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Abstract

Works of literature and thought experiments are similarly challenged with respect to

their cognitive value on account of their (typically) being fictions. Davies (2007, 2010)

draws on “moderate inflationist” views on the problem of cognitive value for scientific

thought experiments to answer the “no-evidence” and “no-argument” challenges to

the cognitive value of literary fictions. I argue that Davies’ moderate inflationism is

unsuccessful. Furthermore, there is a disanalogy between the problems of cognitive

value for literary fictions and scientific thought experiments. The consequence of that

disanalogy is that “moderate deflationist” views of scientific thought experiments are

compatible with a positive view of the cognitive value of literature. I go on to develop

a moderate deflationist account of literary cognitive value based on Norton’s (1996)

discussion of the cognitive value of scientific thought experiments, and show how it

answers the no-evidence and no-argument challenges.
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Abstract. Works of literature and thought experiments are similarly challenged with

respect to their cognitive value on account of their (typically) being fictions. Davies

(2007, 2010) draws on “moderate inflationist” views on the problem of cognitive value

for scientific thought experiments to answer the “no-evidence” and “no-argument”

challenges to the cognitive value of literary fictions. I argue that Davies’ moderate

inflationism is unsuccessful. Furthermore, there is a disanalogy between the problems

of cognitive value for literary fictions and scientific thought experiments. The conse-

quence of that disanalogy is that “moderate deflationist” views of scientific thought

experiments are compatible with a positive view of the cognitive value of literature. I

go on to develop a moderate deflationist account of literary cognitive value based on

Norton’s (1996) discussion of the cognitive value of scientific thought experiments, and

show how it answers the no-evidence and no-argument challenges.

1 Introduction

One defense of literary cognitivism has been to argue that a cognitively valuable work

of literature possesses that value in virtue of its being a thought experiment that

helps to refine or reorganize one’s concepts (e.g. Carroll 2002, Elgin 2007). Davies

(2010) similarly takes cognitively valuable literature to consist in thought experiments,

but argues that saying as much does not provide a full fledged defense of literary

cognitivism because they fail to adequately answer the no-evidence and no-argument

challenges posed by anti-cognitivists. To answer these challenges himself, Davies looks

to accounts of the cognitive value of thought experiments in science, and the “moderate

inflationary” accounts in particular. I will argue in this paper that Davies has not

succeeded in defending literary cognitivism against the no-evidence and no-argument

challenges. However, he was looking in the right places, and I will offer a similar defense

that is based on Norton’s (1996) “moderate deflationary” account of the cognitive value

of scientific thought experiments.

I will begin in section 2 by reviewing pertinent elements of the debates surrounding

the cognitive value of thought experiments in science and literature. In section 3 I

will critically examine Davies’ moderate inflationism for literature. In section 4 I will

outline Norton’s moderate deflationism for thought experiments in science with a focus

on arguing for the simple possibility of such a view being compatible with literary

cognitivism. I conclude in section 5 by offering a moderate deflationary account of
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the cognitive value of literature, and showing how such an account may answer the

no-evidence and no-argument challenges.

2 Debating Cognitive Value

The problem of the cognitive value of literature begins with recognizing that works of

literature are typically fictions. As a rough first pass at seeing why this is problematic

we can associate cognitive value with a simple true justified belief picture of knowledge.

The initial problem, then, is that claims put forward in a fiction are neither meant to

track truth nor are they meant to be believed. Even if some claim in a fiction was true

and someone did believe it, its source in fiction seems to belie its justifiability. And,

if the claim is justified by some means other than the fiction, then it is not the fiction

that offers the cognitive value.

Thought experiments, in science, in philosophy, and elsewhere, are also typically

fictions. One does not actually construct Searle’s “Chinese Room”, or drop weights in

the manner described in Galileo’s “Tower” thought experiment. Rather, we are invited

to make believe that there is such a room or such a tower, much as we are invited by

Tolkien to make believe that there is a Middle Earth. We thus have the same first

pass problems with thought experiments in science as we do with works of literary

fiction. Of course, the details of the problems for thought experiments in science and

literature vary. In section 2.1 I will review the specific problems for the cognitive value

of thought experiments in science, and in section 2.2 I will review specific problems for

the cognitive value of literature. In section 2.3 I will highlight an important difference

between the two sets of problems.

