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EPISTEMIC DISPOSITIONS OF LITERATURE: 
INSIGHTS FROM LITERARY TRADITION 

AND CRITICAL PRACTICE

Abstract: My aim in this paper is to explore current philosophical debates on the 
cognitive value of literary fiction, primarily in light of Gregory Currie’s recent 
anti-cognitivist account. According to Currie, the claim that fiction is a source of 
knowledge and other cognitively valuable states is a dispositional one: what we 
mean by it is that fiction has the capacity to inspire positive cognitive change in 
the audience. For such a claim to be true however, we need to show that someone 
has in fact learnt something from art, and this is, Curries argues, hard to do for 
various reasons. Having extensively discussed these reasons, Curries rejects the 
view that we learn from fiction, suggesting that philosophical belief in epistemic 
dispositions of literary fiction is misguided and lacks empirical support. In my 
response, I focus on several elements of Currie’s criticism in order to show that 
his most elaborate claims – the one refuting the epistemic reliability of fiction and 
the one asking for empirical evidence supporting cognitivists’ credo – are not in 
fact as detrimental to aesthetic cognitivism as he takes them to be.

1. Literature and its cognitive value

In discussing Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment, Ilham Dilman 
writes: “The novel is a study of crime and punishment ... of the evil that 
enters into a soul of the man who consents to kill another human be-
ing, and of the way he finds his way back to good through the acceptance 
of punishment. Dostoyevsky is interested in the conditions that make the 
soul vulnerable to such an evil.” (1984, 97). Having explored what these 
conditions may be, relating them, among other things, to the particular 
social circumstances within which the main character finds himself, his 
acceptance of utilitarianism and socialism, his encompassing feeling of 
guilt brought about by his mother, Dilman argues: “Dostoyevsky is inter-
ested in the way pride, humiliation, anger and resentment, can turn into a 
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force of evil and feed on each other, and in the way they lend their energy 
to ideas that inspire the desire for grandeur in the self and contempt for 
other people.” (1984, 97). His analysis of this literary masterpiece is firmly 
rooted in psychological literature, but even those who do not think we 
should turn to Freud to understand fictional characters can appreciate the 
extent to which Dilman’s reading of the novel sheds light on certain un-
fathomable acts of brutality. And those with sufficient level of philosophi-
cal imagination can quickly recognize the way his analysis feeds into ethi-
cal questions lurking behind consequentialist ethics, notions of character 
and theories of punishment. One can do a lot of things with this novel, but 
one cannot ignore the tremendous intellectual impact that it has, in ignit-
ing our reflective processes in directions as diverse as psychology, philoso-
phy and sociology.

Dilman’s account highlights the capacity of literature to reveal to us 
something about the world, to help us understand how certain conditions 
came about, what factors gave rise to them, and what consequences fol-
lowed. What we see here is an example of what I call epistemic dispositions 
of literature: its capacity to contribute to human epistemic goals of gaining 
knowledge and understanding of the world and other people, themselves, 
and the complexities of human life. These kinds of dispositions are also 
evident in literature’s capacity to contribute to the development of our 
epistemic values, primarily those related to the virtues of the mind, such 
as open-mindedness, critical thinking and awareness. By confronting us 
with a character as complex and intriguing as Raskolnikov, Dostoyevsky 
pushes us to become curious, to reconsider our conceptions of right and 
wrong, to look at the world from a more informed perspective. Doing so 
is important also for our processes of moral reasoning which underlie our 
daily ethical comport with other epistemic and ethical agents. As Nora 
Hamalainen argues, “literature is conceptualized as a privileged medium 
for picturing and understanding moral development, because it can make 
vivid for us what the transition from one moral conceptions or way of 
looking to another is like in an individual human life, for a whole, idio-
syncratic person.” (2019, 31).

The task of explaining epistemic dispositions of literature involves 
showing how engaging with it can offer cognitive benefits, or how readers 
can, in the process of reading a certain work, cash out the cognitive and 
ethical potential that a work offers. This task has largely been carried out 
by aestheticians, more so than by epistemologists or moral philosophers, 
which is why there is usually more philosophical interest in exploring 
how a work’s cognitive/ethical dimension contributes to its aesthetic or 
artistic value, than in explaining the epistemological sources of cognitive 
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dimension.1 Aesthetic cognitivism, a term that encompasses a cluster of 
views that recognize art’s cognitive dimension, posits that the cognitive 
merits of art, such as the knowledge it can offer, are often intertwined 
with its aesthetic qualities. I adopt this framework and I approach it from 
an epistemological perspective, exploring how literature (and narrative 
art generally) can provide reliable and justified knowledge. I adopt this 
perspective in order to critically engage with one of the most ferocious 
challenges to aesthetic cognitivism defined recently, the one articulated 
by Gregory Currie in his insightful and challenging book, Imagining and 
Knowing: The Shape of Fiction. While Currie raises immensely important 
questions concerning the epistemic dispositions of literature, my sense is 
that his skepticism is exaggerated. To show that, I focus on one particular 
claim he makes in support of his position – the one challenging the insti-
tutional foundations of literature’s epistemic value – and I show that it is 
not entirely convincing by drawing on the examples from literary tradi-
tion and critical practice.

