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THEATER, REPRESENTATION, TYPES,
AND INTERPRETATION

John Dilworth

In the performing arts, including music,
theater, dance, and so on, theoretical issues
both about artworks and about perfor-
mances of them must be dealt with, so that
their theoretical analysis is inherently more
complex and troublesome than that of non-
performing arts such as painting or film,
in which primarily only artworks need to
be discussed. Thus it is especially desir-
able in the case of the performing arts to
look for defensible broad theoretical sim-
plifications or generalizations that could
serve to unify and potentially comprehen-
sively explain these difficult cases.

We have attempted one such generaliza-
tion in a recent article,1 in which we argue
that the concept of representation can used
to explain the nature both of plays involv-
ing narrative fictions, and of performances
of such plays. In this paper we shall fur-
ther characterize and defend this account,
and also give some reasons as to why it
might be preferable to a leading alterna-
tive account of such plays and their
performances, according to which a play
is a type, whose performances are tokens
of that type.2

We shall also briefly discuss the related
and generally accepted view that perfor-
mances are interpretations of plays,3 and

show how our representational account in-
troduces some new considerations into the
discussion, that serve to undermine some
common assumptions as to why that view
is plausible.

I. A MINIMALIST ARGUMENT FOR THE

REPRESENTATIONALITY OF PLAYS

Rather than merely summarizing our pre-
vious account, we shall proceed by briefly
reconstructing and extending it, making
use of a relatively independent, and theo-
retically eliminative or minimalist, line of
argument for it.

It is generally agreed that at least some
artworks are representational rather than
non-representational or abstract in nature,
in that in some way they represent com-
monly recognizable entities or events. Thus
we distinguish representational from ab-
stract painting, broadly representational
narrative works of fiction—including nar-
rative plays—from formalist literary
exercises, with similar distinctions being
made for other art forms.

Thus it might be thought that a claim that
fictional narrative plays, or performances
thereof, are representational in nature is
merely to state the obvious—and thus not
to give a theory about the nature of such
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plays or performances, but merely to
clarify the kind or category of play, about
which genuine theories of plays or perfor-
mances might be developed. (Henceforth
any unqualified mention of plays or per-
formances will be about fictional narrative
plays, or performances thereof).

However, this is where the previous
point about the desirability of theoretical
simplification comes in: since we cannot
avoid giving some kind of representational
analysis of narrative fictional plays, since
by definition such plays are representa-
tional, why not try to extend whatever is
the minimum core of required represen-
tational analysis in such cases, so as to
include the whole range of issues about
the nature and interrelations of such plays
and their performances?

Next, what would be the simplest way in
which this could be done? Since the con-
cept of representation is a relational one,
which relates representing objects to that
which they represent, an account of opti-
mum simplicity would be one which
assigned plays as a group, and perfor-
mances as a group, to one or the other side
of the representing relation.

In the case of performances, the choice is
easy: a performance already has to repre-
sent the characters and events involved in a
narrative fictional play, so presumably per-
formances must be representations, that is,
be on the representing side of the relation.

However, in the case of plays themselves,
the choice is not so immediately clear.
Kendall Walton has argued that artworks
in general, including plays, are “props” or
representations,4 but there are—among
other issues—significant epistemic reasons
for thinking that choice to be unsatisfac-
tory as a core theoretical position.5 Another
difficulty is that paradigm cases of repre-
sentational entities are concrete particulars
such as paintings, or concrete events such
as performances of plays. But whatever

plays are, it seems clear enough that they
could not be concrete particulars or events,
because of the multiplicity of perfor-
mances associated with them, so that a
claim that plays are representations would
be immediately saddled with theoretical
difficulties about how non-paradigm, non-
concrete entities could nevertheless serve
as representations.

Also, such a theory could not simplify
the theoretical complexity of the relations
of plays and performances, for it would be
forced to maintain that complexity via its
regarding each such category as being as-
sociated with a distinct basic category or
kind of representing object.6

On the other hand, if plays are instead
regarded as entities that are all represented
by other entities, then such difficulties van-
ish, and a significant simplification can be
achieved as well, as follows.

First, recall that we cannot avoid giving
some kind of representational analysis of
narrative fictional plays, since by defini-
tion such plays are representational. It is
common to regard such a play more spe-
cifically as representing in some way a
fictional world, which world is made up
of the fictional characters and events which
that play is about.7

But second, if the play in question is
identified with  the relevant fictional
world8—at least as initial theoretical ap-
proximation—then a very economical
theoretical structure results, since it is no
longer necessary to postulate the existence
of plays as distinct entities existing inde-
pendently of the relevant fictional world
whose postulation is minimally required in
any case.

