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FICTIONALISM 
 
Basic idea: our standard (i.e., non-philosophical) talk about numbers (etc.) is something 
like talk about fictional people or objects such as Sherlock Holmes or the Tardis.  
 
Motivation: we seem to utter sentences that seem to commit us to the existence of 
numbers (e.g.), but we don’t seem to believe that there are such things; or, at least, we 
don’t seem to think that the ‘propriety’ of our utterance depends on this fact. (Cf. Oracle 
thought experiment.) 
 
1. Instrumentalist Fictionalism 
 

According to this view: when we talk about numbers we ‘make as if’ to 
assert/believe/etc. that there are numbers; but no account is offered of what we are really 
doing.  
 
(Why do we bother doing this? To shorten theories and proofs, it is claimed.) 
 
Problems (Yablo claims): 
 

• When we say things like ‘the number of dinosaurs is zero’ or ‘5 + 7 = 12’, maybe 
we are not really asserting something that requires zero, 5, 7 or 12 to exist. But 
we do seem to really be asserting something (i.e., what Yablo calls the real 
content of our utterance). IF leaves us with no account of what this is.  

 

Does this seem right? Perhaps it is true that in the first case what we are ‘really asserting’ 
in some sense is that there are no dinosaurs. What about the second case? Yablo says: 
whenever there are 5 Fs, and 7 Gs, and nothing is both an F and a G, then there are 12 
F∨Gs. (Of course, these ‘there are n Hs’ will have to replaced with purely logical 
paraphrases.) But this notion of real content seems ad hoc and like it won’t generalize: 
what about e.g. claims about i, or claims about pure sets, or…? What even about a claim 
like ‘17 is prime’—is it really plausible that this has some ‘real content’ that we are in 
any intuitive sense asserting when we say such a thing? 
 

• We want an account of when claims about numbers are correct.  
 
2. Meta-Fictionalism 
 

When we assert a mathematical claim S, what we are really asserting (i.e., what the real 
content is) is that ‘according to standard math, S’. (I.e., we ‘quasi-assert’ S, we 
(genuinely) assert that according to standard math, S.) 
 
Problems: 
 

• Real contents seem contingent and a posteriori (on this view), but surely when we 
utter mathematical claims we take ourselves to be asserting something necessary 
and a priori.  
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But this seems contentious: is ‘according to Hamlet, Claudius killed his brother’ 
contingent and a posteriori? Plausibly it is at least not contingent; and perhaps it is even a 
priori.  
 

Similarly, surely we could just tweak the view according to which what we are claiming 
when we utter ‘2 + 3 = 5’ is ‘according to theory T, 2 + 3 = 5’, where ‘theory T’ is 
shorthand for ‘the theory whose claims are […]’. Wouldn’t that solve the problem?  
 

• Phenomenological. (Although one may wonder how much any version of 
fictionalism fares on that account…?) 

 
3. Object Fictionalism 
 

When we utter math claims, we are not talking about the ‘math fiction’, we are merely 
relying on it in some other way.  
 
These claims have both a literal and a real content. E.g., ‘2 + 3 = 5’. The literal content is 
that if you add 3 to 2 you get 5 (I take it). The real content is… (as above). Generally, the 
real content of S is ‘the [real] circumstance that makes S fictional, the fiction taken for 
granted’. But doesn’t it follow that the real content of most mathematical claims will be 
identical or…? Isn’t that a problem? 
 
Claims to help with phenomenological and modal problems of MF.  
 
In any case, as Yablo notes, even the limited notion of real content that he asserts leads 
into problems, e.g., with ‘the number of even primes is 1’ or ‘there are really no 
numbers’. I.e., these lead to diffculty with the principles: 

• ‘the number of Ks is n’ is quasi-assertible iff according to the number story, there 
number of Ks is n. 

• ‘the number of Ks is n’ is quasi-assertible iff there really are n Ks.  
 

—But the second comes out of Yablo’s desire to provide a real content and so… 
 
The solution, Yablo says, is to appreciate that numbers sometimes function as 
‘representational aids’ and sometimes as ‘things represented’.  

• Is there though really a clear sense in which in Yablo’s example sentences like 
‘the number of Martian moons is 2’ they are merely representational aids? ‘11 is 
the number of players on a soccer team’? 

 
Yablo then complicates his account to distinguish basic and parasitic games… But if we 
give up on the project of giving real contents, is there any motivation for this?  
 
4. Figuralism 
 

Math is like talk of backburners, bottom lines, guts, invisible hands, etc.  
 
But how does this fare ‘phenomenologically’? Are we not much quicker to say that we 
don’t ‘really mean’ that there is a backburner, etc. than we are to say that we don’t really 
mean there is a number 2? (Cf. average mother and arbitrary natural number.)  
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5. Fictionalism vs Platonism 
 

How does Yablo’s view fare against platonism of the sorts we have been considering—
e.g., the sorts of views espoused by neo-Fregeans (esp. as interpreted by Eklund) and 
Rayo? The following are all claimed by Yablo to favour his view.  
 

• Insubstantiality. I.e., the idea that we talked about in connection to structuralism 
that numbers don’t seem to have any non-structural properties (in some sense).  

 

The fictionalist can say: that is because the story ends there! But can’t the ‘thin platonist’ 
say something similar? On that view, any consistent theory (roughly) will correspond to 
some (real, if ‘non-metaphysical’) objects. If the theory only contains information about 
structural properties, then that would explain insubstantiality, no? 
 

• Indeterminacy. I.e., claimed fact that it is often indeterminate whether ‘7 = X’.  
 

Again seems no real advantage for fictionalism. Also, claimed indeterminacy seems 
contentious not terribly plausible (cf. Benacerraf problem discussed in connection with 
structuralism.)  
 

• Irrelevance of the Oracle. I.e., the fact that if the Oracle tells us there are no 
numbers, then it feels that this information is irrelevant to what happens in math 
lessons.  

 

Again, this seems contentious. Also, it seems hard to make sense of according to thin 
platonism. Cf. talk of tables.  
 

• Necessity and a priority. 
 

• Phenomenology? 
 
 


