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The Reality and Existence of Fictional Entities



In discussing the ontological status of fictional entities, it is tempting to say that they do not exist because they neither occupy physical space nor easily fall into already-accepted classifications of existence.
 Despite acknowledging that “most philosophers do not accept that there are fictional entities,”
 philosopher Amie Thomasson defends their possibility by calling attention to their unique existence conditions – i.e., fictional characters do not exist in the same manner as other entities we call ‘existing.’ I support her position. The distinction of fictionality is the core consideration; that “character” points to an abstract, non-physically extended entity is inherent in the definition of the word. It is simply a different type of being than the entities otherwise common to our experience. Kendall Walton is similarly dissatisfied with theories that deny existence to fictional characters when “we can and do refer to them and talk about them.”
 Thomasson cautions – justifiably so – against relying on ‘common sense’ knowledge to determine what is and what isn’t, because such knowledge is subject to revision once the ‘true’ qualities of existence are determined.
 Nevertheless, there is wisdom in Walton’s observation that something we can understand and intelligently share ideas about must to some degree be ‘real.’

Another consideration I discuss in this essay concerns the search for other entities with similar existence conditions. I propose that the way we speak of fictional characters places them into similar categories as the deceased and even as living beings who do not happen to be present within our perceptions at a given moment. An obvious difference is that the latter states of being, contrary to fictional entities, have at some point possessed a spatiotemporal existence. In the following pages I’ll explore several ways of approaching fictional entities, expanding on Thomasson’s theories that in some ways parallel my own and further commenting on how we relate to personalities that are not within the reach of sensory perceptions.


Reality vs. Existence

One distinction that can be drawn when discussing fictional entities is between the realms of reality and existence. The characters that emerge from the world of fiction, I propose, are real but not existent. That is, the personification embodied in the character does not exist in the sense that it is not a spatiotemporally-extended entity. The abstract ‘thing’ we call a fictional character does exist, insofar as what we generally refer to as a character has been created. The character understood as James Bond is real, both because we know that a character with that name is the protagonist of the Ian Flemming novels and because the personality we refer to as James Bond is familiar, thus real, in our minds. The personality James Bond as a physically-extended actual man does not exist; he cannot, because he’s limited to the intangible world of fiction. There is, however, a character we call James Bond; to this degree only, we can say that this fictional character exists.

There is, then, the possibility of abstract existence, but it’s limited to objects whose qualities of being are compatible with our concept of reality. We can’t point to a physical lump of anything and earnestly call it a fictional character. It is not in the nature of characters to materialize and exhibit physical form. I have claimed, however, that fictional character qua character does exist because it is an essential aspect of a work of fiction. Just as a story’s plot and setting are aspects that are integral to it, one or more characters are genuine components of a work of fiction. If the story itself exists, then so do its characters, within the context of being necessary constituents of the story.

Thomasson has noted that several anti-revisionary or realist theories of fiction firmly deny existence to fictional characters:

[These theories] clash with the view that fictional characters are created by authors, since the possiblist must treat them as created by their parents, while the Meinongian treats them as members of an ever-present realm of non-existent objects (which exist as little after authoring as before), and the abstractist typically treats them as eternal abstract objects or kinds which need no relation to an author to exist (although they may need such a relation to be properly called ‘fictional’).

Such theories present a serious problem: the characters cannot have created themselves. They do in a way develop lives of their own, modified in the minds of individual interpreters and continuing to persist well beyond the expiration of the authors who brought them to life.

Once we begin discussing the characters, however, language construction confounds the problem as we struggle with an insufficient vocabulary. We commonly speak of characters in their personality form when we describe their actions because our language does not distinguish between the character-as-flat-story-ingredient and character-as-animate-personality. We say that Ophelia loved Hamlet, that he hurt her, and that in an act of suicide she threw herself over a cliff and into a river; we ascribe actions and emotions to fictional characters as if they were actual people. This does not mean, however, that we have allowed them to cross over the boundary between truth and fantasy. The characters enact a plotline and engage our sympathies because the author has created them in an image of our own existence. To rational readers, fiction is make-believe, and the personalities brought to ‘life’ via fictional characters are wholly contained within that non-existent realm.


