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Abstract

Novels and thought experiments can be pathways iffereht kinds of
knowledge. We may, however, be hard pressed toegagtly what can be
learned from novels but not from thought experiraerteadway on this matter
can be made by spelling out their respective canditfor epistemic failure.
Thought experiments fail in their epistemic role emhthey neither yield
propositional knowledge nor contribute to an argoin€hey are largely in the
business of ‘knowing that’. Novels, on the othendhaan be an epistemic
success by yielding ‘knowledge how’. They can hakp to improve our
competences.

Keywords thought experiments, knowing how, knowing thatmog#ion,
impoverished narratives

Novels and thought experiments, or at least gostantes of both are exercises of the imagination.
Often (but not always) they are also fictional, atwing counterfactual (imagined) rather than
realized, circumstances. Both may escape the chargentasy by helping us to attend to real
features of the world. My concern here will be tave at a rough story about what separates the
two. Beyond saying that | am using ‘thought experts’ to refer to impoverished narratives
(rather than novels), | have no provisional deifimitto offer detailing what a thought experiment is
Nor is such a definition necessary in order to sayething of interest about thought experiments.
None of the available definitions look particulagyomising. To say that thought experiments are
experimental marks no obvious boundary, given thabd novels are also in some sense
experimental. Marking the distinction by appeahtm-execution is no more successful. If we can
make sense of thought experiments as experimetitswtiexecution (Sorenson’s position) then we
can probably do the same for novels.

We may even wonder if there is any point in magkan boundary here at all, especially
when there is a senses of ‘thought experimentsitiich some novels could qualifyTo be a
thought experiment in the relevant, less restricteehse just is to be an appeal to some
counterfactual circumstance in order to exploré@nidelp to answer a question. Obvious examples
of novels that are experimental in this sense wdddmost of the works of Dostoevsky and
existentialist novels exploring the relation betwdéeedom and anxiety. Other examples of novels
that might count as thought experiments in thi@lreense are works of science fiction whvenet
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if? questions about physics, time travel and freeadl central to the plotline. Some of the works if
Stephen Baxter would qualify. A final and more wmlsexample of novelistic thought experiment
is David Lodge’sThinks unusual because thought experiments from Alamgudohn Searle and
Frank Jackson figure directly within the text. Mery idea of thought experimentation is central to
the narrative.

| do not intend to dispute the claim of such tastde thought experiments in some sense,
but it is just not the sense that interests me.hiergtead, | will be concerned with thought
experiments in a familiar but more restricted sewbk&h requires that they are puzzle-like and
brief. Here, it is their brevity that will princilg be my concern. Thought experiments (in the
relevant restricted sense) consider some speaignasio and only that scenario, with minor
allowances for presentation. As in formal argumenising at deductive validity and soundness,
the procedure when constructing thought experimisnis allow for some elegance of formulation
while avoiding excess of detail. The reader isiimied of the salient facts but they are informed of
little else. Engaging in thought experimentationtto$ sort is a characteristic part of certain kiod
science (such as physics of a very theoretica) smd also of analytic philosophy although both
disciplines have skeptics about their methodoldgiaue. In the absence of any provisional
definition, an example of this type of thought esipent may serve as a clarification of the kind of
impoverished narrative that | have in mind:

Crusher and flusher: You enter a room, at one end of the room is adiared loaded
baby crusher, rather like a small textile press, @rthe other end of the room is a timed
and loaded embryo flusher. You have, and are ashraving, enough time to race
over and switch off one device but not both. Thesher threatens a single infant, but
the flusher threatens several embryos. What woolddp?

This is a question that may have a serious pouttthmat does not make it a serious question. We
would all rescue the baby on pain of moral idioggsg and gross moral failure. And we would do
So just so long as the given informatioralisthat we have to go on. This thought experimens ase
briefly described scenario (an impoverished nareatio help us recognize an intuition about what
we value most. It is, in Daniel Dennett's famillzut rather awkward terms an ‘intuition pump’ [5].
It helps bring to the surface or otherwise to altite a conviction that we may not previously have
recognized ourselves to have. Such articulationbeaa philosophically significant activity.