2.1 The Special Value Problem

There are three claims (identified most clearly in Kuhn 1964) that we may want to make

about thought experiments in science, and the defense of which becomes increasingly

challenging. Different accounts of the cognitive value of thought experiments in science

can be divided according to which of the three claims they accept and how they defend

that choice.

The first claim is

C1 No new empirical data is involved in scientific thought experiments.

Old, accepted, empirical data may well be involved. New empirical data is to be

acquired through experimental observation of the physical world, and a thought ex-
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periment, essentially, does not involve such observations. Any purported thought ex-

periment that actually violates C1 is, if anything, a regular scientific (non-thought)

experiment.

The second claim is

C2 Thought experiments provide us with new information about the physical world.

C2 is the positive form of a much weaker claim than C1, with the critical change present

in the move from talk of “empirical data” to “information”. Both empirical data and

information are understood as carriers of cognitive value, but the former is specific

about the nature of the cognitive value. While nobody denies C1, there are those who

deny C2, called extreme deflationists by Davies (2010, p. 54). Extreme deflationists

(e.g. Duhem 1914 and Hempel 1965) allow that thought experiments may be helpful

by, perhaps, implicitly indicating that a particular experiment might be more or less

fruitful.

The third claim is

C3 Thought experiments cannot be reduced without epistemic loss to inferences of

any standard kind (deductive, inductive, or abductive).

Here the concern ceases to be simply with the cognitive value of thought experiments.

C3 is the claim that thought experiments have a special cognitive value. Being stronger

than C2, any extreme deflationist will also deny C3. Those who accept C2 but deny

C3 are called moderate deflationists (e.g. Norton 1996, more on him in §4) by Davies

(2010), and those who accept C3 (and C2 and C1) are called inflationists of either a

moderate (e.g. Gendler 1998) or extreme (e.g. Brown 1992) stripe.

2.2 No Evidence and No Argument

Davies (2010) singles out two claims against the possibility of cognitively valuable

literature as his targets. The first is the no evidence claim, well described in Carroll

(2002, p. 5):

“Fictions that are intended to advance theses, furthermore, are typically

designed in such a way that the story content supports its putative truth

claims. From the epistemic point of view, they are always already tainted;

the evidence, if that is what the story is, is, so to speak, cooked from the

get-go. The story cannot confirm or authenticate its thesis, where it has

one. So the fiction, when it is underwritten by some general truth, cannot

afford genuine knowledge, since however true its claims may be, they are
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never justified. Fiction is not a reliable source of evidence. So fiction cannot

educate, since it has no knowledge (no justified true belief) to dispense.”

If one is to successfully overcome the challenge posed by no-evidence, then it must

be shown that (a) there exists some means by which the quality of the evidence (i.e.

carrier of cognitive value) provided by some literary work is evaluated, and (b) that

a work of literature can provide evidence of some positive quality. If one claims that

literary fiction can have cognitive value, then then one must say what is involved in

having cognitive value—in answer to (a)—and show that that answer to (a) allows for

works of literature to have cognitive value—which answers (b).

It is at this point that the second claim appears, that there is no argument in

literature:

“It is not part of the ordinary activity of readers or critics to assess, or

inquire into the truth or falsity of, general thematic statements expressed in

or by literary fictions, and that this indicates that determining such truth

or falsity is not a proper part of literary appreciation” (Davies 2010, p. 60).

Even if the claims advanced by a literary work are true, if checking that they are true

is a process independent of our engagement with the work, then it is that independent

process and not the literary work that is the source of good evidence and cognitive

value. Thus, an answer to (b) from above requires both an answer to (a) and, in the

face of the no argument claim, an answer to the following challenge: The means of

evaluation described in an answer to (a) must be a part of our engagement with a

literary work.

2.3 Unremarkable Literature

There is one glaring similarity between the debates just described: The extreme defla-

tionists, in rejecting C2, think that scientific thought experiments may be instrumen-

tally useful, but insofar as the thought experiment makes a claim, it does not provide

any assurance of the truth of that claim. Those who advance the no evidence claim

think that, “art and literature may be sources of hypotheses about the world”, but

insofar as a work of literature makes a claim, it does not provide an assurance of the

truth of that claim (Carroll 2002, p. 5).