The Reign of Make-Believe

In his study on the representational arts, Kendall Walton proposes that a suspension of belief to a fantastical realm we call “make-believe” and an attempt to imitate something from the known physical word — “mimesis” — wield their command.
 Specifically addressing the issue of fiction, he explores the manner in which fictional characters and setting are depicted as ‘real,’ noting the difficulties presented with our limited language tools.
 Can we say King Lear is real? That he existed? That he exists? When we say that he valued possessions as the measure of a man or that he distrusted his daughters and murdered those who wronged him, we are ascribing human actions and attitudes to the personality that emerges through the character. We may recognize aspects of people we know – or even ourselves – within fictional characters, but we understand the whole time that the personalities as assembled exist only within the fiction. It is, as Walton says, make-believe.

In Alexius Meinong’s terms belief suspension is called “phantasy modification”
 as he assigns fictional characters a position among non-existent entities:

… [We] can have a genuine feeling, a feeling accompanied by a belief in the existence of a relevant object, where no such object in fact exists ([a] child’s feelings about Santa Claus); and we can have phantasy [sic] feelings directed towards the objects of an emotionally moving but [apparent fiction].

Furthermore, Meinongian theories associate these feelings with an intentional act of will:

… [There] is some connection between imagination and that modification of actions which occurs in games of make-believe or in the behaviors of actors on stage. Both pretence [sic] and imagination are for example subject to the will.

I propose that this is not necessarily so, that our relation to fictional characters is not necessarily contingent upon our own imagination and will. We can choose to believe particular traits about fictional characters, as if they were alive in every real, existing sense, but we cannot will their existence – or non-existence – as actual fictional entities.
 I mentioned above that the existence of the character is an integral component of the existence of the fiction that contains it. This situation is external to us, independent of our perceptions or cognitions, and therefore the existence of the fictional character is subject to the will of the creating author rather than the will of the reader or viewer. Neither is existence of the personality represented subject to individual will, because as I have argued above,
 the character-as-personality is locked within the fantasy realm that inherently denies its existence.

King Lear is real, both as the character and the personality we recognize when he is presented or referenced. Did he exist? Does he still? Whether a real person named Lear – or the Celtic reference to Llyr or Lir – actually existed in human form at one time is debatable and has been relegated to legend. Without proof we cannot, therefore, answer the question of whether King Lear, the man, did exist. King Lear the character, the fictional creation, continues to exist in that form – the character exists, according to my explanation of real versus existing, and the personality represented by it is real. Walton rejects the approach of “deny[ing] fictions any sort of existence or being”
 because “this mandates a simple rejection of the ordinary claim that there is such a character as Lear,” for example.
 

I contend that unless our faculties of reason are impaired, we understand the distinction between what exists in the world and what we allow to fictionally ‘exist.’ When we step inside the story or discuss King Lear as the character, we submit ourselves to the world of make-believe and speak as if he exists, knowing we’re within the fiction. Iris Murdoch proposed that we actually surrender ourselves to the authority of art if it is good;
 in this sense, the art – or fiction, or fictional character – owns us, rather than us owning it. This is the strength of the pull of fantasy. While we may not submit ourselves to the moral conditions Lear exhibits, we welcome mimesis, allowing the character of King Lear to imitate qualities that are strictly reserved only for real, present, spatially-extended, ontologically-existing entities.


The Importance of Being Present

The status of existing as a spatiotemporally-extended entity is clearly not a property exhibited by fictional characters. I stated at the outset my intention to explore a search for other entities that are perceived in a similar manner. In part I refer to people who are no longer alive or who are still alive but no longer immediately present. We speak in ‘present’ terms with both. When sharing a story about growing up with a close relative, for instance, it’s easy to slip into the state of imagining that a particular person still exists. After talking about the way my grandmother used to bake sourdough bread every morning and slather toasted slices in homemade strawberry jam, I might, mid-reverie, comment, “she loves to take care of us.” In describing the way she would giggle and tell silly jokes to make me smile, I might say, “she’s funny” before correcting myself to say, “she loved to take care of us; she was funny.”