More ambitiously, it may be claimed that the abowasher-and-flusher experiment is (or
contributes to) a concealed argument, with an icotplconclusion and one or more hidden
premises. Someone who claims that each and every indiviluaian embryo has tteamevalue
as each and every individual post-natal human,umming through the above brief narrative and
taking on board its significance, might discoveattthere is something askew with their viewpoint
or at least with an unqualified statement of ite Tdoncealed argument in this particular instanse ha
the structure of aeductio (absurd consequences follow from a given set eimpse$ but my case
does not require commitment to the view that thgaiarent concealed within the narrative of a TE
must always have this structure.

To say that novels are also counterfactual exptoratis not to say that they must be in some sense
arbitrary, or must lack anything approximating to iaternal necessity where all the events are
required by the narrative. As explorations of counterfactticumstances, novels may even seem
to have the edge over impoverished narratives efsirt involved in thought experimentation.
What | have to say will aim to show one respectwinich philosophical appeals to thought
experiments are methodologically weaker than nosal$ not just methodologically distinct. My
choice of the terminology of ‘impoverished’ expressan acceptance that there is indeed a deficit.
Martha Nussbaum, who has the works of Proust amahyH&ames in mind as members of the
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relevant contrast class, tries to cash out justtwia deficit is by listing the failings of whahe
calls “schematic philosophers’ examples.” Their ifations contrast with the success-making
features of good novels:

They almost always lack the particularity, the aretappeal, the absorbing
plottedness, the variety and indeterminacy, of gioein; they lack too, good fiction’s
way of making the reader a participant and friendf. the examples do have these
features, they will, themselves, be works of litera [13, p. 46].

Although she allows elsewhere that novetsr bethought experiments | will take it that what
Nussbaum means by “Schematic philosophers’ examplds overlap with what | mean by
thought experiments in the relevant, puzzling amwbdverished narrative senseOne of
Nussbaum’s points strikes home particularly welle Wlo not, or do not normally respond
emotionally to thought experiments in the way thet do to novels and to literary fiction in
general. There is no parallel to the paradox dfdirc (the arousal of emotions about non-events)
that needs to be dealt with. In the crusher-ansh#u case, life and its destruction are suppossdly
issue, just as they are in novels where charatees decisions about abortion. But anyone who
reacted with fear, sympathy or pity that was alibig particular counterfactual case (and not just
causally connected to it) would have to be in aupac delusional state. We can offer partial
explanations of just why we experience emotionsgesponse to novelistic (and other sorts of)
fiction, but the same does not usually seem toyajgpthought experiments.

It is conceivable that someone might think this amlvantage, i.e. they might hold that
thought experiments are in some sense less proneduoe false emotionally-swayed appraisals of
what there is. However, with Nussbaum, we may @eshmore plausibly) be inclined to regard it
as a genuine deficit, at least in cases where tiioegperiments concern moral responsiveness
rather than issues of physics. If one holds to gnitive account of the emotions, whereby they
involve beliefs or a belief-like construal of howirigs stand with humans, this absence of an
emotional response may indicate that something at@e is lacking in thought experiments. If
they do not induce emotional responses then itdditde the scenarios that they involve cannot be
realistic enoughor else that they may be sufficiently realistid somehow they still manage to
induce emotional oversight.

Nussbaum adds a further interesting wrinkle ts fhicture to the effect that at least some
schematic philosophers’ examplesy have enough of the relevant features to count @&snof
literature (in the relevant restricted sense ofrkgoof literary fiction’) and presumably this would
include their having some sort of emotive standimgsupport of this claim she footnotes Iris
Murdoch’s use of examples the Sovereignty of Godd3, p. 46, n. 84]. | will take it that she has
Murdoch’s case of D and M in mind. (Nothing elséMardoch’sSovereigntyits the bill.)