2. Currie’s many challenges

Currie’s analysis of the many ways in which aesthetic cognitivists are 
wrong is by far too complex to address it in a single paper, which is why I 
focus on one of his claims that strike me as most concerning. First howev-
er let me express one crucial point on which I agree with him. I will adopt 
his framework of speaking about aesthetic cognitivism in terms of litera-
ture’s disposition to have a particular impact on readers; as stated above, 
I am interested in dispositions related to epistemic (cognitive) and moral 
impact that art can have on the audience, in helping them become better 
epistemic and moral agents. Such impact can include the acquisition of 
knowledge, development of a new perspective or a point of view, a deeper 
understanding, a more informed background on certain topics, etc. But 
as Currie points out, it is not entirely clear what the cognitivists have in 
mind when they talk about literature’s capacity to help readers reach these 
states: how would we, after all, prove that such changes have taken place? 
Consider Currie’s approach:

1 Some exceptions include Nussbaum’s (1986), work on the ethical dimension of Greek 
tragedies and realist novels, Diamond’s (2010) account of literature’s relation to 
morality; Young (2001) approach to artworks as representations, Elgin’s (2007), and 
Davies’ (2007) analogy between literature and thought experiments; Carroll’s (2007) 
account of realist fiction (which I address below). I defended the epistemic value 
of literature by drawing the analogy with testimony (2019). For the importance of 
authorial testimony from the perspective of philosophy of language and debate on 
fiction, see Stock (2017). 
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The claim that the work contains or is at least in some way a source of the 
know-how [and other epistemic gains] amounts to this: that people are 
apt (in circumstances that no doubt need further specification) to gain the 
know-how from exposure to that work. It ascribes, in other words, a dis-
position to the work. And claims that something is disposed to affect other 
things in certain ways are empirical and so in need of evidential support... 
(Currie 2020,100).

What Currie points to here is that we should only accept aesthetic 
cognitivism if we can in fact prove that readers change in the process or 
after the process of reading: that they really learn something, that they be-
came more aware of something they did not realize before their exposure 
to the particular work, that their perspective is wider or better informed, 
etc. For the most part however, ever since Aristotle’s original attempt to 
ground aesthetic cognitivism,2 philosophers have ignored the practical, 
empirical side of the question, with little interest in empirically proving 
their claims. Within the public discourse however, concerns regarding 
dispositions of some literary works, and of some films, have repeatedly 
been voiced and they often played a role in public policies orchestrating 
the spectators’ access to these works – consider the worries over Gustave 
Flaubert’s Madam Bovary or Charles Baudelaire’s poetry, Nabokov’s Lolita 
or contemporary initiatives to remove novels by John Steinbeck or Mark 
Twain on the account of their alleged racism.3 Currie is, much like Plato 
was, sensitive of the importance of the empirical challenge but whereas 
Plato feared the moral corruption inflicted by literature, Currie’s take on it 
remains theoretical, in not suggesting or advocating practical consequenc-
es of his view. But the worry goes in both directions: unless we can prove 
the actual positive benefits of a given work, we lose at least some of the 
reasons to insist on the educational importance of the work itself. On the 
other hand, we also lose the basis on which to restrict spectators’ access 
to it: if we can’t prove that reading Gone with the wind will trigger or re-
inforce racists attitudes, a decision made by certain universities to remove 
the novel from educational curriculum is hard to justify, particularly given 
the work’s aesthetic qualities and literary value.

I fully agree with Currie’s emphasis on empirical challenge and I have 
elsewhere (2021; 2023) supported his call for empirical settlement of the 
question of epistemic dispositions of literature, with respect to art’s alleged 
positive impact, as well as with respect to its potentially harmful impact. 
The problem of empirical testing is quite complicated, and here I can’t go 
into details, other than to reverberate Currie’s argument: in order to claim 

2 See Aristotle’s Poetics.
3 See Ladenson (2007); Appleman (2021).
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anything about literature’s epistemic dispositions, we first need to see the 
kind of beings we end up being after reading – precisely as Currie argues. 
However, as I argued, much of the empirical studies currently conducted 
fail to consider epistemic and ethical character of the spectators (the ex-
ceptions are studies which look into character/personality traits4) and to 
explore those factors that make them open to the dispositions that any 
given book offers. Just like documentaries about the climate change fail 
to inspire change in our behavior towards the environment, so too can a 
novel about the hardships of immigrants fail to inspire a change in how 
we treat these people. On my view, that is not the fault of the work, at least 
not entirely: epistemic dispositions of literature will only be activated with 
those readers who can not only recognize them, but are willing to act on 
them.5 Yet, this is not something that the research is sensitive too, which 
is why I do not think the empirical research as currently conducted is go-
ing to settle the issue of epistemic dispositions of literature.

Additional problem regarding the empirical challenge concerns the 
indeterminacy of the results and more general issues related to conduct-
ing the research in the first place.6 This is why it is hard to expect the 
research will explain away either the aesthetic cognitivists’ faith in the 
positive cognitive impact of literature, or the worry of those who see art as 
potentially corruptive. For this reason, in what follows I rely on the liter-
ary tradition and critical practice to refute Currie’s denial of the cognitive 
value of literature. First however let us look in more details one of Currie’s 
insightful arguments that undermine our faith in epistemic dispositions of 
literature: the one invoking what he calls institutional constraints.

As mentioned, the claim that narrative art is cognitively valuable im-
plies that it offers intellectual benefits to its audience, particularly to ac-
tive readers who reflect on the work. Through engaging with the narra-
tive, readers can enrich their understanding, develop their imagination, 
refine their moral sense, and learn new things. Not all narrative works 
offer these cognitive benefits, but some do, and my paper aims to explore 
how literary writers achieve this effect. Currie however cautions us to be 
careful: as he argues, literature per se is not inherently related to knowl-
edge-seeking practices in the way in which science is. In other words, 

4 See Kjeldgaard-Christiansen (2021). 
5 In claiming this I am somewhat diminishing the power of literature, or, as some would 

put it, its value. Matthew Kieran (2006) for example ties the value of literature with 
its capacity to inspire real change. My own view (2023), inspired by Alan Goldman’s 
(2009) account of moral motivation, does not put such pressure on literary works 
and focuses rather on the spectators’ character. 

