(but rather four) carrots. (Of course, if one has consumed exactly three and not exactly three 
carrots, then some carrots have been consumed.) Consequently, filled to the brim on crispy 
carrots, Clara cavorted away, creating chaos. 

 

                                                 
3 For similar treatments of this distinction, see e.g. Lewis (1978, 41), Wolterstorff (1980, 115ff), and Walton (1990, 
140ff). 
4 Further, it is unclear whether the Frame-Tale fiction includes an infinite number of primary fictional truths, or one 
infinitely complex primary fictional truth. 
5 For a longer discussion of this claim, see Wildman & Folde (2017). 



Wildman & Folde Outer Limits 3 
 

C3 is a universal fiction. Both the principle of explosion and the contradiction that Clara consumed 
exactly three and not exactly three carrots are true-in-C3. Further, C3 is closed under fictional modus 
ponens – more specifically, the truth-in-fiction operator Fc3 is governed by the following principle: 

 

FMP-LOCALC3 (Fc3 (p → q) & Fc3 (p)) → Fc3 (q) 
 
These jointly entail that every proposition is true-in-C3. More specifically, it follows that every 
proposition is either a primary fictional truth of C3 or a secondary fictional truth of C3. Obviously, 
the former class will be much smaller, including propositions like <Clara discovered a conclave of 
carrots>, while the latter comprises every proposition not in the former, including propositions 
like <Chewbacca is a Wookie>, <Clara consumed exactly three carrots>, and <Fc3(Clara 
consumed exactly three carrots)>. However, the union of the two classes will be the class of all 
propositions. Thus C3is a universal fiction. 

More generally, we think that it is easy to generate a multitude of such fictions: simply craft 
a fiction f that (i) includes, either as primary or secondary content, both the principle of explosion 
and a contradiction, and (ii) ensure that Ff is governed by 

 
FMP-LOCALF (Ff (p → q) & Ff (p)) → Ff (q) 

 
Together, these guarantee that every proposition is part of f’s secondary content, rendering f a 
universal fiction.6 
 Since actuality entails possibility, the existence of universal fictions like C3 secures the truth 
of premise (2). And, more generally, it means that the maximum number of propositions that can 
be true in some fiction f is the number of possible propositions. Or, in slightly more theatrical 
terms, that there is no upper limit on fictional truth. 
 Of course, there are likely to be numerous objections to our argument about fictional 
truth’s upper limits, some of which will directly target the possibility of universal fictions. As we 
have elsewhere elaborated and defended the case for such fictions, we set such direct objections 
aside.7 Instead, the next two sections focus on objections that indirectly threaten the possibility of 
such fictions: an objection against the existence of secondary fictional truths, and another against 
the principle of poetic license. 
 
§2. On D’Alessandro against Secondary Fictional Truth 
 
Recently, D’Alessandro (2016) has questioned the possibility of secondary fictional truths. As our 
case for universal fictions turns upon the idea that there are secondary truths, we need to say 
something in reply. If fictions have only primary content – the explicitivist position of 
D’Alessandro – our argument for universal fictions fails.  

D’Alessandro’s argument against secondary fictional truths plays off the idea that, for every 
fiction, there are possible canonical relatives – prequels, sequels, and the like – which ‘have the power 
to settle the truth values of certain propositions in the fictions to which they are related’ (2016: 
56). These relatives can be additive, in the sense that they add new fictional truths to the original 
– for example, The Speckled Band adds additional fictional truths to the broader Holmes fiction. 
However, they can also be revisionary, rendering claims that we thought (implicitly) true in the 
original fiction non-true – for example, Empire Strikes Back includes the shocking revelation that 
Vader (at the time very much alive) is Luke’s father, thereby rendering the proposition <Luke’s 
father is dead>, which many took to be true in A New Hope, false therein. And, according to 

                                                 
6 Note that these fictions need not be narrative, meaning appeals to unreliable narration will not obviously help; one 
might say that it does not matter how the required content is generated, just that it is there. 
7 See (Wildman & Folde 2017), especially §4. 
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D’Alessandro, the possibility of revisionary relatives means that there are no implicit fictional 
truths.  