Relating the no-argument claim to some part of the scientific thought experiment

debate is harder. No-argument challenges one to ensure that evaluating the cognitive

value of a literary work is part of the engagement with the work. C3 is similarly con-

cerned with where the cognitive value can be found. However, the moderate deflationist
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who rejects C3 and accepts C2 does not claim that thought experiments cannot be cog-

nitively valuable, but simply that a thought experiment does not have special cognitive

value. One who advances no-argument is committed to the stronger negative, that no

literary work having cognitive value. There is, then, a crucial disanalogy between the

two debates, at least as far as Davies has carved up the inflationists and deflationists

on the science side. Assuming that works of literature are thought experiments, some-

one who rejects the cognitive value of literature must be an extreme deflationist about

scientific thought experiments. Literary cognitivists may find themselves agreeing with

any other position in the scientific thought experiment debate, be it any inflationary

view or moderate deflationism. Cognitively valuable literature may be unremarkable

literature, in that the same cognitive value could be had in a non-literary form. Thus,

if we follow Davies’ project to extract a defense of literary cognitivism from the de-

bate surrounding the cognitive value of thought experiments, there are three places to

look for such a defense: moderate deflationism, moderate inflationism, and extreme

inflationism.

3 Davies’ Moderate Inflationism

There are a number of authors who offer slightly different versions of moderate in-

flationism for scientific thought experiments, but they all share some version of the

idea that a thought experiment has cognitive value by making explicit some otherwise

unarticulated background knowledge. The details of that background knowledge and

how it is made explicit vary. Mach (1883), to whom the view is traced, made the

rather bold claim that “everything which we observe imprints itself uncomprehended

and unanalyzed”. While the modern moderate inflationist need not endorse something

so strong, Mach’s remarks are treated as instructive by Gendler (1998) and are echoed

in the talk of “tacit knowledge” and “embodied familiarity” that may be found in

Miscevic (1992) and Gooding (1992) (respectively).

Davies appeals to these authors with an aim to answer the challenges of the no-

evidence and no-argument claims made against literary cognitivism. He proposes that

“as with scientific thought experiments on the moderate inflationist account,

our responses to [...] fictional narratives mobilize unarticulated cognitive

resources based in experience. The fiction is able to elicit such responses

because it makes manifest to us patterns underlying the complexity of prior

and present actual experience—this is reflected in our feeling that the novel

has indeed revealed such patterns to us. And this feeling is to be trusted
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because it reflects the operation of such unarticulated cognitive resources in

our reading” (2010, p. 65).

How does this answer the no-evidence and no-argument challenges? Let us consider

them in turn.

Recall that the challenge posed by no-evidence is to offer an account of how one

can measure the cognitive value of a literary work. The answer offered by Davies is to

look to the cognitive value of the previously “unarticulated cognitive resources” that

have some cognitive value as a matter of fact (ibid., p. 68). If the newly articulated

cognitive resources have positive cognitive value, then so too may we say that the work

which made those resources manifest to us has positive cognitive value. Similarly, if

the resources have negligible cognitive value, then so does the work.

Now recall the challenge posed by no-argument: The means of evaluating the cog-

nitive value of a literary work must be a part of our engagement with the work. The

answer offered by Davies appears to be this (ibid., pp. 65–66): We evaluate the cog-

nitive value of a literary work according to the value of the cognitive resources that

it articulates, and, in the course of articulating those resources, we come to have a

“feeling” that speaks to the value of the now articulated resources. Furthermore, “this

feeling is to be trusted because it reflects the operation of such unarticulated cognitive

resources in our reading”. Thus the means of evaluation is a part of our engagement

with the work because the very act of reading bestows upon us an evaluation of the

cognitive value of the work.

