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What are literary metafictions

The philosophical vantage point

THE distinction

▶ Since Kripke (1973/2013) the philosophy of fiction is essentially worried
about the distinction between fictional and metafictional statements.1

▶ Here is a nice example from the Q&A of Kripke’s 3rd lecture adapted in
(Lamarque and Olsen 1994: 144):

Who created Frankenstein’s monster? One answer, from the internal
perspective, is of course: Frankenstein. Only from the external point of
view must the reply be: Mary Shelley.

1There are alternative labels for the same distinction. Following (Bonomi 2008), some
philosophers distinguish between “textual” and “metatextual” uses. Others distinguish between
“internal” and “external” perspectives (Friend 2007). Kripke (1973/2013: 104) originally
contrasted between the “fictional way” and the “‘out-and-out’ way”. Van Inwagen (1977)
contrasts between statements “about creatures of fiction” and “typical narrative or descriptive
sentences taken from works of fiction”. But everyone agrees on the distinction itself, so it is
merely a terminological point. See (García-Carpintero 2019) for a comprehensive, opinionated
review of the literature on this distinction.
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Standard analysis
▶ There is a history of “standard” theorising about this distinction in the

analytic philosophy of language...
▶ ... along 2 relevant (and related) dimensions, viz. truth and aboutness.

▶ Fictional statements are:
▶ neither true nor false;2
▶ about an imagined (typically nonexistent) flesh-and-blood individual.3

▶ Metafictional statements are:
▶ genuinely true or talse;
▶ about an “individual of paper”.4

2This goes back to Frege (1979: 130)’s discussion of “mock thoughts”, later developed by
Macdonald (1954) and Searle (1975) into the “standard analysis” of fictional statements as
pretend assertions.

3This is Walton (1990)’s general theory of make-believe at the level of semantics; see (Friend
2016) and (Woodward 2014) for details.

4This terminology is a tribute to Salvador Plascencia 2005 literary metafiction The People of
paper. Alternative terminologies include “creatures of fiction” (Van Inwagen 1977), “abstract
artefacts” (Kripke 1973/2013), “cultural artefacts” (Thomasson 1999), “ficta” (Voltolini 2006).
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However, complications do occur...

▶ Kripke (1973/2013: 74) thus writes:
Let’s take the statement ‘Hamlet was a fictional character.’ That is not true in the work

of fiction itself. Using predicates according to their use in fiction — that is, according to
the rule which applies a predicate to a fictional character if that fictional character is so
described in the appropriate work of fiction — we should conclude that Hamlet was not a
fictional character. In fact, paradoxical as it may sound, in this sense no fictional person is
a fictional person. For (virtually) no fictional person is said in his own work of fiction to be
a fictional person.* But applying the predicate on the level of reality—that is, so to speak,
straight — one should say that Hamlet was a fictional person, and that every fictional person
is a fictional person.

* However, complications do occur, leading to my parenthetical qualification. See, for
example, “Enoch Soames” by Max Beerbohm and The Comforters by Muriel Spark. In some
other version of the present lectures [??!!] I discussed at least these works. But I won’t give
away any plots here.
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Muriel Spark 1957 Enoch Soames by Max Beerbohm
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Philosophical definition
▶ This suggests a definition:
▶ A metafiction is a fiction which invites imagining that some metafictional

statement is true in the fiction;
▶ i.e. a fiction for which the fictional and metafictional perspective overlap.
▶ ex: “Caroline Rose is a fictional character” is true simpliciter and true in the

Comforters.

▶ This overlap raises a series of worrisome questions:
▶ are these fictions (at best accidentally) true or not? what are they (really)

about? how is metafictional imagination sustained?
▶ how widespread are these fictions? do they challenge THE distinction or

not?5

▶ Let us for now let these problems on the side and keep this idea that a
metafiction is a fiction that internalises (some of its) metafictional content.
▶ notably because it gives a nice counterpoint to the narratological perspective

on the same phenomenon.
5Pelletier (2003) and Friend (2007) argue that this fictions are more problematic for realists

(as opposed to anti-realists). Everett (2013), as a radical anti-realist, argues that THE distinction
was wrong-headed all along.
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Reflexivity
▶ According to literary theorists metafictions = fiction + reflexivity.6

▶ Metafictions are thus standardly construed as a subset of narrative fictions
(see e.g. Fludernik 2009: §6).

