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Abstract. I argue that pronominal anaphora across mixed parafic-
tional/metafictional discourse (e.g. In The Lord of the Rings, Frodoi

goes through an immense mental struggle. Hei is an intriguing fictional
character! ) poses a problem for current dynamic approaches to fiction.
I evaluate different possible solutions in a workspace account based on a
descriptivist approach, Maier’s psychologistic DRT, Zalta’s logic of ab-
stract objects and Recanati’s dot-object analysis of fictional characters.
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1 The problem of the wrong kind of object

Semanticists of fiction typically distinguish between (at least) three different
kinds of statements that contain fictional names (e.g. ‘Frodo’): In Recanati’s [22]
terminology, ‘fictional’, ‘parafictional’ and ‘metafictional’ statements. Fictional
statements are statements taken directly from a fictional work (e.g. (1) from The
Lord of the Rings). Parafictional statements are statements about the content
of a fictional work (e.g. (2) or (3) as found in a discussion on The Lord of the
Rings) that can be either ‘explicit’ (2) or ‘implicit’ (3), depending on whether the
‘In fiction x,’-prefix is overt or covert. Metafictional statements are statements
about fictional entities as fictional entities (e.g. (4)):

(1) Frodo had a very trying time that afternoon.

(2) In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo lives in the Shire.

(3) Frodo lives in the Shire.

(4) Frodo was invented by Tolkien.

Any uniform semantic treatment of fictional names across these different types
of statements runs into a variation of ‘the problem of the wrong kind of object’1.
If we adopt a realist approach and assume that the name ‘Frodo’ refers to an
abstract object (e.g. Zalta [28, 29] or Inwagen [11]) we run into difficulties with
the interpretation of (2) and (3); Abstract objects are not the kind of things
that can live in certain regions. On the other hand, if we adopt an antirealist
approach and take the name ‘Frodo’ to refer to a flesh and blood individual in

1 I adopt this term from Klauk [13] although he uses it to refer to only the realist
variant of the problem.
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a set of counterfactual or pretense worlds (e.g. Lewis, [15], Walton [27] or Maier
[18]), we run into difficulties with the interpretation of (4); Flesh and blood
individuals are not the kind of things that can be invented.

An intuitive way out of these problems is to assume, following Kripke [14]
and Currie [2], that fictional names are ambiguous; In statements such as (1),
(2) and (3), ‘Frodo’ refers to a flesh and blood invididual and in statements
such as (4), ‘Frodo’ refers to an abstract object. However, consider the following
discourse:

(5) In The Lord of the Rings, Frodoi goes through an immense mental strug-
gle to save hisi friends. Ah yes, hei is an intriguing fictional character!

The metafictional statement in (5) contains a pronoun ‘he’ that is anaphorically
dependent on the name ‘Frodo’ introduced in the preceding parafictional state-
ment. Standardly, we take this to mean – contra Kripke and Currie – that the two
terms co-refer. Such pronominal anaphoric links can potentially occur across all
possible types of mixed discourse with fictional, parafictional and metafictional
statements (See appendix) though some possibilities may be unlikely to actually
occur. The current challenge for semanticists of fiction is thus to account for the
use of pronominal anaphora across acceptable types of mixed discourse (rather
than only being able to account for statements in isolation) while avoiding the
problem of the wrong kind of object in its different variants.

In this paper, I discuss a dynamic semantic approach to modelling fictional
and parafictional statements: ‘The workspace account’2 (Section 2) and argue
that pronominal anaphora across mixed parafictional/metafictional discourse as
in (5) (henceforth ‘metafictional anaphora’) poses a problem of accessibility for
the workspace account (Section 3.1) that generalizes to other current dynamic
semantic approaches to fiction (Section 3.2). I explore and evaluate four different
possible solutions based on a descriptivist analysis of pronouns (Section 4.1),
Maier’s psychologistic DRT [18] (Section 4.2) Zalta’s abstract object theory [28,
29] (Section 4.3) and Recanati’s dot-object analysis of fictional characters [22]
(Section 4.4).

2 Introducing the workspace account

In Stalnaker’s [25] widely adopted pragmatic framework, assertions are modelled
as proposals to update the ‘common ground’ (i.e. the set of mutually presupposed
propositions between speaker and addressee). The workspace account takes as its
starting point Matravers’ [20] theory of fiction. Following Friend [7], Matravers
argues against the consensus view of fiction interpretation (e.g. Currie [2] or Wal-
ton [27]) that links fiction to the cognitive attitude of imagination (i.e. regular
assertions are mandates to believe and fictional statements are mandates to imag-
ine). Matravers argues that there is no special cognitive attitude of imagination
involved in our engagement with fiction. In fact, our primary engagement with

2 For details, see Semeijn [24].
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both fictional and non-fictional narratives involves the same cognitive processes.
Likewise, in the workspace account, fictional statements and regular assertions
are modelled as proposals to update the same temporary common ground: the
workspace. What differentiates non-fiction from fiction is whether, at the end of
the possibly multi-sentence discourse, ‘assertive’ or ‘fictive closure’ is performed;
Whether the content of the updated workspace is added to the common ground
directly (for non-fiction) or as parafictional information (for fiction) under the
relevant ‘In fiction F ’-operator. This operator receives a Lewisian [15] interpre-
tation such that ‘In fiction F, φ’ is true iff φ is true at every world where F
is told as known fact rather than fiction. In case a fictional statement is made
and the common ground already contains parafictional information about the
relevant fictional narrative (e.g. because there was a break in the story telling),
‘fictive opening’ is first performed (i.e. the content embedded under the fiction
operator is placed in the workspace before updating).

