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Abstract








Some major theories of meaning in philosophy would consider the literary treatment of a philosophical concept to be informatively redundant. According to them, anything that is of cognitive value can be presented in the language of literal truth-claims. An artistic use of language has only "aesthetic" or "emotive" value.


The position comes in a strong and in a weak version. According to the strong version, informative discourse is exhausted by what may be termed "theoretical language": literal truth-claims and argumentation. Philosophy is a "cognitive discipline,” that is, an activity which seeks to gain information concerning its subject matter, and, given this characterization of what informative discourse is, literary texts are irrelevant to philosophical concerns. The weaker version of this thesis assumes that the term ‘informative’ should cover a broader range. Proponents of this view would hold that non-theoretical discourse, such as figurative language, may well be informative and that mediums like literature, that employ such means can therefore address philosophical issues. They would also, however, claim that whatever is relevant to philosophy in literary texts can be paraphrased in theoretical language with no loss of meaning, at least not meaning that is of any significance to philosophy.


Arguing against the stronger version is relatively easy. Accepting the emotive/cognitive distinction, one can argue that literary texts are at least partly cognitive: to begin with, literary works can be shown to include many literal truth-claims; secondly, non-literal uses of language may well be seen as informative. One could, thirdly, go on to unsettle the emotive/cognitive distinction itself. Finally, one could invoke arguments that have been used to unsettle the literal/figurative opposition underlying the stronger thesis.


Confronting the weaker thesis is, however, a different matter. None of the arguments that may be used against the stronger version are applicable since no commitment is here made to the emotive/cognitive or literal/figurative distinctions. The holder of the weak view is merely committed to adequate translatability into theoretical language¾relative to the needs of philosophy as a cognitive discipline¾of whatever are regarded as literary elements. One may here attack the literary/theoretic distinction, or the very distinction between philosophy and literature, distinctions to which the defender of the weaker view is certainly committed. However, such a deconstruction would be too costly for those who find a philosophical relevance for literature since it would also undermine the entire attempt to work out a theoretical framework for the investigation of the links between philosophy and literature.


Those of us who regard philosophy as a cognitive discipline, i.e., a discipline that aims at broadening our understanding of certain domains, and yet hold that some of our deepest understanding of philosophical concepts like self- knowledge, morality, love and so on comes to us through literary works, would probably find the weak thesis to be distasteful and somehow wrong. Unfortunately, much of the work that is being done today under the label of "literature and philosophy" seems to be vulnerable to this critique. Many of these interdisciplinary interpretations attempt to make literature relevant to philosophy by extracting a conceptual truth-claim that supposedly emerges from a reading of a literary work. Such a practice results in producing philosophically relevant information at the price of making the literary text itself redundant as far as philosophical concerns go. After all, everything that supposedly was of philosophical value in it has been extracted by the interpretation. So although much contemporary literature-philosophy work is motivated by strong and (often) explicit convictions against the view of literary presentation as being of merely ornamental value, it paradoxically ends up by laying itself open to precisely such a charge. If the holder of the weaker thesis is right, then alternation between the language of philosophy and that of literature has no special philosophical significance and is as banal as the fact that one can talk about philosophy in different languages.


Any attempt to reject this position must therefore argue for the irreducibility of certain modes of presentation to theoretical language. However, two arguments suggest that such a move is self-defeating. First, since theoretical language is the stock conveyor of "informative" discourse, those who regard literature as able to enlarge our philosophical understanding, and at the same time claim that such understanding is non- paraphrasable in theoretical language, would be unable to explain in what such greater understanding consists. Second, the move would not only entail endorsing the strange idea of a secretive understanding that can never be imparted, but would risk blatant inconsistency. After all, in the framework of a theoretical discourse (such as this one), it would appear self-contradictory to point to aspects of literature that are ineffable to theoretical language. The obvious absurdity would be that literary elements would have to be first translated into theoretical language so that a claim of non- translatability between literature and philosophy could be made at all.


One may try to avoid the second argument through attempting to devise new forms of theoretical discourse. The problem with this, however, is the first argument: the claim would be that whatever shape the discourse of the theorist takes, if it has any cognitive significance, then the reader still processes that information in something like the theoretical terms made explicit in systematic presentation. When the reader reflects on what she has read, that is, asks herself a typical cognitive question such as “What have I learned about X?” the answer would be in the standard, propositional “knowing that” syntax that makes up precisely the sort of language that the refuter of the weak thesis wanted to avoid.


