INTRODUCTION

1. How do not exist objects that do not exist

(1) Madame Bovary does not exist

(2) Unicorns do not exist

(3) The round square does not exist

(4) Napoleon does not exist

(5) Green mice (I hallucinate) do not exist

(6) The prince charming (I dreamt last night) does not exist

(7) The present king of France does not exist

(8) The number 3 does not exist

There are many ways according to which objects do not exist, where to exist means generally to be present in a robust (or space-temporal) way. 

Madame Bovary does not exist because you can not find her among the women of the present or of the past world, but you can “find” her in a book, “Madame Bovary” written by Gustave Flaubert, and there of course she exists as a normal woman of blood and flesh, with a husband, a lover and a lot of debts.

Unicorns do not exist because we cannot find them among animals, or better among mammals, of our world, and we can not even “find” them in a specific story, as in the previous case, but we can “find” them in many legends  (among which the Holy Bible too; the Palm Sunday tract in the Roman Catholic missal reads: “Deliver me from the lion’s mouth, and my lowliness from the horns of unicorns”).

The round square does not exist because it derives from the sum of two incompatible properties, being square and being round, and that’s why it is an impossible object.

Napoleon does not exist now, in 2004, but he existed in past times and we have proofs of that: he was born in Ajaccio in 1769 and he died in Sant’Elena in 1821, not to mention his glorious years and his Empire that we can “find” in all books of European history.

Green mice that I hallucinate do not exist because you can not see them in front of me and you can not kill them if you want, but I can “find” them in my head, where they run fast, then they stop and look at me and so on. Probably their origin is somehow connected with my alcoholic problems, or with the drug I took yesterday or with something else that I can not even imagine.

The prince charming does not exist because I can not meet him in a Café or introduce him to my mother, but I can “find” him in my dreams, where I speak with him while riding a horse and so on.

The present king of France does not exist, but it does not exist now, in 2004, and that means that, for instance, at a time t-n  - or rather at a previous time from that we are living now – that we could fix in 1673, the present king of France would exist, and he would be Luis XIV.

The number 3 does not exist, surely not in the same way as a table or a tree do, we can not burn or sell it, but we can “find” it in mathematics, we can use it to count things and to make mathematical calculations.

Then all these objects do not exist, but they don’t exist in many different ways. Surely they do not exist here and now. Then, to exist here and now is not a necessary condition to be an object, or better, if we define existence as a way of being here and now, that’s to say as a concrete way of being, to exist (in this robust sense) is not necessary to be an object. 

That’s an evidence that first it is ambiguous, if not misleading, to speak about existing non-existent objects, and second that non-existent objects “are” present, are there, in books, in dreams, in calculus, in hallucinations, and so on. Leaving aside numbers (which are the subject matter of mathematics’ philosophers), hallucinations and dreams (which are mostly interesting for psychologists, psychiatrists, psychoanalysts and the like), round squares and other impossible objects of that sort, I will focus my attention mainly on fictional entities, on classical fictional entities like Madame Bovary, on mythical fictional entities like unicorns and on historical fictional entities like Napoleon (as described by Tolstoy in War and Peace, for instance). 

2. Possible Questions about Fictional entities
Being interested in establishing in which way a non existent object like Madame Bovary does not exist, we soon understand that the problem here has two main aspects: a first one concerning what is a fictional entity like Madame Bovary, which is its nature, how many are its essential properties, and so on, and a second aspect interested in answering the question “are there fictional entities?” (and then, “do they exist, do they subsist or do they exist in a weak sense?”). Following contemporary literature (for instance Varzi and Thomasson) on these matters I define the first as the metaphysical aspect of the question and the second as the ontological one.

         (9)  Is Madame Bovary a set of properties?

(10)  Does “Madame Bovary” have a referent?

The first question concerns metaphysics and the second concerns ontology. But, one could ask, are these two questions really separable? Isn’t it true that (9) can be posed only supposing that (10) already had a positive answer? Before asking if Madame Bovary can be characterized as a set of properties, shouldn’t we suppose that it or she already in someway is? Is then the metaphysical question always parasitic on the ontological one? Not always, in fact we could legitimately start our investigation on fictional entities asking “supposing that Madame Bovary is something, would it be possible to characterize it as a set of properties?”
. That would be an abstract investigation on entities independently from their eventual being here or there in this or that way. 

