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In Defense of Paraphrase


In Literature and the Taste of Knowledge, Michael Wood notes that the question of the relationship between knowledge and literature is a very old one.
 Wood develops one common understanding of this question, which sees it as asking whether the aesthetic qualities of literature give rise to a special type of knowledge—that is, a type of knowledge literature offers by virtue of its form (3). Indeed, Wood is so aware of the peculiar nature of aesthetic experience that he “continues to wonder […] whether knowledge is the right word for what we keep meeting in literature (12).
  He does not refer to what philosophers of art call the “cognitivist/anti-cognitivist” controversy, but he could have: his position is recognizably similar to that of Gordon Graham, who suggests literature has the peculiar ability “to reveal to us ‘how it feels’ as well as ‘how it is’”; this means that literature can enter “directly into [our moral] experience in a way that abstract principles of conduct, even if they existed, could not.”
 Again, there is a special kind of knowledge that literature offers by virtue of the sort of thing it is, which is not quite comprehensible in the terms of any other discourse. 


Now Wood and Graham might be right to think that literary texts offer a special sort of knowledge, but should we dismiss so quickly the propositional claims that literary texts make? If literary texts are valuable in part because of their peculiar ability to show us “how it feels,” some value surely also lies in the profound thinking that appears in their representation of “how it is.” In short, I want to argue that literary texts are interesting in part because of the ideas they express. But these critics are correct in thinking that literary form does contribute something peculiar to the nature of propositional statements in texts: although one could emphasize a number of different genres, I will suggest here that the very nature of narrative form commits such texts to a particular kind of claim—namely, propositions about agency, intention, and the other peculiar features of subjectivity that the fields of moral psychology and moral philosophy more generally have tended to address. Despite the many rich and substantive analyses that comprise the recent “ethical turn,” critics have avoided openly acknowledging this feature of literary narratives; in fact, it seems to me, they have dismissed precisely this sort of analysis in favor of one that attributes ethical import to the sort of non-propositional knowledge Wood champions.  


The ethical turn involved the confluence of several trends in late twentieth-century thought.
 The first trend, exemplified most clearly by Martha Nussbaum’s work, arose out of Anglo-American analytic moral philosophy and drew on works of literature—particularly the great Greek tragedies—to develop a neo-Aristotelian challenge to the dominant utilitarian and Kantian positions.
 The second trend, where the major figures are Richard Rorty and Charles Taylor, involved challenges to dominant “scientistic” epistemological and ontological models, arguing that “facts” are constituted by consciousness just in the same way “values” are, and that it is a mistake to be any more skeptical of the latter than of the former.
 Seeing the self and the world this way made literary texts a natural ally; as Michael Eskin notes, Rorty called in part for a “turn away from theory and towards narrative” (558).
 A third trend involved the reconsideration of the importance of ethics in the nexus of post-structuralist thought, particularly in the works of Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault.
 This trend, perhaps because of the deep influence post-structuralism has had on contemporary literary criticism, was the first to generate book-length reconsiderations of the relationship between ethics and literature from those within the literary academy.
  But of course, there had always been a few critics and philosophers resisting the trends of their fields, working on autochthonous projects along these lines.
 


And since these initial arguments, there has been a genuine flowering in ethical criticism of all kinds.
 Though it is perhaps obvious at this point, it is worth stressing the diversity of thought that falls under this rubric: neo-Aristotelian moral philosophers and Levinasian post-structuralists perhaps form the core, but the “ethical turn” has grown large enough to incorporate thinkers from many traditions and backgrounds. As such, it would be a mistake to see here a shared research program; rather, there was a convergence between several relatively independent intellectual movements. Despite these differences, there is a key claim on which the canonical interpretations in the ethical turn depend. Eskin describes it well: it is the notion that what “is at stake in ‘ethics’ and literature” is “the singular encounter between reader and text-as-other, soliciting a singularly just response” (560). In other words, ethical criticism has generally assumed that if there is something especially ethically interesting about literature, it is because of the peculiar relationship literary texts create with readers. 


Eskin himself does not challenge this claim, but it is worth considering whether it is in fact persuasive.
 It depends on a sense of the peculiarity of literary experience, of the sort Wood and Graham traced, and thus elides the potential ethical insight literary texts might offer in more ordinary terms. In other words, to move so quickly to posit the peculiarities of the encounter with the literary text as central misses the ways in which literature, and particularly narrative, is a kind of ethical thinking recognizably valuable in the same way as non-literary moral philosophy.  And even when critics recognize this kind of thought, their insistence on the peculiarity of literature leads them to subsume the ethical thought in some fashion.  

This becomes apparent, for instance, in the contrast between Wayne Booth and Adam Zachary Newton.  For Booth, the ethical value of a literary text depends on its implication of an “author,” whose values the work under interpretation shares with the reader. The metaphor Booth lands on for this theory of reading is “friendship”: the reader encounters the text and its implied author in the way we might meet a friend. As he puts it, “For our purposes, all stories […] can be viewed not as puzzles or even as games but as companions, friends—or […] as gifts from would-be friends.”
 On this view, then, the reader engages in a process of communal evaluation Booth calls “coduction” in the act of reading (70).  He offers an example of this process in an extended reading of Huckleberry Finn, a book he initially admires.  Upon drawing out the “fixed norms” of the implied author, however, which include the belief that “Black people are […] so naturally good that the effects of slavery will not be discernible once slavery is removed,” his coduction ultimately finds the text problematic (467).