6 McGregor (2018) offers an overview of such issues, arguing, in conclusion, that it is 
rather unlikely that such research can be conducted. 
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while the institutions of science constrain activities of scientists in ways 
that make it more likely that they will come up with well-confirmed, bet-
ter evidenced theories that amount to the progression of knowledge, no 
such framework exists with respect to literature: there is not a framework 
that would constrain epistemic goals of literature. For example, there are 
no “assessments of the psychological insights that literary works provide” 
(185). Consequently, there are no epistemic mechanisms that guide either 
the authorial work, or the readers’ engagement. In addition, the outcome 
of scientific research – scientific works, papers, theories, models, etc. – are 
delivered by experts and are intended for the audience sufficiently familiar 
with the relevant background. Consequently, the audience shares the same 
or sufficiently similar level of expertisim with the science authors, which 
enables it to evaluate the reliability of the proposed theories and point to 
errors, inconsistencies and other knowledge-reducing elements in their 
works. With respect to literature there are no such mechanisms; neither is 
there a body of experts monitoring what literary authors write, nor are the 
readers experts with respect to what they are reading. Consequently, it is 
hard to see why we should take literature as epistemically reliable source 
of knowledge.

Currie’s argument here is not original; we find similar claims in Pla-
to’s Republic, and, more recently, in Jerome Stolnitz’s (1992) famous attack 
on the cognitive value of art. Nevertheless, Currie draws our attention to 
an important aspect of our literary engagements in cautioning us to ques-
tion our readiness to believe what we read. His issue is all the more press-
ing, considering how often readers form beliefs about the world on the 
grounds of fictional sources. James Young reports: “In one study, subjects 
were given a general knowledge questionnaire after reading a work of fic-
tion. The subjects drew on information from the fiction in completing the 
questionnaire. They often believed that the information they used in an-
swering the questionnaire was possessed prior to reading the work of fic-
tion.” (2017, 86). The problem of course is, sometimes works are factually 
false, but readers may nevertheless rely on them in forming their beliefs. 
The question before us now is, does that diminish the overall cognitivists’ 
account of the epistemic dispositions of literature? To this we turn next.

3. Epistemic constraints in literature

My starting point in developing an account of the epistemic disposi-
tions of literature is inspired by John Gibson’s take on aesthetic cognitiv-
ism. As he argues, 
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the literary perspective (and the artistic perspective more generally) is the 
definitive human perspective: the standpoint from which we are best able 
to bring to light the range of values, desires, frustrations, experiences, and 
practices that define the human situation. On this view, works of literature, 
at least when they live up to their promise, represent cognitive achievements: 
they embody ways of knowing the world. (Gibson 2009, 467).

The metaphor that Gibson employs in order to account for the way 
literature provides us with knowledge is that of an ‘archive’ that comprises 
our literary heritage to which we can turn to explore the history of our 
social, political, economic, religious, philosophical and other segments of 
the world.7 As he explains:

it strikes me as plausible to think that the act of telling a story, of weaving 
a narrative, is a way of giving structure to a certain conception of human 
experience and circumstances – a way in which we ‘are’ in the world. And 
the point I am putting on offer is that writers of many of our great works of 
literature offer us narratives that (...) ‘give order’ to the world (...) by being 
representative of various regions of it (Gibson 2007, 72).

Part of Gibson’s argument is the claim that, in writing, “writers of-
ten assume the role of documentarian. They try to “bear witness” through 
their stories, and, to this extent, one of the narrative goals of many literary 
works is to explore practices, institutions, and forms of interaction that 
shape our world and structure our experience and relationships.” (Gibson 
2011). He gives the example of Faulkner’s novel Intruder in the Dust:

Faulkner’s accomplishment was not to construct a terribly original story but 
to tell a story in a particular way, a way that rendered intelligible how certain 
features of Southern culture give rise to these familiar, intractable problems 
of race. Faulkner was a writer of fiction and not a sociologist, so his work 
consisted not in statistical surveys but in telling a story that reflects in gen-
eral way how Southern culture hangs together: that reflects its character, at 
least once upon a time and from one vantage-point. What Gibson emphasiz-
es is literature’s ability to present to readers “a feel for the fabric of the culture 
[that is] a sense, in short, of how the culture it explores is constituted, at least 
in respect to the questions Faulkner asks of it (Gibson 2011).

If literature can indeed have this function, we need to show that Cur-
rie’s concerns regarding its epistemic reliability can be addressed. In other 
words, we need to show that literature is immersed into the real world 
and that it reflects real world back to its readers in manners which enables 
them to pick up and cash out on its epistemic dispositions. A good place 
to start developing such an account is Noël Carroll’s claim:

7 See Gibson 2007. 



106 | Iris Vidmar Jovanović

To be truly beholden to the artwork on its own terms, then actually requires 
acknowledging the kind of work of art it is. And the kind of artwork it is 
may mandate that one attend to it as something other than a sui generis for-
mal design. (...) Consider, for example, the realist novel. Given the nature 
of the realist novel, we do not expect of it that it simply confects a coherent 
novelistic form. The realist novelist is also expected, as part of his essential 
job description, to be an accurate and penetrating observer of society, or, at 
least, of the social milieu that he describes. This is absolutely central to his 
charge as a realist novelist (Carroll 2007, p. 32).

A lesson from Carroll is that, at least with respect to the realist novels, 
we are justified in accepting them as true, not doing that would mean that 
we don’t know how to participate in a literary practice. Knowledge of the 
real world that we bring into reading, as well as knowledge and familiar-
ity with various genre conventions, help us differentiate between what is 
true and what is not. The implication is not that a reader will know in 
each particular case what is true and what is not, that is, in which matters 
the author is reliable, but that doesn’t mean that, generally speaking, all 
authors are unreliable all the time.