Thus the initial picture coming out of this
preliminary investigation is one in which a
performance of a play is (one kind of) rep-
resentation of that play. This view also
allows a unified account to be given of the
various other significant kinds of entities
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associated with a play, such as the author’s
original manuscript of the play, printed cop-
ies of it, a stage director’s enhanced or
marked-up version of the script as used in
rehearsals of her specific interpretation or
production of the play, video or movie ver-
sions of a performance of such a production,
and so on: all of them are, on this account,
differing kinds of representations of one and
the same play, whose differences can be
explained as differences in the specific mode
of representation of that play by each such
kind of representation.

At the same time, the narrative fictional
play itself is regarded as being insepa-
rable from the fictional world associated
with it. Thus our initial view could ap-
propriately be described as that of the
fictionality of plays.9

Now clearly this account requires much
more elaboration and defense, much of
which has already been provided in our
previous article. But to explicitly address
an obvious initial concern, this account has
a ready reply to the objection that on such
a view, plays don’t exist to any greater de-
gree than do fictional worlds themselves—
that is, not at all. The reply is that strictly
speaking this is true, but that nevertheless
the various ways in which plays plainly do
exist as cultural institutions can be ex-
plained in terms of the fully acknowledged
existence of the many different kinds of
representations of such a play, as discussed
in our previous paper.

II. HAVING AND EATING ONE’S

REPRESENTATIONAL CAKE

We mentioned in the previous section that
our identification of a play with its corre-
sponding fictional world—the “fictionality
of plays” thesis—was an “initial theoreti-
cal approximation,” rather than the final
word on the topic. We also said that in
this section we would recover some of the

attractiveness of a “representing” view of
plays, without incurring the theoretical
costs discussed in the previous section.

The key to thus recovering a “represent-
ing” view of plays, in which a play would
represent a fictional world rather than
strictly being identical with it, is based on
a realization that that claim is completely
consistent with our main claim, namely
that plays themselves, as objects of refer-
ence, occur only as represented by relevant
concrete performances, texts and so on. Or
in other words, our more complete or re-
fined theoretical picture of talk about plays
is one in which such talk is about the play
as represented by some concrete represent-
ing entity, but which represented play is,
in its turn, itself a representation of some-
thing else, namely its own fictional world.10

Thus the theoretical situation is analo-
gous to that occurring in the case of a
representational painting A, in which one
of the items B represented by A is itself a
representational painting, which in turn
represents some other item or “represen-
tational content” C: a play is analogous to
the painting B, as represented by the main
painting A, while a fictional world is analo-
gous to what is in turn represented by
painting B, namely its representational
content C.11

This more refined account is also com-
patible with our claim in the previous
section that on our account, a narrative fic-
tional play is not independent of, but rather
inseparable from, the fictional world as-
sociated with it—where the relevant
concept of inseparability is that of neces-
sary co-occurrence, that is, that one could
not occur without the other.

This compatibility is possible because
the logical features of a representational
object are significantly different, depend-
ing on whether it occurs as an independent
concrete object in its own right, or instead
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as represented by, i.e., as the representa-
tional content, of such a concrete object.

In the case of a concrete object A that is a
representation of B, it is not the case that A
is logically inseparable from B, in that if A
is specifically a representation of B, rather
than itself being an instance or token of B,
then there is no necessary connection of co-
occurrence between A and B.12

Example: there is no necessary connec-
tion between a physical painting A of a cow
B, and the cow B that it represents, because
contingent changes could be made to the
properties of A which would result in its
no longer representing B (such as by re-
moval or alteration of A’s paint layer), yet
which changes would nevertheless pre-
serve the identity of object A itself.

On the other hand, in the case of some
represented object B (as represented by
some concrete object A), which in turn rep-
resents object C, arguably B and C are
logically inseparable from each other.13

In the case of a play, the inseparability
issue is about the relations of the play—as
represented by a text or performance—and
the fictional world that the play in turn rep-
resents. Here is a brief demonstration of
their inseparability. First, it is clear that a
play such as “Hamlet” would lose its iden-
tity if any alterations were made in its
fictional world, in that the play could not
be identified as the play “Hamlet” indepen-
dently of its being the play which represents
that particular “Hamlet” fictional world.
Thus it is not the case that the play “Ham-
let” could be associated with, or represent,
several distinct fictional worlds.

