Fiction as Reality and Truth: A Conceptual Guide, Updated
Fiction is our most essential anthropological endowment—a point that becomes immediately clear if we try, even for a single day, to live without enriching reality through imagination, without relying on counterfactual or hypothetical thinking. And yet, for all its gifts—its enduring seduction in both older and newer forms—fiction remains burdened by worn-out definitions, too comfortable to illuminate much in today’s world, where the digital continuously generates hyperreal kaleidoscopes and, with sometimes unsettling ease, blends the registers of fact and invention.
My presentation, Fiction as Reality and Truth: A Conceptual Guide, Updated, begins precisely here: what, today, is fiction—when the conditions of visibility, credibility, and circulation of discourse have changed so profoundly? My intervention offers a set of theoretical clarifications, especially for those who have made the study of fiction their profession, by mapping the ways in which fiction produces reality while simultaneously unsettling, complicating, and refining the very idea of truth. If we do not treat the factual/fictional opposition as a frontier drawn once and for all, fiction emerges as a mode of imagination and expression that compels us to recalibrate the criteria by which we decide what counts as true, relevant, intelligible, or significant.
The conceptual guide I propose is but a critical reordering of questions: what makes a discourse fictional; what kinds of attitudes it solicits; what norms it institutes; what forms of knowledge it enables; and what kind of reality it brings into play. On this view, fiction reappears as a constellation of practices—practices of semiotic production, of regulating attention, of orienting imagination, and of managing belief—through which a specific kind of reality and a specific kind of truth become possible. For this reason, examining the nature and functions of fiction requires moving across several levels: its ontological work of instituting entities, scenes, and identities; its gnoseological and epistemological reach as a laboratory of the possible; and its problematological force in generating fertile interpretive tensions and alternative frameworks for thinking. These functions help explain why fiction can instruct without being a “manual”, persuade without being an “argument”, trigger moral responses without declaring itself “ethics”, and offer spaces for counterfactual testing without being “science”. In fiction, “truth” is not only what can be verified; it is also what can be seen, felt, and understood differently when we are placed within a particular configuration of situations, values, and consequences.
A twenty-first-century conceptual guide must be able to respond to the older questions that have shaped centuries of reflection: what sort of “things” are fictional characters, events, and worlds? Do they exist or not? If they do, in what sense do they exist? How can we speak about fictional entities, evaluate characters, and attribute properties without collapsing into the overly stark alternative that either “everything is merely language” or “everything is real”? In this respect, the relations between truth and fiction call for an approach that distinguishes at least three complementary registers: truth in fiction (what holds as a fact within the projected possible worlds), truth about fiction (what we can claim, with warranted accuracy, about works, their devices, and their conditions of production), and truth through fiction (what kinds of knowledge, clarification, or orientation we gain through fictional experience).
My aim, then, is twofold: first, to show that fiction becomes a form of reality insofar as it operates as a mode of cultural action—projecting worlds and instituting interpretive contracts; and second, to show that truth is redistributed and recalibrated according to differences in authorial stances and intentions, regimes of reception, and levels of predication—articulating what is true within the fictional world, what is true of the text as an artefact, and what is true of our world insofar as fiction renders it intelligible.
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