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David Friedell       Research Statement 

 
My research is in metaphysics, philosophy of language, and aesthetics. I write primarily 

about abstract artifacts. Say ‘abstract objects’ and the typical metaphysician thinks, 

‘numbers, sets, relations.’ But what about a symphony? A novel? Or a word? These 

abstract artifacts (i.e., created abstracta), unlike eternal abstracta, are brought into 

existence by people. Other examples include poems, plays, films, corporations, 

languages, games, and fictional characters. 

 

I will now describe my published work, some of which is based on my dissertation, 

Abstract Artifacts. Next, I will discuss papers I am writing that extend this research. 

 

“Abstract Creationism and Authorial Intention.” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 

Criticism. 2016. 

 

I defend the view that fictional characters, such as Harry Potter and Danerys Targaryen, 

are abstract artifacts that authors create. Authorial intention is key. I claim, for instance, 

that if, unbeknownst to his readers, Conan Doyle intended for Holmes and Watson to be 

the same character, then they are in fact the same character. Stuart Brock, however, raises 

a tricky case: suppose that J.K. Rowling was an anti-realist about fictional characters 

when she wrote her Harry Potter novels. She thereby unintentionally created Potter and 

other characters. Pace Lynne Rudder Baker and Amie Thomasson, I argue that concrete 

artifacts may also be created unintentionally. Consider Peter van Inwagen. He thinks 

there are no tables. He thinks there are merely particles “arranged table-wise.” Suppose 

that he practices carpentry on the weekends. In trying to merely arrange particles table-

wise, he unintentionally makes tables. The moral we should draw is not that there are no 

fictional characters but rather that the connection between artifacts and intentions, though 

important, is more nuanced and elusive than has been assumed.  

 

Two experts on fictional characters, Wesley Cray and Stuart Brock, have written 

responses to my paper. In turn I have written the following responses: 

 

“Abstract and Concrete Products: A Response to Cray” The Journal of Aesthetics 

and Art Criticism.” 2017. 

 

I explore a suggestion of Cray’s for how to explain unintentional creation. Cray suggests, 

roughly, that an author unintentionally creates a fictional character just in case the 

following counterfactual is true: if the author (holding her behavior fixed) were to have 

had an intention to create a fictional character, she would have created one. I argue that 

this proposal, though promising in the case of fictional characters, is less promising in the 

case of concrete artifacts. Imagine I create a table-looking piano bench. If I had intended 

to create a table while doing so, I would have created a table. But I haven’t. I have 

created only a piano bench. The upshot is that the unintentional creation of concrete 

artifacts might be even more mysterious than that of fictional characters. 
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“A Problem for All of Creation.” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism.” 2017. 

 

Here I bolster my case for the claim that, pace Brock, unintentional creation presents a 

problem not only for fictional characters. It is hard to explain generally how artifacts are 

created. The problem is for all of creation—abstract and concrete.  

 

“Music and Vague Existence.” Res Philosophica. 2017. 

I explain a tension between musical creationism (the view that musical works are abstract 

artifacts) and the popular view that there is no vague existence. The basic idea is that if, 

say, Beethoven created his Fifth Symphony, then it’s seemingly indeterminate when 

exactly he created it and thus indeterminate when the symphony first existed. I then 

suggest ways to reconcile musical creationism with a denial of vague existence. My 

central conclusion is that, although some versions of musical creationism imply vague 

existence, others do not.  

“Salmon on Hob and Nob.” Philosophical Studies. 2013. 

Geach’s Hob-Nob puzzle in philosophy of language arises when we say that two people 

are thinking about the same object, even if it’s an object that doesn’t seem to exist. For 

instance, we might say Hob thinks a ghost is in the attic and that Nob thinks the same 

ghost is the basement—even if we don’t believe in ghosts. It is notoriously hard to give a 

precise analysis of what we mean when we say things like this. I argue, pace Nathan 

Salmon, that positing that ghosts are existing abstract mythical objects (on par with 

fictional characters) will not help us solve the puzzle.  

Why Can’t I Change Bruckner’s Eighth Symphony? Philosophical Studies. 

(conditionally accepted) 

Musical works change. Bruckner revised his Eighth Symphony. Melodies and lyrics of 

jazz standards and folk songs change over time. The way Ella Fitzgerald and Sarah 

Vaughan sing “All the Things You Are” is very different from how it was originally 

sung. If we accept that musical works genuinely change in these ways, a puzzle arises: 

why can’t I change Bruckner’s Eighth Symphony? I give a view of musical works that 

explains not only Bruckner’s transformative power but also my inefficacy. The basic idea 

is that the paradigmatic changes musical works undergo are socially determined 

normative changes in how they should be performed.  
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Here are descriptions of some of the papers I am currently writing. 

Abstracta are Causal  

I argue against the orthodox position that abstract objects are causally inert. My paradigm 

case is Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. I argue that the novel itself 

(an abstract object) caused many Americans to support abolition. 

Becoming non-Jewish 

This largely autobiographical paper is on the metaphysics and normativity of Jewish 

identity. I start with a metaphysical question: “Can a Jewish person become non-Jewish?” 

This question and the related question “What is Jewishness?” are both ambiguous, 

because the word “Jewish” is ambiguous. I outline five concepts of Jewishness. In some 

of these senses of “Jewish” a Jewish person is always Jewish. In other senses a Jewish 

person can become non-Jewish. I close with a normative question: Should a person who 

is Jewish become non-Jewish? This question is, of course, deeply personal. I don’t wish 

to tell others how they should identify. I explain, however, what I think are some pro 

tanto reasons for people who are Jewish to become non-Jewish (in one of the senses in 

which this is possible). 

Predictability and Time Travel 

An oracle tells you that she knows with absolute certainty that you will order coffee 

instead of tea in the next five minutes. Jenaan Ismael thinks you can simply “thumb your 

nose” at the oracle and order the tea. This case is known as the paradox of predictability. 

Ismael claims, more generally, that it would be impossible for someone to perfectly 

predict your actions and share their predictions, because you will always be able to thumb 

your nose at them. She concludes that we have a certain kind of freedom that is 

compatible with determinism. Pace Ismael, I argue that it is possible (though unlikely) 

for there to be a perfect predictor. The paradox of predictability is closely analogous to 

paradoxes of time travel. Just as we cannot use a time machine to go back in time and  

change the past, we cannot do the opposite of what perfect predictors tell us we will do. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