Carroll’s insistence on realism’s relation to the truth is evident in nu-
merous works of literary criticism. Gregg Crane shows how the writers 
pertaining to the genre “... share a general conception of fiction as a de-
tailed and accurate representation of historically specific characters and 
settings – their manners, ways of dress, speech patterns, social habits, 
main concerns, and topics of conversation” (Crane 2007, 156). Crane’s 
analysis of literary realism reveals realism as “empiricist in orientation”, 
grounded upon “concrete examples”, focused on an “exploration of the 
here and now”, on the “world of concrete personal experiences”, “induc-
tive rather than deductive, experimental and open to uncertainty” (Crane 
2007, 157–8). Realism is also characterized by depicting everyday aspects 
of life:

In pursuing detailed rendering of the scenes before them, realists were, to 
varying degrees, determined to examine subjects, images, or actions previ-
ously scorned by sentimental novelists and romancers as common, brutal, or 
even sordid. So in addition to portraying everyday events such as ordering 
lunch for the first time in a Chicago cafe (Sister Carrie) or riding a street car 
in lower Manhattan (A Hazard of New Fortunes), they also describe with 
striking frankness war, suicide, disease, crime, and poverty. (Crane 2007, 
165)

The idea of a realist writer as ‘observer’ of society can be applied to 
all the writers pertaining to this genre. In reference to William Dean How-
ells’s novel A Hazard of New Fortunes, Crane writes:
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Howells paints a panoramic portrait of urban life. His novel abounds in rich-
ly detailed descriptions of people representing the socio-economic spectrum, 
including recent immigrants, transplanted Southerners, old money and the 
newly rich, artists and writers. The points of view expressed by these char-
acters include a property-is-theft socialism, a conservative Gospel of Wealth 
capitalism, and a remnant of the Old South’s feudal aristocratic perspective. 
The crisis of Howell’s novel, a bloody riot, reflects the harsh inequities of 
capitalism in the late nineteenth century and the class conflict simmering 
just below the surface of New York society... (Crane 2007, 61).

As Crane argues, realists described their social environment with all 
the circumstances, changes and conditions they lived in. In that sense, 
they might not be reliable in respect to a single ‘techne’ or ‘art’ as Plato 
would have it, but notice that their writings are nevertheless a valuable 
source of information on those segments of the culture of their time they 
write about. We can see them as delivering firsthand witness testimony 
about the world they lived in. Given that they were primarily concerned 
with capturing reality in all of its aspects, we have no reason to doubt the 
veracity of their descriptions. Their interest was almost non-discriminato-
rily: as Crane argue:

Realist fiction responded to and participated in a period of sweeping and 
dramatic transformation following the nation’s bloodiest war. Among oth-
er things, the post-war era included Reconstruction and its failure, the rise 
of Jim Crow, unprecedented population growth, revolutions in transporta-
tion and communication, a vast influx of immigrants and migration of ru-
ral Americans to cities, a turbulent economy characterized by a number of 
bankruptcies, depressions, and panics as well as by an equally staggering re-
cord of economic growth (Crane 2007, 167).

Sceptics might claim that we do not need literary fiction in order to 
get these kinds of information – as Currie may phrase it, we do not turn to 
literary fiction to obtain them. We have history books, sociology, anthro-
pology and various other disciplines, all of which are much more reliable 
than realist literary fiction. Consequently, the epistemic potential of realist 
novels fades away in comparison to other sources.

The force of this argument is quite plausible: certainly, the practice of 
literary fiction is not, unlike the practice of scientific discourse, primar-
ily concerned with truthfulness, epistemic reliability, or even the desire or 
intention on the part of the agents involved to inform. Artistic aims take 
precedence, both in the case of writers (who pursue artistic aims, such as 
literary originality or novelty) and in case of readers (who pursue aesthet-
ic pleasure, not a lesson in history). This may very well be the case, but I 
am not sure that argument along these lines is a decisive argument against 
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epistemic capacities of realist literature. Certainly, if someone is interested 
in the history of American urbanization, one should look at the history 
books. However, that in itself does not preclude epistemic dispositions of 
literature (in this case, transference of factual historical knowledge) once 
the reader has taken up the book and is engaging with it. The relevant 
question then becomes, once we engage with Sister Carrie, can we take 
Dreiser to be reliable in what he is saying? Based on the analysis Crane 
gives us, we can. We then need to explain, in respect to what exactly is 
Dressier reliable? Certainly in describing social circumstances and prac-
tices, economical growth, technical innovations, entertainment industry 
and financial system, to mention but some of the things he writes about. 
The way to reach these is through factual descriptions, such as this one:

In 1889. Chicago had the peculiar qualifications of growth which made 
such adventuresome pilgrimages even on the part of young girls plausible. 
Its many and growing commercial opportunities gave it widespread fame, 
which made of it a giant magnet, drawing to itself, from all quarters, the 
hopeful and the hopeless--those who had their fortune yet to make and 
those whose fortunes and affairs had reached a disastrous climax elsewhere. 
It was a city of over 500,000, with the ambition, the daring, the activity of a 
metropolis of a million. Its streets and houses were already scattered over an 
area of seventy-five square miles. Its population was not so much thriving 
upon established commerce as upon the industries which prepared for the 
arrival of others. (Dreiser 1981, 15).

Given a common reader’s general knowledge about urbanization and 
industrialization, she can take this description as true and learn some facts 
about Chicago from reading Sister Carrie.