Let W1 be a work – that is, a written text, f the associated fiction, Σf its content, and p any 
proposition that is neither primarily true nor primarily false in W1.

8 Then 
 

a. There exists a possible canonical relative W2 of W1 such that W2 makes ¬p true-in-f, and 

the resulting fiction (in particular, the set {¬p}∪ Σf) is logically consistent. 

b. If the set {¬p}∪ Σf) is logically consistent, then p ∉ Σf. 
c. Therefore, p is not true in f.9 

 
This conclusion is problematic for our argument because the universal fictions that we offer are 
all secondary-universal fictions – more specifically, the vast bulk of the propositions that are 
fictionally true in them are secondary fictional truths, derived by logical entailments from other 
fictional truths. So, if D’Alessandro is correct and there are no secondary fictional truths, then our 
fictions are not universal after all. For example, applied to C3, we get that <Clara wears boots> is 
not true-in-C3 , since neither that proposition nor its negation are primarily true-in-C3. Thus, C3 is 
not universal. And, more generally, our argument concerning the upper limit of fictional truth is 
blocked. 

The first thing to note about D’Alessandro’s argument is that it entails some rather 
counter-intuitive results. For example, assume that we are dealing with a logically normal fiction f 
in which it is primarily true that p and primarily true that q. Strictly speaking, it is not primarily true 
that p & q, though this is usually taken to be secondarily true, viz. by entailment. But, according 
to D’Alessandro, since it is neither primarily true that p & q, nor primarily true that ¬(p & q), (p 
& q) is therefore not true-in-f. This point generalizes for all logical entailments and pragmatic 
inferences. Thus, the contents of fictions would be logically and pragmatically inert. This alone 
makes D’Alessandro’s conclusion untenable. After all, there are numerous secondary fictional 
truths that we come to via inferences; for example, if it is true in The Adventure of the Speckled Band 
that Watson is married, then it seems also true-in-SB that Watson is not a bachelor. D’Alessandro’s 
conclusion would force us to deny the fictional truth of this latter proposition. 

In fact, as D’Alessandro admits, the argument seems to entail that there are no fictional 
truths what so ever. This is because, for any would-be explicit fictional truth q in fiction f, there is 
a possible canonical relative W* which makes ¬q true-in-f, e.g. by asserting that portions of f’s 
original narration are hallucinations or fabrications of the narrator. Thus even primary fictional 
truths ‘suffer from much the same type of flaw’ as secondary ones (2016: 62).  

And while certainly unpalatable, this nihilism about fictionality becomes even worse if we 
conjoin it with the assumption – which D’Alssandro seems happy to accept – that fictions are to 
be identified with the set of propositions that are true therein. For together these entail that all 
fictions are identical: they are all the null fiction. This consequence is clearly unacceptable, since it 
means that e.g. Eric Carle, author of The Very Hungry Caterpillar, should sue Cormac McCarthy, 
Thomas Pynchon, and Ursula Le Guin for copyright infringement.10  

Another problem with D’Alessandro’s argument is that isn’t new – it’s merely a re-
packaging of the familiar problem of serial fictions, a much discussed topic in the last few years.11 
And one perfectly viable variantist response to serial fictions – defended by (e.g.) Caplan (2014) – 

                                                 
8 We assume that by ‘false in W1’, D’Alessandro means ‘Ff (¬p)’ rather than ‘¬Ff (p)’, as otherwise the set-up of the 
argument involves positing that a contradiction – (¬Ff (p) and ¬¬Ff (p)) – is true. 
9 D’Alessandro (2016: 58) 
10 More generally, we think that it is a mistake to identify a fiction with the set of propositions that are true in it, since 
it is possible that there are two distinct fictions that perfectly overlap in their fictional truths – for example, two distinct 
universal fictions (see Wildman & Folde 2017, esp. fn14). Additionally, this identification has been (to our minds 
convincingly) criticized by Walton (1990, 63ff), Lewis (1978, 39), and Levinson (1980). 
11 See McGonigal (2013), Caplan (2014), and Walters (2015). 
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has it that what is true in a given fiction changes once the canonical relative comes into existence. 
So, if we adopt a variantist response to the puzzle of serial fictions, then D’Alessandro’s argument 
does not show that there are no secondary fictional truths; rather, it merely shows that secondary 
fictional truths can be changed over time. For these reasons, we see no threat from D’Alessandro. 
At best, he has simply pointed out the fact that what is fictionally true can change over time – a 
lesson that variantists were already well acquainted with.12 
 
