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‘Nothing is true, everything is permitted.’ (Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morality) 

 
‘Become totally empty 

Quiet the restlessness of the mind 
Only then will you witness everything unfolding from 

Emptiness.’ 
(Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching) 

 

An empty fiction is a fiction within which no propositions are (fictionally) true. The central 
question of this paper is, are such fictions possible?  

This might strike some as a silly question – Walton (1990: 61), for example, says that 
there can be fictions ‘empty of fictional truths’, though he adds that ‘there is no point in 
recognizing’ such a fiction. But while Walton is correct to recognize the possibility of such 
fictions – or so I argue below – he is wrong to say that it is pointless to acknowledge them. For 
settling the matter of the (im)possibility of empty fictions directly impacts a variety of inter-
related questions concerning the nature of fictional truth.  

Consider fictional incompleteness, a phenomenon that emerges when there is a gap in what is 
true in a given fiction – that is, a fiction f is incomplete with respect to a given proposition P iff 
neither P nor not-P are true-in-f. Fictional incompleteness is wide-spread: nearly every fiction is 
such that there are some questions about the fictional goings-on that are left open and 
unresolved.1 For example, the Harry Potter canon is silent with regards to Hermione’s blood-type. 
So, it seems it is not true in Harry Potter that Hermione is blood type AB+, nor true that she is O-
, etc. But it also seems that is not true in Harry Potter that Hermione is not AB+, nor not true that 
she is not O-, etc. In other words, the fiction simply doesn’t settle the matter, instead leaves 
things open. And this indeterminacy is not 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.  

In light of the ubiquity of fictional incompleteness, we might wonder, how open can a 
given fiction be? Is there a lower limit to fictional incompleteness, or is it possible to have a 
fiction that leaves absolutely everything open, settling no matters whatsoever? The possibility of 
empty fictions directly impacts how we answer this question. For an empty fiction is a fiction 
without any content and, as such, is wholly incomplete – for every proposition P, neither P nor P’s 
complement are true-in-f. Consequently, if empty fictions are possible, then there is no lower 
limit to fictional incompleteness – fictions can leave as much open as we like. Alternatively, if 
empty fictions are impossible, then every fiction must at least settle some matters. 

Similarly, there has been some debate about whether fictionality has an upper bound, a 
limit on the maximum number of propositions that can be true within a given fiction.2 But we 
might also wonder about fictionality’s lower bound, the limit on the minimum number of 
propositions that must be fictionally true in some fiction f. Here again, empty fictions go a long 
way towards resolving the matter: if empty fictions are possible, then the lower bound is zero 
propositions. And if empty fictions are not possible, then fictionality’s lower bound is at least 
one, and settling the issue becomes much more difficult. 

                                                 
1 The qualification is necessary because universal fictions, fictions within which all propositions are true, are by 
definition complete (Wildman and Folde (2017: 76). 
2 See e.g. Fine (1982), Deutsch (1985), Routley (1979), and Wildman and Folde (2017). 
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A further point of impact concerns fictional nihilism, the idea that there are no fictional 
truths at all. Clearly, the impossibility of empty fictions entails that nihilism is false. Meanwhile, if 
empty fictions are possible, then nihilism is at least (epistemically) possible.3 

Finally, the possible existence of empty fictions has direct implications for debates about 
the identity conditions of fictions. Specifically, if multiple, distinct empty fictions are possible, 
then the idea, advanced by Deutsch (1985: 202), that the identity conditions for fictions are fixed 
solely by what propositions are true within them must be false.4 
 For these reasons, the (possible) existence of empty fictions is an interesting question, 
one that is worth addressing. And, in this paper, I aim to do so, arguing that such fictions are 
possible. More specifically, I begin (§1) by examining four potential arguments for the possibility 
of empty fictions, each of which are shown to be defective. Building on these failures, I then (§2) 
offer an alternative, more successful argument, which turns upon the notion of complement 
functions. I then conclude (§3) by anticipating three objections. The upshot is that empty fictions 
are in fact possible.  

Before proceeding, a few quick preliminaries. First, I here remain neutral about the exact 
analysis of truth in fiction,5 though I assume that the content of a fiction f can be thought of as a 
class of propositions the members of which are those propositions fictionally true in f. 