The difficulty here lies in the reliability of our feeling. As Davies has it in the above

passage, that it “reflects the operation of such unarticulated cognitive resources...”, the

combined challenge of no-evidence and no-argument has yet to be answered because we

are left to wonder about the nature of those “operations”. In the face of the possibility

of an inaccurate feeling, Davies offers the following:

“The claim is only that, when the sense of having learned from a fiction is in

fact grounded in the right kind of unarticulated knowledge, the reader can

indeed be said to have learned what she believes herself to have learned”

(ibid., p. 68, emphasis in original).

So the answer to the no-evidence challenge remains roughly the same: the cognitive

value of a work depends on the cognitive value of the knowledge that it newly artic-

ulates. But now we are left with no answer to the the no-argument challenge. What

is needed is an assurance that readers will check—as a part of their engagement with

a literary work—that they are having a positive-cognitive-value feeling and that the

knowledge being articulated to them has positive cognitive value. That they must
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take that latter step puts the task of answering the no-argument challenge back to its

beginning.

4 Norton’s Moderate Deflationism

The core claim of Norton’s (1996) moderate deflationism is his reconstruction thesis

(p. 339):

Reconstruction Thesis: All thought experiments can be reconstructed as arguments

based on tacit or explicit assumptions. Belief in the outcome-conclusion of the

thought experiment is justified only insofar as the reconstructed argument can

justify the conclusion.

The argument for the reconstruction thesis is made on two fronts. One is the offering

of such reconstructions of paradigmatic thought experiments, which Norton does at

length (see §3 of Norton 1996), and does not need repeating here. The second is to

argue from C1, C2, empiricism, and what I will call the pro-argument premise, to

the conclusion that there is nothing for a thought experiment to be other than an

argument. This is his argument in full:

1. (C1) No new empirical data is involved in scientific thought experiments.

2. (C2) Thought experiments provide us with new information about the physical

world.

3. (Empiricism) “All knowledge of our world derives from experience [...and...] scien-

tific knowledge is experience suitably organized and generalized” (Norton 1996,

p. 335).

4. (From 1 and 3) If thought experiments are informative, they can only be so by

reorganizing or generalizing of prior knowledge.

5. (From 2 and 4) Thought experiments only reorganize or generalize our prior knowl-

edge.

6. (Pro-Argument) “Insofar as [a thought experiment] merely reorganizes, it is a de-

ductive argument; insofar as it generalizes in the broadest sense, it is an inductive

argument” (Norton 1996, p. 335).

7. (From 5 and 6) Thought experiments can only be arguments.

What makes anyone a moderate deflationist is the rejection of C3—the claim that

thought experiments cannot be reduced without epistemic loss to inferences of any

standard kind. For Norton this happens at (7). As noted earlier, a denial of C3 (and a
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treatment of works of literature as thought experiments) does not amount to a denial of

literary cognitivism. With an interest in employing Norton’s moderate deflationism in

a defense of literary cognitivism, we should ensure that none of his other commitments

will get in our way. C1 and C2, I have already argued, are not problematic. This leaves

us to consider Norton’s Empiricism and Pro-Argument premises.

Consider first Empiricism translated into a claim concerned with literature: All

knowledge of our world derives from experience, and literary knowledge is experience

suitably organized and generalized. This amounts to a restriction on the kind of cog-

nitive value that literature may have on offer. Two kinds are on offer. One is that

literature may aid us in the organization of our prior knowledge. The other is that

literature may aid us in making generalizations based on our prior knowledge. If one is

looking for literature to have cognitive value beyond these organizational and general-

izing kinds, then Norton will not helpful in a defense of literary cognitivism. However,

there are plenty of literary cognitivists who should be content with this restriction.

Goodman (1978) finds cognitive value in fictions of the organizational kind, saying

that a fiction can “remake and retake familiar worlds, recasting them in remarkable

and sometimes recondite but eventually recognizable—that is re-cognizable—ways” (p.

105). Elgin (2007) provides us with a number of examples of generalizations that ex-

emplify the cognitive value of literature, such as when we read about Don Quixote

and are “awaken[ed] to the possibility of finding beauty against all odds in the most

unpromising of circumstances” (p. 54). And Davies himself adopts precisely the re-

strictions that are imposed by Empiricism, writing that literature can have cognitive

value only through its ability to “yield knowledge of general principles” or provide us

with “new ways of classifying real entities or events” (Davies 2010, p. 66).

