Fictionality

What is ‘fictionality’? Obviously, a word formed from ‘fiction’ using a noun-suffix to denote an abstract condition shared in common by examples of that form of writing. So what is fiction? This is relatively easy to define today by means of its conventional antonymy with ‘fact’: that which is fictional is not factual and therefore not veridical or true. Ironically, however, fiction seems to have trumped fact in the sense that books which are not fictional are often called non-fiction in libraries and book-sellers’ catalogues today. Moreover, those who read and write fiction hold it to be as true as fact, though true in a different way. What way is this? Henry Fielding wrote that his ‘prose epics’ were true in the sense of representing types (or “species”, in his terminology) rather than actual individuals. Well as this argument may have served his purposes—cleverly drawing upon Aristotle’s Poetics—it is certainly remote from the experience of the average reader who encounters in fiction precisely what he denied: individuals who are entirely sui generis and not at all like a type unless perhaps by virtue of their resemblance to some model copied from some earlier fiction, a form of plagiarism indistinguishable from literary fashion. 
Yet neither the ‘typical’ nor the ‘individual’ view of fictional character really explains what is going on when we read a novel. It appears that every reader understands—is, in fact, trained to understand—that the persons and events described never really happened and that their unreality is the condition of their capacity to convey an enhanced dense of reality and significance (‘the meaning of life’) precisely on the basis of the paradoxical conviction that it is trustworthy because it isn’t true. Expressed otherwise, what the fiction-reader experiences is the product of a cultural phenomenon known as textuality which enables the ‘creation’ of a character in a printed book complete with an interior life as revealed by the narrator who can see and listen on the inside of his characters as well as in the word around them. Quite apart from the details of plot and setting which render any novel more or less fictional, this involves the ‘willing suspension of disbelief’ of which Coleridge famously wrote. 
The genre-term ‘fiction’ first came into use with the rise of the novel while the popularity of novels themselves seems to have involved the promulgation of that term. Prior to 1800, for example, fiction simply means ‘invention or fabrication as opposed to fact’ (OED). By that date, however, the average novel-reader had learnt to invest their emotions in the hero or the heroine of such a book precisely in the degree that she or he recognised them to be an unreal persons: that is to say, not persons of the kind to be met with in a day’s walk or in the bosom of the family, nor ones to whom a debt of labour or of money is owed, a duty or a show of love or even a measure of revenge. No: the reader suspended her or his disbelief in the fictional nature of the character while, in a crucial sense, retaining full knowledge that such an act of adherence to the counterfactual is taking place. This is the very condition of fictionality: the recognition that the fictional is thus and, at the same time, the willingness to invest it with the appearance of being a person no less than we ourselves are, about whose future one could have real, felt concern. 
It may simply be easier to regard literary fiction (or ‘fictionality’ itself) as a contrivance agreed by writers and audiences down many generations which enables the creation of a kind of mental theatre where things happen to people whom we perfectly well know have no existence off the page. What happens in a ‘real’ theatre is, of course, a slightly different matter since the character there assumes the momentary dimensions of a real person with social and physical attributes that do not have to be imagined. Yet the viewer is hardly under the illusion that the character and the actor who bears him up on stage will, after a fixed time, return to the dressing-room and resume a very different character—which may, in fact, be just as attractive or hateful as the one he or she possessed on stage. 
In a novel, however, the reader is more obviously endowed with the knowledge that the character and the events are not confusable with reality. Indeed, many novelists have turned the risk of such a confusion into the plot itself, as is generally said of Flaubert’s Emma Bovary and Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina. No, the reader knows perfectly well that the character is not real and that all the trials and adventures, passions and conquests it experiences are strictly confined to the pages of the book. Why does the reader enjoy entertaining this simulacra of a real human being made of sentences and phrases, modelled by a writer who purports to ‘know’ everything about his creature as if enjoying the privilege of the All High God on Judgement Day? Possibly because, as Catherine Gallagher argues, the reader knows that the character is bound by those very features of consistency which make their characters while the reader, correspondingly, feels her or himself to be free of any such limitations. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Meeting characters in novels, following their histories, and ‘seeing’ with their eyes, we employ their fictional existence to live other lives than our own without the risk of sharing in their destiny or any verdicts passed upon them. Nor, indeed, need we commit to verdicts about other people in the ‘real’ world however much the fictional character resembles fellow humans in ‘real life’; not publicly, at least. Hence fictionality is more than just indulgence in unreality for its own sake: in reading novels we are able to share in the experience of another without the burden of being them, or anyone at all. (How exactly the fiction-character is constructed on the page or in the mind of the reader is a matter for another day.)
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