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abstract
Like works of literature, thought experiments present fictional narratives that prompt reflection in their readers. Because
of these and other similarities, a number of philosophers have argued for a strong analogy between works of literary fiction
and thought experiments, some going so far as to say that works of literary fiction are a species of thought experiment.
These arguments are often used in defending a cognitivist position with regard to literature: thought experiments produce
knowledge, so works of literary fiction can too. This article concedes that works of literary fiction can be put to use in thought
experiments, but not in a way that is helpful to the cognitivist. In particular, it draws three disanalogies in the ways we engage
critically with thought experiments and with literary fictions. First, we use thought experiments to make arguments; second,
we read thought experiments in strongly allegorical terms; and third, the terms of criticism we apply to thought experiments
and to works of literature differ. Although these disanalogies present problems for the cognitivist position, they also give us
a sharper picture of the distinctive educative potential of works of literary fiction.

Thought experiments present short fictional nar-
ratives that have well-established, if controversial,
applications in physics and philosophy as well as
less prominently in other fields of inquiry. The
narratives in thought experiments share a number
of similarities with other kinds of fictional narra-
tive; indeed some philosophers have argued that
literary fictions simply are thought experiments,
albeit of a particular kind.1 This argument is often
paired with a defense of cognitivism in the arts. In
answer to the question of how works of fiction can
be sources of knowledge, defenders of the thought
experiment analogy point to the epistemic value
of thought experiments: thought experiments also
present purely fictional scenarios and yet they can
provide us with knowledge. Of course, the mat-
ter is not quite so simple: the epistemic status of
thought experiments is also a matter of consid-
erable controversy, and, as David Davies (2007,
2010) notes, moves made in the debate about the
epistemic status of thought experiments find ana-
logues in the debate about the epistemic status of
literary fiction. Nevertheless, the well-established
role of thought experiments in uncontroversially
cognitive enterprises lends intuitive plausibility to

the defense of literary fictions as having epistemic
value, provided we can show a robust analogy be-
tween literary fictions and thought experiments.

This article casts doubt on the possibility of
drawing a strong analogy between literary fictions
and thought experiments. I begin by getting a bit
clearer on what I mean by ‘thought experiment’
and ‘literary fiction’ and what sorts of claims we
might want to make about the analogy between
the two. Then I present three related differences
in how we engage critically with thought exper-
iments and with literary fictions. The main up-
shot of these disanalogies is that thought experi-
ments have a delimited application in the service
of particular arguments whereas the uses of lit-
erary fictions are less clearly defined and more
diverse. I conclude with some reflections about
the prospects for cognitivism if the disanalogies I
identify carry weight.

i. preliminary definitions and distinctions

We begin to see the intuitive plausibility of
treating literary fictions as a kind of thought
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experiment when we consider some broad simi-
larities between the two. First of all, both of them
are fictional: unlike reports of laboratory exper-
iments, the events described in thought experi-
ments and literary fictions have not actually taken
place.2 Second, both literary fictions and thought
experiments are essentially narrative: some coun-
terfactual reasoning simply involves imagining a
nonrealized state of affairs, but narrative fictions
present the imagination with a series of temporally
distinct events.

We use fictional narratives for a number of
quite different reasons: we construct fictional nar-
ratives when engaging in deliberative counterfac-
tual reasoning, for instance, or when expressing
wishes or fantasies.3 We also have a practice of re-
counting and consuming stories for the aesthetic
pleasure it brings. These are the sorts of fictional
narratives I mean by ‘literary fiction.’ I use ‘aes-
thetic pleasure’ here in a broad sense, including ev-
erything from the simple fun of a well-spun yarn to
the hard-won intellectual, spiritual, or emotional
rewards that intense engagement with a dense text
can produce.

Another—arguably overlapping—use of fic-
tional narratives is in the construction of thought
experiments. Thought experiments are similar in
many respects to laboratory experiments: both
seek to raise, make salient, or answer a question
or set of questions, and they do so by exploring the
relationship between two or more variables.4 Ex-
periments require carefully controlled conditions
so that confounding factors are eliminated or con-
signed to the background in such a way that the
relationship between the relevant variables stands
out as clearly as possible. The main difference be-
tween thought experiments and laboratory exper-
iments is that laboratory experiments are actually
performed, whereas thought experiments are per-
formed only in what James Robert Brown (2011)
calls “the laboratory of the mind.”

As useful examples, I will return to two fa-
mous thought experiments throughout this arti-
cle. The first is Galileo’s thought experiment, in
which he invites us to imagine a falling cannon-
ball attached to a musket ball. The idea is this: if
heavier objects fall faster than lighter objects, the
cannonball attached to the musket ball must fall
both faster and slower than an unattached cannon-
ball. Faster, because the compound cannonball–
musket ball weighs more than the unattached can-
nonball, and slower, because the lighter, and hence

slower falling, musket ball will act as a drag on
the cannonball to which it is attached. Although
the actual upshot of this thought experiment is
controversial,5 it is often taken to show a contra-
diction in Aristotelian physics: Galileo examines
the relationship between weight and rate of fall
and allegedly shows that, in this instance, Aris-
totelian physics predicts two contradictory results.
The thought experiment can reveal this contradic-
tion without any empirical investigation.

