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Justification from Fictional Narratives

CHARLeS RePP

1. Introduction

many people claim that we can gain knowledge from reading novels and 
other forms of narrative fiction. in a trivial sense, this claim seems uncontro-
versial. there is no doubt that reading Pride and Prejudice can teach me, for 
example, what the novel is about or give me some insight into the character 
of Regency english. this is because a novel, like any other text, constitutes 
direct evidence for propositions about its own content and language. But it 
is widely questioned whether such a work could ever give us knowledge of 
any of the general propositions it expresses about the world outside the text, 
for it is commonly held that fictional narratives do not have the resources to 
justify such propositions, however true they may be. As one adherent to this 
view says, “if we find that stubborn pride and ignorant prejudice sometimes 
keep attractive men and women apart, we find the evidence for this truth 
about the great world in the great world. the fiction does not and cannot 
provide the evidence.”1

 Various theories have been offered in response to this “no-justification” 
argument. in this paper, i assess one popular theory that has been defended 
by Noël Carroll and David Davies, among others. Carroll and Davies at-
tempt to explain how fictional narratives like novels can supply justification 
by comparing them to thought experiments. i argue that there is something 
both helpful and unhelpful about this thought experiment analogy (the te 
analogy). on the one hand, i claim, the te analogy fails to capture some of 
the distinctive ways in which long fictional narratives like novels can justify 
their themes, that is, the propositions they manifest at the most general or 
“global” level. in particular, i claim, it overlooks two factors that play an 
important justificatory role at this level: one, the coherence of a theme in 
relation to the other themes and subthematic propositions manifested in the 
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narrative and two, the intellectual character manifested by the author of the 
narrative. on the other hand, the te analogy offers a plausible model for 
understanding how long fictional narratives can justify propositions mani-
fested at the “local” level, that is, the level of small-scale units of action and 
dialogue, which turns out to be important for understanding how the two 
kinds of justification provided at the macro level ultimately get epistemic 
traction. thus, i argue, the te analogy fails to tell the whole story of how 
fictional narratives like novels justify their themes, though it does tell an 
important part.
 Apart from defending this assessment of the te analogy, this paper also 
aims to clear up several confusions surrounding the no-justification argu-
ment itself. one issue particularly in need of clarification is the specific 
type(s) of text to which the argument applies. While there is no doubt that 
a work like Pride and Prejudice falls within its scope, there seems to be some 
confusion as to why. is Pride and Prejudice unable to provide justification for 
its claims because it is a novel, a fiction, a narrative, a literary work, or what?
 this question is the main focus of the first section below (section 2). in 
the three subsequent sections, i develop my assessment of the te analogy—
first, presenting the case for it (section 3); next, exposing its limitations (sec-
tion 4); and finally, suggesting how it might contribute to a more nuanced 
account of how fictional narratives provide justification (section 5).

2. The No-Justification Argument

the no-justification argument (NJA) is often presented as an argument about 
literature or even art in general.2 A typical way of putting it is that literature 
cannot be a source of justification for propositions because it is “barren of 
systematic argument or evidence.”3 What has generally escaped notice is 
that there are, in fact, two arguments here, each having a distinct target and 
neither posing a problem for literature as such. i call these the “no-evidence” 
argument and “no-argument” argument.

2.1. No-Evidence Argument
the no-evidence argument focuses on the type of evidence literary works 
can present for propositions. According to this argument, literature may 
suggest but never confirm claims about the actual world because, unlike 
scientific studies, which offer real empirical data in support of their hy-
potheses, literary works offer only reports of imaginary people and events.4 
the no-evidence argument points to a problem with literature qua fiction, 
at least in a nontechnical sense of this term. that is, the problem arises for 
literary works only insofar as the particular subject matter they describe is 
“made up” or “invented.” As to whether literary discourse is fictional in any 
more theoretical sense of being intended to function in some special way or 
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to invite some special type of response, the no-evidence argument seems 
indifferent. Defending fictional literature against the no-evidence argument, 
therefore, does not require refuting any particular theory about the nature 
of fiction, such as the view that fictional discourse is nonassertorial. At the 
same time, however, it requires more than just citing examples of literature 
that deal with actual people and events since these would not count as fic-
tions in the relevant sense.