At the same time, arguments in our pre-
vious article on plays14 establish—in
concert with the refinements introduced in
the current paper—that the “Hamlet” fic-
tional world itself is not simply a series of
generic characters and events, which could
serve as a common fictional world for sev-
eral distinct plays, but that instead it has

certain external relational properties, such
as having been initiated as an object of ref-
erence by its author Shakespeare at a
particular time and place, that tie it
uniquely to the play “Hamlet,” which has
similar external relational properties, so
that the “Hamlet” fictional world occurs
only as represented by the play “Hamlet.”15

III. ADVANTAGES OF

THE REFINED ACCOUNT

Now that the basic “inseparability” theo-
retical credentials of the more refined ac-
count have been provisionally established,
here briefly are some of its advantages over
the initial conception. First, intuitively it
does seem appropriate to say that a play
such as “Hamlet” represents (rather than
its simply being identical with) the fic-
tional world associated with it, even
though, as just shown, that does not pre-
vent a strong case being made for the in-
separability of a play and its associated
fictional world.16

And more generally, the refined account
can potentially explain whatever intuitive
plausibility there is to accounts such as
that of Walton, which views plays prima-
rily as being representations, without
having to incur the theoretical costs of
such views as discussed in Section 1 and
in our previous article.17

But perhaps a more significant theoreti-
cal advantage of the refined account is that
it leaves theoretical room for a represen-
tational theory of non-representational arts,
including performing arts such as plays.18

For on the refined account, performances
of a narrative fictional play themselves
represent the play, which in turn—since
such narrative fictional plays are “repre-
sentational” in the conventional sense—
represents the appropriate fictional world.
But then an account of non-representa-
tional plays can simply appeal to the first
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part of this analysis: in such a case, a per-
formance or other concrete representation
of the artwork in question still does rep-
resent the relevant play, but there is of
course no need to postulate that such a
play in turn represents something else,
since by definition such plays are them-
selves non-representational.

To be sure, this theoretical extension to
non-representational plays does show that
our initial line of argument in this paper,
which drew heavily on conventionally rep-
resentational plays, was indeed in need of
refinement—but that did not prevent it
from being a useful initial or first approxi-
mation to the more refined theory.

Since the refined theory, or thesis, thus
applies to non-representational as well as
representational plays, so that it no longer
has any integral connection with fictional
worlds or fictionality, its initial description
as the “fictionality of plays” thesis needs
to be generalized. But since both the ini-
tial and refined views hold that plays only
occur as represented by, or as the repre-
sentational content of, certain representing
objects, the thesis may appropriately be
described as the representational content or
RC view of plays and other artworks, though
we shall continue to describe our view also
as a “representational” approach to plays
when that would not be misleading.

IV. THE NON-TYPEHOOD OF

REPRESENTATION

There is a fairly common view concerning
the performing arts that pieces of music,
plays, dances and so on are types, and that
particular performances of such works are
tokens of those types.19 Of course, such
“type” views are also common for non-
performing arts such as literature and film,
and even as applied to apparently particu-
lar artworks such as paintings.20

We shall now show why the current “rep-
resentational content” approach to the arts,
including the performing arts, must reject
such a type-token view. The reason is
simple: it is that if an object A represents
an X, then object A is by definition not it-
self an X. For if A were itself an X, then
that would automatically debar it from rep-
resenting an X.

For example, a picture of a cow—one
kind of representation of a cow—is not it-
self a cow, whereas in genuine cases of a
type-token or kind-instance relationship,
the token or instance must, of course, it-
self be an instance of the type or kind in
question. Thus an individual cow is a to-
ken of the type “cow,” because such an
individual cow is indeed an instance of the
kind “cow,” that is, it is itself a cow. But in
thus being a cow, it is debarred from si-
multaneously being a representation of a
cow, since, as noted, a representation of a
cow cannot itself be a cow.

The outcome of this conceptual argument
is that a representation of X cannot be a
token of X, so that type-token and repre-
sentational explanations of artistic cases
are inevitably theoretically immiscible or
conflicting. Some implications of this dif-
ference will serve as important elements
in contrasting the two approaches in suc-
ceeding sections.

To be sure, these points by themselves
do not show that type-token approaches to
the arts are wrong. But there is some inde-
pendent evidence of the wrongness of
type-token views in non-theatrical arts,21

and we shall in the remainder of this paper
provide new examples specifically demon-
strating the failure of “type” views in
theatrical contexts—which failures, in
sum, show a need to replace type-token
theory, as applied to plays and the other
arts, with some other kind of theoretical
model that has a comparable level of gen-
erality or comprehensiveness.22 We would
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claim that something like the current rep-
resentational theory is the only plausible
potential replacement that is available in
the theoretical landscape.