I present a simplified representation of assertive closure of the assertion
Trump is the president of the U.S. and of fictive closure of (1) from The Lord
of the Rings (LOTR). To represent the workspace and common ground, I use
the box notation of DRT (Discourse Representation Theory) developed by Kamp
[12] in which NP’s in a discourse are mapped to ‘discourse referents’ placed under
several conditions in so-called DRS’s (Discourse Representation Structures):

x

Trump(x)

president(x)

assertive closure
==========⇒

x

Trump(x)

president(x)

x

Frodo(x)

trying-time(x)

fictive closure
=========⇒

�LOTR

x

Frodo(x)

trying-time(x)

Whether I am reading a fictional narrative (e.g. The Lord of the Rings) or a
non-fictional narrative (e.g. some article in The Times), I update the workspace
with the content of the narrative. As soon as I stop entertaining the proposi-
tions of a non-fictional narrative I perform assertive closure: I stop updating the
workspace (with e.g. Trump is the president of the U.S.), and instead update
the common ground with this information (i.e. the result is that it is common
ground that Trump is the president of the U.S.). As soon as I stop entertaining
the propositions of a fictional narrative I perform fictive closure: I stop updating
the workspace with fictional statements (e.g. Frodo had a very trying time on a
particular afternoon) and instead update the common ground with parafictional
information based on the content of the workspace (i.e. the result is that it is
common ground that in The Lord of the Rings, Frodo had a very trying time on
a particular afternoon).3

3 As an anonymous reviewer noted, fiction about non-fictional objects (e.g. historical
fiction) poses a challenge for this analysis. When we for instance read “That’s a fine
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Parafictional statements such as (2) and (3) are modelled as assertions about
the content of a particular novel that exists in the actual world. Hence parafic-
tional statemenst trigger assertive closure (i.e. the parafictional content of the
workspace is added directly to the common ground):

�LOTR

x

Frodo(x)

hobbit(x)
lives-in-Shire(x)

assertive closure
==========⇒

�LOTR

x

Frodo(x)

hobbit(x)
lives-in-Shire(x)

Thus, there are two ways to update the common ground with parafictional in-
formation; You either engage in fictional discourse (e.g. reading The Lord of the
Rings) or you engage in parafictional discourse (e.g. engaging in a conversation
about the content of The Lord of the Rings). What differs in these two cases is
the content of the workspace (i.e. whether you entertained propositions about
hobbits or parafictional propositions about the content of a particular novel).

3 The challenge of metafictional anaphora

Metafictional statements pose a problem for the workspace account. More specif-
ically, pronominal anaphora across mixed parafictional/metafictional discourse
leads to a problem of accessibility. In this section I introduce the problem of
metafictional anaphora (Section 3.1) and show how it generalizes to other dy-
namic approaches (Section 3.2).

3.1 Metafictional anaphora

Reconsider the central example of metafictional anaphora:

(5) In The Lord of the Rings, Frodoi goes through an immense mental strug-
gle to save hisi friends. Ah yes, hei is an intriguing fictional character!4

Both sentences in (5) (a parafictional statement about The Lord of the Rings
and a metafictional statement about Frodo) are assertions and hence trigger
assertive closure on a workspace updated with (5). After updating with the
parafictional statement in (5), the workspace looks as follows:

death!” said Napoleon as he gazed at Bolkonski in War and Peace, we update the
workspace with information about Napoleon. If we then perform fictive closure as
in the above DRS’s, the discourse referent for ‘Napoleon’ will end up embedded.
Arguably, War and Peace is about the real Napoleon – for which there probably
already is a discourse referent in the main box – rather than about a fictional coun-
terpart. Further research will have to produce an additional mechanism that links
embedded discourse referents for non-fictional objects to their real counterparts.

4 For simplicity, I henceforth omit the anaphoric links of the possessive ‘his’.
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�LOTR

x

Frodo(x)

struggle(x)

As Lewis [15] argued, metafictional statements are not covertly embedded
under ‘In fiction F ’-operators. For instance, the metafictional statement in (5)
does not express that in The Lord of the Rings, Frodo is an intriguing fictional
character. In other words, there is no implicit ‘In fiction F ’-operator in the
second half of (5), so the workspace is updated as follows:

�LOTR

x

Frodo(x)

struggle(x)

intr-fict-char(y)

y

he(y)

The pronoun ‘he’ in the metafictional statement in (5) triggers a presupposi-
tion that there is a masculine entity (denoted by the dashed box) (Cf. van der
Sandt [23]) and we update with the information that this masculine entity is an
intriguing fictional character.

The pronoun ‘he’ is anaphoric on the name ‘Frodo’ introduced in the preced-
ing parafictional statement. Normally, we represent this by equating their dis-
course referents (i.e. resolving the presupposition and replacing all occurrences
of y with x) so that the resulting update of the metafictional statement in (5)
is ‘intr-fict-char(x )’. However, following standard DRT-rules, x is not accessible
outside of the ‘In The Lord of the Rings’-operator and hence the presupposition
remains unresolved. It is therefore unclear how we can update the workspace with
(and thus interpret) metafictional statements involving metafictional anaphora
such as in (5).