There are two ways out of these impasses. Both will be taken by this study. The first is to argue for the existence of faculties of knowing which cannot be accessed by theoretical discourse and are, yet, modes of understanding. Showing that such faculties underlie certain canonical philosophical texts in this study, the texts of Plato and Nietzsche would undermine the weak thesis since it would then turn out that according to the constitutional presupposition of such texts, informative philosophical discourse cannot be exhausted by theoretical language.


The second way is to invoke a distinction between conceptual information and the experience of such information. Thus, it would be possible to identify the irreducible aspect of literature with the unique experience of conceptual information that it makes possible. An attempt to describe such an experience is no more self-defeating than such activities as theorizing rationally about irrational processes. As long as a distinction between an experience and its description is retained, the above arguments are avoided. Moreover, since such experiences point to different ways of understanding that constitute our epistemological make-up, such patterns of experience become themselves a proper object of philosophical inquiry. The defender of the weak thesis may here claim that any experience can be described by theoretical discourse. This means that even if literature achieves unique experience of conceptual information it remains unnecessary for philosophy to actually deal with literary texts.


This reasoning is wrong, however, since some experiences always retain a component of information that can only be gained through actually going through them. One can suppose that she knows anything knowable about the action of walking, for example, but if she has never walked, then she misses not only an experience, but some kind of knowledge that cannot be attained merely by hearing descriptions of what the experience of walking is like. However, while this answer should, I think, convince, I would also like to record the way in which it strikes me as touching only the superficial layers of what is at stake.


The deeper argument against the weak thesis is one that will be developed by this study. Many of us might be persuaded by the claim that any conceptual information can be paraphrased in theoretical language, and that such a language can successfully describe most of our experience. The third claim of the weak thesis, that literary texts are irrelevant to philosophy, would, however, strike us as going too far. What is revealing in such a reaction (for those who sense it as such), is that it suggests that for them philosophy is not simply comprehension of conceptual information. Rather, it is an experience. One that no doubt includes cognitive aspects but contains more than that. As such, a person must actually go through it as opposed to merely hearing what it is like. The two chapters of part I give substance to this idea in a way that later on I will complicate and justify. I shall claim that both in a literary work (Shakespeare’s Richard III) and in a repeated stylistic choice of a philosopher (Plato’s choice of dialogue) we may perceive the conception of philosophy as a cognitive experience as underlying the invocation of certain forms. Identifying a similar epistemic concern as underlying both philosophical and literary texts, would enable me to then argue that the question of style in philosophy and the question of the relations between philosophy and literature questions that are too often viewed as independent are variants of one and the same inquiry.


As for the structure of the rest of study, I opted to avoid the form of presenting a substantial theoretical introduction and then exemplifying it in readings, the reader having a suspicion of receiving more of the same. Instead, a theoretical conception evolves in and through the readings, and is finally explicitly stated and defended in the first chapter of the third part. In terms of orientation, after establishing the idea of philosophy as a cognitive experience in the first part, the rest of the study, while aiming to further demarcate such experiences, goes on to other ends. These goals are, again, set in terms of the possible epistemic gains that invoking non- systematic forms of presentation may have.


The second part analyses the relations between form and ineffable content. The two chapters of part II argue for some such advantages both from the perspective of a work of literature (Hamlet) and from the perspective of a specific formal choice (pictorial language) by a philosopher (Nietzsche). The strategy of working with philosophical and literary texts in relation to epistemic gains would be used to further support the idea that philosophy-and-literature and what may be termed literature-in-philosophy are parts of the same inquiry.


The first chapter of part III first establishes a five-stage theoretical framework for linking philosophy and literature. The framework proposed attempts to integrate strong points of previous theories while avoiding some of their unnecessary limitations. One important ingredient of the theory would be the idea of literature as rhetorical argument, that is, a non-valid yet rational argument appropriate for the support of first-truths and contingent claims. The final two chapters aim to show specifically how such argumentation works, once in relation to first-truths (in a reading of Macbeth) and finally, regarding contingent claims (in a reading of Romeo and Juliet).


The overarching argument that the study develops is, therefore, concerned with pinpointing certain epistemic gains that are achieved by invoking form. On the most general level, these advantages are formulated once in terms of a theory of understanding and once in terms of a theory of rationality. In terms of understanding, the idea of philosophy as cognitive experience purports to establish a certain view regarding what philosophical understanding consists in as underlying formal features of texts. In terms of rationality, the idea of non-valid yet rational reasoning that literature can function as, enables establishing both the power and limitations of a philosophical employment of literature. ‘Empathy’, ‘narrative understanding’, or ‘emotional involvement’¾advantages that previous approaches to the philosophy-literature question stress¾are thereby seen as partial gains that can find a place within the framework of the more general epistemic and metaphilosophical claims from which they should be derived. 