             However even if ontology and metaphysics are connected and often intertwined, they are not one and the same. In fact we can agree about ontology and diverge about metaphysics: you and I may for instance both think that  there are fictional entities such as Madame Bovary, but you can metaphysically characterize it as a set of nuclear properties (the property of having a husband whose name is Charles, the property of being beautiful, sad and bored, the property of having a lover whose name is Rodolphe and so on) and I can, on my turn, metaphysically characterize it as an abstract artefact similar to laws, governments and games. Then while answering affirmatively to (10), I’ll answer negatively to (9), whereas you’ll answer affirmatively to both. That’s because we have the same ontology but we have different metaphysics. Or, alternatively, both I and Mary could consider as true the following sentence

                  (11) Madame Bovary is not a haidresser

but we could nevertheless have different ontologies: while I believe that Madame Bovary is an object of this world, Mary thinks that it is a mere nothing; our sentences will consequently have different meanings (that’s to say that we will have different opinions about the logical form of that sentence), even if our answers are the same.

The aim of this work is first to scan the answers that have been given to the ontological question, and then to propose a metaphysical characterization of what a fictional entity like Madame Bovary is. 

3. Answers to the question on what there is

There are – following Strawson
 – two different kind of answers to the aforementioned questions, concerning metaphysics and ontology. Let’s take for instance the ontological question on what there is. A first way of answering, which Strawson calls descriptive way, consists of considering what we naively say about the world, how we would answer to that question with our pre-theorical categories, independently of its effective adequacy, or its truthfulness. Briefly, descriptive analysis (or folk ontology) is an essentially vague tentative to underlie the principles and mechanisms which determine common sense comprehension of the world. A second way is the revisionary one, which explains how the ontological analysis could give better answers, even if often counterintuitive: it aims at telling us what kind of ontological commitment we ought to take given the best available solution. The first way is the more simple and immediate, it is the answer of the man in the street which is interested in explaining the world by his linguistic habits and mental representations. The second way is less modest than the first, but presumably more honest: it analyses the image that we have of the world and that we fix by language and concepts and then tries to correct it, to integrate it with new elements, aiming to define the terms of the problem always in a better way. 

Let’s take then the ontological question, seeing how these two ways work in order to give an answer. What is there (asked by me, pointing a glass of water)? The descriptive answer will be “there is water here” and consequently there will be, under that point of view, ontological commitment to water, to a glass and perhaps to my finger. The revisionary answer will be “there is H2O here” and the ontological commitment will concern atoms, fields and so on.

In this work, while trying to answer first to the ontological question and then to the metaphysical one, I will adopt mainly a descriptive approach, because one of my aims is certainly that of trying to answer to the man there in the street and to give an account of fictional entities able to satisfy him too. A revisionary approach, in fact, while being really convincing and probably stronger in facing philosophical and logical problems, risks of leaving the man in the street with too many open questions and without a naïve approach to entities such as Madame Bovary, Sherlock Holmes, sometimes considered by him as special entities and sometimes not.

4. What is the relevance of voodoo metaphysics

In our everyday life it happens quite often that we say things like

(12) Madame Bovary lived in Yonville (France)

while speaking with a friend asking if Madame Bovary resided in Aix-en-Provence, or like 

(13) Diana Spencer lived in London (United Kingdom)

while discussing with another friend sure about her living in Bombay. While asserting sentences such as (12) and (13) we are sure of our asserting the truth and of our friend’s saying the false. Besides that, (12) and (13) seem to be true in the same way or, briefly, seem to be simply true. And true seem likewise to be the following sentences:

(14) Madame Bovary is a woman

(15) Madame Bovary is a fictional character created by Gustave Flaubert

(16) Diana Spencer is a woman

(17) Diana Spencer is a princess (i.e. an institution of English society)

(18) Diana Spencer has two sons

(19) Madame Bovary has a daughter

(20) Diana Spencer is a blood type

Not considering the appropriateness of time tenses (correctly speaking, “Diana Spencer was a woman, had two sons and was a blood type”, but let’s suppose our sentences’ temporal location be antecedent to Diana’s death), clearly (14)-(20) are all true statements. If you give a questionnaire to the man in the street asking him to write T in correspondence to true statements and F in correspondence to false ones, he will write T from (12) to (20) without any hesitation. The philosopher will behave differently. He will of course write T in correspondence to (13), (16), (17), (18) and (20), but what to write in correspondence to the remaining statements will not be so easy for him to decide, depending mainly on the theories he supports.