3.2 Other dynamic approaches

The problem of accessibility introduced by metafictional anaphora generalizes to
other current dynamic approaches to fiction that involve some type of embedding
or separation of the content and discourse referents of the fictional narrative.5

For instance, in Stokke’s [26] and Eckardt’s [3] ‘unofficial common ground ac-
counts’ fictional and parafictional statements update a separated ‘unofficial com-
mon ground’ related to the relevant fiction and metafictional statements update

5 With the possible exception of Maier’s cognitive framework (See section 4.2).
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the ‘official common ground’ related to actual states of affairs. The ‘complete’
common ground after updating with (5) will thus look as follows:

〈 x

Frodo(x)

struggle(x)

UnofficialLOTR

,
intr-fict-char(y)

y

he(y)

Official〉

Although it is formally possible to make the discourse referents of fictional en-
tities accessible outside of the unofficial common grounds where they were in-
troduced, this is inconsistent with the motivation for having separate unofficial
common grounds for fiction. Namely, that the content of fictional narratives is
somehow quarantined from information about actual states of affairs. Moreover,
in Stokke’s framework unofficial common grounds are – unlike the official com-
mon ground – essentially temporary (i.e. they exist for the purpose and duration
of the (para)fictional discourse). Making these temporary discourse referents ac-
cessible outside of the unofficial common grounds would lead to even more dif-
ficulties. Hence, in the unofficial common ground accounts, the presupposition
triggered by the metafictional anaphora in (5) cannot straightforwardly be re-
solved because the discourse referent for ‘Frodo’ is not accessible outside of the
unofficial common ground.

In the rest of this paper I focus on how to solve the problem of metafictional
anaphora in the workspace account but the solutions under discussion should be
extendable to the other dynamic approaches.

4 A comparison of different solutions

In this section I describe and evaluate four different strategies to meet the de-
scribed challenge of accessibility posed by metafictional anaphora. Especially,
I will discuss to what extent they avoid the problem of the wrong kind of ob-
ject. First, one can adopt a descriptivist approach and account for metafictional
anaphora in non-dynamic terms (Section 4.1). Alternatively, staying in the dy-
namic semantic framework, one can either adjust the accessibility relations (Sec-
tion 4.2) or accommodate a new discourse referent that is accessible through
standard accessibility relations. Such a discourse referent can be understood as
an abstract object (Section 4.3) or as a dot-object (Section 4.4).

4.1 A descriptivist approach: A description of Frodo

A possible solution to the described challenge in a traditional semantics frame-
work is a descriptivist approach to anaphora (e.g. Evans [5], Elbourne [4] or
Heim [10]). This analysis was originally proposed as a solution to the accessibil-
ity problem posed by donkey anaphora. Consider the following donkey sentence:

(6) If Sarah owns a donkey, she beats it.
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Intuitively, the pronoun ‘it’ does not refer to a particular individual donkey but is
bounded by ‘a donkey’. However, it is outside of the syntactic scope of ‘a donkey’
and hence inaccessible. On a descriptivist analysis, the anaphoric pronoun ‘it’
functions like, or ‘goes proxy for’, the definite description ‘the donkey’ retrieved
from the preceding clause. In Elbourne’s D-type account, this is because NPs at
the level of syntax undergo phonetic deletion (are not pronounced at the surface
level) when in the environment of an identical NP (e.g. My shirt is the same as
his). Similarly, (6) is in fact equivalent to (7):

(7) If Sarah owns a donkey, she beats the donkey.

This analysis evades the problem of the unbindable pronoun by replacing it with
a definite description.

When we apply this strategy to (5), the pronoun ‘he’ is also analysed as going
proxy for a definite description retrieved from the previous clause. However, (5)
cannot be the result of simple phonetic deletion of an identical NP. If it were,
(5) would be equivalent to something like (8):

(8) In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo goes through an immense mental struggle
to save his friends. Ah yes, the person named Frodo in The Lord of the
Rings that goes through an immense mental struggle to save his friends,
is an intriguing fictional character!

This gives us an incorrect analysis of (5): A flesh and blood person cannot be a
fictional character. In other words, from the parafictional statement we retrieve
the wrong kind of definite description and hence run into the antirealist variant
of the problem of the wrong kind of object.

To get the correct interpretation what is required is a metafictional descrip-
tion such as ‘the character named Frodo in The Lord of the Rings’ so that (5)
becomes equivalent to (9):

(9) In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo goes through an immense mental struggle
to save his friends. Ah yes, the character named Frodo in The Lord of
the Rings is an intriguing fictional character!

Although, (9) gives an acceptable analysis of what is expressed by (5) it is
unclear how to compositionally obtain such a meta-description of Frodo from
the preceding clause. Moreover, even if we assume that we can accommodate
such a definite description for metafictional anaphora, this solution does not
extend to other types of mixed discourse such as pronominal anaphora across
mixed metafictional/parafictional discourse (e.g. Frodoi is an intriguing fictional
character. Ah yes, in The Lord of the Rings hei goes through an immense mental
struggle to save his friends! ) which would require accommodation of yet another
type of definite description to avoid the realist version of the problem of the
wrong kind of object.

Hence, a descriptivist approach does not (as yet) adequately account for
metafictional anaphora; Simple phonetic deletion provides the wrong kind of
definite descriptions and hence we need an account of how to accommodate the
right kind of definite descriptions.
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4.2 Psychologistic DRT: Adjusting accessibility relations

Another possible solution to the problem of metafictional anaphora (that sticks
to a dynamic approach) is to adjust the accessibility relations so that the dis-
course referent for ‘Frodo’ is accessible.