V. THE VARIETY OF

REPRESENTATIONS OF PLAYS

We mentioned in Section 1 that on our view
there are a variety of kinds of representa-
tion of a play, including texts, performances
and recordings of the play. Here is a brief
supporting argument for that view.

First, it is a commonplace that in general
there can be a great variety of representa-
tions of anything whatsoever, including
many kinds of conventional symbolic rep-
resentations, relatively non-conventional
pictorial representations of various kinds,
and so on. So one would expect that plays
too would be representable in a correspond-
ingly broad variety of ways. This much
presumably could be agreed on by all, in-
cluding those with differing views as to the
nature of plays and performances, since the
current approach is distinctive only in
claiming that plays occur, or are referred
to, solely as thus represented.

Second, in the case specifically of nar-
rative fictional plays, which are in the
conventional sense “representational”
plays, any kind of representation of the fic-
tional world associated with a play will—if
our inseparability thesis is correct for plays
and their fictional worlds—result in that
representation also counting as a represen-
tation of the corresponding play.

Thus for example, an initial outline by a
playwright of the plot or story of a play she
intends to write will, at least minimally,
count as a schematic or generic representa-
tion of the relevant play, even before the
play is written out in full, because of the
hard-to-deny fact that the outline does in-
deed (schematically) represent the relevant
fictional world. And hence the final textual

version of the playwright’s play, which un-
deniably represents the fictional world of
the play to whatever greater degree of speci-
ficity is desired by the playwright, is also
undeniably an equally specific representa-
tion of the play itself.

We take it that even that claim need not
necessarily be disputed by theoretical op-
ponents, because it might be held by them
to be irrelevant to issues concerning the
logic and ontology of plays and perfor-
mances. On the other hand, a view specifi-
cally claiming that a play is a type, of
which the text is a token, is inconsistent
with the claim, since, as noted in the pre-
vious Section, a token of a type X cannot
also be a representation of X.

In the case of performances of a play
whose text thus represents the play, it
seems equally undeniable that they do rep-
resent the fictional world of the play, and
hence represent the play itself.

As for auditory or visual recordings of
performances of the play, there are two
possible senses in which these might be
“copies” of a performance. First, they
might in some unusual cases count as genu-
ine performances in their own right, if the
director of the production of the play in
question intended her performance prima-
rily to be viewed via a recording of it, in
which case such recordings might count as
direct representations of the play, as with
any other performances of it. On the other
hand, any recording or copy that is not it-
self a genuine performance will at least be
a representation of such a performance,
and if it has a sufficiently high degree of
fidelity or accuracy such a representation
of a representation of the play will, at least
for all practical purposes, be usable as a
representation of the play.
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VI. TYPES, TOKENS, AND

INTERPRETATIONS

After the foregoing theoretical extensions
and clarifications of the “representational
content” or RC view of plays, we shall now
proceed to give some reasons as to why
that view might be preferable to other ac-
counts of plays and their performances. As
previously noted, we shall concentrate on
two related common assumptions about
plays: first that a play is a type, perfor-
mances of which are tokens, and second,
that performances are interpretations of
plays. Some well-known views of Richard
Wollheim will provide a useful source of
entry into the issues.

Wollheim introduced the type-token dis-
tinction into discussions of artworks,
including plays and performances,23 and
generic forms of his views on the topic
have become commonly accepted presup-
positions about plays. A critical issue about
types and tokens is that of the properties
belonging to each, and of their relations.
In Wollheim’s view, types and tokens may
not only share properties, but also “trans-
mit” them, in the sense that one of them
may “transmit” or “pass” a property to the
other because the former has the property.24

Wollheim then makes three “observa-
tions” about, or conditions on, the relations
of tokens and types, two of which we shall
discuss in some detail.

The first of these is that “there are no
properties or sets of properties that cannot
pass from token to type,”25 which we shall
call the “property transfer” condition.

Wollheim justifies his property transfer
condition as follows.

With the usual reservations [excluding prop-
erties pertaining only to tokens, such as
location in space and time, and others per-
taining only to types, such as being invented
by some person], there is nothing that can
be predicated of a performance of a piece of

music that could not also be predicated of
that piece of music itself. This point is vital.
For it is this that ensures what we have called
the harmlessness of denying the physical-
object hypothesis in the domain of those arts
where the denial consists in saying that
works of art are not physical objects. For
though they may not be objects but types,
this does not prevent them from having
physical properties. There is nothing that
prevents us from saying that Donne’s Sat-
ires are harsh on the ear, or that Durer’s
engraving of St. Anthony has a very differ-
entiated texture, or that the conclusion of
“Celeste Aida” is pianissimo.26

We have quoted Wollheim at length on
this point because we agree with his as-
sumption that any adequate theory of art,
including a theory of plays, must have
some way of explaining apparent attribu-
tions of physical properties to artworks,27

and that, given the specific theoretical re-
sources of a type theory, his property
transfer condition is an unavoidable, core
feature of such a theory.

