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                    Abstract
Discussion of Frege’s theory of fiction has tended to focus on the problem of empty names, and has consequently missed the truly problematic aspect of the theory, Frege’s commitment to the view that even fictional sentences that contain no empty names fail to refer. That claim prima facie conflicts with his commitment to the cognitive transparency of sense, and the determination of reference by sense. Resolving this tension compels us to recognize that fiction for Frege is a special kind of force, and that words express a sense capable of picking out a referent only in the presence of the appropriate assertoric force. In effect, Frege’s theory of fiction reveals his commitment to an act-centered rather than an expression-centered semantics.
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	See for instance Zouhar (2010), Kanterian (2012), or Evans who describes fiction as “a convenient mat under which [Frege] could sweep the problem posed for his theory by his assigning sense to empty singular terms” (1892, p. 28).


	The numbers directly following a Frege quotation are the page numbers of the relevant text cited in the reference section. The second number is to the page number in Beaney (1997). I use the following abbreviations: A Brief Survey of my Logical Doctrines—BSLD, On Sinn and Bedeutung—SB, Letter to Russell—LR, Comments on Sinn and Bedeutung—CSB, Introduction to Logic—IL, Logic in Mathematics—LIM.


	The appropriate translation of these terms has become so vexed a question that I propose to avoid it as far as possible by using the original German. The exception to this rule occurs when I quote translations from Beaney (1997) which often use ‘sense’ for Sinn and sometimes translate Bedeutung as reference.


	
Zouhar (2010) and Textor (2011) are notable exceptions.


	The same is implied by a number of other passages, for instance CSB 1969:128/173, or again in footnote F to SB 1892:32/156-7.


	For instance CSB 1969:133–134/178 or again in Frege’s letter to Russell from the 13th of November 1904 (Beaney: 291–292).


	For an intermediate view, see his Letter to Russell from the 28th of December 1902: “In poetry too there are thoughts, but there are only pseudo-assertions” (256).


	This is expressed most explicitly in the Introduction to Logic 208/293-4 “Let us just imagine that we have convinced ourselves, contrary to our former opinion, that the name ‘Odysseus’, as it occurs in the Odyssey, does designate a man after all. Would this mean that the sentences containing the name ‘Odysseus’ expressed different thoughts? I think not. The thoughts would strictly remain the same; they would only be transposed from the realm of fiction to that of truth. So the object designated by a proper name seems to be quite inessential to the thought-content of a sentence which contains it.” See too SB 
                              1892:33/157 “The thought remains the same whether ‘Odysseus’ has a Bedeutung or not”.


	See too BSLD 1969:214/300 or the Thought 1918:63/330.


	See for instance SB 1892:32/156; 41/163, CSB 1969 128/173; 133/178; 135/180, Logic 1969:141/229, LR13/11/1904 291, IL 1969:208/ 293; 211/ 297, Thought 1918:68/ 335.


	In accepting this interpretation of Frege, I clearly depart from interpretations according to which de re senses are object-dependent. This strength of the determination thesis would be unpalatable to, for instance, McDowell (1977, (1984) and Evans (1982). The attribution of the determination thesis to Frege, though widespread, is not uncontroversial even beyond McDowell and Evans. See Zais (1993) for resistance to it and a partial summary of the debate.


	The transparency thesis has been the locus of disagreement between Dummett on the one hand and McDowell and Evans on the other. See Dummett (1973, p. 164), and (1982, pp. 81 and 134) for pertinent discussion.


	Readers who believe this to be a sensible enquiry should see Chisholm (1911) for discussion of contested identifications of the root.


	See Puryear (2013) for a discussion of the more general difficulties that arise from attributing to Frege the view that vague or indeterminate predicates have no Bedeutung. 
                              


	Again, it could be argued that this routinely happens in the case of indexicals and demonstratives. See May (2006) for a discussion of this in the Fregean context and an argument that the sense of indexicals and demonstratives constrain rather than present referents.