Second, I assume that there is a distinction between a fiction’s primary or explicit content, 
which comprises those propositions that are explicitly true within the story,6 and its secondary 
content, which are those propositions that are true but not primary content. Further, I take 
secondary content to split into the imported content, which are propositions brought into the fiction 
from outside, and entailed content, which are those propositions that non-trivially logically follow 
from primary and/or imported content. For example, in The Adventure of the Speckled Band, 
‘Watson is a doctor’ is a primary fictional truth (we are explicitly told as much in the story), while 
‘London is south of Glasgow’ and ‘Watson is mortal’ are, respectively, imported secondary and 
entailed secondary truths.7 
 Third, for clarity, I will occasionally employ fictional operator notation: ‘Ff (P)’, where ‘f’ 
is a singular term denoting a particular fiction, and ‘P’ a sentence, abbreviates ‘it is true-in-f that 
P’. Again, I remain neutral about the analysis of such operators. 
 Having settled these matters, we next examine some unsuccessful ways one might try to 
argue for empty fictions. 
 
§1. Four failed arguments for empty fictions 
 
The first two arguments are structurally similar. First, one might think that you can produce an 
empty fiction by generating a fiction f such that “nothing is true-in-f” is true-in-f. However, there 

is a proposition that is true-in-f – namely, ⟨¬(p Ff(P))⟩. Consequently, f is not empty (though it 
is an interesting, contradictory, self-referencing fiction). The same goes for the second argument, 
which attempts to derive the possible existence of an empty fiction from the (possible) existence 
of a fiction f such that “every proposition is indeterminate-in-f” is true-in-f.  Here again, f is not 

empty, as at least one proposition – i.e., the proposition ⟨p (¬Ff (P) & ¬Ff (¬P))⟩ – is true-in-f. 

                                                 
3 This is because the possibility of empty fictions is a necessary but not sufficient condition of the truth of nihilism. 
For further discussion of nihilism, see D’Alessandro (2016) and Folde (ms). 
4 Of course, the possibility of empty fictions is not the only objection to this view. For some other specific 
objections to it, see Walton (1990: 63ff), Lewis (1978: 39), and Levinson (1980). 
5 See e.g. Lewis (1978), Currie (1990), and Walton (1990). 
6 ‘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. 
7 For similar treatments of this distinction, see e.g. Lewis (1978, 41), Wolterstorff (1980, 115ff), Woodward (2011), 
and Walton (1990, 140ff). 
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Both of these arguments fail for broadly the same reason: they mistakenly focus on 
things being true in fiction f, rather than of f. That is, both involve some proposition being true in 
f, but what is needed is a fiction f such that it is true of f that nothing is true-in-f and true of f that 
every proposition is indeterminate-in-f. 

The third ‘bad’ argument emerges from a general ontology of repeatable artworks.8 
Assume that fictions are identical to pure abstract structures composed of propositions. These 
structures exist as external abstract objects, and one such existing structure is the nul structure, 
which consists of no propositions. By definition, the empty fiction is identical to this structure. 
Consequently, it also exists. So, the empty fiction exists. 
 The trouble here is the initial assumption, identifying fictions with propositional 
structures. Such identification seems wrong-headed; a more plausible suggestion is that while a 
fictions’ content might be identical to a certain propositional structure, fictions themselves are not. 
This allows that two distinct authors could produce distinct fictions that have the exact same 
content (e.g., Cervantes, in 17th century Madrid, might have written a particular universal fiction, 
unbeknownst to Amanda, in 21st century Amsterdam, who produced her own, distinct, universal 
fiction).9 But doing so also means that this argument for empty fictions fails, since nothing in the 
argument guarantees that it is possible to write a fiction that expresses the existing nul structure 
content. 

The fourth and final argument involves zero length literary works – texts that consist of 
exactly zero words, letters, or symbols. Examples 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 of text.10  

At first glance, it seems possible to leverage the existence of these works into an 
argument for empty fictions: 

 
(1) Zero length literary works exist. 
(2) Zero length literary works express fictions.11 
(3) Such fictions lack content. 
(4) Therefore, empty fictions exist. 