Adam Zachary Newton departs from Booth by arguing that if fiction is ethically compelling, it is precisely because it is not transparently available to readers: 

By purposeful contrast, my proposal of a narrative ethics implies simply narrative as ethics: the ethical consequences of narrating story and fictionalizing person, and the reciprocal claims binding teller, listener, witness, and reader in that process. [Thus] the difference lies between readings which allegorize the [text’s] events to a second-order story of translated meaning and those I will develop in ensuing chapters which attend exclusively to the shape, the drama, and the circumstances of [text’s] own story, its strictly narrative details, since that story already reads, or allegorizes, itself.
 

Newton’s point here is that previous critics have thought of the relationship between ethics and fiction as consisting in a two-step process: first, one interprets the text and establishes a meaning; and second, one evaluates it according to the basis of some criteria. Though they might disagree about what these criteria should be, they share a conception about how ethical criticism ought to proceed. Newton contrasts this with his own way of reading, which will forgo the evaluative step in favor of a closer, more intimate reading, one that treats a text in the same way one encounters a person. As he goes on to put it, his distinction is akin to that “between a deontology and a phenomenology”: we “face” the text, confronting “the claims raised by that very immediacy, an immediacy of contact, not of meaning” (10-11). 


Accordingly, Newton argues that Booth’s model of “friendship” depends on a view of reading as receiving a message from the author, which fails to sufficiently consider the way the reader is involved prior to the clear construction of the message. In his words, “acts of assent, surrender, seduction, coercion and bestowal all occur inside fictional texts; we must be a party to these, before we construe literary texts as messages sent from authors to readers” (65). And this is a version of a critique of philosophical ethical criticism made elsewhere: Simon Haines argues, for instance, that “even the most alert and well-intentioned of philosophers still read poems or novels as if they were containers or vehicles with separable concepts inside them, or as if they were examples of re-formulable ideas,” while David Parker suggests that “the ethical interest of imaginative literature is not then, as often implied, in ethical propositions that can be gleaned from it.”
  


This criticism requires two responses. The first is that this kind of critique is not quite fair: if Booth, Martha Nussbaum, and other philosophical literary critics do appear in practice to construe texts as expressing a message of “ethical propositions,” this is not at any rate how they understand themselves. While Booth certainly holds that texts have values with some sort of content, he does not conceive of this simply as a message the text conveys to the reader—indeed, part of what makes friendship with a text so interesting is the way the text and the reader interact in producing the reading experience. 


And to the extent it is true that such critics do not openly defend the possibility that literature can make assertions, it indicates a gap in the field. Thus, my second response would be that there is a place for an un-self-conscious version of the kind of criticism Newton and others dismiss. Precisely because they do not wish to see the ethical import of narratives as resulting from the message they carry, Booth and Nussbaum do not work out what it would mean for literary texts to do this: although they appeal to ideas in narratives at various moments, the broader approach subsumes these appeals. Thus, although Booth recognizes that literary texts can have “profound intellectual import,” he contends that the critic must understand these aspects as part of the text’s “miraculous unity.”
 Similarly, although Nussbaum suggests that Henry James’s novels present “the best account I know” of a certain view of moral perception, she insists that her approach does not turn literary texts into “systematic treatises, ignoring in the process their formal features and their mysterious, various, and complex content.” (Love’s Knowledge 148; 29).
  Both of these approaches thus preserve a sense, akin to Wood’s, of the special features of literary experience, while simultaneously treating literary writers as important thinkers. To this extent, the analysis of what it means for a literary text to express ideas goes under-developed. 


The point is all the more significant because of the moral-philosophical commitments inherent in narrative form. This is an idea that has been heard before; certainly Nussbaum expresses a version of it, as do other thinkers.
 I do not want to disagree with these views so much as point out that there is another way in which novels are formally engaged in the project of moral philosophy. Perceiving this way involves the realization that the act of telling a story involving characters and events at a certain level of complexity necessarily requires the depiction of decision, deliberation, and action. To the extent that authors depict such things, they develop theses about how such psychological processes work, and these theses have philosophical content. And in this way, understanding the literary text requires an understanding of its philosophical content, or developing a theoretically nuanced paraphrase.


Now, this approach might be subjected to a number of objections, but two are particularly pressing. The first is an anti-cognitivist objection: in keeping with Wood and Graham’s sense of the peculiarity of literature, philosophical aesthetics has often contended that it is a mistake to think that literary art makes assertions or claims of any sort, since this is not the sort of thing that art does. The second objection, perhaps voiced by a historian of literary criticism, denies my position’s novelty: perhaps it is true that literary works do make assertions worthy of analysis in the context of moral philosophy, but then, literary critics have known this for some time. Let me consider each in turn.

