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Recently, Xhignesse (2016) has argued that the principle of poetic license (PPL), which roughly states that 
any class of propositions is true in some possible fiction, ought to be rejected. 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 could be a 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 any consistent class K of propositions, there could be a fiction in which 
every proposition in K is true 

 
which, according to Xhignesse, is subject to counter-example.4 

Here, we dispute Xhignesse’s result. Specifically, we contend that his case against 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 detailing 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.5  

                                                 
1 Deutsch (1985: 202), though see also Routley (1979: 6) and Philips (1999: 283). Interestingly, Wildman & Folde 
(2017: 73) defend 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 Hanley (2004). 
3 Assume that PPL is false. This entails that there exists some class of propositions K such that there is no possible 
fiction within which K is true. Now, suppose for reductio that a universal fiction u is possible. By definition, every 
class of propositions is true in u, including K. So, by existential generalization, it follows that there is some possible 
(universal) fiction within which K is true. But this contradicts our initial assumption. Consequently, it is not possible 
for PPL to be false and for universal fictions to be possible. See Routley (1979), Deutsch (1985), and Wildman & 
Folde (2017) for arguments in favour of the possibility of universal fictions. 
4 Xhignesse also objects that PPL allows for fictions that violate the law of non-contradiction, but admits that it 
would be ‘premature’ (2016: 154) to take this to be a reductio of the principle. 
5 See e.g. Lewis (1978), Currie (1990), and Walton (1990). 
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Second, we assume that a fiction’s 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,6 while its 
secondary or implicit 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 implied content, which non-trivially logically follows from other content. 
For instance, ‘Watson is a doctor’ is a primary, while ‘London is south of Glasgow’ and ‘Watson 
is a doctor or a mountain’ are secondary fictional truths of Doyle’s The Adventure of the Speckled 
Band. 7 

Third, for ease and clarity of expression, we will make use of fictional operators. 
Specifically, taking ‘f’ to be a place-holder for singular terms denoting a particular fiction and ‘p’ 
for sentences, let ‘Ff (p)’ 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. 
 Finally, it is worth clarifying what exactly would constitute a counter-example to PPL-2 
(and, by extension, to PPL). To show that PPL-2 is false, it is necessary to specify a particular 

class of propositions Δ that is both internally consistent - i.e., such that the members of the class 
do not jointly entail a contradiction - and such that the members of this class cannot be jointly 
fictionalized in any circumstance whatsoever. In that sense, determining whether Xhignesse’s 
case is a genuine counter-example requires settling whether he has specified a class of 
propositions that satisfy these conditions. If they do, he has shown PPL-2 is false; if not, he has 
not. 
  
§1. 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 – in short, 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 (2016: 156), this scenario specifies a class K of propositions 
consisting of: 
 

(1) A story S that contains all and only the propositions contained in Speckled Band 
(2) The proposition that S shares its background with Speckled Band; and 
(3) The proposition that S is set on Neptune 

 
PPL-2 entails that it is possible to compose a fiction within which (1)-(3) 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 [(3)] true’. For the only way that (3) is 
true in the story is if the story either explicitly or implicitly includes the relevant proposition. But, 
‘both options have been precluded’ by (1) and (2). 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’ (Xhignesse 2016: 156). 
 
§2. Content problems with Xhignesse’s K 
 

                                                 
6 ‘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 Folde (2017) for more discussion. 
7 See Lewis (1978, 41), Wolterstorff (1980, 115ff), Woodward (2011), and Walton (1990, 140ff) for similar 
treatments. 
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We have two major objections. The first concerns the content of class K: specifically, we argue 
that there is no class of propositions that both fits with the details presented above and also 
satisfies the conditions for being a counter-example to PPL-2. The second objection, discussed 
in the next section, sets aside the matter of content and instead focuses on a point about 
‘structural incoherence’.  But before that, let us discuss some content problems. 
 Given what Xhignesse says, we can think of two ways to understand the content of K; 
neither results in a counter-example to PPL-2. The first takes (1)-(3) to be (or, more pedantically, 
to express) the three propositions that constitute the class. This understanding fits with the 
language Xhignesse uses - i.e., he prefaces (1)-(3) by saying that this is ‘a class K of propositions 
consisting of’ (2016: 156) - and, at first glance, seems to raise a problem for PPL-2. 