The second thought experiment is Thomson’s
violinist, whose narrative I reproduce here in full:

You wake up in the morning and find yourself back to
back in bed with an unconscious violinist. A famous un-
conscious violinist. He has been found to have a fatal
kidney ailment, and the Society of Music Lovers has
canvassed all the available medical records and found
that you alone have the right blood type to help. They
have therefore kidnapped you, and last night the violin-
ist’s circulatory system was plugged into yours, so that
your kidneys can be used to extract poisons from his
blood as well as your own. The director of the hospital
now tells you, “Look, we’re sorry the Society of Music
Lovers did this to you—we would never have permitted
it if we had known. But still, they did it, and the violinist
now is plugged into you. To unplug you would be to kill
him. But never mind, it’s only for nine months. By then
he will have recovered from his ailment, and can safely
be unplugged from you.” (Thomson 1971, 48–49)

Thomson uses this narrative to draw a distinction
between a purported right to life and a purported
right to what is needed to sustain life. Even if the
violinist has a right to life, Thomson argues, we
are morally permitted to unplug ourselves and let
the violinist die. It would be nice of us to keep the
violinist alive, but we are not morally obligated to
do so. Likewise, she reasons, a woman is morally
permitted to terminate the life of an unborn fetus,
even if that fetus has as much of a right to life as
the violinist.

Like a good experimenter, Thomson’s thought
experiment carefully constrains the variables in
her narrative in order to bring out with maxi-
mal clarity the relation between the variables she
wishes to consider. The unconscious victim is a
famous violinist so that we confer as much value
as possible on this person: if we think it accept-
able to detach ourselves from a cultural treasure,
then it is acceptable to detach ourselves from any-
body. This anybody is a stranger, not someone to
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whom we already have an emotional connection.
Only you can save the violinist: Thomson rules
out by stipulation the possibility that anyone else
can offer the violinist the same kidney dialysis.
You, however, did not consent to having the vi-
olinist connected to you. Thomson also rules by
stipulation that only by being uninterruptedly at-
tached to the violinist are you in a position to save
his life. In making these tight stipulations, Thom-
son’s thought experiment is not as restrictive as
some. Orphans are a staple feature in many eth-
ical thought experiments so as to remove the ex-
traneous element of family whose emotional ties
might interfere with our moral calculations. The
idea is to rule out as many extraneous variables
as possible so as to focus our moral attention on
the variables the thought experimenter wants to
consider.

Advocates of the thought experiment analogy
claim that the difference between a narrative
like Thomson’s and the sorts of fictional narra-
tives we typically describe as “literary” is a dif-
ference of degree rather than kind. In particu-
lar, both thought experiments and literary fictions
are used to generate reflections that—so the ar-
gument goes—generate knowledge. And indeed,
we do see a striking number of similarities be-
tween the kinds of work they do. Thought ex-
periments carefully constrain their variables so
as to bring out with maximal clarity the relation-
ship between the variables under consideration,
and the same could be said for literary fictions.
It is not by happenstance or whim that Cervantes
pairs Don Quixote with Sancho Panza: by placing
these two characters side by side, Cervantes brings
out the distinctive qualities of each all the more
clearly. Thought experiments and literary fictions
also both make use of exemplification, where el-
ements in their narratives serve as samples or ex-
amples of broader types, and they calibrate their
narratives so that the samples they choose serve
as particularly telling instances of the phenomena
under investigation.6

What should we make of these similarities?
Here are three possibilities. The first I will call
the applicability claim: the sorts of narratives that
we typically treat as literary fictions can be used
in thought experiments. Second, the cognitivism
claim: the analogies between literary fictions and
thought experiments are strong enough that we
can apply arguments about the cognitive value of
thought experiments in a defense of the cognitive

value of literary fiction. And third, the identity
claim: literary fictions are thought experiments,
even if not all thought experiments are literary
fictions.

I think the applicability claim is true, but only
in an obvious and trivial sense: philosophers do
sometimes use works of literary fiction in their
thought experiments.7 And indeed, there seems to
be nothing in the nature of literary fiction to for-
bid this appropriation. If thought experiments are
fictional narratives that are carefully calibrated to
raise, make salient, or answer a particular ques-
tion or set of questions, there is no reason why a
thought experimenter might not take advantage
of the rich stock of narrative that world literature
provides us with if one of those narratives can
serve the desired purpose.

However, the truth of the applicability claim is
not only obvious and trivial, it is also insufficient
for the stronger cognitivism claim. A robust cog-
nitivism about literary fiction has to show not just
that literature can be a source of knowledge; it has
to show that the distinctively literary features of
literature generate knowledge. Jane Austen’s nov-
els are a source of knowledge about the fashions
and mores of Regency England, but an anticogni-
tivist would be unimpressed for at least two rea-
sons. First, novels are not the best source of this
kind of historical knowledge: historians provide
historical knowledge within a framework of rig-
orous scholarship that makes their accounts more
thorough and more reliable. And second, this sort
of knowledge is incidental to the distinctively aes-
thetic qualities that make Austen’s novels works
of literature. Austen likely could not write aesthet-
ically rich novels set in Regency England without
conveying information about the fashions and the
mores of the time, but then Hamlet cannot be per-
formed without a stage to perform it on: the stage
or the historical setting might be necessary condi-
tions for certain aesthetic pleasures, but they are
not themselves the sources of those pleasures. Lit-
erary fictions are also sometimes used as sources
for bibliomancy—and only works deemed to be
of high aesthetic value are so used, and used on
account of their aesthetic value—but we likewise
would rightly see their potential for bibliomancy
as incidental to their aesthetic value.