However, we shall show in the next Sec-
tion that it, in conjunction with a very
plausible view about the relations of plays,
texts and performances, leads either to the
theoretical collapse, or to the inconsis-
tency, of type theory as applied to plays.

VII. HOW THE PROPERTY TRANSFER

CONDITION ENSURES THE FAILURE OF

TYPE THEORY

Now we shall show, as announced, that the
first of Wollheim’s observations, his “prop-
erty transfer” condition that “there are no
properties or sets of properties that cannot
pass from token to type,” has the effect of
ensuring that a type theory of plays and
performances must fail. As a preliminary,
it will be helpful to quote some prior re-
marks of his about the genesis and identi-
fication of artistic types:
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In the case of any work of art that it is plau-
sible to think of as a type, there is what we
have called a piece of human invention: and
these pieces of invention fall along the whole
spectrum of cases. . . . At one end of the scale,
there is the case of a poem, which comes into
being when certain words are set down on
paper. . . . At the other end of the scale is an
opera which comes into being when a cer-
tain set of instructions, i.e., the score, is
written down, in accordance with which per-
formances can be produced.28

These remarks so far concern only the
genesis, or coming into being, of the works,
not the identification of any relevant types.
However, Wollheim goes on to recognize
that any relevant types and tokens might
be identified in different ways:

There is little difficulty in all this, so long as
we bear in mind from the beginning the vari-
ety of ways in which the different types can
be identified, or (to put it another way) in
which the tokens can be generated from the
initial piece of invention. . . . For instance, it
might be argued that, if the tokens of a cer-
tain poem are the many different inscriptions
that occur in books . . . then “strictly speak-
ing” the tokens of an opera must be the vari-
ous pieces of sheet music or printed scores.
Alternatively, if we insist that it is the perfor-
mances of the opera that are the tokens, then
. . . it must be the many readings or “voicings”
of the poem that are its tokens.29

To be sure, it is clear enough that
Wollheim has his own preferences among
these “arguments” as applied to plays and
their performances, but our first point is
that he is surely correct that the identifica-
tions could reasonably be done in those
different ways.

Noel Carroll makes a related point about
“considering” different ways of identifica-
tion as follows:

The difference [of plays from film] is partly a
function of the fact that plays may be consid-
ered either as literary works or performance
works. When a play, like the dramatic text of

Strange Interlude, is considered as a literary
work, then our copy of Strange Interlude is a
token of the art-type Strange Interlude. . . .
But when regarded from the perspective of
theatrical performance, a token of Strange In-
terlude is a particular performance. . . .30

Thus both Wollheim and Carroll agree
that in the case of performance arts such
as music or theater, identifications of rel-
evant types and tokens are (what could be
called) attitude-relative: it depends on how
some particular person wishes to argue a
case, or alternatively how one wishes to
“consider” it.

But surely this position serves only to
show the total ineffectiveness or collapse
of type theory as applied to plays: the ini-
tial appearance of presenting an objective,
ontological theory about the nature of plays
and performances has given way in each
case to a tepid “it all depends on how you
look at it” view.

However, without that attitude-relative
view, type-token theories would be unable
to cope with the plain fact (as Wollheim
and Carroll in effect acknowledge by as-
serting their attitude-relative views) that
there are good reasons for regarding both
texts and performances as having the same
relation to plays—which relation cannot be
that of token to type, on pain of contradic-
tion. For either plays are types that have
texts as tokens, or they are types that have
performances as tokens—but not both,
because of Wollheim’s property transfer
condition (namely that “there are no prop-
erties or sets of properties that cannot pass
from token to type”), which entails that a
single type would have contradictory prop-
erties if both texts and performances were
its tokens.

At this point the RC theory shows its
strength. According to the RC theory both
texts and performances do have the same
relation to plays, namely that of represen-
tation: texts and performances can both
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represent plays, each in their own charac-
teristically different ways, without any
contradiction. Thus an RC theory of plays
has a fundamental advantage over a type
theory in handling such basic relations of
texts, performances and plays.