§3. On Xhignesse against Poetic License 
 
The existence of universal fictions entails the truth of the principle of poetic license: 
 

PPL  Every proposition is such that it can be true in some fiction. 
 
This is fairly straightforward: if there is a fiction in which every proposition is fictionally true, then 
every proposition is such that it could be true in some fiction (e.g. the relevant universal fiction).  
 Universal fictions also entail the truth of 
 

PPL-2 For every consistent class K of propositions, there could be a fiction in 
which K is true.13 

 
This too is fairly straightforward: if there is a fiction in which every proposition is fictionally true, 
then every consistent class of propositions will also be true in that fiction. Hence every consistent 
class of positions is such that it could be true in some fiction (e.g. the relevant universal fiction).14 

Recently, Xhignesse (2016) has suggested that there are counter-examples to PPL-2. As 
our argument entails PPL-2, it is in our interest to defend it from these charges. If there are 
consistent classes of propositions that can’t be fictional, then there are no universal fictions and 
our argument must be defective. 
 Specifically, Xhignesse suggests that we envision a scenario where an author composes a 
fiction that is textually (lexically) identical to The Adventure of the Speckled Band. Further, this fiction 
is informed by the exact same sociological, cultural, historical, and literary factors as Doyle’s story. 
The one difference between the two is that, in the new fiction, all the events take place on Neptune, 
rather than Earth. 
 According to Xhignesse, this specifies a class K of propositions composed of: 
 

(i) A story S that contains all and only the propositions contained in Speckled Band 

                                                 
12 As an aside, we would like to note one oddity (amongst many!) of universal fictions, concerning the ‘power’ of their 

sequels. Imagine some possible sequel to C3. As C3 is a universal fiction, such a sequel couldn’t ‘settle the truth value’ 
of any propositions in C3 – all such matters have already been settled. The best a sequel could do is shift a proposition’s 
status. That is, the sequel could either shift the relevant proposition from being secondarily to primarily fictionally 
true (by including the relevant proposition as part of the explicit content of the now expanded fiction), or it could 
render a proposition secondarily rather than primarily fictionally true (by removing the relevant proposition from the 
set of primary truths via some narrative/literary mechanism). But, regardless of whether a proposition is a primary or 
secondary fictional truth, it remains fictionally true in the universal fiction. In this way, canonical relatives of universal 
fictions are less powerful than relatives of more mundane, limited fictions. 
13 Xhignesse contends that PPL logically entails PPL-2, though he gives no argument for this claim. In fact, it is not 
clear that such an argument is forthcoming. For the most natural way to do so would be to appeal to the possible 
fictional truth of a conjunction that features all the members of K as conjuncts. However, to get to the desired 
(possible) fictional truth of the conjuncts requires that Ff  is closed under conjunction elimination, which is not 
obvious. Further, as formulated, PPL-2 entails that empty fictions (more on these in §§4-6) are possible, since one 
consist class is the empty class. As such, for those who reject empty fictions, a better formulation requires restricting 
the principle to every consistent, non-empty class. 
14 Of course, the possibility of universal fictions also entails that every inconsistent collection of propositions can be true 
in a fiction.  
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(ii) The proposition that S shares its background with Speckled Band; and 
(iii) The proposition that S is set on Neptune 

 
PPL-2 entails that it is possible to compose a story within which (i)-(iii) are all true. However, 
Xhignesse says ‘no such story can ever be written because the conditions placed on the story 
preclude its being changed in the ways required to make [(iii)] true’. For the only way that (iii) is 
true in the story is if the story either explicitly or implicitly includes the relevant proposition. But, 
‘both options have been precluded’ by (i) and (ii). Consequently, we have ‘arrived at our counter-
example, a set of perfectly consistent propositions which nevertheless cannot be made true in 
some (or any) story)’.15 
 We must confess that we do not quite understand how Xhignesse’s objection is meant to 
apply. We can think of three ways to understand the objection; none in fact tell against PPL-2. 