So to get from the uninteresting applicabil-
ity claim to the interesting cognitivism claim, we
need to show not only that literary fictions can
be used in thought experiments, but also that this
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thought-experimental use of literary fictions es-
sentially involves the literary features of the fic-
tion. Getting from the cognitivism claim to the
identity claim requires further argument to the
effect that appreciating the literary features of
fiction simply is to treat the fiction as a kind of
thought experiment. Defenders of the thought ex-
periment analogy want to defend the cognitivism
claim and often the identity claim rather than sim-
ply the applicability claim, and I think both of
these stronger claims are mistaken. In the next
three sections I explore three important disanalo-
gies between thought experiments and literary fic-
tions before returning more explicitly in the final
section to why I think these disanalogies under-
mine the stronger claims I have considered here.

The disanalogies I discuss draw on the fact that
both literary fictions and thought experiments in-
vite critical engagement and that this critical en-
gagement brings out clearly the distinctive fea-
tures of both uses of fictional narrative. Literary
criticism and interpretation aims (among other
things) to tease out as precisely as possible the
ways in which a given fictional narrative produces
its distinctive aesthetic pleasures, so considering
the methods of critical engagement with literature
should give us a sharper view of the distinctively
literary features of literary fiction. Thought exper-
iments also find their place within an argumenta-
tive apparatus, and considering the role they play
in arguments will sharpen our view of their distinc-
tive features. In considering disanalogies in these
kinds of critical engagement, I show that literary
and thought-experimental uses of fictional narra-
tives are different, incompatible, and sometimes
even at cross-purposes.

ii. first disanalogy: making arguments

We use thought experiments to make or con-
tribute to an argument. Thought experiments
serve as engines for generating particular ques-
tions or answers to particular questions that have
a role in an argument. They can play a variety of
different roles in an argument.8 Galileo’s thought
experiment with the cannonball and musket ball
allegedly helps us see a contradiction in Aris-
totelian physics. Thomson’s violinist thought ex-
periment seeks to undermine a rival view not by
showing a contradiction, but by making clear a
distinction that shows that the argument she tar-

gets is invalid. Putnam’s Twin Earth thought ex-
periment not only challenges a rival view but also
lends powerful positive support to his preferred al-
ternative. Singer’s drowning child thought exper-
iment lends support not to a theoretical position
but to a practical one: if we accept his analogy and
the argument it supports, it should significantly al-
ter our behavior rather than just our theoretical
commitments, assuming we do not already make
significant contributions to aid organizations. As
these examples suggest, thought experiments can
play a diversity of roles in arguments, but in every
case they play some role in an argument.9

Two further points about the relationship be-
tween thought experiments and arguments bear
emphasis. First, thought-experimental narratives
are essentially involved in arguments. A fictional
narrative only becomes a thought experiment to
the extent that it is deployed in an argument; oth-
erwise it is just an intriguing narrative. Thomson’s
narrative occupies less than a page in a longer
article, in which she speaks in propria persona
and spells out explicitly how her thought exper-
iment pertains to her argument. Qua thought ex-
periment, her narrative is essentially tied to this
further discussion, since this discussion spells out
the narrative’s experimental purpose. This point
emerges more clearly if we consider the parallel
case with empirical experiments. Newton’s famous
experiments with prisms are experiments only be-
cause he used their results in developing a theory
of color. Without this broader argumentative pur-
pose, his “experiment” would have simply been
a charming light show. Both thought experiments
and their real-world equivalents become experi-
ments only insofar as they are roped into a larger
argumentative structure. And it is only in their
contribution to this larger argumentative structure
that they get their distinctive cognitive payoff.

Second, the purpose of a thought experiment
is exhausted in making or contributing to an ar-
gument. Whatever other aesthetic qualities that
narrative might contain are irrelevant to the pur-
poses of the thought experimenter. At best, they
make the thought experiment more vivid or more
compelling, but this vividness and compellingness
is useful to the thought experimenter only inso-
far as it contributes fruitfully to the argument.
Like Wittgenstein’s proverbial ladder, we can, as it
were, throw away our thought experimental nar-
rative once its work is done. This is not to say
that thought experiments cannot be repurposed
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and reused—generating variations on the trolley
problem has become a minor industry within the
philosophical profession—but all of these repur-
posings and reuses remain in service of the argu-
ments into which they are incorporated.

If thought experiments are exhaustible in this
way, their role in arguments is also fungible.
Thomson could have substituted another thought
experiment for her violinist thought experiment
provided it drew the same distinction just as com-
pellingly. Nothing in her argument requires this
particular story about the violinist. It happens to
serve her argumentative purpose very well, but
its value rests in how well it serves this purpose.
Another thought experiment—or an argument of
any kind—that does the same work could be sub-
stituted in its place.

The aesthetic pleasures of literary fiction are
not entirely divorced from argumentation—I dis-
cuss this point further in Section IV, below—but
literary fictions have a different relation to argu-
ment than thought experiments. When we read
literary fictions, we do not have such a clear and
delimited purpose in mind as making a particular
move in a particular argument. For one thing, no
single purpose could adequately account for our
diverse reasons for reading literature, let alone ac-
count for them essentially, as argument does for
thought experiments. Furthermore, none of these
purposes exhausts the use of a literary fiction or
make it fungible.10 I may derive amusement from a
story by P. G. Wodehouse, but I do not regard the
story simply as an engine for generating amuse-
ment and think that any other equally amusing
story could have done just as well. Even with a pur-
pose as simple as pure amusement, the uniqueness
of just this story remains.

Most importantly, we do not settle the pur-
pose of reading a work of literature in advance
of the reading itself. I might have some idea of
what to expect the first time I open The Brothers
Karamazov, but to the extent that I read with a
mind to addressing only a delimited set of ques-
tions framed in a particular way, I have cripplingly
constrained the aesthetic pleasure I can derive
from it. We read literature with a degree of open-
ness: we remain alert and attentive to the ways
the text might surprise us, provoke unexpected
thoughts, insights, feelings, and so on. None of
this is required, or even expected, when we read
thought experiments. Reading a thought experi-
ment might provoke thoughts, insights, or feelings

beyond what is needed for the argument at hand,
but these additional responses are accidental out-
comes rather than central to the experience of
reading a thought experiment.