However from the present point of view it is important to underline that, according to the man in the street, from (12) until (20) what we have are all true statements, and all true in the same way. To this, a sceptic philosopher
 on common sense’s philosophy could easily object that it is nothing more than the result of a misunderstanding. He would say against the man in the street that of course there is a distinction that can be made between ontology and language, and that from the point of view of language, we don’t make any difference between language about fiction and language about fact.  Madame Bovary and Diana Spencer are both said in (14) and in (16) to be women, and (14) and (16) are both true: that’s because the word “woman” means whatever it does whether used in a factual or a fictional context.  We have a single language and a dual ontology. That might be the source of the man in the street’s intuition about a single theory of truth (didn’t he maintain before that (14) and (16) were both true in the same way?), which should yet be consistent with a dual ontology. The sceptic philosopher can obviously consider this last move as an apparent mistake: even if we have a unique language, our ontology is twofold, and therefore (14) and (16) cannot be both true (even if they are both true) in the same way. Let’s suppose that this sceptical philosopher is, ontologically speaking, a very generous one, including, for instance as Thomasson does in Fiction and Metaphysics, fictional entities in our ontological domain. Fictional entities are then said to exist – according to this specific position – as abstract artifacts (that’s to say that fictional characters are in our world, for us, nothing different from other objects that we already include in our ontology such as laws and games). While solving many philosophical puzzles, this position is however incapable of meeting the man in the street’s approval. Why? Clearly because this generous philosophical perspective is not interested in explaining the truthfulness of (12), (14) and (19), true simply from an internal point of view, but only that of (15), externally true, or true tout court. This is not enough and it is even contradictory from the point of view of the man in the street.

His argument would be as follows. How can (15) be really true about Madame Bovary and (14) no more than true in a weaker sense or from an internal point of view? Madame Bovary – he would object – is clearly confused. One day we encounter her as living, breathing, meeting Rodolphe secretely. A day later she turns up as a fictional character, in which guise she can no more meet Rodolphe than the number eleven can smoke a cigarette. How are we to reconcile the internal Madame Bovary (IMB) – the one whose debts and infidelities are related in the homonymous novel – with the external Madame Bovary (EMB) – the one discussed by critics and commentators? IMB and EMB, as we can call them, would seem to have entirely different properties. IMB is human, while EMB is a literary creation, Flaubert’s best-known character. What would then Madame Bovary be in a strong sense? She would be, EMB, that is to say a special sort of artifact, brought into existence by the creative act of an author who wrote the literary work and which will continue to exist as long as a competent readership has access either to that original work or to other works created with the same continuing intention of the original work. That’s why Madame Bovary as a literary character is not to be found in a specific literary work, nor anywhere else either: she is an abstract object (and therefore has no address).

Going on following Thomasson’s approach, the man in the street has then to consider Madame Bovary from an internal point of view, exactly where she is a woman. Surprisingly Thomasson says that this woman is one and the same as that artifact we were speaking about few lines ago. This may sound really strange. How can a person and an artifact be one and just one object? This is not a problem, because Thomasson maintains that correctly speaking, the Bovary who is said to have a lover named Rodolphe is not a person. She (or better, It) is an abstract object whose real properties (and clearly here “real” = “external”) readers are supposed to imagine away. Briefly: Madame Bovary misrepresents an abstract artifact as a flesh and blood human being (i.e. we do not have a single object being at the same time abstract as a law and concrete as a woman; the real property of the object in question is abstractness). This is an important point. The woman misrepresents the artifact. Is this really what happens? Couldn’t the woman and the artifact be both, and in exactly the same way, true, but simply in different contexts? Remember that, even if this sounds odd, according to the man in the street both  (15) and (19) are true. But, if Thomasson is right, abstract objects are always the subject whenever a fiction-writer sets pen to paper. The Gattopardo by Tomasi di Lampedusa becomes a Borges-like metaphysical fantasy in which entities with all the vivacity of the binomial theorem come alive and dance about. 

Here comes the relevance of what I have called voodoo metaphysics
. Is it possible from the abstract artifact we externally have to go back to the Bovary as a flesh and blood human being? Is it possible to give it life (without creating a monster)? It would be a very important move to meet the man’s in the street problems with fictional entities. 

� This way of dealing with fictional entities, that’s to say starting with metaphysics and then landing to ontology, is typical of Thomasson’s (Fiction and Metaphysics 1999and Speaking of Fictional Characters, Dialectica 2003) and Voltolini’s (How Fictional Works are related to Fictional Entities, Dialectica 2003) approach.


� Strawson P. F., 1959, Individuals. An Essay in Descriptive Metaphysics, London, Methuen.





� This objection comes from an e-mail written to me on 9-10-2003 by W. Rapaport. 


� The label “Voodoo Metaphysics” comes from Walton, Mimesis as Make-Believe, Harvard University Press, Cambridge Mass., 1990, p. 385: «These various devices look like voodoo metaphysics. It is hard to escape the impression that they are tricks designed to camouflage a contradiction, tricks whereby ontological respectability is offered to King Lear and his cohorts with one hand only to be taken back with the other». 
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