	
Zouhar (2010) considers a homonymic version of this view which he terms the “double language hypothesis”. He rejects it on the basis of a passage in the Logic in which Frege writes as though the same thought can be expressed in fictional and factual contexts, and on the basis of its undue complexity. Mark Textor’s 2011 view could also be read as an instance of the homonymy view: fictional names are distinguished by their fictional force. The force a name has is determined by the intentions of the individual who introduces the name. Emphasizing Frege’s comments that the sense of a term remains the same whether the individual it purports to name turns out to exist or not, whilst denying that a single word can have multiple senses implicitly commits Textor to the view that some fictional names are homonyms of factual counterparts. These homonyms have the same sense, but different force.


	I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for directing me towards this point.


	
Dummett (1973, p. 33) “The sense of a word thus consists in some means by which a reference of an appropriate kind is determined for that word”.


	And both are notably rejected by Evans (1982) and McDowell (1977, 1984).


	See too, for instance, On Sinn and Bedeutung 
                              1892:38/161 or similarly in the Logic 
                              1918:229/140.


	What, then, of questions and commands that are uttered within fictitious contexts? In a fictional context sentences fail to refer regardless of the form of the utterance in question. Such utterances are, then, inhibited from referring twice over—once in virtue of their status as a command or a question, and again in virtue of their occurrence in a fictional conversational context. Fiction functions as an overarching category of force that includes within it subcategories of sentence: imperatival, interrogative and assertoric. The presence of assertoric intent on the part of the speaker only makes a relevant difference if the sentence itself is one already capable of expressing a thought.
Frege further indicates that even within an assertoric conversational context, individual assertoric sentences may have constituent parts that are not themselves asserted. See, for instance, the Negation, in which he writes of conditionals “Of the two component thoughts contained in the whole, neither the antecedent nor the consequent is being uttered assertively when the whole is presented as true. We have then only a single act of judgment, but three thoughts, viz. the whole thought, the antecedent, and the consequent” (Negation 
                              1918:145-6 / 348). This does however pose a further puzzle: how can these constituent parts contribute to the truth-conditions of the whole sentence unless they have a truth-value? And how can they have such a truth-value without being asserted?


	See in addition the extract from the Logic quoted below (1969:141-2/230) CSB 
                                    1969:128/173 or the letter to Russell from the 13th of November 1904 B:292.


	How are we to square this comment with the interpretation offered above? Two positions present themselves at this point. On the one hand, we might reasonably reject a principle of interpretation which demands that every comment Frege made on fiction over the course of a long philosophical career should be forced into a strait-jacket of consistency with one another. The cost of arriving at the most coherent interpretation of Frege may be the need to accept occasional moments of confusion on his part. In this instance, it is plausible that Frege did not adequately distinguish in his own mind at certain points between bedeutungslosen words, and fiction. That insufficiently clear distinction causes him to talk loosely as though inadvertent use of the former would constitute a foray into the latter.
What if we are not content to accept such a lacuna? One way of squaring talk of accidental entry into the realm of fiction would be to adapt the picture in the following way. There are two distinct routes into the realm of fiction. One is the use of a bedeutungslosen term, which prevents the sentence from determining a truth-value, irrespective of the intentions of the language user. The second is through the absence of assertoric force and the presence of fictional force instead. According to this view Frege had, in effect, a bifurcated view of fiction. Though this approach avoids attributing any momentary confusion to Frege, the textual evidence for it is rather slight to support such a considerable amendment.


	I am grateful to an anonymous referee for suggesting this possibility.