Another way of putting the same point is that,
provided we remember how a thought experiment
runs, we have no reason to reread it. If we read a
thought experiment solely with a mind to its con-
tribution to an argument, the only reason to reread
it is to refresh our memory of how the argument
runs or to engage with it critically. By contrast,
rereading is a common feature of literary engage-
ment with a text. Rich literary texts are especially
multifarious, and every new reading can garner
fresh insights. We reread thought experiments in
order to refresh ourselves on the same argument,
but we reread literary fictions with the expectation
of discovering something new.

As I noted in the previous section, I accept the
applicability claim: literary fictions can be used in
thought experiments. For instance, philosophers
discussing death often use The Death of Ivan Ilyich
as a thought experiment.11 Like Thomson’s vio-
linist thought experiment, Tolstoy’s novella can
be used to make salient a distinction we might
otherwise overlook, in this case between two con-
ceptions of knowing that one is going to die. In
one sense, Ivan Ilyich has long known perfectly
well that he is going to die, but he is neverthe-
less surprised when he learns he is going to die: it
seems two different conceptions of “knowing one
is going to die” are at work here. However, this
way of reading The Death of Ivan Ilyich—reading
Tolstoy’s novella as a thought experiment that
makes salient an important distinction—is differ-
ent from the more open-ended experience of read-
ing The Death of Ivan Ilyich without any delimited
purpose in mind. When we use it as a thought ex-
periment in this way, Tolstoy’s novella exhausts
its purpose once it has made a particular distinc-
tion salient, and we could just as well have used
some other thought experiment provided it made
the same distinction equally salient. But when we
approach The Death of Ivan Ilyich as a work of
literary fiction, it is neither so readily exhausted
nor so readily fungible.

I do not mean to condemn the use of The Death
of Ivan Ilyich, or other works of literature, as
thought experiments. If this is the distinction you
want to draw, by all means use Tolstoy to draw
it. This thought-experimental use of Tolstoy may
offer only a limited engagement with the text, but
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as long as one does not claim that this more lim-
ited reading is all Tolstoy’s novella can offer us, no
aesthetic foul is committed by using it in this way.
War and Peace is a great novel, but it can also be
a great paperweight.

iii. second disanalogy: allegorical reading

The second disanalogy I draw between reading
narratives as thought experiments and reading
them as literary fictions is that our reading of
thought experiments treats them allegorically, or
more particularly as what Northrop Frye (1957,
90–91) calls naive allegory. We read the concrete
elements of a thought experiment as having a one-
to-one correspondence with a particular set of ab-
stract concepts. The concrete story in the text is
like a map whose purpose is exhausted by helping
us see our way more clearly through the abstract
territory it maps. Reading literary fiction can cer-
tainly spur abstract thinking as well, but the con-
crete elements of the narrative remain irreducibly
a part of our imaginative engagement.

Thought experiments are concerned with ab-
stract or general relations rather than with par-
ticulars. Galileo is not interested in the relation
between cannonballs and musket balls but in the
relation between mass and acceleration due to
gravity; Thomson is not interested in the relation
between famous violinists and kidney ailments but
in the relation between certain rights and obliga-
tions. The concrete elements in a thought exper-
iment make an arguably ineliminable contribu-
tion to exploring these relations: they make salient
the relations under examination with a clarity that
would arguably be impossible in a purely abstract
treatment. However, even if they are ineliminable
in this way, these concrete elements are at best
a means to an end, namely, the end of thinking
clearly about relations that hold at a more general
or abstract level.

In this respect, we read thought experiments al-
legorically: we treat each element in the story as
a symbolic representation of some aspect of the
abstract problem under consideration. Not all al-
legorical readings make thought experiments of
their objects, of course. Neoplatonists developed
an influential reading of the Odyssey as an alle-
gory for the soul’s journey. I would hesitate to
call this allegorical reading a thought experiment,
though, because it does not read the Odyssey

as part of an argument. The Odyssey might be
read so as to illustrate a certain conception of
the soul’s journey, but this reading does not con-
tribute to an argument in support of this con-
ception. Thought-experimental readings, then, are
naı̈ve allegories—allegories whose every concrete
element has an allegorical analogue at the abstract
level—that contribute to an argument.

By contrast, outside the strictest allegorical
readings, the concrete particularities of narratives
are irreducible parts of what we attend to when
we read a narrative as literature. In contrast with
naive allegory, Frye notes that even such a “con-
tinuous allegory” as The Faerie Queen “is still a
structure of images, not of disguised ideas, and
commentary has to proceed with it exactly as it
does with all other literature, trying to see what
precepts and examples are suggested by the im-
agery as a whole” (Frye 1957, 80). In other words,
literary reading—the sort of reading that seeks
to maximize aesthetic pleasure—draws meaning
from the connections between elements at the con-
crete level rather than finding meaning only at
the allegorical level. These concrete particulari-
ties, then, cannot be straightforwardly reduced to
abstract ideas.

The concrete particularities of a literary work
are irreducible for two opposite reasons. First, the
concrete particularities of a thought experiment
point univocally to a particular set of abstract or
general reflections, whereas the abstract and gen-
eral reflections a literary engagement with a text
might prompt have no defined limit. And second,
although our literary engagement with a text might
prompt a wide range of abstract and general re-
flections, it does not have to prompt any such re-
flections at all. I will discuss each of these points
in turn.