The first reading requires a slight detour. According to PPL-2, there is a fiction – call it B 
– within which all the members of K are true. That is, the following trio are true: 
 

(iv) FB (B contains all and only the propositions contained in Speckled Band) 
(v) FB (B shares its background with Speckled Band) 
(vi) FB (B is set on Neptune) 

 
However, all three claims are broadly metafictional. As stated, (iv) involves an embedded meta-
fictional claim about what is true in B. So, properly construed, (iv) really expresses something like 
 

(iv*) FB (FB (p1, p2, … pn)) 
 
where ‘p1… pn’ is the list of propositions true in Speckled Band. But there is no tension between it 
being true-in-B that it is true-in-B that everything is happening on Earth and it being true-in-B that 
everything is happening on Neptune, since one is a claim about what’s fictionally true while the 
other is a claim about what is fictionally true about what is fictionally true.16 
 Meanwhile, though (v) and (vi) aren’t metafictional claims in the same sense as (iv), the 
claims that are embedded in them – that B shares its background with Speckled Band and that B is 
set on Neptune – are ones that typically belong to literary theory discourse. And such claims are 
usually not true in the associated fictions. For instance, it does not seem to be true in Speckled Band 
that Speckled Band is set on Earth (in part because the story does not make this sort of self-
reference), though it of course is true that Speckled Band is set on Earth. We call such claims 
‘content-transcending’, in part because, while they depend on, or are somehow made true by, the 
content of the corresponding fiction, they do not specify content; contrast them with content-
specifying claims, which do what they say on the tin.17 
 Now, what is odd about (v) and (vi) is that they are content-specifying claims that feature 
content-transcending embedded propositions. More specifically, given (v) and (vi), B turns out to 
be a rather odd self-referential fiction, in the sense that, due to (v), it is true-in-B that B shares its 
background with Speckled Band, and, due to (vi), it is true-in-B that B is set on Neptune. But once 
we make this clear, it is obvious that there is no tension between e.g. it being true-in-B that B is 
set on Neptune and B’s in fact being set on Earth since one is a self-referential content-specifying 
claim and the other is a content-transcending claim – one is a claim about what is fictionally true 
about the fiction, while the other is a factual claim about the fiction. 

                                                 
15 Xhignesse (2016: 156). Xhignesse also objects that PPL allows for violations of the law of non-contradiction. 
However, he admits that it would be ‘premature’ (2016: 154) to use take this as a reductio of the principle. 
16 There would be a problem if FB (FB (p)) entailed FB (p), but there are good reasons for denying this collapse; for 

example, in Hamlet, it is fictional that Gonzalo is a duke, though he is not in ‘fact’ a duke. 
17 See Folde (2015: 366f) for more details on this distinction and the role such claims play in interpreting fiction. 



Wildman & Folde Outer Limits 7 
 

 In this way, if (iv)-(vi) capture the content of Xhignesse’s class K, then the objection poses 
no problem for PPL-2.  

Let us turn to the second reading of Xhignesse’s objection. This interpretation takes the 
above to be a product of unclear language. In fact, Xhignesse meant to specify a class K′ consisting 
of the following: 
 

(vii) A list of all the propositions primarily and secondarily true in Speckled Band 
(viii) The proposition that S′ shares its background with Speckled Band; and 
(ix) The propositions that the events specified in S′ all occur on Neptune 

 
Thus the second reading of Xhingesse’s objection: it is not possible for (vii)-(ix) to be made true 
in some fiction.  