So far, in defending the epistemic reliability of literature I relied on 
the examples from realism, particularly factual descriptions available in 
these works. I claimed that:

(i) realism, as a literary genre, is to a great extent defined by its norm 
of truthfully representing the world;

(ii) given that aim, authors are epistemically reliable in what they 
write. This reliability stems not only from first-hand witnessing 
the events they were writing about, but also from meticulous re-
searches and observation;

(iii) readers are aware of the conventions governing realistic writings 
and can therefore accept what they read as truthful

But some problems are obvious. First, how are we to account for epis-
temic reliability of works outside of realism? Second, does the fact that 
sometimes factual descriptions within literary works (including realistic 
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novels) contain mistakes diminish cognitivist’s claim? Unless these wor-
ries are addressed, the case for treating literary works as epistemically un-
reliable increases. Let’s take these in turn.

4. Epistemic reliability and literary genres

How can a literary cognitivist defend epistemic dispositions of works 
that are not realistic? Part of the answer depends on how we understand 
realism. When defined chronologically, realism is the dominant paradigm 
in novel writing in the nineteenth century, including writers like Balzac, 
Dostoyevsky, Flaubert, Howells, James etc. We saw with Crane that re-
alism can also be characterized in terms of principles and conventions 
governing the selection of themes (detailed portrayal of reality and psy-
chological workings of the characters) and methods of writing. In real-
ism, unlike in other literary genres, artistic/aesthetic aim is to portray and 
describe reality: this artistic aim corresponds with the epistemic ideal of 
reliable informer. In other literary periods and with other genres, these 
aims do not necessarily collide – in fact, with genres such as romances and 
futurologies, artistic/aesthetic aims include deliberate rejection or turning 
away from reality and abandoning epistemic ideal of reliability. To defend 
the view that literature is cognitively valuable, we have to provide an ac-
count of how this turning away from reality can nevertheless have cogni-
tive payoffs.

One way to do so is to focus on genres that, due to their genre-
specific themes and literary devices cannot be taken as reflecting reality. 
What comes to mind is science fiction, a genre characterized by unlim-
ited freedom in imagining things that are not true to reality. Fred Botting 
talks about science fiction’s “unbounded explorations of change, outsid-
ers, escape: its ‘freedom of imagery’ is freedom from realistic conventions” 
(Botting 2005, 112). Many other science fiction theoreticians emphasize 
defamiliarization of the familiar, radical disjunction from the real and 
cognitive estrangement typical of science fiction. A defining feature of sci-
ence fiction is that readers have to recognize that what it presents is not 
real, not actual, not of this world. So how then can science fiction have the 
epistemic dispositions to reveal to us something epistemically significant 
about the world?

To answer this, we have to first recognize that, regardless of the lit-
eral falsity of descriptions and facts that make up for the fictional world 
of a science fiction novel, the link with reality is not too distant. As one 
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literary scholar explains, “The basic building-block of science fiction is 
accordingly the novum – a discrete piece of information recognizable as 
not-true, but also as not-unlikely-true, not-flatly (in the current state of 
knowledge)-impossible” (Shippey 2005, 13–4). Shippey’s claim is that, for 
all of its exaggerations, surreal settings, destruction of the world and tech-
nological innovations, science fiction deals with deeply important human 
issues. In doing so, as Seed argues, it “asks fundamental questions about 
the world and the nature of selfhood” (Seed 2005, 3) that bear importantly 
on how we conceive of ourselves, other people and the world around us.

To give but a few examples, consider H.G. Wells’repeated return to 
the topic of genetic engineering, as well as the impact of Darwinism and 
evolution on people, which raises important questions about the identity 
and agency of human beings, as well as the boundary between species 
and the role of science and its impact on humans. Particularly important 
in this respect are works pertaining to utopias and dystopias, which not 
only explore different political principles and social arrangements, but 
also question the nature of human beings, their willingness and abilities 
to connect with each other and form meaningful relations, not to mention 
their identity and self-awareness. Philip E. Wegner shows the dependence 
of utopia on the particular political regime which gives rise to it: “through 
its presentation of this alternative community, the Utopian narrative has 
the effect of both highlighting in a negative light many of the problems of 
the reigning social order, and perhaps even more significantly, of showing 
that what is taken as natural and eternally fixed by the members of that 
society is in fact the product of historical development and thus open to 
change” (Wegner 2005, 80).

Considerations along these lines show that, despite a high degree 
of the breach from ‘reality’ and ‘here and now’, science fiction is deeply 
rooted in the deepest human concerns and can therefore contribute in 
substantial ways to our cognitive endeavour of understanding those seg-
ments of the world that depend on such concerns. Unlike with realism, 
the reader of these works has to be more careful in adjusting her level 
of trust in what she reads. She needs to be careful in navigating the per-
meable line that separates writers’ imagination from how things are, and 
she needs to focus more specifically on recognizing the underlying themes 
that these works explore through abandonment of realism. The relevant 
epistemic gain with these works does not relate to accumulation of factual 
knowledge; rather, the reader is challenged to reflect on, modify, confirm 
or abandon her view on particular issues depicted in such works, where 
such issues are of lasting importance for our understanding of our reality.
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5. Literature and the wider intellectual context

We saw that literature presents a valuable source of knowledge of our 
society, social practices, institutions and human interactions because of 
how the authors construct fictional worlds so that these reflect the real 
world. However, it would be a misconception of literature’s epistemic dis-
positions to claim that this is all that authors do. We saw in the last section 
that epistemic dispositions of literature include also literature’s engage-
ment with what Tomas Nagel calls ‘the mortal questions’. In this part we 
will explore how literature does this from the point of view of its relations 
with other knowledge-seeking disciplines.