2.2. No-Argument Argument
Whereas the no-evidence argument notes the lack of empirical evidence sup-
plied by literature, contrasting it in this respect with science, the no-argu-
ment argument observes the general absence in literature of any substantive 
or rigorous argumentation, contrasting it in this respect with philosophy.5 
Here, again, the problem is not with literary works qua literary. Nor this 
time is it with literary works qua fictions, despite what some have suggest-
ed.6 Rather, the concern raised by the no-argument argument appears to be 
a concern about the narrative aspect of literature. For it would seem that the 
reason many literary works fail to supply arguments for their themes is that 
they are stories, which consist almost by definition of sequences of causally 
or temporally connected events rather than sequences of logically connected 
premises. of course, some narratives do present arguments, which may be 
voiced by a character (for example, ivan’s eloquent statement of the problem 
of evil in The Brothers Karamazov) or by the author or narrator (for example, 
tolstoy’s arguments against the “great man” theory of history in War and 
Peace). However, pointing to such arguments is not likely to impress the no-
justification skeptic, who is likely to insist in every case that they are merely 
adventitious to the fictional narratives (qua narratives) that contain them.
 the NJA combines the no-evidence and no-argument arguments into one. 
it says that fictions are unable to supply empirical evidence for propositions, 
that narratives are unable to supply arguments for propositions, and, there-
fore, that fictional narratives are unable to supply justification for proposi-
tions. to repeat, the conclusion of the NJA is not a claim about literature per 
se, let alone art in general. Nevertheless, it is true that many literary works 
will be subject to the argument insofar as many literary works are narrative 
fictions. moreover, there are good reasons one might want to focus on liter-
ary forms of narrative fiction, particularly if one is interested in whether part 
of the value of literary works as such lies in their ability to give us proposi-
tional knowledge or justification. For the NJA claims that no fictional narra-
tives (and a fortiori no literary ones) have this ability. thus, if sound, it sug-
gests that this ability is often irrelevant to literary value. An interest in this 
evaluative question explains why many discussions of the NJA—including 
this one—focus on novels, since novels are in many instances both literary 
works and fictional narratives.
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 Several key terms in the NJA are open to some interpretation. Let me say 
now a few words about how i will understand them.

2.3. Justification
the NJA implicitly assumes that one cannot be justified in accepting a prop-
osition unless one has evidence or arguments for that proposition. the argu-
ment thus seems to assume an “internalist” notion of justification—that is, 
one according to which a belief that p can only be justified by other beliefs 
or internal states that provide inferential bases for p. Some epistemologists 
think that the very concept of justification is such that the only candidate 
analyses are internalist ones. But i take it that what the NJA wants to con-
clude is that fictional narratives are incapable of providing justification not 
only in this internal sense but in a broader sense as well. that is, as i un-
derstand it, the NJA is supposed to prove that a fictional narrative can do 
nothing to make a proposition any more worthy of acceptance, any more 
reasonable or appropriate to hold, than it already is. it is, thus, in this broad-
er sense, roughly synonymous with Alvin Plantinga’s warrant or positive 
epistemic status, that i will use the term justification in what follows.

2.4. Supply
the conclusion of the NJA as i have formulated it is that fictional narratives 
cannot supply justification for propositions. What is the relevant sense of 
supply here? the difficulty in answering this question is that supply in this 
context does not admit of any straightforward causal interpretation. that 
is, it will not do to say that a text supplies justification for p just in case a 
reader forms a justified belief that p as a result of reading it, for even the 
most brilliantly argued philosophical treatise or extensively researched sci-
entific report could fail to meet this condition—if, for instance, the reader 
failed to grasp the arguments or correctly interpret the evidence for p. yet 
it is precisely in contrast to these types of texts that the NJA claims fictional 
narratives are unable to supply justification. moreover, it seems that even 
the most inane piece of gibberish could, under the right conditions, satisfy 
the condition—if the reader, for instance, had a strange form of dyslexia 
whereby he somehow experienced the text as meaningful and informative. 
the text in this event could be said to supply justification on a causal con-
strual of supply but would hardly seem to deserve such credit.
 the problem with the simple causal interpretation is that it makes suc-
cess in supplying justification depend too much on the mind of the reader 
and not enough on the nature of the text itself. it seems impossible to avoid 
all reference to the mind of the reader, since justification must be supplied to 
something, after all, and it is generally thought that the only sorts of things 
that can be bearers of justification are mental states. However, to screen out 
the effect of unskilled or psychologically abnormal readers, it seems that 
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the conditions on supplying justification must include some constraint on 
the reader’s response to the text. more specifically, it seems that a fictional 
narrative’s ability to supply justification ought to be measured not by what 
effect it has on just anyone, but by what effect it has on a suitably sensitive 
and informed reader, one who comes equipped with a minimum of relevant 
skills and background knowledge and reacts to the text in accordance with 
the appropriate interpretive and epistemic norms.
 i take it that literary critics and scholars are the exemplars of this type of 
reader, if anyone is. Accordingly, my method in what follows, particularly 
in section 4, will place significant weight on how these “expert” readers re-
spond to the propositions manifested in fictional narratives. if justification 
can be gotten from narrative fictions, these readers would seem to be the 
ones most likely to get it, and their responses would seem to offer the best 
clues as to how exactly the process works.