However, this is not a counter-example to PPL-2, for the simple fact that this class is 
inconsistent: the first element includes the proposition <The events specified all occur on Earth> 
while the third includes the incompatible, <The events specified all occur on Neptune>. So, if this 
is what he meant, Xhignesse’s objection is wrong-headed. 
 Interestingly, Xhignesse seems to agree that a fiction within which the propositions in K 
(and K′) are all true would be inconsistent in content (which is strange, given that he’s meant to be 
offering a consistent counterexample). However, what is important to him is that such a fiction is 
structurally incoherent – ‘the very conditions articulated within the story preclude the possibility of its 
being told.’ This is because we are ‘told, via [(ii)], that our ordinary assumptions about fictional 
truth hold, while [(iii)] brazenly flouts these assumptions’.18  

We take it that what Xhignesse means is something like the following: take a realistic story 
(e.g. Speckled Band) and add an unrealistic proposition to it (e.g. that everything is happening on 
Neptune) without changing the background of production. For conceptual reasons, this cannot 
be done. Therefore, there really can be no such fiction as described – it is ‘structurally incoherent’. 

This structural incoherency objection is the third and final way we can charitably read 
Xhignesse’s objection. However, it is simply irrelevant. PPL-2 is a claim about whether certain 
propositions could be made true in some (possible) fiction – it is, as Xhignesse notes, a wholly 
permissive ‘claim about what authors can and cannot make true in their stories’.19 PPL-2 says 
nothing about how these propositions could be made true in the relevant fiction(s). More 
specifically, PPL-2 makes no claim about whether any given set of propositions can be made 
fictionally true using some particular text. That is, PPL-2 is neutral concerning the possibility of 
writing a text that’s lexically identical to The Adventure of the Speckled Band but which expresses the 
propositions in K. So, even if it is structurally impossible to write such a story, this is neither here 
nor there when it comes to the truth or falsity of PPL-2. 

Put bluntly, Xhignesse has only provided a counter-example if he specifies a set of 
consistent propositions that cannot be fictionalized in any story at all. The above is (meant to be) 
a case where a consistent set of propositions cannot be fictionalized in one, highly specific manner. 
And while it might be the case that you can’t write that text – i.e. one that is lexically identical to 
Speckled Band, produced in identical socio-historical conditions, within which the propositions in 
K (or some list like it) are all fictionally true – that doesn’t mean that no text of whatever lexical 
identity/production background could be written. Only this latter claim is relevant to the truth or 
falsity of PPL-2.  

In fact, Xhignesse’s ‘structurally incoherent’ point only applies to something like 
 
PPL-3 Authors can make whatever they want true in their fictions 

 

                                                 
18 Xhignesse (2016: 156). 
19 Xhignesse (2016: 149). 
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But PPL-2 does not entail PPL-320 – a good thing, since PPL-3 is false, given that authors are 
restricted by, for example, genre. So, it isn’t the case that everything goes for every single fiction. 
But this says nothing against the possibility of there being some fiction for every consistent set of 
propositions. 
 So, to sum up. If Xhignesse intended to offer a counter-example to PPL-2 by citing class 
K, then his objection fails – there is no problem in writing a story that includes claims about what 
is fictionally true in itself. Alternatively, if Xhignesse meant to avoid any meta-fictional business 
and instead hopes to generate a counter-example via K′, then his objection also fails, for the simple 
reason that K′ is not a consistent set. Finally, if Xhignesse insists that the content of K or K′ are 
irrelevant, and what matters is the fact that producing a fiction in line with K’s or K′’s (broadly 
lexical) requirements is structurally impossible, then again his objection fails, since this 
impossibility is irrelevant to the truth or falsity of PPL-2. Thus Xhignesse’s argument misses the 
mark: no matter how he turns, his case says nothing against PPL-2, properly construed.21 
 

***** 
 
The previous three sections have advanced the idea that, due to the existence of universal fictions, 
the upper bound of fictional truth is identical to the number of possible propositions. We have 
also defended this idea from two objections: from D’Alessandro, who tried to use the possibility 
of canonical relatives to show that there are no secondary fictional truths, and from Xhignesse, 
who attempted to undermine PPL. Both objections were shown to be non-threatening. We 
therefore conclude there is no substantive upper limit to fictional truth.  
 