A look into our literary tradition is again helpful for this task, and we 
can begin by exploring literature’s link with psychology. Consider Victo-
rian literature. Nicholas Dames (2005) points to a parallel development of 
psychology as a discipline and a novel as a literary genre, identifying two 
features they have in common: the overlap of their formal concerns (ways 
of narrating the self and one’s own experience) and the shared goals (gain-
ing a complete image of the mind’s processes). Athena Vrettos concurs:

Indeed, almost anywhere we look in Victorian fiction, we can see the influ-
ence of and interest in psychology, ranging from explicit engagements with 
contemporary philosophies of mind, to theories of character development 
(...) to fictional experiments with the more speculative branches of Victorian 
science and pseudoscience – physiognomy, phrenology, and, later in the cen-
tury, psychical research into telepathy, trances, ancestral memory, and other 
mysteries of the mind. (Vrettos 2002, 70)

The fact that there is an overlap of thematic concepts and subject 
matter between literature and psychology is helpful in showing how lit-
erary writers can be concerned with themes and issues more frequently 
associated with scientific domains, but we still need to show that what 
literary authors say about these concepts has the same epistemic status as 
what psychologists say – only then can we see the institutional structure 
of literature as supporting its epistemic aspirations. We have to show that 
authors were writing from knowledge, rather than from imagination, un-
bounded by relevant facts. In other words, we have to show that authors 
had some expertise in what they were saying and that they participated in 
the same intellectual quest for knowledge as psychologists. In defending 
such authorial expertise, some critics point to the mutual intellectual en-
vironment that writers shared with psychologists, psychologists and other 
scientists whose influence is visible in their work. These scholars suggest 
that the interest in psychology as well as profound knowledge that some 
authors, such as James and Eliot reveal, stem from their friendships and 
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familial connections.8 Probably the most famous example are brothers 
Henry and William James. Critics routinely suggest that Henry’s interest 
in and knowledge of psychology can be explained by the fact that he was 
deeply interested in his brother’s field of research and was able to pick up 
first hand his psychological theories and discuss them with him.9

In her analysis of the nineteenth century literature, Janis McLarren 
Caldwell (2004) explores various ways in which “several influential lit-
erary and medical writers were allied in one project, that of negotiating 
between two distinctly different ways of knowing – between, that is, per-
sonal experience and scientific knowledge of the natural world” (2004, 1). 
Caldwell analyses some of the most influential and well known literary 
works of the century (Frankenstein, Sartor Resartus, Wuthering Heights, 
Middlemarch) tracing the influences – psychological, philosophical, medi-
cal – that shaped the creation of these novels. It is important for us to 
recognize that with their writings, these authors actively participated in 
the intellectual debates with scientists and philosophers.10

The extent to which literature and philosophy intersect and overlap 
has lead some philosophers to claim that the two should be merged to-
gether and some of the work in contemporary literary aesthetics is dedi-
cated to delineating the lines between the two disciplines.11 Here I do 
not want to pursue this debate, but to show the implications of it for the 
claim that literature is cognitively valuable. Philosophical dimension is 
indispensable in great many literary works, ranging from ‘philosophical 
romances’ of Hawthorne, Poe and Melville, Shakespeare’s tragedies, Dos-

8 Here is Vrettos: “Eliot’s intellectual circle included both Darwin and Spencer, and 
she lived with George Henry Lewes, whose problems of Life and Mind (1879) made 
important contributions to the field of physiological psychology. Many of Eliot’s 
writings demonstrate the same psychological principles as we find in Lewes’s work, 
and critics such as Gillian Beer and Nancy Paxton have shown how Eliot’s fiction 
offered an ongoing dialogue with the work of Darwin and Spencer” (Vrettos 2002, 
71). See also Fessenbecker (2020); Whiteley at all (2024). 

9 An exception to this is Meisel (2006), who claims that Henry James in his literary 
works goes beyond the psychological findings of his brother and includes the domain 
of unconsciousness. Meisel’s analysis of the Modernist literature offers an interesting 
insight into the way Modern literature relies on psychology, as well as the impact it 
had on various psychologists.

10 Illuminating example in this context is Caldwell’s analysis of Mary Shelley’s literary 
project that gave rise to Frankenstein. Though this novel is often seen as the beginning 
of the science fiction genre, Shelley was in fact inspired by the medical research of 
her time, committed to exploring the nature of the ‘vital principle’ which enabled life. 
This concern did not spring from Shelley’s imagination, but from intellectual climate 
she participated in. See also Whiteley at. all 2024.

11 See Eldridge 2009, Vidmar (2016, 2017, 2019). 
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toyevsky, Joyce, Kafka, Fitzgerald, science fiction, utopias etc. If literature 
is primarily conceived of as a humanist discipline, in addressing these 
questions it joins hands with philosophy.

Psychology, natural science and philosophy are not the only domains 
that feature in literature: sociological questions are also often inserted in 
various works. Seeing “the social novel as a form of discourse that can 
reach into all other areas of social experience” (p. 5), Dominic Head 
(2002) explains the impact of novel on society in the following way:

Here there is a direct bridge between seriousness of novels that scrutinize the 
status quo, and less reflective expressions of popular culture. The post-war 
novel has done much to discredit a rigid distinction between ‘high’ and ‘low’ 
culture, and, indeed, the prominent protagonists, from Jim Dixon to Bridget 
Jones – characters that have been rightly seen to typify new social moods 
– have invariably had popular, or at least middlebrow tastes. The novel, in 
short, has managed to cultivate a new intellectual space: it is the middlebrow 
art form par excellence, with unique and unrivalled access to every corner of 
social life, but a form that retains that ‘literary’ or serious quality, defined as 
the ability to deliberate or stimulate reflection on social and cultural ques-
tions. (Head 2002, 6)

Head’s claim that that novel has “unique and unrivalled access to ev-
ery corner of social life” explains why we often get the sense of under-
standing our social reality better when that reality is reflected in works we 
read. We have to recognize that, to the extent that literature shares the-
matic concerns with other disciplines, it can contribute to our world-view 
and the way we come to understand our experience.