2.5. Propositions
the propositions manifested through fictional narratives (FNs) can vary in 
numerous respects. For example, although every proposition manifested in 
an FN may be plausibly ascribed to the author or some author construct (we 
can bracket for now the question of who exactly this author is7), not all of 
them need be believed by the author. the propositions manifested in an FN 
can be the objects of various attitudes of the author, affective and conative 
as well as cognitive. Likewise, not all propositions manifested through FNs 
have the same illocutionary force. Some seem to have the force of assertions, 
but FNs can often “contemplate” or “entertain” or “explore” propositions 
without asserting them.
 most important to note here, however, is that not all propositions mani-
fested in FNs are equal in importance. Middlemarch implies both that there is 
something noble about the passionate idealism of people like Dorothea and 
Lydgate, even if the world is such that their high aspirations are rarely real-
ized, and that, in nineteenth-century British society, a person’s property was 
customarily distributed after his death according to a written will. However, 
the former proposition clearly stands out as more central to the novel. the 
most central propositions in an FN are commonly referred to as its themes.8 
Variation in terms of thematicity cuts across the two other variations men-
tioned above.
 if one understands the NJA as categorically denying that any type of 
proposition could ever be justified by an FN and one merely wishes to re-
fute the argument, then one can safely ignore the difference between the-
matic and nonthematic propositions. in that case, all one needs is a story 
about how FNs can justify any type of proposition they manifest—which 
type makes no difference. this is certainly one way of approaching the NJA. 
However, i take it this would be an unsatisfying approach for the majority 
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of those interested in the debate, particularly, again, for those of us who are 
interested in it for what it implies about literary evaluation. For if there are 
any propositions for which it matters, from a literary evaluative standpoint, 
whether a work provides justification, the most likely candidates would 
seem to be those propositions to which the work as a whole seeks to give 
expression—its themes. So a response to the NJA that explained only how 
FNs can justify nonthematic propositions would provide little support to 
those of us who think that justification is important from a literary evalua-
tive standpoint. it would hardly redeem FNs from a purely epistemic stand-
point, either, since, as the example from Middlemarch suggests, nonthematic 
propositions tend to be much less interesting than thematic ones. there are, 
thus, various reasons to be unsatisfied with an answer to the NJA that fails 
to explain how FNs can justify their themes.
 With these points in mind, let us turn now to the te analogy.

3. The TE Analogy

the te analogy seeks to answer the NJA by claiming that fictional narra-
tives can work like thought experiments (tes)—hypothetical scenarios com-
monly used to purchase intuitive support for claims in philosophy and other 
fields. many tes, of course, are FNs in the sense that they ask us to imagine 
some counterfactual sequence of events. more controversially, however, the 
te analogy asserts a comparison between tes and longer FNs such as nov-
els. Since there is a general presumption that tes are capable of justifying 
theories, the te analogy is seen by many philosophers as a promising way of 
explaining how longer FNs can justify their themes. Both Noël Carroll and 
David Davies have defended versions of the te analogy.9