Admitting its restrictions, some version of Empiricism should be unproblematic

for many literary cognitivists. What about Pro-Argument? Here the translation to

a claim about literature is something like: Insofar as a literary thought experiment

merely reorganizes, it is a deductive argument; insofar as it generalizes in the broadest

sense, it is an inductive argument. I see no reason for a literary cognitivist to object

to the mapping of reorganization to deduction and generalizing to induction. The

challenging claim being made by Pro-Argument is that insofar as a literary thought

experiment is cognitively valuable, it is valuable as an argument. There is no denial

here of the possibility of cognitively valuable literature, so employing Norton’s moderate

deflationism in a defense of literary cognitivism remains a possibility.
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5 Moderate Deflationism for Literature

In the preceding section I argued that a version of Norton’s moderate deflationism

for scientific thought experiments at least does not rule out literary cognitivism when

literary works are understood as thought experiments. In this section I will offer the

details of such a view, and show how they may be employed in overcoming the no-

evidence and no-argument challenges.

First, a disclaimer: Moderate deflationism for literature (MDL) need not be com-

mitted to all the details of Norton’s moderate deflationism. In particular, where Norton

is a staunch empiricist, MDL need only restrict its attention to cognitive value that

comes in the form of either a reorganization or a generalization of prior knowledge.

Qualifying MDL in this way makes the task of developing it easier, as the kinds of cog-

nitive value in literature it must account for are greatly restricted. Such qualifications

may also leave some literary cognitivists unsatisfied if, say, they think that literature

is capable of providing knowledge of what it is like to be in some situation. I can offer

two remarks to assuage the unsatisfied. One is that the proponents of MDL need not

insist that it accounts for the only two ways for literature to be cognitively valuable.

The other is that I see no reason to think that a unified theory of cognitive value

for literature is needed. Plausibly, different kinds of cognitive value are provided by

literature in different ways. Thus, while MDL provides an account of how literature is

cognitively valuable with respect to reorganization and generalization, other views can

provide accounts of how literature is valuable in other ways.

Adapting Norton’s empiricism for MDL results in simplifying qualifications. The

adaptation of his Pro-Argument premise is the centerpiece of the view. Above I gave

the rough translation of Pro-Argument as “insofar as a literary thought experiment is

cognitively valuable, it is valuable as an argument”. In light of the just made qualifica-

tions, I should say instead that “insofar as a literary thought experiment is cognitively

valuable for reorganizing or generalizing our prior knowledge, it is so valuable as some

kind of argument”.

I read Norton’s Pro-Argument premise, and I mean for MDL to be read similarly,

as expressing optimism in the scope of things that may be systematized by logic. That

a literary thought experiment has cognitive value as an argument, requires first that

there simply be some logic that systematizes the narrative structure of the literary

work. Almost certainly this logic will not be a familiar propositional or predicate logic.

It may not be a logic of which we are already aware. The relationship between a

literary thought experiment and its argument should be this: The work of literature

in which a literary thought experiment is to be found has a narrative structure that
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establishes and describes the evolution of the fictional world of the work. The argument

of a literary thought experiment is a systematization of that narrative structure, with

the establishment of the fictional world providing premises and the various later states

corresponding to steps in the argument whose conclusion is the (or a) conclusion of

the narrative. Stating clearly the argument of a literary thought experiment will be

in most cases a matter of great practical difficulty—literary theory is not easy—but as

long as there is some argument, readily available or not, it may be referred to by MDL.

The place where I will differ the most from Norton is to not insist that the cognitive

value of a literary thought experiment be found in the conclusion of the argument.