6. Mistakes and contradictions in literature

Now that I sketched some directions in which to think of the epis-
temic dispositions of literature, I have to address two problems that skep-
tics raise that may diminish our epistemic faith in the novels we read. 
Both relate to Currie’s concerns regarding the lack of proper institutional 
mechanisms that dictate the epistemic goals of literature. First, does the 
fact that sometimes literary works contain mistakes diminish the claim 
of literary cognitivists? Second, how to respond to the problem of contra-
dictions, i.e. the fact that different works offer different, sometimes even 
contradicting perspectives on the same issue?

Let me start with the problem of errors. While anti-cognitivists at-
tach too much significance to the fact that some factual descriptions are 
wrong – ignoring the fact that other discourses are not error free and that 
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they too sometimes present incomplete, mistaken and inaccurate perspec-
tives on things – the fact remains that the project of establishing aesthetic 
cognitivism is diminished by the factual errors which are, much like Cur-
rie ad Stolnitz claim, tolerated in literature. Unlike faulty scientific reports 
which do get corrected, at some point, resulting in dismissal of the origi-
nally formulated theory, we generally do not discard works of literary fic-
tion when we spot factual errors in them. This is not to suggest that we 
do not apply other sorts of mechanisms that signal their epistemic sta-
tus. One of the most often employed such mechanism is classification of 
a certain work as fiction rather than as classic, where fiction is less likely 
to be seen as cognitively valuable and classics are considered important 
precisely for their treatment of human intellectual concerns. The under-
lying assumption here is that our encounters with fiction do not invite 
epistemic engagement; a reader is unlikely to treat descriptions in such 
works as potentially important for their epistemic aims. This is because 
she recognizes the triviality of thematic concerns, psychological emptiness 
of character portrayals and other segments which signal work’s disinterest 
in being cognitively valuable.

Errors however do occur. Consider Philip Larkin’s depiction of the 
breaking of the waves in his poem Absences: as critics discovered, Larkin’s 
descriptions is simply wrong – a point that Larkin did not know at the time 
he composed the poem.12 In cases like this, author describes a state of the 
affairs she does not know is factually wrong; therefore, these are false ac-
counts of some segments of our reality. Such distortions can motivate acqui-
sition of false beliefs from the work if the reader does not have knowledge 
of the relevant facts which shields her from forming false beliefs. Does that 
make literature generally, and particular works, epistemically infertile?

As a way of response, let me offer several epistemiclly grounded rea-
sons for mistakes in literature. Sometimes mistakes may arise from au-
thor’s ignorance but often, that ignorance itself is a matter of mistakes 
in the overall intellectual climate to which the writer belongs. Consider 
another example that Lamarque discusses: one of the central motives in 
Henrik Ibsen’s Ghosts is that of syphilis. As Lamarque claims, “Much of 
the symbolism in Ibsen’s Ghosts rests on the moral stigma of syphilis and 
its being passed from Captain Alving to his son Osvald. But Ibsen and his 
contemporaries had a quite different conception of syphilis from our own: 
they were wrong about the heritability of the disease” (Lamarque 2009, 

12 I take this example from Peter Lamarque, who claims: “There is no artistic intention 
behind the distortion of fact so no explanation is forthcoming in terms of “artistic 
license”. Here a factual mistake does lead to a literary weakness. It is a failure of 
mimesis or verisimilitude” (Lamarque 2009).
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199). However, if this wrong conception were corrected, the whole moral 
and symbolic dimension of the play would be lost, to the extent that it 
would make the play “virtually unintelligible” (Lamarque 2009, 199).

The question now is, does the factual incorrectness of Ibsen’s por-
trayal of syphilis neutralize the work’s capacity to reveal to us something 
about the world? I think not – though we do run the risk of forming our 
beliefs about syphilis from unreliable source. What is important to note is 
that Ibsen’s error does not reflect his ignorance or prejudice, but the scien-
tific views of the time the work was written – and views that we only now 
recognize as wrong. Other such examples include mesmerism in Dickens, 
phrenology in Charlotte Bronte or physiognomy in Trollope. What seems 
to be a mistake from the perspective of modern readers was not a mistake 
for the readers contemporary to the author, as our analysis of Victorian 
novel revealed. While the views expressed in these works are wrong – and 
therefore can mislead the audience unaware of the relevant scientific dis-
coveries – these works do contain important cognitive dimensions. For 
one thing, to the extent that literary work embodies scientific, political, 
religious and sociological beliefs of the time it was written, it can reveal 
these beliefs to the contemporary audience which might be unfamiliar 
with them. While such approach to the cognitive value has a kind of ‘ar-
chival’ dimension that Gibson points to, notice that often such works help 
us understand certain practices that were or still are implemented in so-
ciety. Margaret Mitchell’s depiction of slaves in Gone with the wind as ir-
rational and infantile explains some forms of racism that justified (in her 
days) the institution of slavery. More importantly, mistakes of this kind do 
not render literary work incapable of being revelatory and illuminating of 
some aspects of reality, morally complex situations or psychological dif-
ficulties. For all the factual errors in representing syphilis, we recognize 
Ghosts as dealing with the problems of dysfunctional families, duties and 
socially determined roles, and the insights related to these aspects of the 
novel are not diminished in light of the factual mistakes.