Maier [18] adopts this strategy in his psychologistic DRT framework in which
the context that is updated by statements is an agent’s mental state. The agent’s
mental state is represented as a set of DRS’s that are linked to cognitive attitudes
such as belief (BEL) and imagination (IMG). Assuming that the agent updates
with (5) after having engaged with The Lord of the Rings and having previously
imagined Frodo, the agent’s mental state after updating with (5) looks as follows:

〈
IMG,

x

Frodo(x)

〉
,

〈
BEL,

�LOTR

struggle(y)

y

Frodo(y)

intr-fict-char(z)

z

he(z)

〉


The parafictional and metafictional statement function similarly in that both
update the belief-box and trigger presuppositions that need to take as their
discourse referent x for ‘Frodo’.6

Although this dynamic semantic framework – like the workspace account
and the unofficial common ground accounts – involves separating the discourse
referents of fictional entities, there is no accessibility problem because Maier
assumes, contra usual practice, that attitudes can be referentially dependent
on attitudes other than belief.7 He gives the example of someone who wants
to buy a new smartphone in a few years and imagines it to have a flexible
transparent screen. This is a desire dependent imagination. Similarly, doxastic
attitudes can be referentially dependent on imagination; When engaging in The
Lord of the Rings I imagine the existence of an entity named Frodo and when
engaging in parafictional or metafictional discourse such as (5) I believe that
according to The Lord of the Rings this entity went through a mental struggle
and that the entity is an intriguing fictional character. Hence the presuppositions
triggered by the metafictional anaphora in (5) can be resolved; The content of
the imagination-box is accessible.

Extending this strategy to the workspace account would amount to changing
the accessibility relations relative to the content embedded under the ‘In fiction
F ’-operator so that the presupposition triggered by the pronoun ‘he’ in the

6 Here I follow Geurts [9] in analysing proper names as triggering presuppositions.
7 Maier does allow that there may turn out to be some structural constraints on

specific cross-attitudinal dependencies.
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metafictional statement in (5) can be resolved:

�LOTR

x

Frodo(x)

struggle(x)

intr-fict-char(x )

However, although there may be independent reasons to make the content in
the imagination-box accessible in Maier’s cognitive framework, there are none
for doing this with the ‘In fiction F ’-operator, making this an ad hoc move. More
importantly, there are already substantial theoretical costs in Maier’s cognitive
framework to making the content of the imagination-box accessible (i.e. a highly
complex semantic system) but such a move with the ‘In fiction F ’-operator would
amount to a drastic change of the basic semantics of DRT (in which any type
of embedding entails inaccessibility). Such a radical departure of standard DRT
semantics is prima facie undesirable.

In fact, the accessibility problem of metafictional anaphora may reappear in
the psychologistic DRT framework as well. Because Maier assumes parafictional
and metafictional statements are referentially dependent on existential imagi-
nation (induced by fictional statements) he only considers discourse in which
the interpretation of parafictional and metafictional statements comes after the
interpretation of fictional statements. However, fictional names can also be intro-
duced in parafictional of metafictional statements. Suppose (5) featured the first
occurrence of the name ‘Frodo’. In this case the fictional name ‘Frodo’ introduced
in the parafictional statement cannot be referentially dependent on a previous
act of imagination. In Maier’s framework interpretation of such parafictional
discourse would have to involve either accommodation of a kind of contentless
or minimal imagination during the parafictional discourse (e.g. imagining that
there is a person named Frodo) or involve local accommodation of a discourse
referent in the belief-box. The latter strategy would result in the following DRS:

〈
BEL,

�LOTR

x

Frodo(x)

struggle(x)

intr-fict-char(y)

y

he(y)

〉


Here the discourse referent for ‘Frodo’ is embedded in the ‘In The Lord of the
Rings’-operator rather than the imagination-box. Making this discourse referent
accessible will lead to the aforementioned problems of changing the accessibility
relations relative to the ‘In fiction F ’-operator.
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In any case, a solution based on changing the accessibility relations runs into
the antirealist variant of the problem of the wrong kind of object. The imagined
entity (in terms of the psychologistic DRT framework) or the entity that The
Lord of the Rings is about (in terms of the workspace account) is a flesh and
blood hobbit. If we make the discourse referent for this object accessible to the
metafictional statement in (5), the metafictional statement will be about this
flesh and blood individual. However, a flesh and blood hobbit cannot be an
intriguing fictional character.

Hence, a solution based on Maier’s psychologistic DRT does not adequately
solve the problem of metafictional anaphora. It cannot straightforwardly be ex-
tended to a workspace account and runs into the antirealist version of the prob-
lem of the wrong kind of object.

4.3 Abstract object theory: Frodo the abstract object

An alternative strategy is to claim that fictional names in parafictional and
metafictional statements refer to an object with a discourse referent that is
accessible in the main box:

x

Frodo(x)

�LOTR struggle(x)

intr-fict-char(x )

The above DRS formally resembles a DRS you would expect for parafictional
discourse about a non-fictional character (e.g. In War and Peace, Napoleon ex-
amines the Pratzen Heights) where embedded parafictional information takes the
discourse referent of an actually existing individual from the main box. However,
contrary to Napoleon, Frodo never really existed. One way to account for this is
to follow Zalta’s application of his logic of abstract objects [28, 29] to fiction and
claim that parafictional and metafictional statements are about abstract objects
(e.g. Frodo the fictional character) that really exist.