*
*
*


In a recent essay, “Implicit Assertions in Literary Fiction,” the Finnish philosopher Jukka Mikkonen describes literary anti-cognitivism as the claim that “fictions cannot make truth claims and thus contributions to propositional knowledge.”
  Three broad categories of defense for this claim are discernible: we can separate them into formalist, ontological, and epistemological arguments.
  First, the literary formalist qua anti-cognitivist defends the positive claim that the essential characteristic of art generally is its formal structure; to make any of its other features the central topic of analysis is to commit a kind of category error.
  Noël Carroll summarizes the view thus:

[A] literary work, construed as a work of art, is not esteemed for the learning it affords. That is something one can get from an encyclopedia […] Rather, one engages literature in order to undergo a literary experience, an aesthetic experience of a piece of writing.

Thus, the formalist argues, looking for the cognitive content in a literary text misses the point: to do so is akin to considering the thematic unity of a repair manual in mistaking the nature of the text in question. 


As Carroll points out, however, this objection relies upon a reductionist fallacy. Developing a clever analogy, Carroll notes that every motor vehicle has in common “the intended capacity of locomotion under its own power” (31). However, this does not entail that the only way “to appreciate any motor vehicle is in terms of its capacity to locomote […] the ability to sustain mortar fire is pertinent when it comes to armored cars, but not family cars” (31). This is to say that since there are different categories of cars, different properties can become relevant in evaluating them depending on which category is in question. And one can say the same of aesthetic works: even if the only feature a novel shares with other forms of art is “form,” critics can meaningfully assess it in terms particular to its genre (33). Thus, the literary critic might plausibly think that knowledge claims and assertions can be a valuable part of some artworks without committing himself to the claim that they are a valuable part of all art. 


This echoes a profound point that Wayne Booth often made about preferring pluralistic concepts of the good over universalistic aesthetic standards.
 He argues: 

The search [for universal standards] stacks narratives in a single pyramid, with all of the candidates competing for a spot at the apex. Such an assumption, when applied rigorously, will always damn a large share of the world’s most valuable art. I propose that we think instead […] of a botanical garden full of many beautiful species, each species implicitly bearing standards of excellence within its kind (56). 

The point here is that it is a mistake to contend that critics ought to evaluate all aesthetic works with regards to a single uniform standard. Thus, in the defense of many differing “species” of aesthetic goodness, Booth offers a further theoretical background to the sort of evaluation on which the literary cognitivist relies. Carroll does not dispute the formalist’s claim that literary works are aesthetic insofar as they demonstrate certain structural features, but Booth’s pluralism, by refusing the universal standard entirely, marks out a defense for literary cognitivism: the intellectual content of a work can be one of many aesthetic “standards of excellence.” 

But perhaps, the anti-cognitivist might argue, the problem is rather that literary cognitivists misunderstand the ontological status of literary fictions. As Mikkonen suggests, this objection relies in an important sense upon the claim that “assertions in a fiction are about the state of affairs in the fictional world of the work,” as opposed to the real world, and thus cannot be said to have a clear speaker or a clear referent; to deny this is to commit Michael Riffaterre’s “referential fallacy” (“Assertions” 147).  Answering this objection requires an appeal to an older concept in literary criticism—the notion of literature as “analogous” to reality. 


In an interesting feature of twentieth-century intellectual history, the most thorough analysis of this notion occurred within Soviet literary criticism, particularly in the work of Yuri Lotman, who developed an understanding of art as a “secondary modeling system.”
  Lotman summarizes his view thus:
Art is always an analogue of reality (of an object), translated to the language of the given system. Therefore, a work of art is always conventional [условно] and, at the same time, must be intuitively recognized as an analogue of a certain object, that is, it must be “similar” and “dissimilar” at the same time. Emphasizing only one of these two inseparable aspects breaks the modeling function of art.

Crucial here is the recognition that art cannot be completely representational of the sensory world: it is always in some way “dissimilar.” But this dissimilarity is not complete; the art object is also always similar in some fashion to an aspect of the reader’s world. This is what it means to be an “analogue”: the artistic system shares certain key features of the sensory world while marking itself as distinct from it.  Lotman’s argument suggests the way fictional narratives make assertions, for the claim that a fictional world is a meaningful analogue to the world of the reader is, in an important way, easier to demonstrate than the claim that a fictional world is an accurate representation or imitation of the readerly world. After all, in order to establish an analogy, it need only be the case that the two worlds share key features.  


That said, there is a way in which the solution via analogy reveals the epistemological difficulty: if determining a work’s assertions means understanding the features of their worlds that bear a meaningful relation to the world of the reader, then the complexity of narrative art becomes even more significant.  Put simply, the problem is that artistic works are often complex in such a way as to seem to prevent readers from ever settling on one claim with the certainty that the work asserts it. As Mikkonen puts it, “the problem is how one can tell which of the assertions the author has put into the mouth of a character are actually asserted by the author” (“Assertions” 152).  


His own solution to this problem is to resurrect appeals to authorial intention; he argues that literary assertions occur when the audience of a text recognizes an author’s invitation to consider a given utterance as an assertion (156).  As he suggests, “Assertions in fiction call for evaluation akin to assertions in everyday conversation”; the impulse here is to solve the problem in the same way one would solve any ordinary instance of conversational bewilderment: when we are confused about what someone is claiming, we ask what they meant to say. And although “there is no general rule” capable of reliably detecting the “assertions in fiction,” Mikkonen quite persuasively notes that the problem is equally true for assertions in ordinary conversations, and yet speakers manage to meaningfully assert things anyway (“Implicit Assertions” 325).