Do people who are deceased still exist? Even this phrasing implies so: “people who are…” – present tense – “… deceased.” Is being dead a characteristic, merely a state, of a person who continues to be? Rationally, I can acknowledge that my dead grandmother no longer exists physically, but rather abstractly, in my mind, as a character. She exists as a memory of someone who once was here; her personality is still alive in my mind. As a character, she is not completely fictional, because the actual ‘existing’ person once walked the earth. But she may as well be fictional, because she only exists now in my and others’ mental images of her.
 She does not extend into physical space. She is a personality that is abstract, embodying actions and personal traits we associate with the human form who was here until recently. In this light, my deceased grandmother is very much like a fictional character.

The same can be said for everyone who is not immediately present. We think they exist. We assume so. We expect to see them again, tonight, next month, or even ten years from now. The truth is, we don’t know with certainty that they still exist. While we hope they still live, and we rarely have reason to believe otherwise, people die every day, and it is entirely possible that those we know and presume to be alive may not be. If someone I know dies in a car crash, i.e., ceases to exist, without my knowledge, is he still real? Does he still exist? His character is still real to me as long as my memory of him is alive. Possibility of afterlife aside, it is metaphysically prudent to admit that when a body dies, the person is gone and therefore ceases to exist, at least in the spatiotemporal manifestation we ascribe to living people.
 It is tempting and in fact common protocol to assume the continued existence of someone until we learn or have reasons to believe that he has died.

Unless a person is perceivably present, however, our day-to-day understanding of his existence is no different than that of a fictional character. His personality lives in my mind and is subject to my mental representation of him.
 Our true comprehension of someone is an abstraction, a composite supplied by details collected when that person is present and perceived visually, aurally, or tactilely. The moment he is gone, his reality in my mind is little more than a memory of our interactions when he was here, maintained and expanded by my own imagination. I might receive ‘proof’ of his continued existence, such as through a phone call or a written letter, but except for this contact his existence is a construction in my mind. He is essentially comparable to a fictional entity.


Multiple Instantiations

That my acquaintance with other people is dependent upon my mental constructions – that is, that my memory of their existence when they are not immediately present depends on recollection and internal representation – recalls the idea of imitation. A mental image is a replica of the original. It is not only possible but completely unavoidable that different people will hold different views of other people in their minds. My memory of times spent with my grandmother might be similar to my sister’s reminiscence of the same events, but her images might be tainted with her own predilections. Her allergy to strawberries, for example, undoubtedly precludes the same nostalgia I experience and rather, perhaps, even prompts the unpleasant association of freshly-baked bread with a skin rash. My sister’s memory might color my grandmother not as the nurturing matriarch I envision but rather as the insensitive old woman who insisted that she eat the food that was put on her plate.

Is my grandmother a fictional entity? She existed as a real human being until her death in 1993. Who she has become now is subject to the interpretation of all those whose consciousness she invades. Everyone I know, living or not, who is not here at this moment is subject to presumed existence according to the impressions of others. Since nearly everyone has had contact with more than one other person in his life, does this mean that there are multiple instantiations of each person in actual existence?

We’re inclined to say that only the original, physical entity exists. It sounds absurd to suggest that every interpretation of a person or a thing is another instantiation of existence. There is not, of course, a separate existing being for every distinct way of imagining the person who once existed as my grandmother. (There are limitless ways of perceiving her as ‘real,’ however, and this has implications for art and fiction that I’ll discuss in the next section.) Aside from the original physical being, all other images, perceptions, and understandings are just interpretations, mere facsimiles of the truly existing, physical entity. If this is correct, then our mental images — our comprehension of people we ‘know’ when they are not within our perceptive range — are again the equivalent of fictional characters rather than proof of someone’s existence, much less existing entities themselves.


