
Discussion

Experiment

Participants read 16 stories followed by 4 sentences (2 targets, 2
controls) in simple present and simple past tense versions. A
forced-choice task was used. We collected data from 32
participants recruited on Amazon Mechanical Turk.

Instructions: You are asked to choose the sentence that best
describes (part of) the content of the passage

Example item (homodiegetic/individual-level)

Subha Datta
My dear friend Subha Datta is a woodcutter and every day he goes

to the forest near his home to get supplies of wood. Sometimes he
takes his three boys with him, and now and then, as a special treat, his
two little girls are allowed to trot along beside him. Subha has told his
sons that as soon as they are old enough he will give each of them a
little axe of his own. The girls, he has said, must be content with
breaking off small twigs from the branches he cuts down.

One day, Subha told his children that none of them could come
with him, for he meant to go a very long way into the forest, to see if
he could find better wood there than nearer home. Vainly the boys
entreated him to take them with him. “Not today,” he said, “you would
be too tired to go all the way. You must help your mother today and
play with your sisters.”

o In the fairy tale, Subha Datta encourages his daughters to chop wood.
o In the fairy tale, Subha Datta encouraged his daughters to chop wood.
o In the fairy tale, Subha Datta made a living by cutting wood.
o In the fairy tale, Subha Datta makes a living by cutting wood.
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PredictionsFictional truth and tense

Analysis (0) (Lewis, 1978)
A ‘parafictional statement’ of the form “In fiction f, ɸ”

is true iff ɸ is true at every world where f is told as
known fact rather than fiction

“In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo is a hobbit”

is true iff in all worlds where The Lord of the Rings
is told as known fact, Frodo is a hobbit

Lewis (and e.g. Currie, 1990) uses both past tense and present tense in parafictional statements: 
(1) “In the Sherlock Holmes stories, Holmes liked to show off” (p. 38)
(2) “[I]t is true […] in the stories that Holmes does not have a third nostril” (p. 41)

• This creates a tension: ‘Holmes liked to show off’ implies that Holmes is dead (in the Holmes stories),
‘Holmes does not have a third nostril’ implies that he is alive (in the Holmes stories).

• There might be a preference for a particular tense in parafictional statements (See Zucchi, 2001).

Three possible options for t:
• Analysis (0’) (Suggested by Lewis’ use of present tense in analysis 0)

A statement of the form “In fiction f, ɸ” is true iff ɸ is true at every ⟨w, t⟩ where f is told as
known fact rather than fiction in w and t is the time of narration

• Analysis (0’’) (Cf. Katz, 1996; Zucchi, 2001)
A statement of the form “In fiction f, ɸ” is true iff ɸ is true at every w where f has
been/is/will be told as known fact rather than fiction in w at a t that is included in the time
of the events described in f

• Analysis (0’’’)
A statement of the form “In fiction f, ɸ” is true iff ɸ is true at every ⟨w, t⟩ where f has
been/is/will be told as known fact rather than fiction in w and t is the current time

Two relevant types of narrative:
• Homodiegetic (first person) narratives in which the time of narration

roughly coincides with the time of the described events (e.g. the
Holmes stories)

• Heterodiegetic (third person) narratives in which the time of
narration is obviously after the time of the described events (e.g. The
Lord of the Rings)

Two relevant types of predicate:
• States/Individual-level predicates: stable properties (know, be a

detective, be blonde, have two children)
• Events/Stage-level predicates: particular events (kiss, sit, offer)

Potential complications:
• Do participants also adopt the narrator’s tense use when the text is not in

front of them? (Cf. pilot study)
• Are predicates such as ‘being a detective’ really individual-level predicates

that give rise to lifetime effects?
• Does analysis (0’’) really only predict present tense, also for stage-level

predicates?

Further research:
• Science fiction (i.e. narratives about future events) seems to disqualify

analysis (0’’’) for the ‘In f,’-prefix but not for the ‘According to f,’-prefix.
(3) #In War on Mars, Mars will be inhabited by 2050
(4) According to War on Mars, Mars will be inhabited by 2050
Arguably, the ‘According to f,’-operator ‘presents the content of f as non-
fictional’ (Contra Zucchi, 2018)

Results

Participants chose mainly past tense, except in the homodiegetic/individual-
level condition, where they preferred present tense. This supports analysis (0’).
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Heterodiegetic narrative: The Lord of the Rings Homodiegetic narrative: The Holmes stories

Individual-level predicate Stage-level predicate Individual-level predicate Stage-level predicate

Analysis (0’)

PAST tense
In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo was a 
hobbit

PAST tense
In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo 
climbed Mount Doom

PRESENT tense
In the Holmes stories, Holmes is a 
detective

PAST tense
In the Holmes stories, Holmes lit his 
pipe

Analysis (0’’)

PRESENT tense
In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo is a 
hobbit

PRESENT tense? (Cf. Zucchi, 2001)
In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo 
climbs Mount Doom

PRESENT tense
In the Holmes stories, Holmes is a 
detective

PRESENT tense? (Cf. Zucchi, 2001)
In the Holmes stories, Holmes lights 
his pipe

Analysis (0’’’)

PAST tense
In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo was a 
hobbit

PAST tense
In The Lord of the Rings, Frodo 
climbed Mount Doom

PAST tense
In the Holmes stories, Holmes was a 
detective

PAST tense
In the Holmes stories, Holmes lit his 
pipe

Factors Levels
Type of narration Heterodiegetic Homodiegetic

Type of predicate State/ individual-level Event/stage-level

Proposal
We need to decide on a time of
evaluation t so that we can
determine whether in w at t
Holmes likes or liked to show off.
(Cf. Zucchi, 2001).

Quantifying over worlds  Quantifying over worlds and times
w w, t