Prima facie, this strategy seems to run head first into the realist version of
the problem of the wrong kind of object; An abstract object cannot go through
an immense mental struggle. To avoid this problem Zalta distinguishes between
two types of objects and two modes of predication.8 x is an ‘ordinary object’
(‘O!(x)’) if it is, or could have been, concrete (e.g. a chair). x is an ‘abstract
object’ (‘A!(x)’) just in case it could not be concrete (e.g. the empty set). An
ordinary object like a chair can ‘exemplify’ being red, i.e. it has the property
of redness in the standard sense. Zalta denotes this using standard predicate
logic notation: ‘red(c)’. An abstract object can ‘encode’ a property which means

8 This distinction originally comes from Mally [19].
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it has this property as one of its constitutive characteristics. For instance, the
empty set encodes the property of having no members. This is denoted with the
argument to the left of the predicate: ‘(∅)memberless’. Ordinary objects do not
encode properties but abstract objects do exemplify properties (e.g. the empty
set exemplifies being well-discussed: ‘well-disc(∅)’).

Our fiction telling practices involve two types of abstract objects: ‘stories’ and
‘fictional characters’. A story (e.g. The Lord of the Rings) is an abstract object
that encodes the content of a narrative; It encodes ‘vacuous’ or ‘propositional’
properties of the form ‘being such that P is true’, where P is a proposition that
is true in the story. A fictional character is an abstract object that is native to
a story (e.g. Frodo or the One Ring, but not Napoleon). Contrary to common
practice, Zalta draws a strong distinction between the analysis of explicit and
implicit parafictional statements (e.g. respectively (2) and (3)). This is because
Zalta is a realist about fictional characters (i.e. they exist as abstract objects)
and hence we can talk about them as we do about ordinary objects (i.e. without
an ‘In fiction F ’-operator or some type of pretense). A statement such as (3)
is thus actually not ‘implicit’ in the sense that it is covertly embedded. Rather,
it is a plain statement about what properties a certain abstract object encodes:
‘(f)lives-in-Shire’. Explicit parafictional statements (e.g. (2)) on the other hand
do contain an ‘In fiction F ’-operator. They are statements about specific en-
coding and exemplifying relations between stories and characters. For instance
(2) expresses that The Lord of the Rings encodes the vacuous property of being
such that Frodo exemplifies living in the Shire: ‘�LOTRlives-in-Shire(f)’. Zalta
proves a theorem in his theory:

(I) ∀x∀s(Native(x, s)→ ∀F (xF ≡ �sFx))

according to which, if some character x is native to some story s, implicit and
explicit parafictional statements about x (in s) (e.g. (2) and (3)) necessarily
follow from one another. Metafictional statements are statements about what
properties fictional characters exemplify. For instance, the metafictional state-
ment in (5) expresses that Frodo exemplifies the property of being an intriguing
fictional character: ‘intr-fict-char(f)’.

Incorporating Zalta’s analysis of parafictional statements into the workspace
account suggests a modification of the fictive closure operation. Because of the
strong distinction drawn between implicit and explicit parafictional statements,
fictive closure can in theory involve two different kinds of updates of the com-
mon ground. An update with explicit parafictional statement and, if the relevant
fictional characters are native to the relevant story, also with an implicit parafic-
tional statement.9 The following is a representation of fictive closure* of (1) that
includes updates of the common ground with both types of statements:

9 If we also incorporate theorem (I) we could simplify the representation of the common
ground with respect to statements about native fictional characters.
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x

Frodo(x)

trying-time(x)

fictive closure*
=========⇒

x, y

LOTR(y) Frodo(x)

A!(y) A!(x)
Native(x, y)

�y Frodo(x)

trying-time(x)

(x)Frodo
(x)trying-time

As soon as I stop reading The Lord of the Rings, I update the common ground
with discourse referents for the newly introduced abstract objects (e.g. the story
The Lord of the Rings and the fictional character Frodo) and with (explicit and
implicit) parafictional information based on the content of the workspace (e.g.
‘�LOTRtrying-time(x)’ and ‘(x)trying-time’). Importantly, not all propositional
content of the workspace is updated as parafictional information simpliciter;
Proper name conditions (e.g. ‘Frodo(x)’) are doubled and placed in the main
box. This represents the fact that the abstract object Frodo also exemplifies
being named ‘Frodo’ outside of The Lord of the Rings.10

If we adopt this strategy we add an abstract object to the shared ontology
for any fictional entity that is introduced and is native to the relevant story.
This means that we incorporate Zalta’s metaphysical assumptions that entail
the existence of abstract objects in the actual world. It also means that after
reading The Lord of the Rings the discourse referent for (the abstract object)
‘Frodo’ is accessible outside of the ‘In The Lord of the Rings’-operator. To
see how this solves the challenge posed by metafictional anaphora we first
have to recognize that because Zalta draws a strong distinction between
implicit and explicit parafictional statements, the challenge splits up in two
sub-challenges: One of pronominal anaphora across mixed explicit parafic-
tional/metafictional discourse and one of pronominal anaphora across mixed
implicit parafictional/metafictional discourse. The central example up to
this point, (5), is an example of pronominal anaphora across mixed explicit
parafictional/metafictional discourse. I represent the workspace updated with

10 This move comes at a theoretical cost since it greatly complicates fictive closure (and
opening), i.e. some discourse referents for ordinary objects in the workspace are re-
placed with discourse referents for abstract objects in the main box (and vice versa
for fictive opening). The move is, however, in line with Zalta’s analysis of fictional
names in fictional statements (See Zalta [31, 30]); Fictional statements do not involve
reference to abstract objects but rather constitute the practice of story telling that
determines – through an extended ‘naming baptism’ – what abstract objects the fic-
tional names in parafictional and metafictional statements refer to. Moreover, fictive
closure* and opening* allow an abstract object account to be extended to pronomi-
nal anaphora across mixed discourse with on the one hand a fictional statement and
on the other hand either a metafictional or a parafictional statement.