▶ A rich terminology speaks for itself (Ommundsen 1993: 14):
The coinage [metafiction] was not particularly original: attention to ’meta-phenomena’

has in the second half of the 20th century been common in a number of disciplines (William
Gass himself mentions meta-theorems in mathematics and logic) and the French critic
Roland Barthes (1972 Critical essays; p. 97) had in the short essay ‘Literature and metalan-
guage’, first published in 1959, identified the double consciousness of contemporary litera-
ture as both ‘literature object’ and ‘metaliterature’. A great number of other names have been
given to the same type of writing: self- conscious, reflexive (or self-reflexive), self-referential,
introspective, introverted, narcissistic or auto-representational. [. . . ] While some critical
consensus seems to exist regarding the basic definition of metafiction or reflexive fiction (it
is about fiction), critics vary considerably in their account of the phenomenon.

6For better or worse, metafictions have been associated with self-reference paradoxes: see esp.
the reception of Hofstadter (1979)’s notion of a “strange loop” in literary theory.
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Some influential studies
A self-conscious novel, briefly, is a novel that systematically flaunts its own condition

of artifice. [. . . ] A fully self-conscious novel [. . . ] is one in which from beginning to end,
[...] there is a consistent effort to convey to us a sense of the fictional world as an authorial
construct set up against a background of literary tradition and convention. (Alter 1975:
x-xi)

"Metafiction", as it has now been named, is fiction about fiction – that is, fiction that
includes within itself a commentary on its own narrative and/or linguistic identity. "Nar-
cissistic" – the figurative adjective chosen here to designate this textual self-awareness – is
not intended as derogatory but rather as descriptive and suggestive. (Hutcheon 1980: 14)

Metafiction is a term given to fictional writing which self-consciously and systematically
draws attention to its status as an artefact in order to pose questions about the relationship
between fiction and reality. In providing a critique of their own methods of construction,
such writings not only examine the fundamental structures of narrative fiction, but they
also explore the possible fictionality of the world outside the literary fictional text. [...] [T]he
lowest common denominator of metafiction is simultaneously to create a fiction and to make
a statement about the creation of that fiction. (Waugh 1984: 6)
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A taste of literary debates

▶ There are two main literary debates around metafictions:
1. Is it a genre?

▶ if so, is it historically determined within the “post-modernist” movement?
▶ what about the metafictional effects in Don Quixote, in Tristram Shandy?

2. Are there specific themes associated with metafictional relflexivity?
Candidate answers:

2.1 creation (religion, sex, art);
2.2 suicide (death);
2.3 theory (writing history vs. fiction, challenging authority).
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Focus on anti-mimetism

▶ Immediately after rehearsing the agreed-upon definition of
“self-reflective fictions”, Polvinen (2023: 6) mentions the breaking of
illusion as a dominant view:7

Metafiction – literary self-reflection at its most extreme – is fiction about fiction; that is,
the kind of fiction that refers to its own fictionality, and as such it is often seen as a mode of
writing designed to break the illusion of reality created by storytelling.

▶ as far as I can see, this theme of anti-mimetism is a non-argued for
dogma,
▶ perhaps stemming from a conflation of fictional immersion and illusion...
▶ ... or a literal reading of the transparency/opacity metaphor.

7Note that Walton (1990: 275)’s reading of Calvino’s If in a winter’s night a traveller is based on
this idea that reflexivity “discourages participation”; see Simpson (2005) for an apt criticism of
Walton’s reading.
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Metaleptic moves
▶ Within narratology proper, metafictions are often theorised as a special

case of metalepsis:
▶ The term comes from Genette (1972, 1983, 2004) and denotes a deliberate

transgression of narrative levels.8
▶ Given the definition, the concept of metalepsis obviously has a much larger

extension than that of metafiction:
▶ e.g. Woody Allen 1977 The Kugelmass Episode: the main character is a

contemporary New Yorker who manages to go into the world of Madame Bovary
and has an affair with her, among other things.