The Case of D&M

A mother, who | shall call M, feels hostility to h@aughter-in-law, whom | shall call D.
M finds D quite a good-hearted girl, but while nstactly common yet certainly
unpolished and lacking in dignity and refinementisbinclined to be pert and familiar,
insufficiently ceremonious, brusque, sometimes tpady rude, always tiresomely
juvenile. M does not like D’s accent or the way Eesbtes. M feels that her son has
married beneath him. Let us assume for the purpokése example that the mother,
who is a very ‘correct’ person, behaves beautiftdlythe girl throughout...Thus much
for M’s first thoughts about D. Time passes, ancbild be that M settles down with a
hardened sense of grievance and a fixed pictut2. oHowever, the M of the example
is an intelligent and well-intentioned person, dadpaof self criticism, capable of giving
careful and jushttentionto an object which confronts her. M tells hersédlfam old-
fashioned and conventional. | may be prejudiced aadow-minded. | may be
snobbish, | am certainly jealous. Let me look aga#ere | assume that M observes D
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or at least reflects deliberatively about D, ugtidually her vision of D alters...And as
| say, ex hypothesiM’s outward behaviour, beautiful from the stamt,no way alters
[11, pp. 16-17].

This thought experiment can help the reader taw@deie or recognize the intuition that we can be
active in a morally praiseworthy manner without &gigg in publicly-observable behavior. Inner
and morally significant events may stand in no n&fegh outer criterion. D&M also succeeds in the
more generous terms that Nussbaum allows. It isn@overished narrative of a sort that could be
enriched and worked into the plotline of a noveldded there is one Murdoch nov8rgno’s
Drean) in which a reworked version of the scenario do@spen to be played ouBut even were
this not to be the case, D&M already looks like@knof literature in miniature.

Moreover, while sympathy or compassion would b@pmapriate responses to crusher-and-
flusher, it is notobviouslythe case that we can say the same about D&M. ilttédligible that
someone who has considered and weighed-up the éxawvgr several years might at least believe
themselves to experience a mild degree of sympathgompassion for M. And while we might
guestion whether their first-person report was eatey) and whether the compassion or sympathy, if
present, wasbout M rather than about non-fictional persons in samipredicaments, we could
equally well do the same in the case of any ematioesponse claimed by the reader of a novel
[20, pp. 9-10].

Accordingly, when it comes to inducing an emotioresponse, Nussbaum seems to have
good reason to avoid over-generalizing and to allhat some schematic philosophers’
examples/thought experiments might make it intditeeary fold. D & M looks very different from
crusher-and-flusher, less impoverished and morelilamWe can see how it could be embedded
within a background of normal life and this is jugihat we cannot do in the crusher-and-flusher
case. It is a scenario that isolates itself offrfrthe normal, richly detailed background of our
world, the detail that might legitimate an emotionasponse. In that sense it is analogous to
experimentation under isolated laboratory cond#ion

However, while we might at least entertain theaidbat suitably constructed thought
experiments can induce an emotional response malaational agents, and that this response can
be in keeping with the rational character of thagents, it would be odd if thought experiments
were to expand the emotional repertoire of sucmtzge any direct manner. And this is something
that novels seem to be capable of doing [14, pp-ZZ¥]. Someone who lacked compassion could
begin to grow through their encounter with literaharacters, through their becoming famifiar
the first timewith the kind of joined-up narrative on which so chuof the experience of
compassion depends. It is a familiar point madebbth Nussbaum and Murdoch that when
encountering characters in novels we take the tmnattend that we often do not take with the
individuals that we encounter in everyday life. §imay be, in part, because of the differences
between novels and everyday life: it is easieru®to attend when there is less at stake and when
the overall experience is likely to be enjoyablat Biis is often how we learn, in the easier contex
first.

Be that as it may, whatever the limits of the casgion between attending to a character in
a novel and attending to a non-fictional other,eis\still seem to make possible the cultivatiom of
new pattern of emotional response through plaient disclosing of details that we would
ordinarily, impatiently or inattentively overlookAllowing for the possibility of some rare
exceptions, even a thought experiment such as D &a\dl provides scope for genuine emotional
response, is likely to do so by drawing upon arsteng pattern of emotional response and an
existing repertoire of emotions, rather than byasdging our repertoire or by otherwise altering our
pattern of response.