Metafictional anaphora 13

(5) as follows:

x, y

LOTR(y) Frodo(x)

A!(y) A!(x)
Native(x, y)

�y
struggle(x)

intr-fict-char(x )

Next, we can rewrite (5) so that it is an example of pronominal anaphora across
mixed implicit parafictional/metafictional discourse:

(10) Frodoi goes through an immense mental struggle to save hisi friends. Ah
yes, hei is an intriguing fictional character!

I represent the workspace updated with (10) as follows:

x, y

LOTR(y) Frodo(x)

A!(y) A!(x)
Native(x, y)
(x)struggle

intr-fict-char(x )

As the formalisms show, in both cases the discourse referent x for ‘Frodo’ is
accessible outside of the ‘In The Lord of the Rings’-operator. Hence the presup-
position triggered by the pronoun ‘he’ in the metafictional statement in (5) and
(10) can be resolved.

Although this analysis seems to straightforwardly solve the problem of
metafictional anaphora while avoiding the realist version of the problem of the
wrong kind of object for implicit parafictional statements (i.e. abstract objects
are the ‘right kind of objects’ to encode properties such as living in the Shire),
the problem seems to reappear for explicit parafictional statements.11 In Zalta’s
analysis, the explicit parafictional statement (2) expresses that the abstract ob-
ject The Lord of the Rings encodes the vacuous property of being such that Frodo
exemplifies living in the Shire (‘�LOTRlives-in-Shire(f)’). That Frodo exempli-
fies living in the Shire (‘lives-in-Shire(f)’) is supposedly part of the content of
(and true according to) The Lord of the Rings. However, the name ‘Frodo’ refers
to an abstract object (i.e. Frodo is the abstract object that encodes all properties
that Frodo exemplifies in The Lord of the Rings or ‘f = ix(A!(x)&∀F ((x)F ≡
�LOTRF (f)))’). Therefore it seems that we can derive that it is true in The Lord
of the Rings that an abstract object exemplifies living in the Shire (i.e. we can

11 A similar concern has been voiced by Klauk [13].
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derive ‘�LOTRlives-in-Shire(ix(A!(x)&∀F ((x)F ≡ �LOTRF (f))))’). This leads
to a reoccurence of the realist variant of the problem of the wrong kind of object;
The Lord of the Rings is a story about flesh and blood hobbits, not about what
properties abstract objects exemplify. Moreover, as Klauk [13] argues, although
we may be able to imagine that an abstract object exemplifies living in the Shire,
this amounts to imagining a category mistake (i.e. abstracts object cannot live
in certain regions) which should be unusual and remarkable and cannot comprise
our common practice of engaging in the content of a fictional work.

Actually, the above argument only works if we understand the ‘�LOTR’ as
creating an extensional environment in which co-referring terms can be substi-
tuted salva veritate. Zalta (p.c.) suggests that the LOTR encoding prefix (and
similar fiction prefixes) should be understood as creating an intensional environ-
ment similar to propositional attitude descriptions. Suppose John misread The
Lord of the Rings and thinks Frodo actually exists. Statement (11):

(11) John believes that Frodo lives in the Shire.

is a correct description of John’s beliefs. Also, it is a fact that Frodo is the
abstract object that encodes all properties that Frodo exemplifies in The Lord
of the Rings. However, since ‘John believes’ creates an intensional environment
this does not license us to infer that John believes that this abstract object lives
in the Shire. Arguably, the same applies to (2); the LOTR encoding prefix creates
an intensional environment so we can not derive from (2) and the fact that Frodo
is the abstract object that encodes all properties that Frodo exemplifies in The
Lord of the Rings, that The Lord of the Rings encodes that this abstract object
exemplifies living in the Shire. Although this is a possible reply, this strategy
seems to analyse ‘being abstract’ as a non-essential property (e.g. the abstract
object Frodo lacks the property ‘being abstract’ in possible worlds compatible
with John’s beliefs) which seems counterintuitive.

Hence, although an abstract object account solves the sub-challenge of
pronominal anaphora across mixed implicit parafictional/metafictional dis-
course, it may rerun into the realist variant of the problem of the wrong kind
of object with the sub-challenge of pronominal anaphora across mixed explicit
parafictional/metafictional discourse. Arguably, an analysis of the LOTR encod-
ing prefix as creating in intensional environment solves this problem.

4.4 Dot-object theory: The different facets of Frodo

An alternative solution to the problem of metafictional anaphora that is formally
similar to Zalta’s solution is to follow Recanati [22] and claim that fictional names
in parafictional and metafictional statements refer to so-called ‘dot-objects’ that
are accessible in the main box.