▶ e.g. transgression between the narrative space and the storyworld:
Let us hold onto Mr Jackal’s rope: it is sturdy enough to carry both of us, and even the three of us,

dear reader, – and now, let us try to identify the mysterious and gloomy place where the scene we have to
describe is happening. (Alexandre Dumas 1854-9 Les Mohicans de Paris)

What would prevent me from having the Master get married and be cuckolded? (Diderot 1796
Jacques le fataliste)

House of the king, march, ensure victory... Come, valiant elite, honor of our armies; Go forth,
arrows of fire, flaming grenades... (Voltaire 1745 Le Poëme de Fontenoy – a non-fiction)

8See the collected volume (Schaeffer and Pier 2005) for studies on metalepsis; see (Lavocat
2020) for a recent overview of the history of the term and Genette’s (changing) views.
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▶ Using Ryan (2005)’s terminology, one may distinguish between:
1. Diegetic metalepsis: crossing the boundary between a fiction within a fiction

and its frame fiction;
2. Rhetorical metalepsis: crossing the boundary between the fictional space and

the heterodiegetic narrative plane;9

3. Ontological metalepsis: crossing the boundary between the fictional and the
real⇝metafiction proper.10

9This is also called “metanarration” and is possible in both factual and fictional narratives
(Neumann and Nünning 2015).

10One may then distinguish kinds of metafictions depending on the way the ontological border
is crossed: see (Fludernik 2003), (Bell and Alber 2012), (Lavocat 2016: 476-481).
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Interim conclusions

▶ The convergence between the 2 fields is itself an interesting result:
▶ Metafictions define a subset of narrative fictions;
▶ this subset is defined via formal features, somehow exploiting the “normal”

narrative structure to achieve some kind of reflexivity.
▶ My working hypothesis:
▶ metafictions are “malfunctioning” fictions;11

▶ NB: malfunctioning , failed, or bad.
▶ Since narrative structures are sophisticated structures, there are many

different ways it can go astray.
▶ Studying those is interesting just like it is interesting to study, say, a software

containing bugs: one learns a lot about softwares when debugging them.
▶ To paraphrase Tolstoy (and pace Nabokov): “All well-functioning fictions are

alike; each metafiction is malfunctioning in its own way”.

11This owes to a broadly waltonian “artefactualist” view of fictions (props): see Enrico
Terrone’s “Philosophy of Experiential Artefacts” ERC project and (Polvinen 2023) for recent such
frameworks.
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The structure of “normal” fictions

A plausible theory of narrative fiction

Fictional text

Fictional events

Author Reader

Narrator Narratee

Writes Reads

(Pretends to)
know about

Pretends to be /
Plays the role of

Primary pretence

Secondary pretence

Reality

Factual report

Definitions:
● Narrator = report’s 
producer

● Narratee = report’s 
consumer
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The structure of “normal” fictions

Terminology
▶ This schema is a variation on Genette (1991)’s “fictional contract”:12

▶ Rk: it exactly corresponds to Everett (2013)’s “report principle”, who adapts
Macdonald (1954), Searle (1975) and Lewis (1978) into the waltonian
framework (see also (Walton 2013)).

▶ “Fiction secondaire” (vs. fiction primaire) is Vuillaume (1990)’s term;
▶ alternative philosophical labels include:

▶ “game world” (vs. work world) (Walton 1990), “fictional periphery” (vs. core
fiction) (Predelli 2020);

▶ alternative narratological labels include:
▶ discourse (vs. story) (Culler 2011); sjužet (vs. fabula); narrating (vs. narrated);

Besprochene Welt (vs. Erzälte Welt); expression plane (vs. content plane) ...13

▶ Borders are caracterised by a:
▶ metaphysical gap (no interaction);
▶ and a semantic bridge (information flow).

12vs. Hamburger (1957)’s theory of fictional markers. Equivalent three-layered models are
called “realist” or “communicational models” (Fludernik 2009): see e.g. Ryan (1991)’s and Eco
(1994)’s schemas.

13See Prince (2003) for references.
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The structure of “normal” fictions

Re-interpretation of homo/hetero-digegetic

▶ We can now re-interpret Genette (1972)’s famous distinction...
▶ A homodiegetic narrator is one that dwells in the primary fiction;
▶ a heterodiegetic narrator is one that dwells in the secondary fiction.

▶ ... and extend its scope...
▶ When the naratee is homodiegetic, we have an interactive fiction;
▶ when the naratee is heterodiegetic, we have a contemplative fiction.

▶ ... way further than you thought!
▶ The narration is said to be strong when the factual report exists in the

primary fiction;
▶ it is weak when it exists in the secondary fiction only.
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The structure of “normal” fictions

Spark 1955 The Comforters

A plausible example of strong narration with heterodiegetic narrator!
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Toward a systematic typology of metafictions

The structure of “normal” fictions

Working hypothesis reloaded

▶ The “malfunctionning” can now be checked against:
▶ The deviation from the “norm(s)”14, viz. weak narration with heterodiegetic

narrator and/or strong narration with homodiegetic narrator;
▶ and our intuitions about the unstability of the resulting narrative structure.