This is a difference that | take to hold in mosseson the wholeor generally speakinglt is not
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itself the loose boundary marker that | want toati¢ but it may be symptomatic of the fact tha it
appropriate to place some boundary marker betwegalf and thought experiments. The marker
itself will be set down as follows. Novels and thgbti experiments, or rather good instances of
either, can play an educative i.e. knowledge-geimgraole. But in the case of novels what we learn
can becompetences or skilfer encountering the other, and this is somethatgar different from
the propositional knowledge that both thought expents and novels can help us to acquire.

The difference may perhaps be better apprecidtedei reflect upon the respective
conditions for epistemic failure of the two kindsnarrative. In the case of thought experiments the
conditions for epistemic failure are, up to a pptlear cut. A thought experiment fails when it
neither helps to articulate some intuition nor fimts as a concealed argument (or as a contribution
to such an argument). And to say this much is tdkemia clear that thought experiments are
primarily concerned withknowing thatsomething is the case. Moreover, thisowledge that
usually concerns something general. In@ just relevant to the peculiar circumstances that t
experiment happens to specifyVe are not ultimately concerned know thatin the crusher-and-
flusher scenario we would do or ought to do onaghather than another. We are concerned to
know thaton pain of moral idiosyncrasy we value or ought&tue individual infants more than
collections of individual embryos and that we sldoatt accordingly.

My point here is that thought experiments in ma@itexts, but not only in moral contexts,
can allow us to make rule-like generalizations. Ani this generality that helps to explain why
those who stress the importance of the particalgai( Martha Nussbaum, Cora Diamond and Iris
Murdoch) together with those who reject guidancenbgral principles (particularists such as
Jonathan Dancy) are also critics of appeals torsakie thought experiments in moral contexts [3].
As a first approximation we can say that when augind experiment does not function as, or
contribute to, a concealed argumenrtd fails to yield (i.e. to promote our identificatioand
acceptance of) some appropriate generalizing pitiost is an epistemic failure. And here we
need not require that the thought experiment yielthat its author claims that it yields. An
experiment that fails to show what its author ckii not thereby automatically a failure but if it
fails to contribute t@ny argument or to yielény appropriate generalizing proposition thersian
epistemic failure.

As a slightly modified version of the above claire wight allow that thought experiments
sometimes help us to learn new concepts or toeeiisting concepts rather than, or as well as,
helping us to acquirknowledge thatAccording to Kuhn some thought experiments do yneid
propositional knowledge but help to generate agigma shift involving some form of conceptual
change or refinementThis may be a rare matter, but | see no reasderty that something of this
sort may from time to time occur. If we accept thasd accept that conceptual acquisition or
refinement can count as knowledge acquisition, txenaccount of the conditions for epistemic
failure will take the form of a conjunction. Wheaghought experiment is not a concealed argument
or a contribution to such an argumamtd where it also fails to pump out or give reasondome
appropriate generalizing propositiand has no disposition or tendency to improve our ephaal
repertoirethenit is an epistemic failure. And while it might @@ed in some other way, for example
as a source of amusement or as a good way to mwse time on a train, it is not a succassa
thought experiment

If we assume that novels play educativerole they too must have conditions for epistemic
success and failure. But these conditions are ingilg a matter of failing to yield or contribute to
knowledge thatindeed, a good novel by an analytic philosoplievé¢ can stretch our imaginations
far enough to allow for such a possibility) mighglibe one in which the author looses sight of her
usual concern to sharpen up intuitions and to geaeesound or valid arguments. Novelistic success
for such a remarkable being might come at the poicéailing to deliver just what a thought
experiment must usually deliver if it is to be @sessful thought experiment.