This view has an air of bracing common sense. And certainly there are some aphoristic elements in fiction it fits well; as Mikkonen somewhat impishly notes, “the literary institution cannot prevent authors from including assertions in their work” (“Literary Assertions” 149).  Nevertheless, I want to suggest that, as an explanation of how literary narratives make claims, it is not quite adequate: it does not address the relation utterances within a text have between each other as assertions—that is, the way a formal structure emerges within a text from the relations between its individual assertions—nor can it explain particularly clearly how assertions arise from a work as a whole, and not a particular moment.  Another way of putting this is to note a useful distinction Mikkonen draws between implications made “by an utterance” and those “by the work”: the difference is between “implicit assertions conveyed by isolated fictive utterances (a narrator’s meditations on a philosophical topic, for example) and, more typically, implicit assertions conveyed by the complete work” (“Implicit Assertions” 316). Now, he asserts that he is going to focus on those assertions made “by the work,” but what he ends up doing is explaining how implications made by a particular utterance can have the author’s warrant and thus count as an assertion. This gets things backwards: the first question about an utterance should be rather how it fits in with the structure created by the novel; only after articulating an account of this structure can readers say what the text asserts. 


This might sound like a surprising return of the formalist argument, and to a certain extent it is—I am critiquing Mikkonen for thinking that it is possible to know what propositions a work asserts independently of an account of the entire work. But what I have in mind is the perhaps more ordinary formal structure of any theoretical text. Consider as an example Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy, which mentions at one point the possibility that God might be systematically deceiving everyone.
  Does it make sense to say that the text asserts this—that the Meditations claims “God might have brought it about that we make systematic logical errors and don’t notice?”  Certainly, this is a key part of Descartes’ argument; but upon reflection it becomes clear that we cannot see this as an assertion, because the text goes on to subsume this moment as part of its larger argument: Descartes shows that we cannot doubt our own existence, and from this certainty he goes on to show that we can trust our “clear and distinct perceptions.”
 Now this might seem to be a problem of oversimplification, but it is not, really: the statement “the Meditations asserts that we cannot doubt our own existence” would be more appropriate, though it is equally simple. Rather, the problem is one of not recognizing the overall theoretical position the text articulates.  And this suggests that Mikkonen’s conversational model for making sense of literary assertions will not work. In this respect, literary texts are like philosophical texts in having a form: more precisely, the form they have has philosophical as well as aesthetic implications, insofar as it sets the various textual assertions and broader elements in relation to each other.
 


Answering the epistemological version of the anti-cognitivist argument thus requires an explanation as to when a narrative form generates assertions.  Now, of course narratives can make assertions recognizable in a wide variety of discourses, and a full account of the features of a narrative that give rise to them is beyond my scope here.  However, as I suggested earlier, the particular form of narratives often leads them to make assertions in the field of moral psychology, and it is possible to briefly demonstrate the concept of structure I have in mind in this particular area. A literary character reflects in part a certain understanding of the way a mind works, and although some authors have an extensive intellectual background, oftentimes this understanding is a sort of “folk psychology”; this term describes the implicit beliefs persons have about the nature of mentality simply by being a competent speaker of a language with words like “intention” and “knowledge.”
 And although the issue is complex, the philosophical tradition has generally understood an important part of its project to be the analysis of the various components of our folk psychology.
  


Oftentimes, narratives operate without bringing the various folk-psychological notions they involve to the level of philosophical reflection.  One might think of E.M. Forster’s famously short narrative, “The king died and then the queen died of grief,” as relying on a folk-psychological understanding of grief without offering a theory about it.
 What I want to argue here, however, is that when folk psychology takes a certain place within the formal structure of the novel—specifically, when a given intuition operates several times within the plot of the novel, when characters or the narrator reflect upon it, and when the intuition matters for the resolution of the plot—then the intuition cannot stay at the unreflective level Forster’s narrative demonstrates.  Instead, by making intuitions central to their structure, narratives offer philosophical positions, in a way a literary critic can draw out—usually, by re-describing or paraphrasing the narrative’s movements as a kind of theoretical reflection.


Let me offer a brief example of the sort of reading I have in mind by way of a conversation from George Eliot’s Middlemarch. It opens with a remark from Caleb Garth about his daughter Mary to the Reverend Camden Farebrother: 

Now Mary's gone out, I must tell you a thing […] [Mr. Featherstone] wanted Mary to burn one of the wills the very night he died, when she was sitting up with him by herself, and he offered her a sum of money that he had in the box by him if she would do it. But Mary, you understand, could do no such thing—would not be handling his iron chest, and so on. Now, you see, the will he wanted burnt was this last, so that if Mary had done what he wanted, Fred Vincy would have had ten thousand pounds. The old man did turn to him at the last. That touches poor Mary close; she couldn't help it—she was in the right to do what she did, but she feels, as she says, much as if she had knocked down somebody's property and broken it against her will, when she was rightfully defending herself."