▶ e.g. The Comforters (strict/heterodiegetic) feels very unstable...

▶ Methodology: there is a systematic way of designing unstable narrative
structure:
▶ one can tweak the different entities in place;
▶ one can tweak the two borders.

▶ Let’s call this: narratological engineering!

▶ Corrolary: metafiction is a gradual, multiscalar phenomenon.
▶ Then we can discuss whether there is a cut-off point which corresponds to

what literary theorists have identified...
▶ ... though I am sceptical about it.

14Or what Fludernik (2002) calls “‘natural’ narratology”.
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Toward a systematic typology of metafictions

Systematic exploration of unstable fictional narratives

Toying with the secondary fiction’s items
1. Narratee:

▶ More than one: think of children literature, with a child and adult narratee
and ironical effects in between.

▶ No narratee (?!): narrator speaking to themselves (?), or directly to the
reader (?)

2. Narrator:
▶ More than one: this multiperspectivity.
▶ Narratorless fictions are fully compatible with this model;15

▶ though it opens two ways of interpreting them: either the factual report is
unproduced, or it is produced by the author directly (?)

3. Factual report:
▶ More than one (with a non-merging into one single report mechanism):

▶ e.g. blatently impossible fictions? forking plots? counterfictional narrations?
▶ No report:⇝ rather setting difficulties to produce a report;

▶ e.g. Silverstein’s (“The Slithery-Dee”) narrator dies in the middle of a sentence;
▶ e.g. Woolf’s (Jacob’s room) homodiegetic narrator repeatedly trespasses its

prerogatives as if they had relapses of omniscience...
15See (Köppe and Stühring 2011), the contributions in (Birke and Köppe 2015); developped in

Garcia-Carpintero (2022, 2022).
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Systematic exploration of unstable fictional narratives

Tweaking the real/secondary fiction border
1. Author-narrator:

▶ The case of the theorizing narrator:
▶ Some narrators (while being narrators) engage in heavy theorising about novel

writing, usually echoing some essays by the author:
▶ e.g. Fowles 1969 The French Lieutenant’s Woman; Kundera 1984 The Unbearable

Lightness of Being
▶ Auto-fiction (?):

▶ A ,N ; N , C; and A = C (Genette 1972)

2. Reader-narratee:
▶ Second-person narrations, see (Fludernik 1994);

▶ e.g. Butor 1957 La Modification, Perec 1967 Un Homme qui dort, ...
▶ Calvino 1979 If in a winter’s night a traveller is a special case:

▶ An attempt to dispense with the primary fiction to focus entirely on the
secondary fiction!

▶ see my “Stuck in the fictional periphery: a philosophical analysis of If on a
winter’s night a traveller”, forthcoming in Odradek.

▶ Brecht (1961)’s “alienation effect”, with inter alia direct addresses to
audiences as (metafictional) techniques to this end.
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Systematic exploration of unstable fictional narratives

Metafictional encounters

▶ Inviting the problematically real items as real, against the fictional
background:
▶ The metafictional encounter as a topos: when the fictional character meets

the real author;
▶ e.g. Miguel de Unamuno 1915 Niebla, Kurt Vonnegut 1973 The Breakfast of

Champions, Salvador Plascencia 2005 The People of Paper, ...

▶ Rk: this kind of fiction is (metaphysically) impossible and yields
characteristically unstable narrative structures.
▶ A standard stabilisation reading strategy: reinterpreting the metafictional

encounter as a fiction, within the original fiction.
▶ Idea: in order to cross a metaphysical border, first fictionalise it.

▶ There are debates though: see Lavocat (2016: §4.4.1.) for a fairly recent
overview.
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Systematic exploration of unstable fictional narratives

Formal metafictions

▶ Last, but not least, are the works which use formal techniques making
the real-world text collide with the fictional events.
▶ Canonical examples are from Tristram Shandy where the page is sometimes

blackened, white and ready for actual drawing, filled with lines, parallel
texts...

▶ Plascencia 2005 The People of Paper nicely includes a character called Baby
Nostradamus which can hide parts of the text by ink-spilling, and teaches
another character Little Merced how to do it.
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Concluding remarks on reflexivity

Concluding remarks

▶ Take-home message: (literary) metafictions are intentionally
malfunctionning fictions,
▶ i.e. whose narrative structure is made unstable by design;

▶ no (aesthetic) judgement attached.
▶ Studying this unstability is informative for what fictions are in general:

▶ Method: narrative engineering.