	Another way of avoiding the strong position that individual communicative intentions or conversational purposes play a role in determining the Bedeutung of a sentence is as follows. Instead of thinking of the role of context in terms of particular speech acts, we could instead think of the kind of context in play more broadly, in terms of a generalized fictional or non-fictional context, abstracted away from any more particular context of utterance. On this picture, words have a sense relative to a context. A sentence could then have both a fictional and an assertoric sense associated with it. Context merely decides which is relevant in the case of a particular utterance. This view admits context sensitivity whilst allowing that a sentence has its semantic properties independently of what we may do with it as language users: a sentence continues to express the same proposition, relative to a context, irrespective of our use of it. I am again grateful to an anonymous referee for suggesting this possibility.
Or course, Frege lacks the modern semantic machinery that underpins this alternative. He lacks the apparatus of context-types understood as abstract semantic objects presupposed by this approach. Frege writes that “...the question still arises, even about what is represented in the assertoric sentence-form, whether it really contains an assertion...” (Thought 
                              1918:62/330) The answer to that question is decided for Frege by particular contexts of utterance, by whether a sentence is uttered on stage or not, for instance, or whether it features in a piece of fiction or non-fiction. This Kaplanian line of thought remains however, an elegant and parsimonious twist on the account I attribute to Frege.


	See too IL 
                                 1969:208/293-4, LR 28 December 1902:256.


	See Zouhar (2010) S.2.2 for an exception to this and Textor (2011) discussed below.


	Another way of thinking about this is as follows. Determination is compatible with their being other conditions that must be met for an utterance to pick out a referent. Similarly, we might say that the information sent to a printer determines what document it will print. That doesn’t mean that the printer will print a document regardless of whether it has the necessary ink and paper. Just so, here the Sinn decides what referent a term may pick out, but that doesn’t mean it will pick out that referent regardless of the force of the utterance in question.


	For more on this debate see Beaney (1996), Dummett (1973), Haaparanta (1985), Janssen (2001), Pelletier (2001) and Tsai (2009).





References
	Beaney, M. (1996). Frege: Making sense. London: Duckworth.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Beaney, M. (1997). The Frege reader. Oxford: Blackwell.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Burge, T. (1979). Sinning against frege. Philosophical Review, 88(3), 398–432.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Chisholm, H. (Ed.) (1911). Moly in Encyclopedia Britannica (11th ed., Vol. 18) Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Dummett, M. (1973). Frege: Philosophy of language. London: Duckworth.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Evans, G. (1982). Varieties of reference. Oxford: OUP.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Frege, G. (1969). Nachgellasne Schriften. In H. Hermes, F. Kambartel, & F. Kaulbach (Ed.). Hamburg: Felix Meiner.

	Frege, G. (1879). Begriffsschrift, einer der arithmetischen nachglebildete Formelsprache des reinen Denkens. Halle: L. Nebert.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Frege, G. (1891). Funktion und Begriff. Jena: H. Pohle.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Frege, G. (1892). Über Sinn und Bedeutung. Zeitschrift für Philosophie und philosophische Kritik, 100, 25–50.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Frege, G. (1893). Grundgesetze der Arithmetik, Band II (Vol. I). Jena: H. Pohle.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Frege, G. (1903). Grundgesetze der Arithmetik, Band II (Vol. II). Jena: H. Pohle.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Frege, G. (1918–1919). Der Gedanke. Beiträge zur Philosophie des deutschen Idealismus I (pp. 58–77).

	Frege, G. (1918-1919). Die Verneinung. Beiträge zur Philosophie des deutschen Idealismus II (pp. 143–157).

	Haaparanta, L. (1985). Frege’s context principle. Communication and Cognition, 18, 81–94.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Janssen, T. (2001). Frege, contextuality and compositionality. Journal of Logic, Language and Information, 10, 115–136.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Kanterian, F. (2012). Frege: A guide for the perplexed. London: Continuum.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	May, R. (2006). Frege on Indexicals. Philosophical Review, 115(4), 487–516.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	McDowell, J. (1977). On the sense and reference of a proper name. Mind, 86, 159–185.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	McDowell, J. (1984). “De Re Senses” in C. Wright. (ed) Frege: Tradition and influence (pp. 89–109). Oxford: Blackwell.