 
However, this argument is also not successful. 
 For one, it is natural to think that a literary work that does not contain any text – any 
words, letters, or symbols – does not express a fiction; this suggests that (2) is dubious. Yet, even 
granting (2), (3) is the real weak-point here. In particular, while zero length works lack any 
mechanism (e.g. sentences, words, symbols, etc.) to express, and hence to include, any primary 
content, nothing entails that they do not include any secondary content. For example, Friend 
(2017) argues that judgements about what is true in a given fiction presuppose the reality 
assumption, according to which everything that is in fact true is also true in the story unless 
excluded by the work. If she is correct, then all actual truths are secondary fictional content 
(specifically, imported content) of these fictions. Similarly, if these fictions are closed under any 
notion of entailment, they will also include some implied content – namely, the tautologies, as well 
as everything that follows from the imported content (e.g., their conjunctions, disjunctions, etc.). 

More generally, (3)’s truth depends upon proving that these fictions are what Fine (1982: 
116) calls inert: they are not closed under any notion of entailment, and contain no imports. But 

                                                 
8 Thanks to [redacted] for suggesting this line. 
9 For further discussion of this point, see Wildman & Folde (2017: 76). 
10 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 contains symbols – specifically, black bars – that readers can interpret as 
telling us something about what is true in the associated fiction. 
11 I use the weaker ‘express’ rather than the ‘are’ of identity here in order to accommodate views that distinguish 
fictions from works; nothing in particular hinges upon this point. 
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consider a zero-length literary work, Vacuum. By definition, Vacuum has no body of text, so, on 
the assumption that it expresses a fiction, it is plausible that it has no primary content. But there 
is no obvious, non-question begging way of rendering the resulting fictions inert.12 So there is no 
good reason to accept (3). The upshot is that we ought to reject the idea of deriving empty 
fictions from zero-length literary works. 

The upshot is that the above four arguments all fail to deliver empty fictions. However, 
there is an alternative. 
 
§2. Complementing our way to emptiness 
 
A familiar trope within fiction-making is the use of complements; 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 Bizarro’s 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 DeVito) is very much the opposite. 
 Producing these complement fictional entities is a straightforward process. First, start 
with an initial entity, A, which has various features. Then, employ a function that maps some (or 
even all) of A’s properties to new, alternative properties. These specified properties are then 
taken to be the features that characterize a new, complement fictional entity B. For example, take 
Wario, an archrival to Nintendo’s Mario. When Wario was first 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 the opposite of Mario: while Mario is good-
natured and self-sacrificing, Wario is bad tempered and completely self-centred!’13 
 There are numerous functions authors might employ, which vary how many of the 
features are swapped, and exactly how the swapping goes – one function might specify that if A 
likes eating sweet things, B likes eating sour things, another that B is poisoned by sweet things, and 
a third that B excretes sweet things. But these functions all perform the same basic task of 
mapping features of the initial entity to different features that are taken to characterize a new 
entity. 
 Now, I contend that what goes for fictional characters, settings, and objects also goes for 
fictions themselves. That is, authors can use something like the above method to produce novel 
fictions. To do so, we first take a text that expresses a particular fiction, f1, which we would like 
to complement. Then, preface the text with a statement of the particular complement function 
that will be applied to the original fiction. These functions can be partial, only applying to a 
limited range of f1’s fictional truths, or total, applying to all of f1’s fictional truths. The functions 
can also take a variety of forms, encoding various ways of determining what is true/false in the 
output fiction via what is true in the original fiction f1. Having applied the function to the 
original fiction, the resulting work – i.e., the text of the original fiction preceded by a statement 
of the relevant complement fiction – will indicate, in Levinson’s (1980: 79) sense, a particular 

                                                 
12 One might appeal to authorial fiat, but this seems to instil Authors with far too much power, especially when we 
consider recherché properties like being inert. 
13 In fact, Wario’s name even highlights this point, being a portmanteau of ‘Mario’ and the Japanese word ‘warui’, 
meaning ‘bad’. And the complementary nature was initially meant to be physical, as the initial design documents of 
the character had Wario unable to jump (in contrast to Mario, who began life as ‘Jump Man’). 
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complement fiction f2, whose content is exactly those propositions specified by the application of the 
complement function to f1.14 

For example, the following work indicates a new, complement fiction, entitled Plenum:15 
 

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

Vacuum 
 
 

 
 

 
This complementation method for producing fictions is a powerful tool, allowing us to produce 
a wide-variety of interesting fictions. And, most important for present purposes, it allows us to 
offer a direct method for producing empty fictions.  