Nevertheless, as they are works of the imaginatiomels which fail comprehensively from
an epistemic point of view, which fail in any impamt sense to help the reader attend to real
features of the worldare works of sheer fantasy. (Here | use ‘fantasyd way that contrasts with
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imagination and is different from its use in theelsing classification ‘fantasy literature’). Good
novels open up possibilities of knowledge, but wftieis knowledge of a different sort from that
promoted by consideration of a thought experimgotnetimes, and perhaps often, these two kinds
of narrative are not rival pathways to the samaghit would, for example, be odd under many
circumstances to turn to a novel to gain certamd&iof non-trivialknowledge thatWe might of
course, turn to a novel to get trivial knowledgeknowledge concerning the novel itself. Someone
might have toget up to speedn a particular text for a lecture or exam, or fgpesetting or
statistical purposes they might want to know thacexiumber of times the letter ‘q’ is used in a
text. But setting aside such matters, novels aresgestematically in the business of making
available this kind oknowing that If we want toknow thatutilitarianism involves claims x and y
we might turn to DickensHard Times but we would not usually do so. Nor would we dlgua
recommend this procedure to others. Perhaps mareriemtly, we could not defensibly say that it
was the kind of novel from which we can learn nieghof philosophical importance if its account of
utilitarianism happens to be skewed or otherwisgharitable (which it is).

This is not to say that we can never gamowledge thafrom novels but rather to say that
acquisition of this kind of knowledge is often sdameg of a bonus. If we want tkknow thatsuch
and such an event happened at the battle of Aiistert would not normally turn to Tolstoy, but
we might turn to the death of Petya RostoWWar and Peacer to lvan Ilychif we want toknow
that encountering death can involve experiences of spangcular kind. And her&nowing that
and conceptual acquisition or refinement may godhianhand. We may learn something about
what grief involves by reading the novels in gquastiAnd it may even be that conceptual
refinement is a regular part of reading novelsh# best sort in a way that is not the case for
thought experimentation. Nevertheless, we can gpjately regard a novel as an epistemic success
without making any appeals kmowledge thabr to conceptual acquisition and refinement. Ewen
we come away with no new information, no new pragpmsal attitudes, or with no deeper
understanding of some concept, we may still Haaenedsomething.

What | want to suggest is that the other sort aividledge made available by novels is the
same type of knowledge thatay arguably be gleaned from the most interesting wgistexts.
They may contain all sorts of literal falsehoodsb&uities and occasional nonsense, but some of
those who study such texts do seem to be unust@iipetent humans and do seem to have learned
something. Although, here we might wonder if th@mpetences are in part the result of reading
the texts or if they diligently read the texts hesza of competences that they already possess. (I
make this claim only as a way of putting matteed thill clarify matters for some readers.)

A similar claim about the acquisition of competesigegerhaps a less controversial one, but
still controversial up to a point, may be madesitation to texts by DerridaOnce we have a grasp
of the big themes that are repeatedly worked upwh raay be set out more or less lucidly in
propositional form, we can still learn somethingeefrom such texts but we might be hard pressed
to say exactlywhat we learn. | want to suggest that in such cased wkacan gain, or what the
attentive diligent reader can gain,kisowledge howby contrast with familiar forms dénowledge
that

Reading a mystical tract, or Derrida (and these aativities may sometimes be one and the
same)can help to teach us how to encounter uncertaintyiageterminacy with fresh eyes. That is
to say, it can improve the quality of our practicashson with the latter understood in a sufficientl
rich sense and not reduced to an ability to terteirrguments with actions. We can gain
knowledgeof howto cope with, how to realistically encounter teaot experience that do not offer
themselves up with clear signposts or assemblyuctsbns. Similarly, and here | make a familiar
point that is associated at least with NussbaumMimdioch, both the authoring and the reading of
novels involves a succession of exercises of attenthe reading of good novels can educate us in
how to attendto the particularity of what is othehow to do so patiently and justly. If we are
unwilling to engage with characters who are in sam&pect unattractive we will not get the
enjoyment that we otherwise would from the readixgerience. A good novel is one that may
involve moral ambiguity so that we cannot just ptely boo the villains andcheerthe heroes. It
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may also require that the characters have genuangcplarity and are more than recognizable
stereotypes for some or other character trait&idr flaw®