§4. The Lower Bounds of Fictional Truth 
 
We now shift from looking at the top to looking at the bottom: that is, having dealt with the issue 
of the upper, the remainder of the paper focuses on whether there are lower limits to fictional 
truth. In particular, we contend that the lower limit of fictional truth is zero – that is, there are 
possible fictions within which no propositions are fictionally true.  
 Our argument for this claim parallels the earlier argument concerning fictional truth’s 
upper limit: 
 

(4) If empty fictions – fictions within which no propositions are true – are possible, then the 
lower bound of fictional truth is zero. 

(5) Empty fictions are possible. 
(6) Therefore, the lower bound of fictional truth is zero propositions. 

 
As before, the interesting premise is the middle one. So, why think (5) is true? That is, why think 
empty fictions are possible? 

First, a bit of clarification. Using some familiar tools of logic, one might try to capture (5) 
as:  
 

 -Fiction  ◊f Ff (¬p T[p]) 
 

                                                 
20 Nor, for that matter, does the (possible) existence of universal fictions. 
21 A structurally similar argument to Xhignesse can already be found in Deutsch (1985), who claims that there is a 
special (possibly consistent) class of propositions, D, such that there can be no fiction where every member of D is 
true due to a Russell-style paradox. Unfortunately, the details of Deutsch’s argument are quite intricate and deserve 
extended treatment to be properly evaluated. However, since Deutsch’s argument relies on the identification of 
fictions with their content, which we reject, it is at best unclear what it shows with respect to poetic license and 
universal fictions. 
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However, this formula is not an accurate characterization of the premise, for the formula entails 

that there a proposition which is true-in-f – namely, that expressed by ‘¬p T[p]’. Rather, an empty 
fiction is a fiction without any content. As such, the following is what we’re after: 
 

 Empty Fiction ◊f p Ff (p) 
 
Such a fiction would be empty. But it would also be quite strange. For one, it would be wholly 
incomplete – for every proposition P, neither P nor P’s complement are true-in-f. And note that 
this indeterminacy isn’t epistemic – it isn’t that we don’t know or can’t decide which of P or P’s 
complement is true-in-f; rather, it simply is the case that neither is fictionally true.22 Of course, that 
such a fiction is odd isn’t enough to rule it out. 
 Second, there is some precedent for thinking that empty fictions are possible. Walton 
(1990, 61), claims there can be fictions ‘empty of fictional truths’ but ‘there is no point in 
recognizing’ such a fiction. Of course, we disagree about there being no point, in part because 
such a fiction would indicate that there is no lower limit to fictional truth. But, regardless, Walton 
concedes that such fictions are possible. However, in order to back up our argument, it would be 
best to supply a clear instance.  

With that in mind, the following sections offer two distinct ways one might argue for empty 
fictions. 
 
§5. Empty Fictions via Zero-Length Stories? 
 
There exist a variety of zero length stories – texts that purport to express fictions which consist of 
exactly zero words, letters, or symbols. Examples of zero length stories include Blumson’s 
Metamicrofiction (2012) and Fournel’s Suburbia (1995), a ‘novel’ that includes title and copyright 
pages, dedication, table of contents, introduction, footnotes, index, and list of errata, but lacks any 
body text. 23 

We think it plausible that these texts express fictions. Primarily, this is because they are 
treated as such by the literary community: for example, the literary merits of Suburbia have been 
discussed by some critics (see e.g. Lee 2004 and Dworkin 2013). Similarly, these works were clearly 
composed with an underlying fictive intention. Finally, they are published in literary journals or in 
collections of fiction. Thus we take it that it is safe to assume these stories in fact count as fictions. 

Further, it is clear that no propositions are primarily fictionally true in them, because these 
stories lack any mechanism (e.g. sentences, words, symbols or the like) to express – and hence 
explicitly include – any propositions. So these empty-text fictions get us half-way to our goal. 