To do so, take a universal fiction, like Wildman & Folde’s Ohle’s Amazing Adventure (OAA 
for short) and the total not-true-to-true function – i.e., the function that, starting from an initial fiction 
f1, indicates a new fiction f2 such that all and only those propositions not true-in-f1 are true-in-
f2.16 Applying this function to OAA, we thereby indicate the complement fiction, Comp-OAA. 
The nature of the function guarantees that the propositions that are truth in Comp-OAA are all 
and only those propositions that are not true-in-OAA. However, because OAA is a universal 
fiction, every proposition is true-in-OAA. Consequently, no propositions are true-in-Comp-OAA. 
In other words, Comp-OAA is an empty fiction. 

More generally, to produce an empty fiction, one need only produce a total not-true-to-
true complement to a universal fiction. This can be accomplished, for instance, by composing a 
text (with the relevant fiction-making intent) expressing a universal fiction, then prefacing this 
text with a statement indicating the application of the relevant complement function to said 
universal fiction. The resulting indicated work will then express an empty fiction. Since it is easy 
to produce such a work – I did so a paragraph ago! – it follows that empty fictions are possible. 
 
§3. Objections and Conclusions 
 
Before concluding, I’d like to pre-empt two potential objections.  

The first objection is that, as given above, the argument for empty fictions appeals to 
universal fictions. But universal fictions are just as problematic/weird/unusual as empty fictions! 

                                                 
14 Because one needs to reproduce the whole of the original fiction’s text, this method is most easily used on fictions 
published in The Journal of Microliterature. 
15 Interestingly, assuming Vacuum has no primary fictional truths, then Plenum turns out to be a universal fiction. 
Consequently, this complementation method provides an recipe for producing universal fictions distinct from those 
discussed in Wildman & Folde (2017). 
16 Hence this function entails that the following principle is true: 
 

NTTF  For all propositions p, Ff2 (p) iff ¬Ff1 (p) 
 
This helps to clarify that the relevant function is distinct from a more narrow ‘false-to-true’ function, which entails: 
 

FTT  For all propositions p, Ff2 (p) iff Ff1 (¬p) 
 
For applying the function that entails FTT to a universal fiction outputs another universal fiction, while applying 
NTTF outputs an empty fiction. 
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So it isn’t clear that there are any of them either! Consequently, if the argument only works 
provided that there are universal fictions, then it is dialectically dubious. 
 An initial response is to defend the possibility of universal fictions.17 However, a more 
direct response is that an appeal to universal fictions is not strictly required for the 
complementary argument to succeed. The recipe for producing empty fictions involves two 
elements: an initial fiction and a specified complement function. Using a universal fiction as our 
initial fiction allows us to employ a straightforward, simple, easy to express complement 
function. But, to get empty fictions from non-universal fictions, we need only vary what 
complement function is employed. Specifically, starting from any non-universal fiction f1, we can 
use the total true-to-incomplete function – i.e., the function according to which, for all propositions P 
true-in-f1, neither P true-in-f2 nor is ¬P true-in-f2. The resulting fiction f2 would then be an 
empty fiction. 
 The second objection is more global. In its bluntest form, the objection is that there 
cannot be empty fictions because we cannot make sense of what it would be like to engage with 
them. What do we imagine? What is the phenomenology of engaging with an empty fiction like? 
 An initial point in response is that this isn’t just a problem for empty fictions. There are 
several weird kinds of fiction the phenomenology of which are difficult to explicate. For 
example, what is it like to properly engage with an impossible fiction, like Priest’s (1997) Sylvan’s 
Box? Or a universal fiction, like the above-mentioned Ohle’s Amazing Adventure? 
 Of course, spreading the problem around doesn’t make it go away. So, what can we say 
in this particular case? That is, what is it like to properly engage with an empty fiction? As a 
tentative suggestion, perhaps the experience is that of suññatā– an all-encompassing emptiness in 
which perception and feelings cease.18 
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