Susan, Caleb’s wife, offers her assessment: 

"Mary could not have acted otherwise, even if she had known what would be the effect on Fred," said Mrs. Garth, pausing from her work, and looking at Mr. Farebrother. “And she was quite ignorant of it. It seems to me, a loss which falls on another because we have done right is not to lie upon our conscience."

Caleb replies to that:

"It's the feeling. The child feels in that way, and I feel with her. You don't mean your horse to tread on a dog when you're backing out of the way; but it goes through you, when it's done."

And Mr. Farebrother concludes the conversation:

"I am sure Mrs. Garth would agree with you there," said Mr. Farebrother, who for some reason seemed more inclined to ruminate than to speak. "One could hardly say that the feeling you mention about Fred is wrong—or rather, mistaken—though no man ought to make a claim on such feeling."

Now, underneath the essentially conversational tone of this exchange is a subtle philosophical point. The Garths and Mr. Farebrother are talking about what the philosophical tradition calls the problem of “dirty hands.”
 Bernard Williams describes the essential point thus: “each of us is specially responsible for what he does, rather than for what other people do.”
 The point here is simply that it is morally relevant who is responsible for bringing about a given set of consequences. Importantly, the ground for this argument is essentially folk-psychological: Williams assumes that his reader will share an intuitive sense of this way of thinking about responsibility.


Dirty hands, I think, are what concern Mary. She does not precisely object to Mr. Featherstone’s actions, but rather to the inappropriateness of her involvement with them: as Caleb puts it, she “could do no such thing, would not be handling his iron chest and so forth.” In other words, it matters who burns the will: whatever Featherstone’s machinations are, Mary is saying that she will have no part in them. 


But as it happens, Mary’s inaction ends up contributing to Fred’s loss of money, a fact that she regrets: it “touches her close.” And as Caleb explains, the problem is not one where Mary feels that she ought to have acted differently, but rather one where, in acting appropriately, someone was inadvertently hurt; it is as if “she had knocked down somebody’s property” while “rightfully defending herself.” The philosophical tradition stemming from Williams developed an account of this feeling: as Rosalind Hursthouse notes, such feelings are the “moral remainder” of a violated obligation. Hursthouse explains the notion of moral remainder in terms of genuine moral dilemmas, where an agent faces two compelling but incompatible options:

Then, whatever they do, they violate a moral requirement, and we expect them […] to register this in some way—by feeling distress or remorse or guilt, or, in some cases, by recognizing that some apology or restitution or compensation is called for. This—the remorse or regret, or the new requirement to apologize or whatever—is called the (moral) ‘remainder’ or ‘residue.’

We can thus think of Mary as having confronted a moral dilemma: she could either hurt Fred indirectly or violate her principle to stay out of Featherstone’s maneuverings (more precisely, given that Mary did not know for certain she would help Fred by burning the will, the dilemma is between a possible benefit to Fred and a certain violation of principle). It is what Hursthouse calls a “solvable” dilemma, insofar as there is no question that one option—the option Mary picked—was the right one. But the question is whether the remaining option carries some moral force that, as Hursthouse notes, calls for “distress or remorse or guilt.” 


Are agents obligated to feel such remainder? Mrs. Garth gives what would be the Kantian answer in saying no: as she puts it, “loss which falls on another because we have done right is not to lie upon our conscience.”
 This is say that Mary and Caleb (and presumably Hursthouse) are confused about moral dilemmas: what it means to resolve a dilemma is to find the action that is right, and if one does that action, there is nothing to regret. As Mrs. Garth notes, “Mary could not have acted otherwise,” and thus the feelings she has are in some sense irrational.  Caleb and Farebrother work out the response that Hursthouse would give, which is that Mary is better for her feelings. In Caleb’s analogy, where someone accidentally kills a dog, one would be heartless to think that, because it was unavoidable, one need feel nothing; and Mr. Farebrother articulates the propositional content behind the analogy, pointing out that it would be odd to say Mary’s feeling is mistaken, though it is not the sort of feeling that calls for any change in action on her part. 


Now, pace Mikkonen, I do not think it is possible at this moment in the novel to know whether Middlemarch is asserting that agents ought to recognize the weight of moral remainder.  However, we can begin to get an answer to this question by connecting this moment to the rest of the formal pattern of Middlemarch.  Most straightforwardly, the critic would need to consider the narrator’s assessments of the characters, as well as their respective plot outcomes: relevant here would be facts like the narrator’s praise of Mary, Caleb’s ultimately correct optimism about Fred Vincy in contrast to his wife’s “rational unhopefulness,” and Mr. Farebrother’s selfless sacrifice of his own love interests (140; 610; 562). Then, too, one could connect this moment to other moral dilemmas in the novel, and thus develop an analysis of how Middlemarch suggests agents ought to deal with dilemmas; for instance, a critic could contrast this with Dorothea’s deliberation about whether to continue the “Key to All Mythologies” or Lydgate’s “court of conscience” on the question of the chaplain for the New Hospital (208; 519-523). Most broadly, one could connect this to the many narratorial comments about the role the feeling of sympathy should have in determining a decision, as well as the many scenes of sympathy in action, and thus see the novel as offering a theory of practical deliberation.
  