Of course, there are numerous examples of works which seem to 
signify their reliability but which extend well beyond the regular reader’s 
knowledge. My sister’s keeper abounds in medical information regarding 
acute leukemia and although its author Jody Picoult repeatedly empha-
sizes her dedication to research, it is not hard to imagine that some of her 
claims regarding the medical procedures are not entirely correct. My point 
however is, the ethical work that the novel is doing – that of inspiring us 
to reconsider the roles we all have as family members, of challenging us to 
negotiate our own life plans and projects with that of our family’s needs – 
are not affected by the work’s potential factual errors. The point is, when 
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discussing the relevance of mistakes for the overall cognitivists’ claim, a 
distinction needs to be made along the lines I sketched: not every mistake 
is relevant in evaluating a work’s epistemic dispositions. The hardest cases 
for literary cognitivist are those in which the author deliberately deviates 
from facts without making it obvious. Particularly in domain of ethics, 
such errors can have rather damaging consequences. Should a reader, 
upon engaging with Gone with the wind, come to believe that black people 
were well off prior to the war and abolitionism, we would have a good 
reason to consider the book misleading.

Similar reasoning applies to the fact that different works present con-
tradictions. Sometimes, contradictions are the result of works reflecting 
scientific (i.e. political, religious, sociological, philosophical etc) attitudes 
and beliefs accepted (presumably) by the author and his intended audi-
ence. In some cases, writers intentionally contradict the established world 
view of the community in order to challenge the accepted morality and 
overall ideology. The fact that literature generally contains contradictions 
which are not ‘corrected’ can also be explained by the fact that literature 
not only reflects, but also, and more often, criticizes and challenges not 
only scientific changes but general attitudes of the public towards specif-
ic issues. Philosophical, social, political, scientific and religious attitudes 
change. Literature reflects that change and in a very important way, serves 
as an archive of the general growth and development of human body of 
knowledge.

7. Conclusion

My aim in this paper was to defend the view that literature is cogni-
tively valuable and I did so against one particular challenge issued by Cur-
rie: the one undermining epistemic reliability of literature. My approach 
was based on extensive analysis of critical commentaries on various liter-
ary works, their writers, and the overall literary tradition, all of which are 
concerned with showing ways in which literary fiction can contribute to 
our cognition. Arguably however, none of them would diminish Currie’s 
skepticism. Indeed, if we were to argue that the epistemic dispositions of 
literature are the same as those of science, we would be wrong. But on my 
view, that does not diminish our right to treat literature as epistemically 
potent.

My argument was for the most part based on pointing to the aesthetic 
and epistemic norms underlying particular periods and genres in our lit-
erary tradition. I argued that, to the extent that the readers are aware of at 
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least some of the conventions guiding literary production in certain peri-
ods, they can rely on some set of epistemic criteria, however loosely de-
fined, which can regulate the level of trust they give to a particular work. 
It is not, I think, an exaggeration to say that this knowledge is available to 
readers, particularly those who repeatedly turn to literature because they 
enjoy the intellectual stimuli provided by it, and the aesthetic rewards they 
receive in response. As Eva-Maria Konrad argues, “there are a number of 
rules and conventions that we have to learn if we want to either read or 
write a fictional text in the correct way. These conventions are not estab-
lished by a single readers or authors alone, but by the whole literary com-
munity” (2017, 47).

My account also draws from the rich tradition of literary criticism. 
For reasons of space I could not provide a substantial account of the epis-
temic structure of literary criticism, but the examples offered can at least 
mitigate some of Currie’s claims. His claim that institutions of criticism 
are not “designed to promote, nor are they connected in any systematic 
way with, epistemic reliability” (2020, 185) seems plausible, but we should 
also consider the efforts that literary critics and scholars employ in engag-
ing with individual works in order to trace their epistemic source: obvi-
ously, only a critic with sufficient expertise in the relevant domains can 
offer such insightful analyses. In a similar way, Currie’s generalized claim 
that “when truthfulness is invoked in criticism, it often seems to mark the 
achievement of some vivid effect, with no very obvious connection to the 
idea of being right about anything in particular” (2020, 185) can easily be 
met with counter-examples. Recall Gibson’s meticulous depiction of the 
insight provided by Faulkner regarding the racial issue, Crane’s analysis 
of realists’ interest in the everyday social world, or Vrettos account of the 
psychological domains explored by literature. On my view, such examples 
show that literary critics make a good job in underlying the particular 
epistemic segments of different works and are good in pointing to their 
reliability.

Of course, as several anti-cognitivists are quick to claim, readers, for 
the most part, rarely check such ‘extra-literary’ writings and they com-
monly engage with works relying on their own sense of ‘what the works 
tells them’ rather than on what critics find reliable. On Currie’s view, this 
is additional reason to doubt literature’s cognitive capacity, which eventu-
ally leads him to suggest that perhaps readers only pretend to have learnt 
something. I do not think that is right however. I have elsewhere (2024) 
proposed to think of our learning from literature as accommodated with-
in ‘peer-review’ model: the one which allows individual reader a certain 
liberty in evaluating what segments of a work, if any, offer potential for 
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learning. For some readers, this may amount to few facts, for others, the 
moral or psychological principles depicted in a work may be intellectually 
rewarding, yet for some others, the particular way in which a particular 
character responds to a moral dilemma or existential crisis. My intention 
is not to diminish author’s reliability or expertise, only to provide a mod-
el of learning from fiction more aligned with the basic point that Cur-
rie makes; the one regarding the subjective aspect of literary experiences. 
What one picks up from literature depends more on the reader than on 
the particular work: some dispositions may go unnoticed, while some may 
be activated and taken in directions not predicted by the writer. While on 
Currie’s view such a subjective nature of our responses to literature is yet 
another reason to doubt its epistemic value, on my view it is precisely the 
aspect that makes it so immensely important, helpful and significant in 
our individual attempts to make sense of ourselves, our experiences and 
other people.13
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