3.1. Carroll
Carroll argues specifically for an analogy between FNs and what he calls 
“philosophical” or “analytical” tes, meaning those that are aimed at re-
vealing conceptual rather than empirical truths.10 A classic example from 
epistemology, which has been subject to countless variations since edmund 
Gettier first presented it, runs as follows. imagine Smith and Jones have both 
applied for a job. Jones has strong evidence that Smith will get the job (the 
boss told Jones so) and that Smith has ten coins in his pocket (Jones counted 
them), on which basis Jones infers that the man who will get the job has 
ten coins in his pocket. Now imagine that Jones is right, not because Smith 
will get the job but because Jones himself will get the job and unbeknown 
to himself Jones has ten coins in his pocket. Jones’s belief that the man who 
will get the job has ten coins in his pocket thus seems to be justified and true, 
but is it knowledge? For many people, the intuitive answer is “no.” Gettier’s 
thought experiment is, thus, widely taken to be a refutation of the justified 
true belief account of knowledge.
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 Carroll points out several similarities between philosophical tes like this 
and FNs like novels. one is that they can both be made to do the same kind 
of cognitive work. For example, just like Gettier’s cases, some FNs are de-
signed to reveal counterexamples to universal claims. Such is the case, Car-
roll claims, with Graham Greene’s novella The Third Man. in Greene’s story, 
set in post–WWii Vienna, American Rollo martins helps the police capture 
his best friend Harry Lime when martins discovers that Lime has been sell-
ing corrupted penicillin to Allied hospitals. By portraying Rollo’s actions as 
just, Carroll claims, the story provides a counterexample to the view e. m. 
Forster avows in Two Cheers for Democracy that loyalty to one’s friends is 
more valuable than loyalty to any cause.
 FNs can also function like philosophical tes, Carroll says, by helping to 
clarify conceptual criteria. Carroll attributes this function to a thought ex-
periment of Arthur Danto’s, which calls on us to imagine a series of visually 
indiscernible paintings, each with a different causal history, and invites us 
to reflect on which ones count as artworks and why. Carroll goes on to argue 
that e. m. Forster’s novel Howards End does something similar for the con-
cept of virtue. the novel revolves around two families, the Schlegels and the 
Wilcoxes, representing two different sets of virtues—one geared toward aes-
thetic appreciation and the cultivation of “personal relations,” the other to-
ward excellence in the practical spheres of business, politics, and war. over 
the course of the novel, the two families collide with and influence each 
other in various ways, with the result that the characters come to embody 
various mixtures of the two sets of virtues. in the end, Carroll thinks, the 
novel invites us to compare these various mixtures in order to reach a clearer 
conception of what makes a person virtuous, much as Danto’s thought ex-
periment invites us to compare the various paintings in order to get clearer 
about what makes an object a work of art.
 For Carroll, the analogy between FNs and philosophical tes lies not 
just in the type of cognitive goods they yield, however, but also, and more 
importantly, in the way they secure these goods. Like many philosophers, 
Carroll thinks that philosophical tes can lead us to new justified beliefs by 
calling forth unarticulated forms of knowledge we already possess, which 
get expressed through our intuitive responses to the fictional scenarios they 
describe. on this view, the explanation for why Gettier’s te gives us rea-
son to reject the “justified-true-belief” (JtB) account is that the intuitions 
it elicits (“this is a case of justified true belief but not knowledge”) reflect 
some understanding we already have regarding the concept of knowledge 
(and justification, truth, and so forth). Carroll thinks that a similar story can 
be told about FNs like Howards End. that is, we come to the novel already 
equipped with some intuitive knowledge about the concept of virtue, which 
gets mobilized in the process of evaluating the various candidates for virtue 
presented in the novel and gives warrant to the propositions we ultimately 
come to embrace as a result of this process.
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3.2. Davies
While Carroll compares FNs only to philosophical tes, Davies extends the 
analogy to scientific tes as well—that is, those concerned with empirical 
questions.11 A famous example from the history of physics is Galileo’s can-
nonball. to show that all bodies fall at the same speed regardless of their 
weight, Galileo asks his readers in the Dialogues Concerning Two New Sciences 
to imagine tying a lightweight musket ball to a heavy cannonball and let-
ting the coupled balls drop. According to Aristotle’s view, which holds that 
lighter objects fall more slowly than heavier objects, the musket ball, being 
lighter and therefore slower, will retard the speed of the cannonball. But this 
results in an absurdity, for if the cannonball joined to a musket ball falls less 
rapidly than the cannonball alone, then the heavier object falls less rapidly 
than the lighter object. Aristotle’s view is, thus, shown to be untenable.
 Drawing support from recent work in the philosophy of science, Da-
vies suggests that such scientific tes may warrant empirical claims in basi-
cally the same way as Carroll thinks philosophical tes warrant conceptual 
claims—only Davies’s suggestion is that, in the case of scientific tes, the 
tacit knowledge that grounds our intuitive responses is empirical rather 
than conceptual.12 this paves the way for an analogous explanation of how 
it is possible to acquire justified empirical beliefs from FNs—for example, 
how we can “learn about the dynamics of complex human relationships 
through reading Henry James, or about the rhythms of lived experience 
through reading Virginia Woolf.” in Davies’s words, the explanation is that 
our responses to such fictional narratives mobilize unarticulated cognitive 
resources based in experience. the fiction is able to elicit such responses be-
cause it makes manifest constant patterns underlying the complexity of ac-
tual experience—this is reflected in our feeling that the novel has indeed re-
vealed such patterns to us; and this feeling is to be trusted because it reflects 
the operation of such unarticulated cognitive resources in our reading.13

 Both Carroll’s and Davies’s accounts line up nicely in one respect with 
literary critical practice. that is, it is common and generally regarded as 
appropriate for critics to appeal explicitly to certain kinds of intuitions or 
feelings in responding to the themes of FNs. these intuitions typically take 
the form of judgments about whether some element of the narrative (for ex-
ample, a specific plot or character development) is “realistic” or “plausible” 
or “convincing,” and they can often underwrite judgments about the accept-
ability of the narrative’s themes. in response to The Third Man, for instance, 
a literary critic would be within his rights to say that it just seems intuitively 
implausible that a man like martins would be good friends with a man like 
Lime in the first place, and, on the basis of this intuition, the critic might be 
skeptical about the story’s theme (as Carroll interprets it).
 Without denying that such intuitions can play a crucial role in justify-
ing some propositions in FNs, i am going to argue in the next section that 
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they play a much less direct and exclusive role than the te analogy sug-
gests when it comes to thematic propositions. By focusing primarily on this 
role, i will argue, Carroll and Davies overlook the important contribution 
that coherence among an FN’s manifested propositions and the intellectual 
character of its manifested author can make to the justification of its themes. 
First, however, i will consider a separate pair of objections that have been 
raised against the te analogy by Joshua Landy.

4. Problems (and Nonproblems) for the TE Analogy

Landy claims that there are two key problems for the te analogy.14 the 
first is that, whereas tes “hew with obsessive tenacity to the way in which 
events (are taken to) unfold in the real world,” FNs tend to “add in such ele-
ments as drama and surprise,” giving their endings “an appropriateness . . . 
rarely met with in real life.” the second is that tes, in contrast to FNs, “tend 
. . . to be as general as possible, dispensing with details.”15 Let us begin with 
the first alleged disanology.