Literary interpretation obviously can gener-
ate more general and abstract reflections in the
form of symbolism, metaphor, and so on. Inter-
preters of Kafka’s The Metamorphosis have read
Gregor Samsa’s transformation as a metaphor
for late-capitalist ennui, father/son psychological
trauma, humanity’s uncomfortable relation with
its own animality—or indeed as a turn-of-the-
century Sprachkrise-influenced attack on the very
possibility of metaphorical meaning altogether. A
good work of literary fiction is unboundedly gen-
erative in this way. And, as a result, it is not al-
legorical in the way that a thought experiment is.
Because the interpretive possibilities are not fixed
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in advance, we cannot abstract away from the con-
crete particularities of Kafka’s narrative if we want
to think about it as a work of literary fiction.

Furthermore, literary reading does not require
abstract or general reflections. I can derive great
interest and pleasure from reading Pride and Prej-
udice as a story about Elizabeth Bennett, Mr.
Darcy, and others without drawing any more gen-
eral views about the nature of class or marriage.
By contrast, if I do not infer from Thomson’s nar-
rative about the violinist to abstract reflections
about the right to life then I have failed to read
it as a thought experiment. Reading a thought ex-
periment aims at something beyond what we aim
at when reading for pleasure.

This treatment of thought experiments as de-
valuing the concrete particulars of a narrative in
favor of a narrow range of abstract reflections
might seem to undervalue the imaginative possi-
bilities of engaging in thought experiments. In ar-
guing that at least some works of literature can be
treated as thought-experimental “virtue wheels,”
Noël Carroll (2002) argues that a careful reading
of a novel is required to extract the appropriate
understanding of the relation between the virtues
treated in the novel. One might object to Car-
roll’s argument here by saying that he stretches
the definition of a thought experiment too far, sub-
suming under the category of thought experiments
interpretive procedures that make no specifiable
contribution to a particular argument. However, I
think a different response to Carroll is more apt:
in trying to read literary texts as thought exper-
iments, he treats them allegorically, as a thought
experimenter should, thereby limiting our inter-
pretive response. In Carroll’s reading of Howards
End, the characters in the novel instantiate the
virtues of imagination and practicality in vary-
ing degrees, which is helpful because it prompts
“the audience to apply concepts of virtue and vice
to the characters, thus exercising and sharpening
their ability to recognize instances of these other-
wise vaguely defined or highly abstract concepts”
(Carroll 2002, 13). Like a thought experimenter,
Carroll treats the concrete particularities of the
novel as means to the end of abstract reflection.
To the extent that we might want to fill out in our
imagination the world that E. M. Forster presents
to us, we do so only to get sharper on the abstract
concepts its characters instantiate. These charac-
ters, then, are of interest primarily as instantiations
of bundles of abstract concepts. Carroll treats the

world of the novel not as an autonomous source
of reflection, which could lead us in any one of
a number of different directions, but as a mine
from which to extract and smelt a delimited set of
abstract concepts.

In the previous section, I insisted that there was
nothing wrong with using a work of literature to
generate answers to particular questions. I could
likewise argue here that there is nothing wrong
with treating Howards End as a thought exper-
iment for generating reflections on the relation
between the virtues of imagination and practical-
ity, provided of course that we do not conclude
that this is all that Howards End is good for.
Carroll is welcome to his allegorical reading of
Howards End, but the novel retains other inter-
pretive possibilities.12

However, with regard to the question of how
carefully we engage with the concrete particulari-
ties of a narrative, a thought-experimental reading
might not always be so innocent. We can prompt
ethical reflection by reading a narrative either as
a thought experiment or as a work of literary fic-
tion, and the choice of reading shapes the kind of
reflection we pursue. From a variety of positions,
philosophers have argued that moral reasoning
requires a detailed attention to particulars that
cannot be codified in abstract formulations. This
kind of thinking leads Jonathan Dancy (1985) and
Marilyn Friedman (1987) to question the appli-
cability of thought experiments in moral philoso-
phy and leads Martha Nussbaum (1990) and Cora
Diamond (1991) to claim that literature is a source
of moral insight that cannot be reduced to philo-
sophical argument.13 This is not the place to take
a stand on this matter, but I note that the abstrac-
tion of a thought-experimental reading is arguably
detrimental rather than beneficial to generating
moral insight from literary narratives.

iv. third disanalogy: terms of criticism

The third disanalogy I want to draw between our
engagement with thought experiments and with
literary fictions is that we use a different vocabu-
lary when engaging with them critically. Although
there is some overlap in terms of criticism, the dif-
ferences are pronounced and important. Where
our critical engagement with literary works is
primarily aesthetic, our critical engagement with
thought experiments is more in line with how we
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engage critically with arguments. The difference
in the forms of critical response strongly suggests
that we engage in two different kinds of read-
ing when reading thought experiments and when
reading literature.