Abstractions of Art

Works of art are an excellent example of how a single existing entity can take on new lives with each different way it is perceived. A work of art can offer multiple representations of a scene that actually exists in nature. Monet’s Waterlilies series offers visual impressions of the same pond through several distinct, individual paintings. Even the same picture can be perceived in a multitude of ways, apprehended as a whole at the far end of a large public gallery or in close-up detail standing inches from the canvas. I may see the image differently from the right than would someone standing to the left or direct center. The lighting present at different times of day can affect the image, sunshine flooding in through overhead skylights at noon or incandescent spot lights accentuating particular areas after dark.

Aside from the question of whether an exhibit actually is art, what the work is communicating can affect interpretation, again in multiple ways according to different perceivers. Marcel Duchamp’s twentieth-century readymades are a case-in-point. A bicycle wheel mounted atop a stool, a box of Brillo pads, the ‘found’ object d’art that once was a mere men’s urinal… each of these pieces of art offers multiple possibilities of existence. The “Fountain” might represent a provocative comment on anti-art, it might be appreciated for its smooth ceramic architectural curves, it could be one in a series of aesthetically-offensive gallery exhibits, or it could simply be a recycled urinal to a lay observer.

Does each interpretation of a work of art create a new existing entity? I am inclined to say not, if only because the results would be too hard to contain. How can we account for and classify every potential instance of perception and meaning assigned to a given object or personality? The list would be constantly evolving and infinite, much too expansive for an intelligible ontology to accommodate. Sorting realities according to physical extension is a considerably more manageable prospect.

This recalls one of the original problems identified in this essay: unlike works of art, it is difficult to identify in fictional characters a physical object or person to refer to as the ‘original.’ A fictional entity is an abstract concept. Despite every interpretation and potentially existing abstraction of art, there remains with most art forms a singular physically-extended piece once can point to and say exists. 


The Search for Similar Forms

Fictional characters are similar to poems and music in this regard. We might see a poem set in print or hear it spoken aloud, but the poem does not cease to exist once the pages are destroyed or the sound of the voice leaves the air. The poem exists in its abstract form, words composed in a particular order by the author. Music can be performed in a similar way as a poem is spoken, it can be recorded and replayed, and its notes can be symbolized in print form on lined sheets of paper. It is not hard to imagine Beethoven ‘hearing’ his music in his mind while composing it, prior to its emergence in audio or visual sheet music form.
 The music, like a poem, is an amalgamation, a particular assemblage of tones and sounds juxtaposed in an aesthetically-mastered way.

A character in a work of fiction is assembled in a specific manner, an intentional product of the creator. The absence of physicality assigns to fictional entities an abstract property – and fictional characters are hardly the only concepts we thus classify. Thomasson has warned against abiding too naïvely by pre-established or ‘common sense’ epistemology and classification terms. She cites specifically the chronology of the whale’s status within biological nomenclature as an example of the fallibility of ‘kind’ sortals:

… if speakers thought of whales as very big fish, this common view of whales was rightly thrown out when whales were discovered to be mammals. So, similarly, can it be said that all of the concepts speakers associate with the term ‘fictional character’ could turn out to be wrong when we discover the ‘true nature’ of fictional characters?

There is, however, no ‘true nature’ of fictional characters, at least not in the sense of there being unchanging properties that will one day be discovered when finally enough samples are examined in a laboratory. Fictional characters are an invented concept; they are abstract, with no extension in reality, thus no physical samples to offer as proof of ontological categorization.

Of course, ‘mammal’ is a kind term which by definition contains qualities that whales have been revealed, if recently, to possess. If any of these specific traits are discovered to be present both within fish and mammals, then the whole classification system is slated for revision. Biological nomenclature, like fiction, is a human-constructed concept. Maybe it is possible that fictional entities will eventually be determined to fit within an existing structure, or that they will become a category of their own, if not. This is the dilemma inherent to abstract concepts: either they are non-existent or they fail to correspond precisely into current ontological structures.