My point here is not to draw out this account, but rather to identify the features of the novel such an account would rely on as evidence, which indicate the bringing of a folk psychological notion about responsibility to a reflective level. And the first feature is perhaps obvious: it is repetition.
  Part of what enables Eliot’s novel to assert philosophical claims is simply the fact that the text repeats instances of moral dilemmas several times.  This pattern makes possible both claims about necessary features of moral dilemmas (when aspects of the situation remain the same) and comparative evaluation of agents (when the aspects are different).  Of course, repetition by itself would be insufficient; the critic needs a guide, which is available in the second narrative feature that matters for my account: reflections on the part of the narrator and the characters about the relevant philosophical notions.  Conversations like that between the Garths and Mr. Farebrother find their importance here, for they offer material for understanding the patterns of repetition the narrative develops.  But then, such patterns are problematically untethered unless one appeals to a third feature of the narrative: the plot.  When plot events bear on theses developed by overt reflections in the text, it becomes possible to see the narrative itself as confirming or refuting a given claim.  


These features are not necessary for a novel to offer a view recognizable as a kind of moral philosophy; there are a number of ways of writing philosophical narratives. However, I want to contend that they are sufficient conditions: any novel that offers a series of repeated similar actions, when coupled with a narrator and characters who reflect upon the events involved in such a way that the plot events bear upon their reflections, will generate a recognizable set of assertions in moral psychology and philosophy. And this is enough to address the epistemological anti-cognitivist: by linking a text’s elements in this way, it becomes clear how the critic can tell whether a text warrants a given utterance within it. What is more, these features are common to novels by authors much less stereotypically philosophical than George Eliot, and thus an account of them allows us to capture the intellectual force of writers like Jane Austen and Charles Dickens—among many others—who reflect profoundly upon folk psychology without engaging in traditional philosophy.

I hope thus to have shown that it is possible to meet the anti-cognitivist’s challenge: that although there are a variety of reasons to think that literary narratives are not the sorts of things that make assertions, a sufficiently nuanced account of their structural nature, when combined with a recognition of the plurality of aesthetic goods and an understanding of the analogous relationship between fictional worlds and the world of the reader, reveals the way in which such narratives are often committed to the development of certain ideas. But I have not yet shown that this is really a new approach to literature. To see the innovation in, as well as the predecessors for and allies of, this way of thinking about literary narratives, I want to situate my account within a brief history of the theory of the novel in the twentieth century.
*
*
* 


In The Anthology and The Rise of the Novel, Leah Price points out that the practice of extracting propositional knowledge in the form of aphorisms was a popular way of understanding Eliot’s works in the third quarter of the nineteenth century.
  Eliot was of two minds about this sort of adulation: on the one hand, she compliments one anthologist, remarking “you […] care the most for those elements in my writing which I myself care the most for”; on the other hand, she had reservations about the violations of her narrative form, complaining of readers who “cut” Daniel Deronda “into scraps” (134; 131). This implies both an ending and a beginning: just as Eliot gave the novel the moral and theoretical sophistication Victorian anthologists required, making narrative extraction possible, she also articulated a worry about the importance of narrative form as an aesthetic element—which, properly attended to, made extracting impossible. 


I take this suggestion to be in line with Price’s account. She contends that the sort of extractable “didactic digressions” characteristic of Eliot became associated in the English fiction of the 1890’s “with a feminine moralism opposed at once to the narrative pleasure of masculine romance like Stevenson’s or Kipling’s and to the avant-garde doctrine of art for art’s sake.” (153). But there is room here for a distinction Price does not make. The worry about extraction represents at least three versions of a claim in aesthetics: first, as Eliot’s reservations suggest, it is simply a worry about dismissing narrative complexity. Second, it is a worry about a reliance on moralistic evaluation that refuses to value formal sophistication, and certainly this aspect of the “art for art’s sake” view has an important history.  But third, it is a worry about the novel’s epistemological features: one of Eliot’s reviewers asserted in this context that “a novel ceases to be a novel when it aims at philosophical teaching. It is not the vehicle for conveying knowledge” (151). 



Now, this last represents an importantly different worry than those about complexity and moralism: it instead objects to the notion that literary narratives make assertions worthy of genuine consideration. What the following generations of criticism demonstrate is that in the process of ensuring that they did not unjustifiably extract pieces of narratives or treat narratives moralistically, literary critics came to widely adopt literary anti-cognitivism, and thus accepted the validity of the third objection.  There was a missed opportunity here: a philosophical formalism, or a style of interpretation that avoided unrefined extraction and condemnatory moralism but allowed for the possibility that literature could convey sophisticated theoretical positions, was eliminated almost by accident.


The literary criticism of Henry James and subsequently Virginia Woolf is a central step in this process.  As James writes, “What can be drearier than a novel where the function of the hero […] is to give didactic advice?”
 The problem, he indicates, is that didacticism disrupts the “current” of the story, and renders it into a series of fragments (105).  Similarly, Woolf remarks in an essay on George Meredith that:

[W]hen philosophy is not consumed in a novel, when we can underline this phrase with a pencil, and cut out that exhortation with a pair of scissors and paste the whole into a system, it is safe to say that there is something wrong with the philosophy or with the novel or with both. Above all, his teaching is too insistent […] characters in fiction resent [nothing] more. If, they seem to argue, we have been called into existence merely to express Mr. Meredith’s views upon the universe, we would rather not exist at all. Thereupon they die; and a novel that is full of dead characters, even though it is also full of profound wisdom and exalted teaching, is not achieving its aim as a novel.