▶ Perhaps the notion of reflexivity was not as central as what one would
have thought:16

▶ reflexivity is perhaps just an effect
▶ i.e. the unstability of the narrative structure focuses the reader’s attention on

the structure itself;
▶ or a means

▶ i.e. to drive the reader’s attention on the narrative structure may have a
destabilising consequence.

16Recall: in the philosophical definition, reflexivity shows in the overlap of the internal and
external perspective; in the narratological definition, self-reference is central to the definition.
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Bonus: some interesting literary examples

Kundera The Unbearable Lightness of Being
▶ In several places, Kundera identifies his characters with a situation (II, 1):

It would be senseless for the author to try to convince the reader that his characters once
actually lived. They were not born of a mother’s womb; they were born of a stimulating
phrase or two or from a basic situation. Tomas was born of the saying Einmal ist keinmal.
Tereza was born of the rumbling of a stomach.

▶ This grounds the following encounter between the author and the
character, which develops into theory (V, 15):

And once more I see him the way he appeared to me at the very beginning of the novel:
standing at the window and staring across the courtyard at the walls opposite.

This is the image from which he was born. As I have pointed out before, characters
are not born like people, of woman; they are born of a situation, a sentence, a metaphor
containing in a nutshell a basic human possibility that the author thinks no one else has
discovered or said something essential about. But isn’t it true that an author can write only
about himself? [...] The characters in my novels are my own unrealized possibilities. [...]
The novel is not the author’s confession; it is an investigation of human life in the trap the
world has become. But enough. Let us return to Tomas.
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Bonus: some interesting literary examples

The French Lieutenant Woman (ch.55) I
Now could I use you?
Now what could I do with you?

It is precisely, it has always seemed to me, the look of an omnipotent god – if
there were such an absurd thing – should be shown to have. Not at all what
we think of as a divine look; but one of distinctly mean and dubious (as the
theoreticians of the nouveau roman have pointed out) moral quality. I see this
with particular clarity on the face, only too familiar to me, of the bearded
man who stares at Charles. And I will keep up the pretence no longer .

Now the question I am asking, as I stare at Charles, is not quite the same as
the two above. But rather, what the devil am I to do with you? I have already
thought of ending Charles’s career here and now; of leaving him for eternity
on his way to London. But the conventions of Victorian fiction allow, allowed
no place for the open, the inconclusive ending; and I preached earlier of the
freedom characters must be given. My problem is simple – what Charles want
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Bonus: some interesting literary examples

The French Lieutenant Woman (ch.55) II
is clear? It is indeed. But what the protagonist wants is not so clear; and I am
not at all sure where she is at the moment. Of course, if these two were two
fragments of real life, instead of two figments of my imagination, the issue to
the dilemma is obvious: the one want combats the other want, and fails or
succeeds, as the actuality may be. Fiction usually pretends to conform to the
reality: the writer puts the conflicting wants in the ring and then describes
the fight – but in fact fixes the fights (in other words, in persuading us that
they were not fixed) and by the kind of fighter they fix in favour of: the good
one, the tragic one, the evil one, the funny one, and so on.

But the chief argument for fight-fixing is to show one’s readers what one
thinks of the world around one – whether one is a pessimist, an optimist,
what you will. I have pretended to slip back into 1867; but of course that
year is in reality a century past. It is futile to show optimism or pessimism, or
anything else about it, because we know what has happened since.
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Bonus: some interesting literary examples

The French Lieutenant Woman (ch.55) III

So I continue to stare at Charles and see no reason this time for fixing the
fight upon which he is about to engage. That leaves me with two alternatives.
I let the fight proceed and take no more that a recording part in it; or I take
both sides in it. I stare at the vaguely effete but not completely futile face.
And as we near London, I think I see a solution; that is, I see the dilemma is
false. The only way I can take no part in the fight is to show to versions of it.
That leaves me with only one problem: I cannot give both versions at once,
yet whichever is the second will seem, so strong is the tyranny of the last
chapter, the final, the “real” version.

I take my purse from the pocket of my frock-coat, I extract a florin, I rest it on
my right thumbnail, I flick it, spinning, two feet into the air and catch it in my
left hand.
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