Ideas are abstract and prompt the question: are they merely real or do they actually exist? ‘Government’ is a concept we can understand and talk about. We can say that a group of people or actions assimilate into a unified government or not, but we don’t generally point to something physical and say “that’s a government.” So it is with a nation, or a region, or a state – although geospatial entities at least offer some degree of connection with hard existence. We can map off an area or install a perimeter fence to designate the boundary between physical locations. Fictional characters are abstractly contained within the framework of the project from which they emerged, and even once set loose amidst the minds of those who have gotten to ‘know’ the characters through exposure to the story, the existence of the personalities represented by fictional entities is limited to the realm of fantasy. We just cannot physically contain what is not constituted by physical matter.

A family is an abstract arrangement that identifies a group of genetically- or socially-related people. Strictly speaking the connection is biological; more loosely defined, a ‘family’ denotes multiple members of a set with common specified characteristics, e.g., a family of businesses owned by the same conglomerate organization. The love expressed within a human family, like other emotions experienced by people, is abstract, as well. Love is not a physical manifestation.
 Yet all of these abstract entities differ from fictional characters in at least one significant regard: none of these have personal characteristics. Ideas and governments do not take on personal form. We do not associate animated constitution with a nation or usually even a family. Yet we imbue in the personalities of fictional characters a sense of being alive.

There are words for other non-specific beings we classify as life forms. ‘Ladies,’ for example, is a general plural, collective term. Asked “are ladies alive?” one would answer affirmatively when contrasted with “are tables alive?” But the term ‘ladies’ is not abstract, exactly, because it refers to all or a select group of women who genuinely exist or purportedly could have at one point.

The collective terms ‘inventors,’ ‘war heroes,’ and ‘concentration camp victims’ similarly depict a mass assemblage of several existing people – whether alive presently or at one point in the past. We begin here to creep back towards fictional entities, however, because it is possible to refer to any of these people as ‘not real’, viz., non-specific stock 
characters who have no actual previously-existing human referents. Just imagining a story set at a past point of history opens a world of possibility. There have been, of course, existing inventors who have created the machines and products we use today. A story that features a successful inventor of a time travel machine, however, we automatically classify as a work of fiction, because to our knowledge such a person has not yet graced us with her presence.

The existence of mythical characters and religious deities is open to debate but is usually left to personal belief and spiritual ideologies to determine. Can we say that Christ exists if we step outside of religious belief? There is the character Jesus Christ in the Christian Bible, and the man called Jesus who purportedly lived in Nazareth two thousand years ago. Do the Greek gods Zeus and Athena exist? People today are inclined to say not, because Zeus and Athena are characters of what we have come to recognize as mythological stories. To say that Zeus exists seems arcane, pagan, and unsophisticated to an informed and educated modern mind.

The question of Jesus Christ’s existence is less definitive, because he is widely believed even among many non-Christians to have once existed, i.e., walked the earth, as a man. Does the spiritual, God-like incarnation of Christ exist?
 The latter Christ’s existence must be left to religious belief to determine. I suggest that it is not possible to step outside of ourselves to determine the existence status of most religious entities, because the basis for determination is not consistent with the criteria that I have presented for fictional characters. Determination is not based on our common world of experience. To call a spiritual entity “fictional” would offend those who believe, and spiritual believers are basing their judgments on a non-spatiotemporal criterion of proof (i.e., spiritual essence and non-physical reality).


Fictional Personality Traits

Beyond non-physical extension, a quality shared by other abstract entities that do not encounter the identity problems endemic to fictional characters is the issue of being completely constructed; fictional entities are reliant upon their authors for generation. Works of art, too, necessitate a creator, but once created the artwork becomes a physical entity of its own.