Recanati goes back to Kripke’s and Currie’s intuition that fictional names
are ambiguous; In parafictional statements ‘Frodo’ refers to a flesh and blood
individual and in metafictional statements ‘Frodo’ refers to an abstract object.
Such an approach to (5) would result in the following DRS:
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y

�LOTR

x

Frodo(x)

struggle(x)

intr-fict-char(y)

However, as explained in section 1, this analysis seems to conflict with the
anaphoric link in (5). In other words, it is incompatible with what Recanati
dubs the ‘Anaphora-Coreference Principle’ (i.e. if a pronoun is anaphoric on an
antecedent name, the two terms co-refer) that is presupposed by previously dis-
cussed accounts of metafictional anaphora. However, Recanati argues, there are
apparent counterexamples to this principle. Take the following sentence:

(12) Lunchi was delicious, but iti took forever. (adapted from Asher [1, p.11])

The pronoun ‘it’ is anaphoric on the noun ‘lunch’ of the preceding clause.
However, ‘lunch’ and ‘it’ do not co-refer; ‘lunch’ refers to food (which was
delicious) and ‘it’ refers to a social event (which took forever). Following
Recanati, we can save the Anaphora-Coreference Principle by appealing to
the notion of a dot-object (See e.g. Pustejovsky [21], Luo [16] or Asher [1]),
i.e. “a complex entity involving several ‘facets’ ” [22, p.15]. The noun ‘lunch’
is polysemous (i.e. it can refer to food or a social event) and hence denotes
a dot-object (represented as food • social event) involving several facets
(i.e. a food facet and a social event facet). Thus, in (12) ‘lunch’ and ‘it’
do actually co-refer (i.e to the dot-object lunch), but the predicates ‘being
delicious’ and ‘taking forever’ apply to different facets of the object (i.e.
respectively to the food facet and to the social event facet). A common ground
updated with (12) will thus look as follows (where the dot-object lunch (x) is
predicated over through its food facet (x1) and through its social event facet (x2):

x

lunch(x)

DotObj(x)
delicious(x1)

took-forever(x2)

According to Recanati, fictional names are also polysemous (i.e. they can
refer to flesh and blood individuals or to abstract objects) and denote dot-objects
(e.g. ‘Frodo’ denotes the dot-object flesh and blood individual • abstract
object). In metafictional statements ‘Frodo’ refers to this dot-object through its
abstract object facet. In (explicit and implicit) parafictional statements ‘Frodo’
refers to this dot-object through its flesh and blood individual facet.

Importantly, Recanati incorporates Zalta’s distinction between encoding and
exemplifying properties; The abstract object facet of Frodo both exemplifies
properties such as being invented by Tolkien and encodes properties such as
being a hobbit. Hence, the duality that is reflected in the two aspects of the
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dot-object Frodo, is also internal to the abstract object facet. Recanati agrees
with Zalta that what properties the abstract object (facet) encodes is determined
by our parafictional knowledge. However, whereas for Zalta the abstract object
Frodo encodes just those properties that according to The Lord of the Rings
the abstract object Frodo exemplifies; for Recanati, the abstract object facet of
Frodo encodes just those properties that according to The Lord of the Rings the
flesh and blood individual facet of Frodo has. Recanati thus maintains that the
parafictional statement is primarily about the flesh and blood facet Frodo.

Applying Recanati’s analysis to the workspace account suggests an adjust-
ment of the fictive closure operation. I present a (simplified) representation of
fictive closure** of (1):

x

Frodo(x)

trying-time(x)

fictive closure**
==========⇒

x

Frodo(x)

DotObj(x)

�LOTR Frodo(x1)

trying-time(x1)

At fictive closure** we update the common ground with discourse referents for
dot-objects for any newly introduced fictional character. These can be referred
to as dot-objects (x), through their flesh and blood facet (x1) (as is done in the
parafictional condition) or through their abstract object facet (x2). As in fictive
closure* (See section 4.3), proper name conditions are doubled and also placed
in the main box.

A dot-object analysis of fictional characters solves the challenge posed by
metafictional anaphora as in (5). A workspace updated with (5) looks as follows:

x

Frodo(x)

DotObj(x)

�LOTR
struggle(x1)

intr-fict-char(x2)

As the DRS shows the discourse referent x (predicated over through its abstract
object facet in ‘intr-fict-char(x2)’) for ‘Frodo’ is accessible outside of the ‘In
The Lord of the Rings’-operator.12 Hence we can equate the discourse referents
for ‘Frodo’ and ‘he’ and interpret the metafictional statement in (5). Although

12 Here I assume that it is common ground that there is a dot-object Frodo after the
parafictional update in (5). This is not obvious. Arguably, in the case of (12), as long
as we talk about lunch as food and there is no mention of lunch as a social event, we
are really just talking about lunch as food. Only at the introduction of the zeugmatic
discourse does it become common ground that there is a dot-object (food • social
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the solution is formally very similar to the solution offered by an abstract object
account it avoids a reoccurence of the realist variant of the problem of the wrong
kind of object for explicit parafictional statements because in this analysis the
name ‘Frodo’ refers to the dot-object Frodo through its flesh and blood facet
rather than to an abstract object in both implicit and explicit statements.