VIII. INTERPRETATION AND WOLLHEIM’S

INCOMPLETENESS CONDITION

Wollheim’s second condition is that
“though any single property may be trans-
mitted from token to type, it does not
follow that all will be: or to put it another
way, a token will have some of its proper-
ties necessarily, but it need not have all of
them necessarily.”31

That second condition serves as a pre-
amble to a third, “incompleteness” condi-
tion on token-type relations, on which we
shall concentrate our comments.

Wollheim observes that

in the case of some arts it is necessary that
not all properties should be transmitted from
token to type. . . . The reference here is, of
course, to the performing arts—to operas,
plays, symphonies, ballet. . . . [I]n such cases
there is essentially an element of interpreta-
tion, where for these purposes interpretation
may be regarded as the production of a to-
ken that has properties in excess of those of
the type.

“Essentially” is a word that needs to be taken
very seriously here. For there are certain fac-
tors that might disguise from us the fact that
every performance of a work of art involves,
or is, an interpretation.32

Thus, in Wollheim’s view a play is a
type that has performances as its tokens,
but those tokens are essentially interpre-
tations of the type, in the sense that they
must have additional properties not pos-
sessed by the type itself. Thus Wollheim’s
view is that a play itself is logically in-
complete, in the sense that, in order to
achieve a genuine token or instance of the

play, the play itself—the type—must be
interpreted, in the sense of supplemented
or augmented, with extra properties. Call
this the “incompleteness condition.”33

A sign of how influential this incom-
pleteness condition has become is that, in
a recent symposium on “Staging Interpre-
tations,”34 none of the three participants
(Saltz, Hamilton, and Carroll) directly dis-
putes either it, or its type-theoretic basis—
and the same goes for Wollheim’s other
conditions as well. To be sure, both Saltz
and Hamilton deny that performances have
to involve interpretations, but their deni-
als apply only to richer and more intu-
itively natural concepts of “interpretation”
that go beyond Wollheim’s bare-bones
“logical incompleteness” thesis. Indeed, all
of the discussants seem to take it for
granted that performances possess various
properties over and above those belonging
to the play itself.

However, from the point of view of a rep-
resentational content or RC theory, both
Wollheim’s incompleteness condition, and
much of the content of such ensuing de-
bates about interpretation, are confused or
misdirected from the start by their accep-
tance of type theory, as we shall now
briefly show.

First, on the RC view, Wollheim’s issues
about sharing or passing of properties from
tokens to types are only applicable within a
type-token framework. To be sure, his “ob-
servations” may be legitimate conditions as
applied to genuine tokens or instances of
genuine types, but they are simply inappli-
cable to the entities invoked by a rival RC
theory, since it is a commonplace of repre-
sentational theory that a representing object
need not significantly resemble, or be simi-
lar to, that which it represents.35 Also
relevant is the previous section 4 discussion
of how a representation of X, by definition,
is not itself an X that has all the necessary
properties of an X.
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Another commonplace of representa-
tional theory is that there can be a great
variety of different kinds of representation,
or ways of representing of, one and the
same object or entity. Thus, from the point
of view of an RC theory, it is an obvious
non sequitur to argue from the fact of the
variety of possible performances of a given
play—which performances are representa-
tions of the play on an RC theory—to a
conclusion that therefore those various
performances must in some way be repre-
senting or “interpreting” the play itself
differently. Clearly that would involve a
significant confusion of properties of a
representing event—a performance—with
properties of what is thus represented by
that performance-event, namely the rel-
evant play itself.

To be sure, these points do not preclude
that some putative performance of a given
play might, because of ways in which its
own properties differ from those of other
performances, fail to represent exactly the
same play as is represented by the other
performances—or, otherwise put, that it
might thereby succeed in instead represent-
ing a distinct, “interpreted play” whose dif-
ferences from the original play have some
indirect connection to that performance’s
own idiosyncratic properties. Our point is
rather that such a case would have to be
specifically argued for, since mere differ-
ences in properties as such between perfor-
mances have no implications as to precisely
what is consequently represented by those
performances.

Thus, in sum, an RC theory will natu-
rally reject Wollheim’s logical incomplete-
ness condition for plays, along with any
arguments for the “interpretive” nature of
performances that are based on it; and in-
deed an RC theory will regard any such
arguments, based as they are on the mere
variety of possible performances of a play,
as fallacious.

IX. PLAYS ARE PARTICULARS

RATHER THAN TYPES

To conclude our current arguments against
type theories, we shall now present a much
simpler or more basic independent argu-
ment against the possibility of individual
plays being types, which invokes some
metaphysical first principles.