What is less is clear is whether these fictions include any secondary fictional truths. To 
ensure that they do not, we would need to demonstrate that they are what Fine (1982, 116) calls 
inert literature – that is, that they are fictions which are not closed under any notion of entailment, 
and contain no imports. 

So, can we produce a zero-length, inert fiction? Here is our best shot:  
 

Vacuum 
 
 

                                                 
22 Alternatively, one might construct a fiction in which every proposition is indeterminate, i.e. p (¬Ff (p) & (¬Ff 
(¬p)). Arguably, the relevant indeterminacy claims will be true of, but not in, the relevant fiction. However, this is 
highly contentious. Potential examples of completely indeterminate fictions include Beckett’s How It Is, Robbe-Grillet’s 
La Maison de Rendez-Vous, and Michael McClure’s Ghost Tantras. 
23 A similar, but not quite appropriate case is Man Ray’s Untitled (1924). Ray’s poem doesn’t quite work because, while 
it contains no words or letters, it clearly contains symbols – specifically, black bars – which readers can interpret as 
telling us something about what is true in the associated fiction. 
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Vacuum is clearly a zero-length story, in that it has no body of text apart from a title. Further, it is 
plausible that this text expresses a fiction: we produced it with the relevant fictional intent, we can 
discuss its literary merits, we could (try to) publish it in a literary collection, etc.  

But, is this enough to secure inertness? Given that nothing about the story itself entails 
that it is inert, it doesn’t seem so. In fact, arguably the only mechanism one could deploy to secure 
inertness here is authorial fiat; that is, we could stipulate that Vacuum is inert. However, saying 
does not make it so. We are highly sceptical that authorial stipulation is that effective, especially 
when it comes to such recherché properties as being inert. 
 Consequently, we are highly sceptical about the success of any attempt to secure the 
possibility of empty fictions via zero-length stories, because there does not seem to be a non-
question begging way to render the resulting fictions inert. So this way isn’t going to provide 
support for our premise (5). 
 
§6. Empty Fictions via Complementary Fictions 
 
Thankfully, there is an alternative – an alternative that we think is successful. To begin, note that 
one familiar trope within fiction-making is the use of complements – that is, authors regularly 
create complementary characters, settings, and objects. For example, Bizarro, created by Binder 
and Papp, is a ‘mirror image’ of Superman. Exactly how (and in what manner) Bizarro mirrors 
Superman varies depending upon the writer, but typical examples include Bizarro’s words meaning 
the opposite of their usual meaning (e.g. ‘bad’ meaning good, ‘Me am going to kill you’ meaning ‘I 
will save you’, etc.), Bizarro’s being totally impervious to green but vulnerable to blue kryptonite, 
and living on a (cuboid) planet called ‘Htrae’. Similarly, the film Twins features two twins, one of 
which (played by Arnold Schwarzenegger) is full of ‘purity and strength’, while the other (played 
by Danny DiVito) is very much the opposite. 
 The process for producing these complement fictional entities is straightforward. We start 
with an initial entity, A, which has various features. Then, the author provides us with a function 
that maps some, or, in rare cases, all of A’s properties to complementary properties. And these 
new properties are the features that characterize a new, complement fictional entity B. For 
example, when Wario, an archrival to Nintendo’s main hero, Mario, was introduced in 1992, his 
personality was defined by taking Mario’s characteristics and inverting them. In effect, Nintendo 
produced Wario by saying something like, ‘He’s just like Mario! …except that while Mario is good-
natured and self-sacrificing, Wario is the opposite – bad tempered and completely self-centred.’24 
 Note that there are lots of different functions authors might employ here, which vary 
between how many of the features are flipped for their complements, and exactly how this flipping 
goes (e.g., one function might say that if A likes eating sweet things, B like’s eating sour things, 
another that B is poisoned by sweet things, and a third that B excretes sweet things). But they 
perform the same basic task of providing a map from the initial entity to the new one.  
 We contend that what goes for fictional entities goes for fictions themselves. That is, we 
believe that the above highlights a method authors can employ for producing novel fictions: pick 
out some fiction f1, then craft a complement fiction f2 by providing a complement function that 
characterizes what is true in new fiction f2 via what is true in the original fiction f1.  
 In fact, the process for generating complement fictions seems even easier than producing 
complement fictional entities. This is because one way the author of a complement fiction could 
produce such a fiction is to take a text that expresses the fiction they would like to complement, 
preface it with a description of the complement function they’re employing, and – viola! – they 