	Pelletier, F. J. (2001). Did Frege believe Frege’s principle? Journal of Logic, Language, and Information, 10, 87–114.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Puryear, S. (2013). Frege on vagueness and ordinary language. The Philosophical Quarterly, 63(350), 120–140.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Textor, M. (2011). Sense-only-signs: Frege on fictional proper names. Grazer Philosophische Studien, 82, 375–400.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Tsai, C. (2009). Senses of compositionality and compositionality of senses. Linguistic and Philosophical Investigations, 8, 86–104.

                    Google Scholar 
                

	Zais, J. (1993). Taking Frege’s name in vain. Erkenntnis, 39, 167–190.
Article 
    
                    Google Scholar 
                

	Zouhar, M. (2010). Frege on fiction. In P. Kot’átko, M. Pokorny, & M. Sabates (Eds.), Fictionality—Possibility—Reality. Bratislava: aleph.

                    Google Scholar 
                


Download references




Acknowledgments
This paper has benefited enormously from the input of two anonymous referees. I am in addition grateful to Zoltán Gendler Szabó, Susanne Bobzien and Jason Stanley for comments on earlier drafts, and to Bernard Salow for helpful discussion. I am also indebted to Sebastian Bender for his assistance with the German.


Author information
Authors and Affiliations
	Department of Philosophy, Yale University, P.O. Box 208306, New Haven, CT, 06520, USA
Jessie Munton


Authors	Jessie MuntonView author publications
You can also search for this author in
                        PubMed Google Scholar





Corresponding author
Correspondence to
                Jessie Munton.


Rights and permissions
Reprints and permissions


About this article
[image: Check for updates. Verify currency and authenticity via CrossMark]       



Cite this article
Munton, J. Frege, fiction and force.
                    Synthese 194, 3669–3692 (2017). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-016-1117-x
Download citation
	Received: 29 May 2015

	Accepted: 03 May 2016

	Published: 23 May 2016

	Issue Date: September 2017

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-016-1117-x


Share this article
Anyone you share the following link with will be able to read this content:
Get shareable linkSorry, a shareable link is not currently available for this article.


Copy to clipboard

                            Provided by the Springer Nature SharedIt content-sharing initiative
                        


Keywords
	Frege
	Semantics
	Fiction
	Assertion
	Empty names
	Sense and reference








                    
                

            

            
                
                    

                    
                        
                            
    

                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                            

                            
                                
                                    
                                        Access this article


                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    
                                                        Log in via an institution
                                                        
                                                            
                                                        
                                                    
                                                

                                            
                                        

                                        
                                            
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                        

                                        
                                            Institutional subscriptions
                                                
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        

                                    

                                
                            

                            
                                
    
        Advertisement

        
        

    






                            

                            

                            

                        

                    

                
            

        

    
    
    


    
        
            Search

            
                
                    
                        Search by keyword or author
                        
                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                
                                Search
                            
                        

                    

                
            

        

    



    
        Navigation

        	
                    
                        Find a journal
                    
                
	
                    
                        Publish with us
                    
                
	
                    
                        Track your research
                    
                


    


    
	
		
			
			
	
		
			
			
				Discover content

					Journals A-Z
	Books A-Z


			

			
			
				Publish with us

					Publish your research
	Open access publishing


			

			
			
				Products and services

					Our products
	Librarians
	Societies
	Partners and advertisers


			

			
			
				Our imprints

					Springer
	Nature Portfolio
	BMC
	Palgrave Macmillan
	Apress


			

			
		

	



		
		
		
	
		
				
						
						
							Your privacy choices/Manage cookies
						
					
	
						
							Your US state privacy rights
						
						
					
	
						
							Accessibility statement
						
						
					
	
						
							Terms and conditions
						
						
					
	
						
							Privacy policy
						
						
					
	
						
							Help and support
						
						
					


		
	
	
		
			
				
					
					34.205.43.164
				

				Not affiliated

			

		
	
	
		
			[image: Springer Nature]
		
	
	© 2024 Springer Nature




	






    