As just described, the argument associated with some literary thought experiment

has as its conclusion a conclusion of the narrative, which describes a state of the

fictional world. The conclusion’s contents will not be a statement of, for example, the

meaning of “quixotic” or that “stubborn pride and ignorant prejudice keep attractive

people apart”, though these are paradigmatic cases of reorganizational and generalizing

cognitive value, respectively. These bits of cognitive value are instead at work in the

principles according to which the narrative unfolds. Preserving the parallel between

narrative and argument, we say also that these will be elements in the rules according to

which the argument unfolds. They are, of course, not the only such rules for either the

narrative or argument. We have a large stock of background knowledge when engaging

with a literary work that guides us in judging the coherency of the work. We judge,

for example, the plausibility of the characters and their motivations, and whether their

actions are consistent with those. When there are clear fantastical deviations from how

the real world is, we like those to remain steady. We typically find deus ex machina

plot devices a bad making feature of a work. Underwriting these judgments is our

background knowledge and the other principles governing a work’s fictional world that

are introduced by the work’s author. These judgements, which all contribute to a

sense of the story’s coherency, have a parallel in the argument form of any thought

experiment to be found in a literary work, and that is the argument’s validity. Just

as each step in a standard valid argument must be truth preserving, the steps in a

valid literary thought experiment’s argument must be consistent with the background

conditions set forth in the establishment of the literary work’s fictional world and any

preceding developments within that world.

We are now ready to address the no-evidence and no-argument challenges. With

respect to no-evidence, MDL can offer this as the measure of the cognitive value of

a literary work: A literary work has reorganizational or generalizing cognitive value

just in case there is a valid argument paralleling the work’s narrative, and the rele-

vant generalization(s), or concept(s) yielded by the reorganization, play a role in the

10



principles that decide whether or not the argument is valid. Thus, for example, we

find “quixotic” to be a cognitively valuable concept because of the role that it plays in

successfully systematizing the narrative of Don Quixote into a valid argument. Sim-

ilarly, we find “stubborn pride and ignorant prejudice keep attractive people apart”

a cognitively valuable generalization because of its role as a principle that makes the

argument of Pride and Prejudice a valid one.

The major issue with Davies’ response to the no-argument challenge was that it

depended on whether or not the purported reorganizational or generalizing cognitive

value was “in fact grounded in the right kind of unarticulated knowledge”, which is

something that seems impossible to check in the course of our engagement with some

literary work. One might worry that I have worked MDL into a similar predicament,

since the cognitive value of a literary thought experiment depends the existence of

some argument and not it’s accessibility. Consider, though, what is needed for a lit-

erary thought experiment to be cognitively valuable. It is the existence of a valid

argument that parallels the narrative, and the validity of the argument corresponds

to a coherency in the narrative. As a philosopher adhering to MDL, I will say that

“quixotic” is a cognitively valuable concept because of the role that it plays in suc-

cessfully systematizing the narrative of Don Quixote into a valid argument. Whether

or not the argument is valid depends on the coherency of the narrative, and thus, as

a reader of Don Quixote, I can think of my judging that the narrative of Don Quixote

is coherent as what is relevant to the cognitive value of the work, since that judgment

should correlate with the validity of the literary argument’s validity. My ability to

judge the cognitive value of a work thus depends on how well I am able to judge the

coherency of a work in the course of engaging with it. If I am a poor judge of the

coherency of literary works, then I will be a poor judge of the cognitive value of liter-

ary works, but this should be no thorn in the side of a literary cognitivist. Rather, it

seems like a virtue of the view, especially with respect to the no-argument challenge,

for not only may we judge the cognitive value of a literary work during the course of

our engagement with the work, but as we improve our engagement, by way of making

more careful judgments regarding its coherency, we improve our ability to judge its

cognitive value.

6 Conclusion

In the above I have argued for a defense of literary cognitivism in the form of MDL,

a moderate deflationary account of the cognitive value of literary thought experiments
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developed in §5. MDL says that a literary work may have either reorganizational or

generalizing cognitive value just in case there is a valid argument paralleling the work’s

narrative, and the relevant generalization(s), or concept(s) yielded by the reorganiza-

tion, play a role in the principles that decide whether or not the argument is valid. The

account draws inspiration from two sources. The first is Davies’ (2007, 2010) project

to extract a defense of literary cognitivism from the moderate inflationary accounts of

scientific thought experiments. While I argue in §3 that Davies’ particular approach is

unsuccessful, it and an analysis of the debates surrounding the cognitive value (given in

§2) suggest a similar defense. That defense is inspired by Norton’s (1996) moderate de-

flationary account of the cognitive value of scientific thought experiments, summarized

in §4.
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