To begin, an important logical or meta-
physical fact about either the type-token,
or the kind-instance, relation is this: that a
token or instance is the lowest-level or most
particular element in a hierarchical, genus-
species-individuals system of classifica-
tion, so that a token or instance of a type
or kind cannot itself be a type or kind that
could in turn have its own tokens or in-
stances. Thus tokens or instances are par-
ticulars or individuals.

Alternatively put, any particular entities
to which a system of classification is ap-
plied, whether they be concrete or abstract
particulars, have their particularity abso-
lutely, in the sense that the concept of
particularity applying to them is not rela-
tive to levels of classification (as if an item
that was “particular” at one level might
nevertheless itself be a kind or type rela-
tive to even lower levels of particularity).

A related point is that the distinction
between universals and particulars does
seem to be metaphysically fundamental, so
that particulars cannot be analyzed away
as mere bundles or structures of univer-
sals—and that metaphysical fact is argu-
ably what undergirds the logical or
classificatory facts just presented.

Next, given the fact that particulars or
individuals such as tokens or instances can-
not be types, if we can show that plays are
themselves tokens or instances, this will
suffice to prove that they cannot (also) be
types. This we shall now do.

First, one thing that is definitely true
of individual plays such as “Hamlet” or
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“Othello” is that each of them is a play, or
more explicitly, that each of them bears
some relation to the type or kind “play.”
But what is that relation?

The conclusion seems unavoidable that
individual plays are instances or tokens of
the type or kind “play”—which is in turn a
subspecies of the more generic kind “art-
work.” Now to be sure, there are different
kinds of play, such as representational and
non-representational plays, but that merely
shows that the type or species of “play” it-
self has various subspecies; it does nothing
to undercut the conclusion that individual
plays are the particular, lowest-level mem-
bers of each such subspecies. Hence we
conclude that individual plays are indeed
individuals or particulars, which hence can-
not themselves in turn be types.

As for the RC approach to plays, it has
no problem at all with plays being indi-
viduals or particulars, since some paradigm
cases of representation are cases of repre-
sentation of particulars, such as particular
persons, objects or scenes, whether fic-
tional or non-fictional.36

X. CONCLUSION

We hope to have made some headway in
this paper in showing that a representa-
tional approach to plays, texts and per-
formances has at least the potential to be
a significant competitor to more standard
accounts of their relations—such as the
type-theoretic views that have been the
main focus of our criticisms here. But be-
cause of the complexity of the many is-
sues about plays, it was only possible to
briefly touch on such important topics as
that of whether performances of plays are
inevitably interpretations of them. But at
least we hope to have set the stage for
more thorough discussions of such issues
elsewhere.

Also neglected for reasons of space in this
paper have been issues about the generaliz-
ability of a representational account to other
performing arts, such as music, and then to
the arts generally.37 But perhaps it is clear
enough that if our criticisms of type-theo-
retic approaches to plays are successful, then
similar or related arguments could be de-
ployed against their application in other ar-
eas of the arts as well.38

Western Michigan University

NOTES

1. See John Dilworth, “The Fictionality of Plays,” forthcoming in The Journal of Aesthetics and
Art Criticism, vol. 60, no. 4 (October 2002).

2. See the references in fn. 19.

3. E.g., see the recent symposium, David Z. Saltz, James R. Hamilton, and Noel Carroll, “Sym-
posium: Staging Interpretations,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, vol. 59, no. 3
(2001), pp. 299–316, and the references contained therein.

4. Kendall L. Walton, Mimesis as Make-Believe : On the Foundations of the Representational
Arts (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990).

5. We discuss such issues in contrasting our account with that of Walton in our “The Fictionality
of Plays.” See also fn. 6 below.



208  / AMERICAN PHILOSOPHICAL QUARTERLY

6. However, in the next Section we shall show how to recover some of the attractiveness of this
“representing” view of plays, without incurring the theoretical costs just discussed.

7. Whether or not such talk of fictional worlds is a mere facon de parler is a matter for further
debate, of course; see our discussion of this in “The Fictionality of Plays.”

8. Dilworth, “The Fictionality of Plays.”

9. Hence the title, “The Fictionality of Plays.”

10. In our previous article on plays (Dilworth, “The Fictionality of Plays”), the refinement in
question was only obliquely and briefly discussed, in connection with the common distinction
between “external” and “internal” views of the characters and events of a play: internally, a play,
thought of as identified with its fictional world, is made up of its characters and events, while
externally, the play is about that world.