To get clearer on the ways in which one might
respond critically to a thought experiment, let me
return to Thomson’s violinist. The argument in
“A Defense of Abortion” has generated a tremen-
dous amount of discussion and debate, a great deal
of it focused on the thought experiment about
waking up plugged into a famous comatose vi-
olinist. Although most of her critics agree with
Thomson that the subject of the story is morally
permitted to unplug herself from the violinist,
Singer (2011, 132–134) disputes this point on util-
itarian grounds. Other critics dispute the analogy
between the violinist and the unborn fetus. For
instance, outside of rape, a woman engages vol-
untarily in the sexual act that results—however
unintentionally—in pregnancy, whereas the vio-
linist is hooked up to the subject of the story with-
out the subject’s knowledge or tacit consent. The
woman’s voluntary involvement gives her a spe-
cial responsibility toward the fetus that the subject
of Thomson’s story does not have. Or Thomson’s
analogy fails because the violinist is a stranger,
whereas the intimate relation a woman has to a
fetus in her body confers special obligations. Or
again, abortion involves killing a fetus whereas
unplugging the violinist only involves letting the
violinist die, and there is a morally salient differ-
ence between killing and letting die.14

All of these objections—and the attendant re-
sponses by Thomson and her allies—concern not
Thomson’s story but the way that she applies this
story in the interpretive frame that constitutes the
bulk of her paper. If this criticism applies to Thom-
son’s story, it applies to the extent that her story is
a bad analogy to the case of abortion: if she wanted
to make her argument stick, her critics would con-
clude, she should have composed a different story.
All of this criticism presupposes the instrumen-
tality of the thought experiment: it is an engine
for generating a salient distinction, and its success
or failure hinges on how it performs the task that
Thomson stipulates it is meant to perform.

In these respects, the kinds of criticism we ap-
ply to thought experiments are very similar to the
kinds of criticism we apply to arguments. Thought
experiments are components of arguments, and
we might challenge the validity of the argument or

challenge the author’s claim that the thought ex-
periment makes the contribution to the argument
that she claims it does. Just as we might question
the premises of an argument, we might challenge
the coherence of the narrative setup of a thought
experiment or, like Singer, dispute what the au-
thor of the thought experiment takes it to show. In
addition, thought experiments are subject to their
own distinctive forms of criticism. One prominent
form of criticism that is unique to thought exper-
iments is the counter thought experiment, where
the critic poses a variant on the original thought
experiment, which casts doubt on the validity of
the original thought experiment (see Brown 2007).

By contrast, we almost never see thought ex-
periments criticized on aesthetic grounds. None
of Thomson’s critics allege that the character of
the hospital director in her narrative lacks clear
motivation or is clichéd or two-dimensional. No
one is inclined to spill much ink over praising or
criticizing the elegance or compactness or preci-
sion of Thomson’s prose. Furthermore, Thomson
or her allies could respond to such criticism in a
way that makes clear the different dimensions of
criticism involved in criticizing a thought experi-
ment and a work of literary fiction. Fine, Thomson
could reply, I am no Tolstoy, but nothing you have
said has so much as put a dent in my argument.

Broadly speaking, we have two different cat-
egories of criticism at work here: argumentative
and aesthetic. The former concerns itself with no-
tions like validity, truth, and justification, and the
latter concerns itself with a much broader palette,
including notions of style, nuance, and psycholog-
ical acuity. However, these two categories of criti-
cism might seem to overlap more than I have sug-
gested. I will address one spurious case of seem-
ing overlap before considering more substantial
claims to overlap.

The spurious case of overlap concerns terms of
criticism that we do in fact see in both argumenta-
tive and aesthetic criticism, but which are applied
in very different ways. A critic might attack ei-
ther a thought experiment or a work of literary
fiction on grounds of implausibility, for instance.
But if we look at this criticism more closely, we see
a marked difference in its tenor. If we complain
that the narrative setup of a thought experiment
is implausible, we are complaining that this im-
plausibility compromises the validity or the clar-
ity of the argument. By contrast, calling a work of
literary fiction implausible is generally part of a
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complaint that the narrative is contrived or vio-
lates the narrative logic of the work in such a way
as to diminish our overall enjoyment of or invest-
ment in the story.

That said, under certain circumstances, argu-
mentative criticism can find justifiable application
as part of a literary engagement with a text. With
regard to argumentative criticism in literary en-
gagement, imagine Stalin reading Animal Farm.
He might suggest that the analogy to Stalinism is
false or that Orwell paints a misleading picture
of Soviet communism. Granted, the text of Ani-
mal Farm says nothing about Stalinism explicitly,
but Orwell’s target is clear enough. We might be
over-reading if we take Animal Farm to be of-
fering anything resembling a deductive argument
against Stalinism, but the analogy itself is clear
enough, and the criticism of Stalinism is hardly
veiled. Nor, I think, does reading a criticism of
Stalinism into Animal Farm divert us from the
distinctive literary features of the novel. On the
contrary, any responsible reading of Animal Farm
should have something to say about the analogy
to Stalinism. More generally, literary texts can be
polemical or argumentative in all sorts of ways,
and we bracket their argumentative upshot at
our peril.

One familiar anticognitivist response to this
point is that the argumentative upshot of a work of
literary fiction is different from an argument. We
may be able to extract an argument against Stal-
inism from Animal Farm, but that argument is not
stated explicitly, nor is it defended with the sort of
argumentative apparatus that we would expect of
a serious, rigorous argument. The argumentative
work of Animal Farm is mostly left to the reader:
if we extract an argument from a work of liter-
ary fiction and then proceed to criticize it, we are
criticizing something other than the work of lit-
erary fiction itself. Our argumentative criticism of
Animal Farm would at best target claims we have
come to entertain because we read Animal Farm,
not Animal Farm itself.

This anticognitivist argument is not without its
critics,15 but it is also stronger than what I need for
my more modest aim: I want to show only that the
analogy with thought experiments does not hold.
And although it may be true that a certain kind of
argumentative criticism is not only appropriate to
literary fictions, but that it engages precisely with
the literary features of the fictions, I do not think
this is true of the particular kind of argumentative

criticism that treats the work of fiction as a thought
experiment.