Although a dot-object account of metafictional anaphora seems promising
and avoids the difficulties of an abstract object account, some of the details still
need to be worked out. First, as Recanati himself also notes ([22, p. 43]), the
metaphysical status of dot-objects is controversial; Is a dot-object simply a pair
of two facets, i.e. x = 〈x1, x2〉? Must all facets of a dot-object exist in order for the
dot-object to exist? These questions are especially pressing in the case of fiction
where one of the facets of the dot-object (i.e. the flesh and blood individual facet)
does not exist. In order to avoid metaphysical assumptions about the existence of
multifaceted dot-objects, Recanati suggests that the correct objects of study are
in fact dot-concepts (i.e. concepts of dot-objects) or mental files of dot-objects,
rather than dot-objects. Similarly, in the DRS’s above, the discourse referents
and its associated conditions can be understood as representing concepts rather
than objects (Cf. Maier [17]).

Second, it is not obvious how the crucial difference with an abstract object
account (i.e. referring to a dot-object through different facets versus referring
to an abstract object using different kinds of predicates), should be formalized.
Whereas using the same argument (x) in the formalisation of metafictional and
parafictional statements fails to show the difference, using different arguments
(x1 and x2 as in the DRS’s above) suggests that fictional names in parafictional
and metafictional statements refer to distinct objects.

5 Conclusions

One of the aims of this paper has been to draw attention to the general challenge
posed by anaphoric dependencies across different types of statements featuring
fictional names. I have argued that the workspace account runs into difficulties
with metafictional anaphora because the discourse referent for the fictional name
introduced in the parafictional statement is not accessible outside of the ‘In fic-
tion F ’-operator. This problem generalizes to other current dynamic approaches
that involve separation of the content and discourse referents of the fictional
narrative. I have evaluated four different accounts of metafictional anaphora: A
descriptivist approach (that requires an additional account of how to accommo-
date the right kind of definite descriptions), an approach based on changing the
accessibility relations (that cannot straightforwardly be extended to a workspace
account and runs into the antirealist variant of the problem of the wrong kind

event) that we refer to. The same could be true about (5). However, as Recanati
suggests, the (overt or covert) ‘In fiction F ,’-prefix in parafictional discourse forces
a ‘metafictional perspective’; it makes us aware of the fictionality of the fictional
characters and hence it is directly common ground at the parafictional update that
we are referring to a dot-object including an abstract object facet.
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of object), an abstract object account (that potentially reruns into the realist
variant of the wrong kind of object with explicit parafictional statements) and a
dot-object account (that avoids the aforementioned problem but remains unclear
on some crucial parts).

As mentioned in the introduction, any semantic account of fictional names
will have to account for the use of pronominal anaphora across all acceptable
types of mixed discourse. More specifically, it would be interesting to extend the
described accounts of metafictional anaphora to certain problematic cases. For
instance, suppose that apart from The Lord of the Rings Tolkien also wrote an
alternative story (The Lord of the Schmings) in which the character Gimli (a
dwarf in The Lord of the Rings) is an elf. I could then felicitously say (13):

(13) In The Lord of the Rings, Gimlii is a dwarf but in The Lord of the
Schmings, hei is an elf.

This is an example of pronominal anaphora across parafictional statements about
different narratives. Arguably, although the pronoun ‘he’ is anaphoric on the
name ‘Gimli’, the terms do not refer to the same fictional character Gimli since
he is ascribed inconsistent (individual-level) predicates in the two different narra-
tives. This is reminiscent of both the phenomenon of counterfictional imagination
(See e.g. Friend [6]) and Geach’s Hob-Nob puzzle:

(14) Hob thinks a witchi blighted Bob’s mare, and Nob thinks shei killed
Cob’s sow. (adapted from Geach [8])

Here the pronominal anaphora occur across two different propositional attitude
reports and although the pronoun ‘she’ is anaphoric on ‘a witch’, there need
not be one particular witch that is the object of thought of both Hob and Nob.
Future research will have to determine how to account for (13) and determine
its relation to other puzzles. Possible strategies in respectively an abstract
object and a dot-object account would be to claim that ‘he’ and ‘Gimli’ in (13)
refer to an abstract object that encodes inconsistent properties or that they
refer to a dot-object with three or four different facets: two for the flesh and
blood facets for Gimli the dwarf and Gimli the elf and one or two abstract
object facets (depending on whether we allow for inconsistent abstract objects).
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Appendix

Examples of all six possible types of mixed discourse with fictional, parafictional
and metafictional statements.

Type of mixed discourse Example

fictional/parafictional discourse Robin Hoodi stooped low and shot hisi arrow
just past the farmer’s ear. Yes, that’s right. In
this story, hei’s a villain!

fictional/metafictional discourse In order to capture the wicked witch, Maryi

travelled to the woods and disguised herself as
a potatoe. Yes, I know it’s weird but shei was
invented by a comedian.

parafictional/fictional discourse In the story that I’m about to tell you, a wizard
named Briani falls in love with a cauldron. This
is how it goes: One day, hei was alone in hisi
study trying out a new love-potion recipe...

parafictional/metafictional discourse In The Lord of the Rings, Frodoi goes through
an immense mental struggle to save hisi friends.
Ah yes, hei is an intriguing fictional character!

metafictional/fictional discourse I know this great story about a mythical crea-
ture named Freyi. I will tell you. So one day
shei was walking through the woods near her
home...

metafictional/parafictional discourse Sherlock Holmesi is a fictional character cre-
ated by Conan Doyle. In Conan Doyles stories,
hei is a private detective who investigates cases
for a variety of clients, including Scotland Yard.
(Adopted from Recanati [22, p.37])
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