Are fictional characters separate entities from their creators? I have suggested that they are, because once presented to the story’s audience the characters are subject to reinvention via interpretation. Ian Flemming’s James Bond maintains a large degree of consistency throughout his books and even across the films. The character is consistent because the details of his presentation are controlled. Whether enacted by Roger Moore, Timothy Dalton, Sean Connery, or Pierce Brosnan, the character James Bond appears to most members of his audience as a consistent and seemingly existent being.

In a series of novels converted to film, writer Tom Clancy’s character Jack Ryan has been played with a lesser degree of consistency by actors Harrison Ford and Ben Affleck.
 The film presentations of the stories become anachronistic, switching back and forth between decades in the character’s life, assigning marital status and children in a seemingly arbitrary fashion.
 The presence of the actor potentially interferes with the recognition of the character – or at the very least presents a new launching point for interpretation. It could be said there are two on-screen Jack Ryans: one played by each actor — or that there are four: one in each film. Thomasson notes that it is commonly accepted to see the base character as outliving even these changes:

… one and the same character, as normally understood, may appear in many related texts, and may survive long after the author’s death, at least as long as one or more relevant texts survives.

In this regard, there is a semblance of there being one intact fictional entity. Don Juan as presented by Molière, Mozart, Lord Byron, or Johnny Depp
 maintains a consistent concept of the personality behind the character, while simultaneously offering unique interpretations. Yet the Meinongian view, removing the character from the necessary context of the fictional work, would limit these instantiations:

[With] Meinongian and abstractist conceptions… a character cannot be literally said to appear in more than one story where so much as a single property is changed.

Even when the view into the character’s ‘life’ is presented through a book or film as a vehicle, the image of the character is open to interpretation in the mind of each audience member. The character’s idiosyncrasies, mannerisms, voice, accent, and personality quirks – a look in the eyes, a wry smile or twisted smirk – are subject to an infinite number of instantiations in the mind’s eye of the reader getting to ‘know’ him. Does a new character exist for each modified version of the original?

Does the film interpretation introduce a new fictional character distinct from the one in the book or the screenplay? Are these all variations on the same original character, different glances at a single existing entity? Is the on-stage Romeo of Shakespeare’s day the same character as Leonardo DiCaprio’s 1996 rendition,
 or as a new Romeo in the mind of a 15-year-old girl reading the story for the first time in her English class? Metaphor introduces further complication. A modern-day Romeo might be a man who sweeps a woman off her feet; he might be young, impulsive, and quixotic; or he might be a chimera, the ideal romantic companion who isn’t to be found because he is too perfect to exist.

Conclusion (as a Fictional Construction)
I have discussed in this essay a number of ways to approach the ontological status of fictional characters. Characters are placed in both divisions  by the distinction between reality and existence. The concept of a character as an element of a work of fiction exists if we determine fiction itself to exist; both the personality represented and the flat, existing character are real. That fiction requires a suspension of belief and liaison to a world of make-believe is an inherent aspect of what fiction entails. Physical presence and immediate access to perception seem to be requirements of the existence status of persons; the dead and unavailable persist in our minds, reduced – or expanded – to our mental constructions of them, much in the way we relate to the personalities presented by fictional characters. Multiple interpretations of the characters emerge through these personal associations as well as when a character appears in multiple works across time.

Art, too, is subject to interpretation and multiple instantiations, although the physical, ‘original’ work of art generally precludes the existence enigma that surrounds purely abstract entities. There are other abstractions – e.g., poetry, nations, love – that encounter difficulties in classification, but for varying reasons each of the examples I have presented seems less problematic than are fictional characters. The particular traits of fictional entities that seem to pose the least surmountable challenges are the requisite involvement of an author to initially create the character and the persistence of the character into different ‘lives’ after conception. Fictional characters seem to be given life only to grow beyond the creator’s control, evolving across time through interpretations and appearances in subsequent presentations.

I have determined that before we can discuss the ontological status of fictitious entities we need to recognize the limitations of our language and separate the ‘fictional character’ into two distinct units: (1) the term that describes the character as a component of a given work of fiction, and (2) the life-like personality of the fantastical character represented.
 It is also necessary to appreciate the non-existent qualities of the make-believe realm of fiction that the character-as-personality dwells within. The problem otherwise continues, resisting resolution due to differing conceptions of what is real (Meinongian and revisionist theories) and the ever-evolving pervasiveness of the characters in all their forms. It feels contrived to even announce a conclusion here now.