Woolf expresses here, like James, the importance of rendering philosophical ideas as organic parts of the work of fiction: when a philosophy can be “cut out,” as the Victorians did with Eliot, there is “something wrong with the philosophy or the novel or both.” And we see in the second half of the passage an anti-cognitivist theory of narrative emerging. When the novelist allows an expression of her ideas to dominate the structure of the work, the characters “die,” and the novel fails “as a novel.” Woolf does not quite say that it is inappropriate to read a novel for its “teaching,” or that it is irrelevant to a work’s virtues, but the impression is nevertheless clear that such things are incidental to the text’s status as literary art.  


And this movement towards anti-cognitivism would eventually triumph in the Anglo-American academy.  This culminated in the New Criticism, which deployed interpretive techniques developed in poetics to narratives. In his foundational text The Well-Wrought Urn, Cleanth Brooks argues that although a poem might involve some propositional ideas or theoretical content, an understanding of such does not constitute an understanding of the poem. As he puts it, “the dimension in which the poem moves is not one which excludes ideas”; however, “any proposition asserted in a poem is not to be taken in abstraction but is justified, in terms of the poem, not by virtue of its scientific or historical or philosophical truth, but […] in terms of a principle analogous to that of dramatic propriety.”
  This is to say that while poems certainly do engage in ideas, one cannot treat them as expositions of a set of propositions.


The techniques of narrative interpretation that stem from this way of thinking about literature dominate Brooks’s textbook Understanding Fiction. The opening essay of the book, a “Letter to the Teacher,” remarks upon the supposed failure “to give adequate heed to the importance […] of the ‘idea’ in a piece of fiction”: “it is their first article of faith,” the editors explain, “that the structure of a piece of fiction, in so far as that piece of fiction is successful, must involve a vital and functional relationship between the idea and the other elements in that structure. (xvii). This is to say that although ideas matter in fiction, they matter primarily as part of the overall structure of relationships between elements the work involves. Admittedly, Brooks and his co-editor Robert Penn Warren allow that it is better when the ideas are profound ones: “a piece of fiction must involve an idea of some real significance for mature and thoughtful human beings” (xvii). But they ultimately stress that the idea does not matter as an idea: “The mere presence in a piece of fiction of an idea which is held to be important […] does not necessarily indicate anything about the importance of the piece of fiction. One might almost as well commend a piece of fiction for exemplifying good grammar” (xvii-xviii). This stresses, I think, the ultimately secondary and contingent nature of literary cognitive content in the New Critical approach to fiction—no matter how profound, ideas are ultimately only as important a part of literary art as grammar.  


And despite all of the powerful ways in which deconstruction and the hermeneutics of suspicion challenged the fundamental New Critical precepts, they ultimately remained committed to the notion that proper literary criticism must look past the avowed ideas in a literary text. For Jacques Derrida, to interpret a literary work as a straightforward expression of ideas is to engage in “transcendent reading,” which he seeks to “put in question.”
  To “transcend” in this regard means “going beyond interest for the signifier, the form, the language […] in the direction of the meaning or referent”; as an alternative, Derrida defends interpretive techniques that analyze “the functioning of language” and thus note the problematics of reference and assertion (45). On this view, “‘good’ literary criticism’”—indeed, “the only worthwhile kind”—tries not to offer a coherent summary or analysis of a literary text, but instead “never lets itself be ‘completely objectified’” (52).


The practical dismissal of literary assertions is particularly apparent in Derrida’s analysis of Franz Kafka’s parable “Before the Law.”  Derrida might have understood the parable as asserting a very deconstructive insight: the story describes a man who tries to gain admission to “the law,” but is barred by a doorkeeper; he waits for many years, only to learn just before his death that no one ever gains access to the law. In this way, the story could offer an allegory for the fruitless pursuit of a clear referential foundation for language.
  However, this would be to read the story transcendently. He thus instead suggests:

The story Before the Law does not tell or describe anything but itself as text. It does only this or does also this. Not within an assured specular reflection of self-referential transparency […] but in the unreadability of the text, if one understands by this the impossibility of acceding to its proper significance and its possibly inconsistent content, which it jealously keeps back. The text guards itself, maintains itself—like the law, speaking only of itself, that is to say, of its non-identity with itself. (210-211 

Thus the Kafka parable is interesting for Derrida not because its allegorical content is philosophically persuasive, nor even because it is about itself in a way that demonstrates awareness of its textual nature, but rather because its elements function in such a way as to make the text “unreadable,” by which I take Derrida to mean impossible to paraphrase—as he puts it later, “ultimately ungraspable, incomprehensible” (211). It thus “guards itself,” preventing access to its “content.” 