Here, as opposed to the case of Derrida’s texesevan instructive mysticism is in play, we
are clearly in territory where the gain in knowledg of a morally relevant sort. It ksvowledge
how of a sort that may figure in moral education. Atteng patiently to flawed individuals (and we
are all flawed individuals) isot something that we ordinarily do well, or that Wwew howto do
by default. Toknow howto do this is an epistemic accomplishment thatosan ordinary part of
our socialization. Moreover, learning to respongacticularity is itself, in one sense, also a gahe
competence, something that can be carried fronat®tu to situation. And in this respect we may
be said to learn something of general applicabitityhe case of diligently reading novels, just as
we learn something general (often of a differemt)doom a thought experiment. In the one case we
may acquire a general principle and in the othgereerally applicable skill.

To state matters in a more concrete manner cangidefollowing situation. A teenager is
given a copy of DickensLittle Dorrit and that this is their first big book. They mightnee to
admire the supply of patience that the little se¢eess Amy Dorrit appears to have. They might
come to learn the general lessiiat patience is or can be a very admirable thing #&ad it is
required if we are to do justice by the other. Heere this is not at all the same as actually
becoming more patient as a result of reading thekb¥et the latter is also a possibilitlyittle
Dorrit is, after all, a substantial volume and a good déadhe detail is not strictly helpful to the
plot. To get through it the teenager may have toreéflly stick at itand not give up. And it is in
the application of this effort that they may leémnbecome more patient and also learn to self-trust
with regard to seeing things through to the endw&d as this, there is a sense in which such a
reader may also enrich their grasp of what patiengelves. And these epistemic gains are
different from learninghat patience is or can be admirable. Indeed, the gaigbt equally well
might be made by reading a large and challenginglna which patience does not figure directly
as a theme. But to say this is not to claim tHahg novel cannot fail to cultivate patience. Wiesth
it does so or not will depend, in part, upon ittngesufficiently engaging to give the reader some
reason to keep going. (Generations of readers happened to findlittle Dorrit engaging in the
relevant manner. ProustBecherchewould be an extreme example of patience cultivated
rewarded.) And so, there may be an intimate comredbetween novelistic content and the
potential of any novel to help the reader acquireviiedge how.

V.

The above goes some way towards giving an accduwhat it is that good novels do and that
thought experiments do not do. Literature helpsmprove the quality of our practical reason and
this gives some justification (if justification weeever needed) for the claim that philosopherstor
least moral philosophers, ought to read and enghtesophically with novels as a regular part of
their philosophical practice. However, | have sptthis contrast between novels and thought
experiments by appeal tokmowing how/knowing thatistinction which may seem vulnerable to
familiar suspicions concerning overly-clean andacleut distinctions. This suspicion is at work, for
example, when Iris Murdoch writes against a denfangrecision where a tolerance for ambiguity
may be less misleading [10]. Derrida writes inraikdir, but more systematic vein, about the danger
of shoring-up implausibly hygienic binary contrastsa familiar and problematic sort, the sort that
privilege one side of the contrast but then coyegly upon the other side [6, pp. 41-42].

Here, | think that we can make a move that HiRwgnam favors and highlight a difference
between what we may call ‘dichotomies’ and what mvay call ‘distinctions™® Dichotomies
purport to have complete generality. They may Hidoout across an entire field of enquiry.
Distinctions claim no such dominion. They allow farrole to be played by classifying cases as
instances ofthis or that but they also allow that there will be blurringsome or even many cases.
And the contrast between distinctions and dichoésnmhay itself be of this sort. | will take it that
what the Derridean critique legitimately targetsigesd dichotomies, and that rejection of thesesdoe
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not entail rejection of the distinctions that apfady the most paror onlyup to a point In line with
this, my appeal to &nowing howknowing thatdistinction is not a suitable target for a Derade
critique.