My deduction lies along the ‘real’ versus ‘existing’ distinctions. As just one of unlimited possible approaches, though, my conclusion itself is a sort of constructed, imaginary fiction. It is promising to note that my theories closely align to those of Amie Thomasson. Perhaps the distinctions she and I have made will one day become clear to others, swinging the “most philosophers [who] do not accept that there are fictional entities” 
 to those who acknowledge that, like much of philosophy, it is a matter of discourse clarification.


Works Referenced

Dipert, Randall. Artifacts, Art Works, and Agency. Philadelphia: Temple UP, 1993.
Lewis, David. “Truth in Fiction.” Philosohical Papers, vol. 1. New York: Oxford UP: 1983. 261-80.

Meinong, Alexius. On Emotional Presentation. Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern UP, 1972.

Murdoch, Iris. “The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts.” Aesthetics: The Big Questions. Ed. Carolyn Korsmeyer. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1998. 196-201.

Neill, Alex and Ridley, Aaron, eds. “Feelings and Fictions.” Arguing About Art: Contemporary Philosophical Debates, 2nd ed. London: Routledge, 1995. 233-38.

Reimer, Marga. “A ‘Meinongian’ Solution to a Millian Problem.” American Philosophical Quarterly. Vol. 38 (July 2001), no. 3. 233-47.

Salmon, Nathan. “Nonexistence.” Noûs. Vol. 32 (1998), no. 3. 277-319.

Searle, John. “Does the Real World Exist?” The Construction of Social Reality. New York: Free Press, 1995. 149-197.

Smith, Barry. “Alexius Meinong and Stephan Witasek: On Art and Its Objects.” Austrian Philosophy: The Legacy of Franz Brentano. Chicago: Open Court, 1994. 125-53.

Thomasson, Amie L. “Fictional Characters and Literary Practics.” British Journal of Aesthetics. Vol. 23 (2003), no.2, 138-157.

---. Fiction and Metaphysics. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999.

Van Inwagen, Peter. “Creatures of Fiction.” Ontology, Identity, and Modality. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001. 233-47.

Walton, Kendall L. “Doing Without Fictional Entities.” Mimesis as Make-Believe: On the Foundations of the Representational Arts. Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1990. 385-419.
Wolterstorff, Nicholas. “Projection of Worlds Within Works.” Works and Worlds of Art, Oxford: Clarendon P, 1980, 198-247.

� This essay primarily is concerned with fictional characters, such as those found in printed stories, movies, and even the minds of the creators who bring them to “life.”


� Amie L. Thomasson, “Fictional Characters and Literary Practices,” British Journal of Aesthetics, vol. 42 (2003), no. 2, 147.


� Kendall L. Walton, “Doing Without Fictional Entities,” Mimesis as Make-Believe: On the Foundations of the Representational Arts, Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1990, 385-6.


� Thomasson’s example here is the biological classification of whales, long-considered to be fish, until evidence proved that they were in fact mammals. I’ll discuss this point later in this essay. “Fictional Characters and Literary Practices,” 142.


� John Searle clarifies this distinction by sequestering the realms of “social and institution facts” versus “brute facts” as those of “facts dependent on us and those that exist independently of us,” respectively. The former I refer to here as “real,” the latter as “existing.” See Searle, The Construction of Social Reality, New York, Free Press: 1995, 149.


� “A summary of the creation problem for Meinongian and possibilist accounts” (quoting Thomasson) is offered by Robert Howell, “Fictional Objects: How They Are and How They Aren’t,” Poetics, vol. 8 (1979), 133 & 139, as cited in Thomasson, “Fictional Characters and Literary Practices,” 139.


� Walton, “Doing Without Fictional Entities,” 385-419.