To make this point, I consider an argument to
the contrary. In arguing that many literary fictions
serve as thought experiments that give us con-
ceptual clarity in thinking about virtue, Carroll
(2002, 17–18) claims that aesthetic and emotional
responses to a text are essential sources of this clar-
ity. But Carroll’s reading of Howards End makes
thought-experimental virtues of literary vices and
implicitly does the reverse. On Carroll’s reading,
it is a narrative strength to have each character in
Howards End clearly instantiate a particular com-
bination of the virtues of imagination and practi-
cality. By contrast, a critic with more literary incli-
nations might complain about just this sort of clear
instantiation: these characters are not characters,
such a critic might allege, but two-dimensional
stand-ins for certain philosophical ideas. Carroll
writes approvingly that “the novel parades be-
fore us a series of characters who instantiate these
virtues in varying degrees” (Carroll 2002, 12), but
we could imagine another critic using exactly these
words in criticism of the novel.

More generally, the features that make for a
good thought experiment often make for a bad
story and vice versa. Where we might praise a
thought experiment for clearly schematizing the
abstract concepts it aims to treat, we might criti-
cize a work of literature for being too schematic.
Where we might praise a work of literature for its
subtlety and nuance, we might criticize a thought
experiment for being muddy and lacking preci-
sion. We look for singularity of focus and clear
analogies between the concrete and the abstract
in thought experiments, but in literary fictions we
want a broader perspective and one not so readily
reduced to a set of abstract relations. The features
of a fictional narrative that make it laudable as a
work of literature tend to get in the way if we want
to treat it as a thought experiment. Some forms of
argumentative criticism can have a place in liter-
ary criticism, but not the sort of argumentative
criticism we apply to thought experiments.

Even a polemical novel like Animal Farm is far
less schematic than a thought experiment, and this
is because its aims and effects are much broader.
Thought experiments raise, make salient, and/or
answer a particular question or delimited set of
questions. Their purpose is exhausted by this ex-
tranarrative result or set of results. By contrast, we
cannot exhaustively list the question or questions
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that Animal Farm raises. Although the polemi-
cal intent of the novel is clear in its broad strokes,
there is no single, definite “moral” to the story that
could be stated in propositional terms. Interpret-
ing Orwell’s polemic is not a matter of unspooling
it into the form of an argument. Grasping even
just the polemical thrust of the novel requires ir-
reducibly literary terms of criticism, even if some
terms of argumentative criticism are also apposite.

v. concluding thoughts on cognitivism

In the first section of this article, I outlined three
claims we might want to draw from the appar-
ent analogy between literary fictions and thought
experiments. I happily granted the first (the ap-
plicability claim) as trivially true: philosophers
and others are welcome to make use of literary
fictions in constructing thought experiments. But
I cast doubt on two stronger claims: the cogni-
tivism claim—we can defend the cognitive value
of literary fictions by drawing analogously on
the cognitive value of thought experiments—and
the identity claim—literary fictions are thought
experiments. The last of these claims entails the
other two: if the identity claim is true, then so is the
cognitivism claim (and, clearly, so is the applica-
bility claim); and hence if the cognitivism claim is
false, then so is the identity claim. For that reason,
I will focus on the ways in which my disanalogies
make problems for the cognitivism claim.

I claimed that the cognitivism claim is a stronger
claim than the applicability claim because the cog-
nitivism claim requires not just that a work of lit-
erary fiction can be a source of knowledge, but
that it must be a source of knowledge by virtue
of its distinctively literary features. The disanalo-
gies I have drawn have focused on the ways in
which we engage critically with literary fictions
and thought experiments because it is presum-
ably in this critical engagement that we can best
hope to draw whatever epistemic benefit liter-
ary fictions and thought experiments provide. The
knowledge-producing features of thought exper-
iments (such as they are—as I have noted, the
question of whether and how thought experiments
produce knowledge is also controversial) pertain
to their argumentative role in leading to general
or abstract truths. But my argument has targeted
precisely these points of analogy between literary
fictions and thought experiments. In treating a fic-

tional narrative as a thought experiment, we treat
it as a part of a particular argument whose purpose
is exhausted by the role it plays in that argument;
we treat it as a “naive allegory,” where each ele-
ment in the narrative stands in relation to a par-
ticular abstract concept; and we apply to it critical
tools that hold schematic clarity as a virtue. In all
of these respects, the critical engagement we bring
to thought experiments not only differs from the
critical engagement we bring to literary fictions,
but is at cross-purposes to the aim of finding aes-
thetic pleasure in literary fiction.

If the cognitivism claim fails for these reasons,
then so does the identity claim. This point bears
emphasis because the thought experiment anal-
ogy is not wedded to a defense of cognitivism. It
would be interesting if the identity claim were true
regardless of its consequences for cognitivism.
And conversely, my argument hardly means lights
out for the cognitivist. The analogy with thought
experiments is just one strategy in the cogni-
tivist’s playbook, and others might well be suc-
cessful. My primary aim in this article has not
been to attack cognitivism, but rather to attack an
analogy—one that is often deployed in a defense
of cognitivism—that I think is unhelpful.

This argument should not be seen as limiting
our sense of what literature can do. On the con-
trary, the disanalogies I have drawn repeatedly
aim to show that literature can do much more
than what thought experiments do. One feature
of treating a work of literature as a thought ex-
periment is that it instrumentalizes it: it sees the
real value of the work of literature in the epistemic
achievements it helps us toward. To the extent that
a work of literature is a means to some other end,
it is also fungible: it could in principle be replaced
by any other set of epistemic tools that do the same
work. Without making a strong argument for the
intrinsic value of literature, we can nevertheless
acknowledge that works of literary fiction are not
quite so readily instrumentalized as thought ex-
periments. Thought experiments have a limited
and clearly defined use. Literary fiction, to the ex-
tent that it can be instrumentalized, at least has a
much broader range of possible uses.