One immediately striking feature of (1)-(3) is that all three make mention of S, the very 
story that they are intended to be fictionally true in. Consequently, on this reading, Xhignesse is 
suggesting we consider (for reductio) a case where the following trio are true: 
 

(4) FS (S contains all and only the propositions contained in Speckled Band) 
(5) FS (S shares its background with Speckled Band) 
(6) FS (S is set on Neptune) 

 
And, as this makes clear, this trio are all broadly metafictional. First, as stated, (4) involves an 
embedded meta-fictional claim about what is true in S. That is, (4) is a round-about way of saying 
 

(4*)  FS (FS (p1, p2, … pn)) 
 
where ‘p1… pn’ is the list of all propositions that are true-in-Speckled Band. Meanwhile, though (5) 
and (6) aren’t metafictional in the same sense as (4), the claims that are embedded in them – that 
S shares its background with Speckled Band and that S 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 
(primarily because the story does not make this sort of self-referential claim), though it of course 
is true that Speckled Band is set on Earth. We can label 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. In contrast, content-specifying claims do what they say on the 
tin.8 
 So, (5) and (6) are metafictional in the sense that both are content-specifying claims that 
feature embedded content-transcending propositions. More specifically, given (5) and (6), S turns 
out to be a rather odd self-referential fiction: due to (5), it is true-in-S that S shares its 
background with Speckled Band, and, due to (6), it is true-in-S that S is set on Neptune.  

Once we get clear on the nature of the relevant propositions, it is obvious that there is no 
‘preclusion’. It being true-in-S that it is true-in-S that everything is happening on Earth and it 
being true-in-S that everything is happening on Neptune are perfectly compatible: one is a claim 
about what’s fictionally true, the other about what is fictionally true about what is fictionally true.9  
 In this way, if the content of Xhignesse’s purported counter-example class are the 
propositions expressed by (1)-(3), then his objection fails. While this class is internally consistent, 
(1) and (2) being true-in-S does not preclude (3) also being true-in-S. Consequently, Xhignesse 
has given us no reason to think that the members of this class cannot be jointly fictionalized. 

                                                 
8 See Folde (2015: 366f) for more details on this distinction and the role such claims play in interpreting fiction. 
9 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). 
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The second way of filling out K starts from the idea that, instead of trying to pick out a 
class consisting of the propositions expressed by (1)-(3), Xhignesse in fact intended to specify a 
class consisting of: 
 

(7) Γ 
(8) All of events e1…en take place on Neptune 

 
Where Γ is a list of all and only the propositions primarily and secondarily true in Speckled Band, 
and ‘e1…en’ denote all the events/actions described or mentioned in Γ. So understood, 
Xhignesse’s objection is that the class consisting of (7) and (8) serves as a counter-example to 
PPL-2. 
 The problem is that such a class cannot be a counter-example to PPL-2. It is non-
controversial that the background of Speckled Band ensures that <All of events e1…en take place 
on Earth> is a secondary fictional truth of Speckled Band. We take it as equally non-controversial 
that this, together with the background of the story, entails that <It is not the case that all of 
events e1…en take place on Neptune> is also a secondary fictional truth of Speckled Band.  

For this reason, (7) entails that the class K includes the proposition <It is not the case 
that all of events e1…en take place on Neptune>. And, per (8), K also includes the proposition 
<All of events e1…en take place on Neptune>. This makes K inconsistent: these two 
propositions flatly contradict each other. Consequently, this understanding of K fails to satisfy 
the conditions for being a counter-example to PPL-2. If this is the content of Xhignesse’s 
counter-example class, then the objection dies on the vine. 

The general upshot is that it is not at all clear what the content of Xhignesse’s purported 
counter-example class is. In particular, the two most obvious readings are unproblematic since 
they pose no threat to PPL-2 and hence also to PPL.  
  
§3. Structural incoherency and PPL-2 
 
Interestingly, Xhignesse (2016: 156) seems to agree that a fiction within which the propositions 
expressed by K (whatever those might be) are all true would be inconsistent in content (which is 
strange, given that he’s meant to be offering a consistent class). However, he says 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 [(2)], that our ordinary assumptions 
about fictional truth hold, while [(3)] brazenly flouts these assumptions’ (2016: 156)).  

Our second objection concerns this line of argument. Specifically, we agree with 
Xhignesse that a fiction that is (i) lexically identical to The Adventure of the Speckled Band, (ii) 
informed by the exact same socio-cultural-historical-literary background as Doyle was when he 
wrote the original, but (iii) whose events all take place on Neptune instead of Earth is structurally 
incoherent. It is impossible to 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 or the text that expresses the story. For conceptual reasons, this 
cannot be done - such a fiction is ‘structurally incoherent’. But this says nothing about the truth 
or falsity of PPL-2. 

PPL and PPL-2 place extremely weak constraints on what can, in principle, be fictionally 
true: namely, any (consistent) class of propositions. What they do not do is say anything at all 
about what tools we have for making certain propositions fictionally true. They concern the 
limits of fictional truth, delineating which (classes of) propositions are up for being fed into our 
fiction-making mechanisms, whatever those happen to be. 