� Nicholas Wolterstorff has considered the difference between a liar and a producer of fiction. Understanding a work to be fiction we allocate a suspension of belief that makes allowances for otherwise unconvincing propositions (in the “existing” world). He calls this “fictive stance” one of “presenting, of offering for consideration, certain states of affairs — for us to reflect on, to ponder over, to explore the implications of, to conduct strandwise extrapolation on” — but always within the understanding that this is super-existence. See Wolterstorff, Works and Worlds of Art, Oxford: Clarendon P, 1980, 233.


� Barry Smith, “Alexius Meinong and Stephan Witasek: On Art and Its Objects,” Austrian Philosophy: The Legacy of Franz Brentano, Chicago: Open Court, 1994, 128.


� Ibid., 131.


� Ibid., 143.


� I refer here to a logical (metaphysical) prohibition against arbitrarily willing into existence a fictional character that relies on the original creator to be brought to ‘life’. Once apprehended, of course, new variations of the character can and probably do emerge within the minds of every perceiver. Fairy tales are ‘real’ to children partly because the imagination allows characters to grow beyond their original dimensions as presented in the fiction, taking on life-like and even superhuman qualities in children’s minds. Imagination and (necessarily subjective) memory can prompt new generations of characters. These are not my focus here but will be discussed in the “Multiple Instantiations” section on this essay on pages 9-10.


� See the “Reality vs. Existence” section of this essay, pages 2-4.


� Walton, “Doing Without Fictional Entities,” 385.


� Ibid., 386.


� Iris Murdoch, “The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts,” Aesthetics: The Big Questions, Ed. Carolyn Korsmeyer, Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1998, 200.


� And possibly different instantiations: she was a loving grandmother to me, a demanding disciplinarian to my mother, and a 68-year-old cancer patient to her doctor. These extensions are each their own character versions of the woman who originally existed. Such multiple-extension phenomenon is not limited to the deceased, of course. Again, I will discuss this in the next section, “Multiple Instantiations,” 9-10.


� This entire discussion changes direction, of course, with the theory that a person’s soul or spirit continues to exist after the death of the physical body. For my purposes in this essay, I am asserting that human life and existence come to a halt when the body ceases to function as a living organism, i.e., when pronounced ‘dead.’


� I don’t intend to jump into a discussion on the implications of idealist versus objective reality; whether the objects and people in the world truly exist independently of ourselves is not a question I confront here. I assume that they do.


� This is especially so, considering his deafness.
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� The emotion of love can, of course, be expressed through physical contact – “making love” or less impassioned gestures of affection like a nonsexual embrace or kiss — but it is the abstract emotional state called ‘love,’ the noun, to which I refer here.


� Or even the supernatural man who walked both earth and water?
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� Jack Ryan’s children age progressively through the first three films. (In The Hunt for Red October, set in the mid-1980s, Jack Ryan is married and has a baby. In Patriot Games, the first child is seven years old and his wife is pregnant with a second child. In Clear and Present Danger, set in the 1990s, the second child has been born.) Yet the fourth film, The Sum of All Fears, set in 2002, features a childless, young Jack Ryan falling in love with the girlfriend who twenty years earlier had already become his wife.
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� The core character we recognize as ‘Don Juan’ has appeared numerous times throughout the history of the arts. My references here include Molière’s 1665 play; the 1787 opera Don Giovanni by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (set to Lorenzo da Ponte’s libretto); Lord Byron’s 1819 epic poem; and screenwriter/ director Jeremy Leven’s 1995 motion picture Don Juan de Marco, which starred actor Johnny Depp.


� Thomasson, “Fictional Characters and Literary Practices,” 139.
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� Randall Dipert issues a cry for such clarification with his book, Artifacts, Art Works, and Agency, demonstrating that an understanding of philosophy of mind — as well as ontology, I would assume — is prerequisite to proper aesthetic exploration. See Dipert, Artifacts, Art Works, and Agency. Philadelphia: Temple UP, 1993, xi.
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