4.1. Realism
it is, of course, true that many types of FNs do distort reality for dramatic 
purposes—for instance, Hollywood movies. As Daniel Jacobson observes, 
“the ubiquitous happy endings of Hollywood movies . . . do not arise be-
cause filmmakers, or audiences, think life is like that. the first rule of Hol-
lywood screenwriting is: make the audience want something very badly, 
and then give it to them. And we do not always want the terrible truth.”16 
However, many types of FNs, including works of social and psychological 
realism, do aim to mirror reality. moreover, many philosophical tes ask us 
to imagine things that do not or could not occur in the real world, such as 
teleportations, brain rejuvenations, body swaps, zombies, and magic memo-
ry-erasing pills. Landy, thus, seems mistaken to think that FNs are generally 
less true to reality than tes. How they compare in this respect all seems to 
depend on what type of FNs and what type of tes we choose to focus on.
 Suppose Landy were not mistaken about this, however—would it follow 
that FNs cannot justify some hypotheses the same way tes do? Landy seems 
to think so, and his reasoning seems to be that, if FNs are less realistic than 
tes, the intuitions they elicit cannot be as reliable. Let us grant that, if an FN 
distorts a certain aspect of reality, then the intuitions it elicits in regard to that 
aspect will not be trustworthy. in that case, we should be wary of some of 
the feelings that Hollywood movies inspire toward romantic love, since love 
is, in certain respects, often portrayed unrealistically in such movies. How-
ever, many types of fictional narratives are unrealistic in some respects but 
realistic in others. indeed, this is true even of Hollywood love stories, which 
sometimes offer very realistic portrayals of the problems that can complicate 
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romances and marriages, even if they tend to suggest that these problems are 
more easily resolvable than they really are. moreover, it may not be necessary 
for an FN to be realistic at all to elicit sound intuitions about conceptual mat-
ters. to elicit sound intuitions about the concept of love, for example, it may 
be enough to depict a case of love that is merely possible.
 it would appear that Landy’s first objection fails to hit its target, then, not 
only because it is based on a false disanalogy but because, even if it were not, 
FNs might still warrant many types of propositions in the same way tes do.

4.2. Detail
Landy’s second objection seems more promising, at least insofar as it is 
based on a real difference between FNs and tes. FNs such as novels do, 
undeniably, tend to be richer in detail than tes. But again it is unclear just 
how this difference is supposed to prevent FNs from justifying some claims 
in the same way as tes.
 the fact that FNs are more detailed would not seem to make the intuitions 
they elicit any less trustworthy. on the contrary, in fact, it might be thought 
that tes can skew our intuitions on some issues precisely because they tend 
to be so vague and that more detailed stories might therefore help us think 
more clearly on these issues. Daniel Dennett has suggested that this is true 
particularly when it comes to thinking about the relation between causal de-
terminism and moral responsibility.17 to see how a person may be held mor-
ally responsible for actions that are causally determined, Dennett thinks, we 
need to appreciate how complex the causes of our actions can be, and for that, 
we need examples that can unpack these causes in full and intricate detail. By 
nature, tes are too schematic and course-grained to do this, Dennett thinks. 
Hence, he argues, they are systematically biased against theories such as 
compatibilism that require complex and nuanced explanations of phenom-
ena. Dennett leaves it open to infer that FNs like novels, on account of their 
greater detail, might be less biased against such theories.
 Perhaps Landy’s thought is that the greater detail of FNs indicates a dif-
ference in terms of the function they are designed to serve. this thought 
has been expressed by Roy Sorensen, who takes the greater detail of FNs to 
reflect, in particular, their authors’ greater concern with entertaining their 
audience. But it does not follow that FNs cannot also be concerned with 
making theoretical points. indeed, it is arguable that many tes aim in some 
degree to be entertaining even as their primary goal is to establish serious 
theoretical points. more strongly, it might be questioned whether the greater 
detail in FNs is always theoretically irrelevant. As Dennett suggests, there 
may be certain theories like compatibilism that can be adequately appreci-
ated only through richly detailed stories. if so, then sometimes the greater 
detail of FNs might actually subserve theoretical aims.
 Barring some other explanation, then, it is hard to see how the greater de-
tail of FNs hinders their ability to justify some propositions in the same way 
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tes do. i will now argue, however, that the greater detail of FNs, while not 
preventing them from providing the same form of justification as tes do, 
enables them to provide two other forms as well, which can end up playing 
a more prominent role in the process by which long fictional narratives like 
novels justify propositions, particularly thematic ones.