                                                 
24 In fact, Wario’s name even highlights this point, being a portmanteau of Mario’s name and the Japanese word 
‘warui’, meaning ‘bad’. 
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have produced a text expressing their complement fiction. So, for example, the following expresses 
a complement fiction:25 
 

Plenum 
 

Whatever is not primarily fictionally true in Vacuum – the text of 
which follows – is fictionally true in this story. 
 

Vacuum 
 

 

 
As with complement fictional entities, there are numerous possible generation functions authors 
might employ. And, of course, these functions can be partial, in that they only apply to a limited 
range of fictional truths, or total, applying to all (relevant) fictional truths. Arguably, all serve to 
produce fictions that are, in some sense, complements to the initial fiction.  

The function that is relevant for our purposes is the total not-true-to-true function. Starting 
from an initial fiction f1, this function produces a new fiction f2 such that what is true-in-f2 is 
everything not true-in-f1. Or, more explicitly: 

 
For all propositions p, Ff2 (p) iff ¬ Ff1 (p) 
 

The upshot is that all and only those propositions not-true-in-f1 are true-in-f2.26 
Armed with this particular complement fiction generating function, it is possible to write 

an empty fiction: take our universal fiction C3, and, using the function, produce a complement 
fiction, Comp-C3. The nature of the function is such that it guarantees the propositions that are 
true-in-Comp-C3are all and only those propositions that are not true-in-C3. However, because C3 is 
a universal fiction, every proposition is true-in-C3. Consequently, no propositions are true-in- 
Comp-C3– in other words, Comp-C3 is an empty fiction. 

More generally, to produce an empty fiction, one need only produce a total not-true-to-
true complement of a universal fiction. This can be accomplished, for instance, by writing a text 
(with the relevant fiction-making intent) that includes a portion of text expressing a universal 
fiction prefaced by statement indicating that we are to apply the total not-true-to-true complement 
function to said universal fiction. This will express an empty fiction.  

Since it is easy to produce such a text, it follows that empty fictions are possible. In turn, 
given our earlier argument, this possibility ensures that the lower limit of fiction is zero 
propositions. So, complement fictions provide a way for us to demonstrate that there is no 
substantial lower bound of fictional truth after all. 
 
§7. Conclusions 
 
As stated at the beginning, understanding the nature of fictional truth requires addressing a variety 
of related questions. Two such questions – which we focused upon here – concern the limits of 
fictional truth: does fictionality have an upper bound – is there a limit on the maximum number of 

                                                 
25 Interestingly, given this function, Plenum turns out to be a universal fiction. Consequently, this method of producing 
complement fictions also provides an alternative recipe for producing universal fictions, as well as further support for 
our premise (2). 
26 Note that this function is distinct from a more narrow ‘false-to-true’ function:  
 

For all propositions p, Ff2 (p) iff Ff1 (¬p) 
 
The former entails that propositions indeterminate in f1 are true in f2, though the latter does not. 
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propositions that can be true according to a work? And does fictionality have a lower bound – is 
there a limit on the minimum number of positions that must be fictionally true? 

Concerning the former, we have argued that the (possible) existence of universal fictions 
entails that there is no substantive upper limit on fictional truth. Meanwhile, concerning the latter, 
we argued that the (possible) existence of empty fictions entails that there is no substantive lower 
limit – there can be fictions within which nothing at all is fictionally true. 

Along the way, we defended the existence of secondary fictional truth and the principle of 
poetic license from recent criticism. These points, while related to our inquiry about the limits of 
fictional truth, are separable from the over-arching line of argument. We also developed a novel 
method for producing fictions, using complement functions. This, too, can be disentangled from 
our argument. However, when taken together, our arguments show that, when it comes to fictional 
truth, there are no limits.27 
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