In this way, PPL/PPL-2 make claims about whether certain (classes of) propositions could 
be made true in some (possible) fiction – they are, as Xhignesse notes, wholly permissive 
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‘claim[s] about what authors can and cannot make true in their stories’.10 However, they say 
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 produced within a given background-context. That is, PPL-2 is 
neutral about the possibility of an author writing a text that’s lexically identical to The Adventure of 
the Speckled Band, under the same socio-historical context, but which has different content from 
Speckled Band. 

Put bluntly, Xhignesse has only provided a counter-example if he specifies a set of 
consistent propositions that cannot be fictionalized at all. What his scenario describes is a case 
where a consistent set of propositions cannot be fictionalized in one, highly specific manner. 
And while it is incoherent to think that we can produce a fiction with such-and-such content 
(given the worries in the previous section, what exactly that content is still remains unclear) in 
this particular context – i.e. via a text that is lexically identical to Speckled Band, produced in 
identical socio-historical conditions – there is no reason to think that no context affords us a 
means of fictionalizing such-and-such propositions. And it is this latter, no context point that is 
relevant to the truth or falsity of PPL-2. 

Consider Δ, the (presumably consistent) class of all and only the propositions that make 
up the fictional content of Speckled Band. How might we produce a fiction f such that all the 
members of Δ are true-in-f? The easiest way is to do exactly what Doyle did - i.e., write a text 
lexically identical to his, within the very same background-context. The resulting fiction would be 
such that not only all the members of Δ are true-in-f, but these propositions would also have the 
exact same primary and secondary status: i.e., every proposition that is a primary fictional truth in 
Band is primarily fictionally true-in-f, and every proposition that is a secondary truth in Band is 
secondarily fictionally true-in-f.11  

But this is not the only way to produce such a fiction. For nothing said so far requires 
that the content of our fiction consists of all and only the members of Δ, nor that we must hold 
the primary/secondary status of these propositions fixed. And acknowledging these points opens 
up a number of points we could in principle vary in order to produce some fiction the content of 
which includes Δ’s members. One axis of variation is the lexical vehicle - i.e., the text - which we 
can change in various ways. For example, we might expand the text, incorporating sentences that 
render as primary content (collections of) propositions that were secondary in Band (the extreme 
case is a text that includes, for every Band-secondary-truth, a sentence explicitly expressing the 
relevant proposition); alternatively, we might delete sentences in order to make some of the 
content primary in Band into secondary content of the new fiction. Indeed, we might end up with 
something that is, lexically speaking, entirely distinct from Doyle’s text! Of course, to get the 

whole of Δ in, these lexical variations will need to be matched by corresponding variations along 
the second axis, that of socio-cultural-historical background. But such variation is exactly what 
we should expect, given the possibility of distinct fictions with the exact same content (see e.g. 
Lewis (1978: 39) and Walton (1990: 66)). Consequently, there are multiple ways to fictionalize 
Δ’s members. 

In light of this, being told that some particular text-plus-background combination is such 
that we cannot produce a fiction with content K does not entail that no combination results in 
such a fiction. Rejecting PPL-2 requires securing the latter point. This is because PPL-2 says that, 
for every consistent class of propositions, there is at least one text-plus-background combination 
that generates a fiction including this class as content. At best, Xhignesse’s ‘structural 
incoherency’ point proves that one particular combination doesn’t work; it tells us nothing about 
the rest. 

                                                 
10 Xhignesse (2016: 149). 
11 They’ll even be of the same type of secondary fictional truth! 
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So, even if we set aside worries about content and grant to Xhignesse that the real 
problem is one of structural incoherency, this point does little to settle the matter of PPL-2 being 
false. 

 
§4. Conclusions 
  
Before closing, we’d like to offer a potential diagnosis on what has gone wrong. We contend that 
Xhignesse’s objection is in fact a good one - just not against PPL/PPL-2 as he states them. 
Deutsch (1985: 202), when discussing the ‘principle of poetic license’, offers the following: 

 
D-PPL Any proposition can be stipulated to be true in some possible story 

 
It should be clear that D-PPL is logically distinct from PPL. In particular, the acceptance of PPL 
is perfectly compatible with the denial of D-PPL; this is because the latter simply says something 
about (possible) fictional content, not about what mechanisms are used to fictionalize content.  
Further, if we understand Xhignesse as using ‘the principle of poetic license’ to pick out D-PPL, 
then perhaps his objections will be more successful. However, it is a mistake to equate this 
principle with PPL, which we have been concerned with defending in this paper - the two are 
not the same, and equating them leads only to confusion.12 

To sum up, we have here raised two objections to Xhignesse. First, we have argued that 
there is no obvious way of cashing out the content of his purported counter-example class K 
that satisfies the conditions for being a genuine counter-example to PPL-2. And second, we have 
shown that Xhignesse’s structurally incoherency, while good, also does not tell against PPL-2, 
and hence PPL. The general upshot is that, as it stands, we still have just as good a reason as ever 
to accept the (properly understood) principle of poetic license.13 
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