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Recently, Xhignesse (2016) has argued that the principle of poetic license, which roughly states that any 
class of propositions is true in some possible fiction, ought to be rejected. This is because, according to 
Xhignesse, a weaker principle that is entailed by PPL is subject to counter-example. Here, we defend PPL 
from Xhignesse’s objection by demonstrating that, properly understood, his purported counter-example 
case is either irrelevant or unproblematic. The upshot is that Xhignesse has given us no reason to reject 
PPL. 

 
The principle of poetic license states that 
 

PPL For any class K of propositions, there is a possible fiction in which every 
proposition in K is true1 

 
The truth or falsity of PPL has significant knock-on effects for general debates about the nature 
of fictional truth. For example, if PPL is true, then inconsistent fictions – fictions that include 
contradictions in their content – are possible and, relatedly, a possibilist account of truth in 
fiction is off the table.2 Meanwhile, if PPL is false, then universal fictions – fictions within which 
every possible proposition is fictionally true – are impossible.3 
 Recently, this principle has come under some scrutiny. In particular, Xhignesse (2016) 
has suggested that we ought to reject it. This is because PPL entails a weaker principle,  
 

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

 
which, according to Xhignesse, is subject to counter-example. Consequently, PPL is false. 

Here, we dispute Xhignesse’s result. More specifically, we contend that his purported 
counter-example case to PPL-2 fails – as presented, it is either irrelevant or unproblematic. The 
upshot is that Xhignesse has given us no reason to reject PPL. 

Before assessing Xhignesse’s argument, 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.4 

Second, we assume that fictional content can be divided into two broad sub-types. A 
fiction’s primary or explicit content comprises all that is explicitly true within the story,5 while its 
secondary or implicit content comprises all of that which goes beyond the primary content. 

                                                 
1 Deutsch (1985: 202), though see also Routley (1979: 6) and Philips (1999: 283). Interestingly, Wildman & Folde 
(2017: 73) offer a single-proposition variant: 

 
PPL-WF  Every proposition is such that it can be true in some fiction 

 
And though PPL entails PPL-WF, the entailment fails the other way around. Further, it is not clear that PPL-WF 
entails PPL-2. This is because the derivation requires appealing to the possible fictional truth of a conjunction that 
features all the members of K as conjuncts, and the assumption that Ff (where ‘f’ names the relevant fiction) is 
closed under conjunction elimination, which is not obvious. 
2 See e.g. Lewis (1978, 1983) and Hanely (2004). 
3 See Routley (1979), Deutsch (1985), and Wildman & Folde (2017) for arguments in favour of the possibility of 
such fictions. 
4 See e.g. Lewis (1978), Currie (1990), and Walton (1990). 
5 ‘Explicit’ 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 [REDACTED] for more discussion. 
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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. 6 

Third, for clarity of expression, we will 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. 
 
§1. Against Xhignesse’s case against PPL-2 
 
Xhignesse’s counter-example to PPL-2 (and hence to PPL), is meant to emerge from the 
following scenario. Suppose that an author composes a fiction that is textually (lexically) identical 
to The Adventure of the Speckled Band. Further, suppose this fiction is informed by the exact same 
sociological, cultural, historical, and literary factors – the same ‘background’ – as Doyle’s story. 
However, there is one difference between the two: in the new fiction, all the events take place on 
Neptune, rather than on Earth. 
 According to Xhignesse, this scenario specifies a class K of propositions composed of: 
 

(i) A story S that contains all and only the propositions contained in Speckled Band 
(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, per 
Xhignesse, ‘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)’.7 

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 tell against PPL-2 or PPL. 

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, these 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 that are 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 

                                                 
6 See Lewis (1978, 41), Wolterstorff (1980, 115ff), Woodward (2011), and Walton (1990, 140ff) for similar 
treatments. 
7 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. 
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true-in-B that everything is happening on Neptune: one is a claim about what’s fictionally true, 
the other about what is fictionally true about what is fictionally true.8 
 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. 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 these with content-specifying 
claims, which do what they say on the tin.9 
 Now, what is odd about (v) and (vi) is that they are content-specifying claims that feature 
embedded content-transcending 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. In other words, one is a claim 
about what is fictionally true about the fiction, while the other is a factual claim about the fiction. 
 In this way, if (iv)-(vi) capture the content of Xhignesse’s class K, then the objection 
poses no problem for PPL-2.  

The second reading of Xhignesse’s objection starts with the charitable thought that the 
language Xhingnesse uses to specify the relevant counter-example was imprecise. Specifically, 
instead of thinking about class K, consisting of (i) – (iii), Xhignesse may have intended to specify 
a class K′ consisting of: 
 

(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 proposition that the events specified in S′ all occur on Neptune 

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

However, this is not a counter-example to PPL-2 either, 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’.10  

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 

                                                 
8 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 Gonzago is a duke, though he is not in ‘fact’ a duke. For further discussion, see 
Kripke (2013: 61). 
9 See Folde (2015: 366f) for more details on this distinction and the role such claims play in interpreting fiction. 
10 Xhignesse (2016: 156). 
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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. But 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’.11 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 also 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 

 
But PPL-2 does not entail PPL-312 – which is a good thing, since PPL-3 is obviously 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. 
 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 hoped 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 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. The general upshot is that Xhignesse’s argument misses the mark: no matter 
how we understand it, his case says nothing against PPL-2, properly construed.13 
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