Moreover, insofar as there is a problem of privilggone side of the contrast, it is the
danger of privilegingnowing that* Instead, | am trying to affirm the distinctive rmbimportance
(which is not to say greater importance) of thedkaf knowing howthat novels can help us to
cultivate. Indeed, when we think about morality,ileht may be the case (as Murdoch’s D&M
example suggests) that actions are not all thatensait is nonetheless still the case that actams
matter a great deal. Practical wisdom and competamperform, both of which involvenowledge
how, is not, from a moral point of view second rate.

With the distinction still available, and witnowledge hovaccorded appropriate standing,
we can cash out one important feature of the cehtvatween thought experiments and novels.
Thought experiments are (generally) geared to tioelyztion of propositional knowledge while
novels, may yielcknowledge thabut they are also effective in the productiorknbwledge how
where the latter is to be understood as knowledge practical sort that happens to fit novels
particularly well to the task of moral education.

A qualification here concerns one area of the agenvhere both kinds of narrative assist us
in the refinement of our concepts. We might wonaleout just what it is to gaiknowledge how
and if it is anything other than a form of conceptunowledge. If it reduces to the latter then
insofar as thought experiments are regularly capablkonceptual refinement there will be a kind
of knowledge howhat they will also be regularly capable of prongl But such a reduction does
not look attractive. The following may be said agiit: if | learn how to encounter others more
realistically through the reading of novels, oraimy other way, then | am, in a sense refining my
grasp of what it is to be human and perhaps mypgoavarious other (thick) concepts as well. |
may deepen my grasp of what is involved in bgirsg generousor humble But, on the other hand,
if I learn how to ride a bike it is not so obviotlat my concepts need to have altered. (Unless we
have a very reductionist and dispositional accafinthat is involved in the mastery of a concept.)
The former example suggests that acquisitiorkridwledge howmay (and perhaps may often)
involve conceptual acquisition or refinement. Thddr case suggests that this is not always the
case and that acquisition kriowing howcannot reduce to conceptual acquisition or refirgme

The upshot is that even when we allow that bothetsoand thought experiments may help
us to make conceptual progress there still remsonsething significantly different about the range
of epistemic roles that these differing kinds ofrative characteristically play. And this something
different involves novels having a wider range oditions for epistemic success or failure.
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Notes

1. According to Sorenson [17, p.205], a thought experit is ‘an experiment that purports to achieveiitss without
the benefit of execution’, but this would leave thenuinely experimental status of thought experisy@pen to
guestion.

2. For a quite different treatment of extended fictibnarratives as thought experiments (in a lesstcaned sense)
see [4] and [19].

3. For the view that thought experiments are realfjiarents see [1] and [12].

4. Nussbaum’s essay on ‘Transcending Humanity’ in dsds ‘thought experiment’ in a wider sense thatdhisive
of novels and related works such as Homéxyssey

5. In Murdoch’s 1969 noveBruno’s Dreama father-in-law is confined to his deathbed andhle to do anything but
reflect upon matters. He has to face his failurevedcome his daughter-in-law while there was siitie, before her
tragic death and his son’s subsequent estrangement.

6. To allow that the knowledge in question does natpdy concern the circumstances specified in a @aer
experiment is consistent with allowing various resions of the sort set up by Tom Regan to theafthat some
thought experiments tell us what to do in excegi@mases and not in normal cases [16, pp. XXVilEXxx

7. Kuhn [7] and for a contrasting classification obtight experiments as primarily concerned with thaefutation
and support, see [2].

8. Moore [8, p.367 ff.], approaches Derrida from thenspoint that of ‘knowing how’ rather than ‘knowjirthat’
albeit his reason for doing so concerns the inédfabhave no objection to this but an appeal &ffability plays no
direct part in my approach to the novel.

9. For the limited value of using character types aveis see Iris Murdoch’s account of SartrRsads to Freedom
trilogy in [9, p.56 ff].

10.See [15, pp. 9-11] for the contrast between ‘diskims’ and ‘dichotomies’.

11.This suspicion abolnowing howis particularly evident in [18].
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