We have also recently given a similar representational analysis of visual artworks such as
paintings: see John Dilworth, “A Representational Theory of Artefacts and Artworks,” The Brit-
ish Journal of Aesthetics, vol. 41, no. 4 (October 2001), pp. 353–370.

11. The term “representational content” is useful because it is non-committal as to whether there
actually is such an object thus represented. For example, clearly a picture of “a man” does repre-
sent a man, whether or not there was some actual man used by the artist as her subject, about
whom one could say that he is the man represented by the picture.

12. Whereas if A is a B, there are familiar essentialist arguments to the effect that if B is a sortal
or natural-kind term, then A is essentially, necessarily or inseparably a B. See also Section 4 on
differences between representational and type-token or kind-instance views of artworks, and
sections 6–8 on related topics.

13. Here is a brief argument for this view. First, any contingent change in object A that resulted in
its no longer representing object B would ipso facto result in B’s no longer representing C; while
second, any contingent change in A that resulted in B’s no longer representing C (but instead, either
representing nothing, or some other object D) would ipso facto result in the destruction of B as
such, since B just is that part of the representational content of A that represents C.

14. Dilworth, “The Fictionality of Plays.”

15. Also see another paper of ours, “Three Depictive Views Defended,” submitted for publica-
tion, for a more comprehensive inseparability argument for represented artworks and their own
representational contents.

16. For example, as presented in our article “The Fictionality of Plays,” where the refinement in
question was not explicitly introduced, both for reasons of space and because discussion of it
would not easily fit into that article’s fairly tightly focused, and already sufficiently complex,
line of argument.

17. Ibid.

18. Though for reasons of space we shall have to leave the exploration of this possibility for
another occasion, including its generalization to other art forms.

Other theoretical advantages of the refined account as applied to various art forms are dis-
cussed in our article “A Representational Theory of Artefacts and Artworks.”

19. Support for a “type” view as applied to the performing arts is provided by (among others) Noel
Carroll, A Philosophy of Mass Art (Oxford: Clarendon Press; Oxford University Press, 1998); Gre-
gory Currie, An Ontology of Art (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989); Joseph Margolis, Art and
Philosophy (Brighton, Sussex: Harvester, 1980); and Richard Wollheim, Art and Its Objects : With
Six Supplementary Essays 2d ed. (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1980).
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20. We have criticized such views in our article “Artworks Versus Designs,” The British Journal
of Aesthetics, vol. 41, no. 2 (April 2001), pp. 162–177, where we show (among other things) that
two distinct artworks could be associated with the same artifact, so that on a type view (per
impossibile) a single artifact would have to be a token of two distinct types of the same general
kind. We give some further criticisms of “type” views in various non-theatrical arts in our “A
Representational Theory of Artefacts and Artworks,” though our criticisms in the present paper
on plays are new.

21. See our two articles mentioned in fn. 20.

22. However, this is not to say that type-token concepts have no role whatsoever to play in dis-
cussions of the arts, but only that they should be confined to subsidiary or complementary roles.
For example, in our article “Artworks Versus Designs,” we argue that designs, which indeed are
types that have physical objects as their tokens, should be distinguished from artworks that may
be associated with such tokens.

23. Wollheim, op. cit., Secs. 35–38.

24. Ibid., p. 76.

25. Ibid., p. 81.

26. Ibid., p. 81–82.

27. In our article “The Fictionality of Plays” we argue that fictional worlds may have any prop-
erties attributed to them—including physical properties—that could be attributed to items in
the real world.

28. Wollheim, op. cit., p.80.

29. Ibid.

30. Carroll, A Philosophy of Mass Art, p. 213.

31. Wollheim, op. cit., p. 82.

32. Ibid., pp. 82–83.

33. However, Wollheim does deny that this logical incompleteness amounts to a defect in the
types that are plays: see ibid., pp. 83–84.

34. Saltz, Hamilton, and Carroll, “Symposium: Staging Interpretations.”

35. E.g., see Dominic Lopes, Understanding Pictures (Oxford: Clarendon Press ; Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1996), Ch. 1.

36. Of course, this is not to deny that there may be fundamentally different kinds of particulars
that may be thus represented, with fictional entities perhaps having a different status than con-
crete particulars. Our point is merely that all of them are “particulars” in the inclusive sense of
their not being types or kinds.

37. Though we do discuss this issue in our article “A Representational Theory of Artefacts and
Artworks.”

38. We provide some independent arguments of these kinds for non-theatrical arts in our articles
“Artworks Versus Designs” and “A Representational Theory of Artefacts and Artworks.”