This broader range could well include other
educative possibilities. In particular, various so-
called neo-cognitivist approaches suggest ways in
which we might learn from literature and other
arts besides instilling truth and knowledge.16 With-
out giving us anything as direct as propositional
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knowledge, works of literature can train us in var-
ious epistemic virtues—a careful attention to par-
ticulars, flexibility in our thinking, a deeper ap-
preciation of the significance of the knowledge we
already have or the practices we engage in, and so
on—that have a distinct kind of epistemic value.

Of course, we might want to resist instrumental-
izing works of literary fiction even this far: training
us in epistemic virtues is not what literature is for
any more than literature is a source of thought
experiments to be used in arguments. However,
it seems this less sharply defined set of epistemic
virtues is less susceptible to the danger I noted
with regard to thought experiments, of pushing to
one side the distinctively literary features of works
of literary fiction.17

DAVID EGAN

Society of Fellows
University of Chicago
Chicago, Illinois, 60637

internet: degan@uchicago.edu

references

Benn, S. I. 1992. “Wickedness.” In Ethics and Personality: Es-
says on Moral Psychology, edited by John Deigh, 191–206.
University of Chicago Press.

Brown, James Robert. 2007. “Counter Thought Experiments.”
Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplement 61: 155–177.

. 2011. The Laboratory of the Mind: Thought Experi-
ments in the Natural Sciences, 2nd edition. New York: Rout-
ledge.

Brown, James Robert, and Yiftach Fehige. 2014. “Thought
Experiments.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/thought-experiment/.
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1. Examples include Davenport (1983), Carroll (2002),
Swirski (2007), and Elgin (2007, 2014).

2. Or at least, if and to the extent that these narratives
are true, fidelity to their truth is not what guides the au-
thor’s constructive activity. Their truth is inessential to their
narrative purpose.

3. Telling lies might also count as narrative fiction—
indeed, probably the most common form of narrative
fiction—although it differs from these other instances in
that the teller deliberately tries to conceal the fact that the
narrative is fictional.

4. This rough definition borrows significantly from
Sorensen’s (1992, 186) definition of “experiment” and his
related definition of “thought experiment” (205).

5. Kuhn (1977) shows that the story is more complicated
than the simple version I tell here. I use Galileo’s thought
experiment in this article as a toy example, and I do not
think anything in my argument hinges on the fact that what
I offer oversimplifies the history.

6. Elgin (2014) discusses the similar role of exempli-
fication in experiments, thought experiments, and literary
fiction, drawing on the work of Goodman (1968). The final
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section of her article also provides a helpful catalogue of
the kinds of similarities that might support the thought
experiment analogy—a catalogue far more extensive than
the brief summary provided in this paragraph.

7. Carroll (2002, 9) develops this point, drawing in par-
ticular on Benn’s (1992) invocation of Iago and Milton’s
Satan against the Socratic claim that no one knowingly does
evil.

8. What follows is not meant to be anything like an
exhaustive taxonomy. We find more thorough attempts at
providing a taxonomy for thought experiments in Brown
(2011) and Brown and Fehige (2014).

9. Exactly what role thought experiments play in argu-
ments is a matter of some controversy. Norton and Brown
represent far ends of a spectrum: Norton’s empiricism sees
thought experiments as nothing more than ordinary argu-
ments, “disguised in a vivid pictorial or narrative form”
(Norton 2004, 45; see also Norton 1996), whereas Brown’s
Platonism maintains that thought experiments are an au-
tonomous source of a priori knowledge (see especially
Brown 2011). My argument tries to remain as neutral as
possible with regard to the question of just what relation-
ship thought experiments have to arguments.

10. Conolly and Haydar (2007) argue for some degree
of fungibility between literary fictions in their defense of a
form of propositional cognitivism: if the knowledge we gain
from a work of literature can be expressed in propositional
form, then those propositions can be separated from the
work itself. Although I am skeptical of this view, I do not
need to engage it fully to make my point here. Even if the
cognitive payoff of a story can be parceled into countably
distinct propositions, this only amounts to the wholesale

fungibility of a work of literature if the cognitive payoff of
a story exhausts its aesthetic payoff. And that seems highly
doubtful.

11. See, for example, Kagan (2012, 193–194).
12. It is unclear how far Carroll himself is commit-

ted to the claim that works of literary fiction simply are
thought experiments—how far, that is, he advocates the
identity claim I outlined in Section I, as distinct from the
cognitivism claim. At a number of points, he writes about
“literary thought experiments” as if the phrase were synony-
mous with “works of literary fiction” (for example, “literary
thought experiments such as Howards End rely on the audi-
ence to note the relevant conceptual discriminations and to
reach the pertinent conclusions”; Carroll 2002, 14). At other
points, he seems more reticent (for example, Carroll 2002,
23n74).

13. Diamond (2002) offers a qualified case for how
thought experiments can be useful in moral reasoning while
also highlighting the potential for misuse.

14. McMahan (2002, 362–398) discusses each of these
three objections in turn.

15. See, for example, Rowe (1997).
16. Gibson (2008, 585–586) provides an overview of

neo-cognitivist approaches.
17. The article emerged from a paper on Wittgenstein’s

use of language-games that I presented at the University of
Chicago’s Literature and Philosophy Workshop in the spring
of 2015. I am grateful to the participants for their feedback
and for helping me to see that this argument about thought
experiments warranted a paper of its own. I am also grateful
to the feedback I received from the referees for this journal
and from Cathal Ó Madagáin.