Similarly, the “symptomatic reading” practiced so famously by Fredric Jameson’s 1981 text The Political Unconscious asserts that “interpretation proper” or “strong rewriting” depends upon “some mechanism of mystification or repression in terms of which it would make sense […] to rewrite the surface categories of a text in the stronger language of a more fundamental interpretive code.”
  Indeed, responding to an interlocutor who claims “the text means just what it says,” Jameson writes:

Unfortunately, no society has ever been quite so mystified in quite so many ways as our own, saturated as it is with messages and information, the very vehicles of mystification […] If everything were transparent, then no ideology would be possible, and no domination either: evidently that is not our case. (46)

The point here is that attention to a text’s straightforward assertions misunderstands the right way to approach cultural products: one ought instead to look for what the text does not or cannot say.  This lets the critic penetrate the cover of ideological mystification and reveal the ways in which the text is a symptom of some “more fundamental” process. 


And much of the literary criticism since 1981 has taken Jameson’s provocative argument as an interpretive guide, to the extent that Eve Sedgwick—who herself developed a powerful symptomatic reading in The Epistemology of the Closet—remarked that, “in the context of recent U.S. literary theory,” the application of a hermeneutics of suspicion is “widely understood as a mandatory injunction rather than a possibility among other possibilities.”
 Rita Felski summarizes this attitude by remarking that current approaches “share the conviction that the most rigorous reading is one that is performed against the grain, that the primary rationale for reading a text is to critique it by underscoring what it does not know and cannot understand.”
  Felski makes clear that Jameson’s suggestion has been thoroughly followed, as a variety of theoretical frameworks have been deployed as fundamental “codes” used to identify some feature of the world the literary text “does not know and cannot understand” (217).


Significantly, Derrida, Jameson, and their compatriots and followers are dismissing overt literary assertions in the same way the New Critics did. Admittedly, in Derrida’s analysis, the ideas in Kafka’s parable matter insofar as they produce “unreadability,” whereas in Jameson’s analysis, the ideas matter insofar as they produce an ideological cover; both differ from the New Critical emphasis on their subsumption to form. But there is nevertheless an implicit agreement among all these ways of approaching a text that the ideas are not worthy of analysis in themselves, and that the literary critic must in some sense look past them.  This, ultimately, is the interpretive impulse I want to resist. I want to defend reading “with,” as opposing to reading “against,” the “grain” of the text, and to do so in a way that does not dismiss formal considerations but instead recognizes their contribution to a text’s paraphrasable content.  And though I have emphasized moral-philosophical claims, obviously narratives offer assertions recognizable in many fields, so this general approach might perhaps better be described—though with a hint of oxymoron—as a “content formalism.”

 Now, this approach is part of the broader movement against the hermeneutics of suspicion that a number of critics have recently initiated. In the context of narrative, particularly relevant would be Sharon Marcus’s account of “just reading”:

Just reading attends to what Jameson, in his pursuit of hidden master codes, dismisses as “the inert givens and materials of a particular text […] I invoke the word “just” in its many senses. Just reading strives to be adequate to a text conceived as complex and ample rather than as diminished by, or reduced to, what is had to repress. Just reading accounts for what it is in the text without construing presence as absence or affirmation as negation.
  

There is a good deal here to admire.
 The approach I am recommending sees literary narratives as complex expressions of sophisticated ideas, and tries to understand their elements as components of such expressions. This, I think, is a version of Marcus’s conception of texts as “complex and ample,” and moreover fits with her decision to account for what is “in the text” as opposed to looking for evidence of absence.


Then, too, this is in part the resurrection of a pre-New Critical kind of cognitive formalism.  It is worth remembering that Henry James himself never disavowed the possibility that novels might make assertions; indeed, he saw Anthony Trollope’s suggestion that novelists merely engage in “make-believe” as the “betrayal of a sacred office,” insofar as “it implies that the novelist is less occupied in looking for the truth […] than the historian.
  Then, too, to draw in a crucially non-academic critic, H.L. Mencken’s work combined an attention to “aesthetic ideas” and  “the fine gusto of passion and beauty” with an appreciation for authors who “deal seriously and honestly with the larger problems of life”; indeed, he complains of much American literature that “the flow of words is completely purged of ideas.
  Thus, James suggested and Mencken practiced a kind of criticism that does not portray a tension between formal innovation and profundity of thought, but instead recognizes the way the two are intermingled.


Finally, the sort of approach I am articulating is really one a wide variety of literary critics practice without quite admitting it. Certainly, the studies that treat literary works as evidence of an author’s participation in an intellectual movement are committed in at least some sense to a notion of literary cognitivism. But more broadly, any time a critic reads a passage from a literary text as evidence for a propositional statement of some sort, they practice a version of the critical approach I am developing.  It is in one sense easy and in another sense difficult to proliferate examples: easy insofar as one need only examine a university press catalogue of literary criticism to find a number of works that fall into this category, but difficult because there are so many different ways in which criticism demonstrates cognitivist impulses; a taxonomy of recent interpretations that analyzed the way they consider claims literary texts “make” would be a worthwhile project. Thus, philosophical formalism, as an interpretive approach, is in summary just a self-conscious version of a kind of criticism a number of critics already practice in some form. If this self-consciousness is worth anything, its value hopefully appears in the confrontation with the hard questions about the nature of aesthetic structure that honesty about literary cognitivism brings to the fore.  
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