4.3. Coherence
First of all, the greater detail of FNs like novels, combined with their charac-
teristically greater length, complexity, and so forth, means that they typical-
ly manifest a much larger body of beliefs and other propositional attitudes 
than do tes, which, in turn, means that the coherence of this body of beliefs 
normally takes on much greater epistemic significance in FNs than in tes.
 Consider Howards End again. i take it that one of the main themes of How-
ards End is that there is more to virtue than the exclusive devotion to “per-
sonal relations” and artistic pleasures exhibited in the novel by the Schegels, 
especially Helen Schlegel. incidentally, many critics identify Helen’s outlook 
with the moral philosophy of G. e. moore.18 in his Principia Ethica, influential 
with the Bloomsbury set to which Forster belonged, moore famously claims 
that “the most valuable things, which we know or can imagine, are certain 
states of consciousness, which may be roughly described as the pleasures 
of human intercourse and the enjoyment of beautiful objects”—a statement 
that might as well have been uttered by Helen Schlegel herself.19 Forster’s 
novel may thus be read partly as an attempt to refute a (then) popular philo-
sophical thesis. this much agrees with Carroll’s view of the novel as a kind 
of te, though, on the reading i am suggesting, it would be a te more along 
the lines of Gettier’s than Danto’s.
 But now notice that the way Howards End supports this anti-moorean 
theme is not simply by eliciting intuitions in its favor (though some intu-
itions are involved, on which more in section 5), but by getting us to reflect 
consciously on the coherence of the theme in relation to numerous other 
propositions manifested in the story. Some of these other propositions are 
also themselves major themes of the novel. Like most novels, Howards End 
contains not just one but multiple themes. Besides the anti-moorean theme, 
which is bound up with the novel’s suggestion that the best character is one 
that combines Schlegel and Wilcox virtues, there is also, for instance, the idea 
(which is really many ideas) that the health of society (that is, english society 
of the early twentieth century) requires some kind of reconciliation between 
culture and industry, rich and poor, urban and rural, and future and past. the 
famous epigraph of the novel, “only connect,” invites us to reflect on one 
way in which all these themes hang together, and the extent to which they are 
unified under this (or any other) idea strengthens each of them.
 the novel also invites us to reflect on the coherence between the anti-
moorean theme and a number of what we might call subthematic proposi-
tions—that is propositions manifested in a story that serve to shed light on 
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the meaning or reasoning behind a theme but are not quite general or central 
enough to count as themes themselves. Several subthematic propositions 
related to the anti-moorean theme occur explicitly in the novel as thoughts 
in margaret Schlegel’s head, as she reflects on her growing “interest that 
verged into liking” for the Wilcoxes:

She desired to protect them, and often felt that they could protect her, 
excelling where she was deficient. once past the rocks of emotion, they 
knew so well what to do, whom to send for; their hands were on all 
the ropes, they had grit, as well as grittiness, and she valued grit enor-
mously. they led a life that she could not attain to—the outer life of 
“telegrams and anger.” . . . to margaret this life was to remain a real 
force. She could not despise it, as Helen and tibby [Helen and marga-
ret’s brother] affected to do. it fostered such virtues as neatness, deci-
sion, and obedience, virtues of the second rank, no doubt, but they have 
formed our civilization. they form character, too; margaret could not 
doubt it: they keep the soul from becoming sloppy. How dare Schlegels 
despise Wilcoxes, when it takes all sorts to make a world?20

 there are many distinct propositions expressed in this passage that give 
content and support to the anti-moorean theme: that a moorean soul is de-
ficient in certain respects; that it lacks neatness, decision, and obedience; 
that these virtues have formed our civilization; that they keep the soul from 
becoming sloppy, and so forth. together with the more general theme, these 
claims form a bundle of propositions that are meant to explain and reinforce 
one another. And, again, how well they do so is important to how reasonable 
it is to buy the anti-moorean theme.
 We could even go a level deeper, taking each of these subthematic propo-
sitions and situating it within a more extended network of supporting prop-
ositions implicit in the novel. take, for example, the claim that Wilcox virtues 
“keep the soul from becoming sloppy,” a line that echoes an earlier passage 
in which margaret wonders aloud whether “personal relations lead to slop-
piness in the end.”21 Later in the novel, a friend of the Schlegels, Leonard 
Bast, loses his job and faces the threat of severe poverty. Full of concern and 
pity for Bast but not knowing what to do once past the “rocks of emotion”—
or perhaps failing to get past the rocks at all—Helen ends up sleeping with 
him one night, unintentionally ruining his marriage and becoming pregnant 
with his child. the incident recapitulates Helen’s impulsive and immedi-
ately regretted night of passion with Paul Wilcox that sets the novel going. 
the two incidents suggest a number of beliefs about the specific dangers to 
which a moorean soul like Helen Schlegel is prone, which are designed to 
bolster the contention that “personal relations lead to sloppiness” and, by 
extension, the more general anti-moorean theme. the more coherent this 
whole bundle of propositions is, the more justification the novel gives us for 
the anti-moorean theme.
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4.4. Intellectual Character
the greater detail of FNs enables a second form of justification distinct from 
that which tes provide in that it typically gives us greater insight into the 
intellectual character of the author, which can provide further grounds on 
which to judge the themes of a fictional narrative as more or less creditable.
 FNs can expose various excellences and deficiencies in the minds of their 
creators.
 Good FNs generally manifest highly developed imaginative, observation-
al, and linguistic skills, although different writers can manifest these skills 
to different degrees. Different writers can also manifest different degrees of 
intellectual virtues, such as open-mindedness, fair-mindedness, curiosity, in-
tellectual courage, patience, humility, and maturity, among others—as well as 
their opposite vices (dogmatism, prejudice, intellectual complacency, coward-
ice, hastiness, arrogance, immaturity). in general, the more intellectual virtue 
an author displays, the more appropriate it is to trust what she tells.
 there are lots of ways in which a story can reveal the intellectual char-
acter of its teller. in Howards End, the narrator (commonly identified with 
Forster) offers frequent observations about everything from the influence 
a person’s physical appearance can have on her character (chap. 4), to the 
ripples that love between two people can cause in the social waters that 
surround them (chap. 20), to the tendency of women, in contrast to men, 
to be attracted to others out of pity for their unworthiness (chap. 32). most 
of these observations do not express or bear directly on the novel’s themes. 
But evidence for various intellectual qualities (for example, psychological 
acumen, analytical intelligence, and stereotyped thinking) might be found 
in both the content of these reflections and the manner in which they are 
presented, and, in light of these qualities, it may be more or less reasonable 
to accept some as the novel’s themes.
 of course, on close enough examination, one might find evidence of the 
author’s intellectual character in a te, too. But, generally, tes do not offer 
us the kind of prolonged exposure to the author’s mind necessary to discern 
stable character traits. Furthermore, the highly impersonal style in which 
most professional philosophy and science today is written, while well suit-
ed for conveying certain cognitive virtues such as clarity and logical rigor, 
tends to give only a very narrow picture of the author’s intellectual charac-
ter. As Arthur Danto says, speaking of the classic fifteen-page journal article 
that has become the “canonical literary format” in the current age of our 
profession, “if, under the constraints of blind review, we black out name and 
institutional affiliation, there will be no internal evidence of authorial pres-
ence, but only a unit of pure philosophy, to the presentation of which the 
author will have sacrificed all identity.”22 For both these reasons, it seems 
unlikely that that author’s intellectual character plays a significant justifica-
tory role in tes.
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 But why think it actually plays any justificatory role in FNs? Sure, one 
might say—FNs can give us a more robust sense of the author’s intellectual 
character. But where is the evidence that this sense makes any legitimate 
contribution to the justification of themes in FNs? A similar question might 
be asked about coherence. that is, while granting that much greater levels 
of coherence are possible in FNs, given the much greater number of proposi-
tions they manifest, one might still wonder whether such coherence figures 
appropriately in our epistemic evaluations of a FN’s themes.
 my answer to each of these questions has two parts. the first involves an 
appeal to the practices of literary critics.

4.5. Coherence and Intellectual Character  
in Literary Criticism
As i mentioned earlier, i take it that the question of whether the themes in an 
FN can be justified on the basis of given set of factors is one of whether these 
factors play a role in persuading a certain sort of reader, one who comes to 
the text with the necessary skills, background knowledge, and normative 
framework for properly understanding and evaluating the text. And i take 
it that literary critics are generally paradigmatic of this sort of reader. So 
in answering the question of whether themes in an FN can be justified on 
the basis of the author’s intellectual character or their coherence with other 
propositions in the work, i take it to be highly relevant that literary critics 
place considerable weight on such factors when assessing how persuasive 
a theme is.
 When one looks at the critical literature on Howards End—to stick with 
our example—one finds many discussions about the coherence of the beliefs 
or other propositional attitudes it manifests, commonly supporting conclu-
sions about the novel’s success or failure in “proving” or “demonstrating” 
or “making its case” for some of its themes. A typical instance comes from 
Barbara Rosencrance, who interprets the novel as an “exhortation to human 
relations,” but argues that this exhortation “must ultimately be regarded as 
unsuccessful” because of the inconsistency between it and the novel’s “strik-
ing sense of recoil from humanity.”23 Says Rosencrance, “Forster too often 
substitutes preachiness for the integrated imagery of a coherent position.”24 
in support of a more positive assessment of the novel’s suasory success, Da-
vid Shusterman notes that the novel “represents the completest expression 
[in Forster’s work] of a unified . . . outlook toward living in the society of 
human beings.”25

 one also finds many critics explaining the persuasive force of Howards End 
(or its shortage thereof) in terms of intellectual qualities Forster manifests in 
the novel. With some of Forster’s earlier novels, says Lionel trilling, “we can 
sometimes feel that their assumptions have been right but rather too easy.” 
But Howards End “develops to the full the themes and attitudes of the early 
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books and . . . justifies these attitudes by connecting them with a more ma-
ture sense of responsibility.” trilling thinks this more mature responsibility is 
evident in Forster’s more honest attempt in Howards End to confront some of 
the difficulties with the themes of his earlier works.26 Another critic, George 
thomson, sees a parallel between Forster’s novel and Forster’s famous de-
scription in the novel of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. “Beethoven chose to 
make all right in the end,” Forster tells us, speaking of the final movement of 
the symphony. “He blew with his mouth for the second time, and again the 
goblins were scattered. . . . But the goblins were there. they could return. He 
had said so bravely, and that is why one can trust Beethoven when he says 
other things.” thomson claims that Forster’s novel, despite ending happily, 
also recognizes “bravely” that “the goblins were there” and “could return” 
and that Forster has, therefore, “earned our confidence.”27

 But perhaps one might wonder how relevant the evidence of literary crit-
ical practice is to a question that is, after all, epistemological. Literary critics 
may be good at understanding what FNs are about and appreciating their 
literary power, but this, it might be thought, is not the same as appreciating 
their epistemic power. if we want evidence that FNs actually have the power 
to justify beliefs via the coherence or intellectual virtue they manifest, we 
should look at what epistemologists say, one might argue, not literary critics. 
to address this worry, i turn now to the second part of my response, which 
consists in briefly noting the wide range of current epistemological theories 
that agree in thinking that coherence and/or intellectual virtue can play a 
part in the justification of beliefs.

4.6. Coherence and Intellectual Character  
in Epistemology
many philosophers, including ernest Sosa, John Greco, and Linda Zagze-
bski, hold that the justification of a belief depends on the intellectual char-
acter of the believer.28 According to these so-called virtue epistemologists, 
one’s beliefs are warranted only if they arise from the exercise of intellectual 
virtues. if you are sympathetic to this view, then you might think that the 
justification of a story’s themes can be affected by the intellectual character 
of the storyteller insofar as this determines whether the storyteller is justi-
fied in accepting the themes herself. But even if you reject virtue epistemol-
ogy, you can still think that the intellectual character an author conveys is 
relevant to assessing the justification of a story’s themes. So the idea that 
the justification of the themes of an FN is tied to the intellectual character of 
the storyteller makes sense on a wide range of analyses of knowledge and 
justification.
 Likewise, a wide range of theorists accept that the coherence of a set of 
beliefs can make a difference to their justification. Attempts to motivate this 
idea commonly appeal to examples in which agreement among the reports 
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of independent witnesses to some event lends credibility to each of their 
reports, even though the witnesses are individually unreliable.29 Some so-
called coherentists such as Laurence BonJour and Keith Lehrer have thought 
that coherence is the main criterion of justification for our beliefs.30 Although 
coherentism as a view about what justifies all our beliefs is less popular now 
than it was twenty-five years ago, it is still prevalent as a view of what justi-
fies our moral beliefs, thanks to the continuing influence in moral episte-
mology of John Rawls’s ideal of “reflective equilibrium.”31 moreover, many 
noncoherentists, while denying coherence the star role in justification, al-
low it a supporting part. indeed, this is true of both of the two views often 
cast as the main alternatives to coherentism—foundationalism and virtue 
epistemology. For foundationalists, coherence between foundational and 
nonfoundational beliefs is crucial to the justification of the latter; while for 
many virtue epistemologists, coherence is essential to justification because it 
manifests or constitutes some intellectual virtue.
 Before moving on, let me quickly recap the argument of this section. i 
began by arguing that FNs have the ability to justify some propositions the 
same way tes do, despite Landy’s claims that FNs are generally less real-
istic and more detailed than tes. i went on to claim, however, that, when 
it comes to thematic propositions, the greater detail of FNs makes possible 
and more prominent two other forms of justification not generally available 
from tes—first, by enabling FNs to present themes as part of a large body 
of propositions whose overall coherence can serve to justify the themes and, 
second, by making the intellectual character of the storyteller accessible to 
us as a potential grounds for accepting or rejecting a story’s themes. the 
conclusion we have thus come to is that the te analogy fails to do justice to 
the main ways in which long FNs like novels justify their themes.
 if this is right, then, for reasons discussed in section 2, it follows that the 
te analogy is inadequate as an answer to the NJA. However, this is not to 
say the te analogy has no value. on the contrary, i will now argue that, 
when drawn at the right level, the analogy proves useful in answering a 
modified version of the NJA that i call the no-ultimate-justification argu-
ment. in the next section, i explain what this argument is and how the te 
analogy helps to answer it, once again using Howards End to illustrate.

5. The No-Ultimate-Justification Argument

i have suggested that one way an FN can justify a theme is by manifesting a 
network of other propositions, both thematic and subthematic, within which 
this theme coherently fits. But this claim seems open to an obvious objection: 
why should the internal coherence of these propositions give us any reason 
to think that any of them is true? Anyone with a good imagination can make 
up a story that implies a highly coherent set of propositions, but that bears 
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little or no resemblance to the way things are in the actual world. So, in order 
for the coherence of a group of propositions manifested in a FN to justify any 
of its individual members, the objection goes, we would need to have some 
antecedent reason for thinking that at least some of these propositions are 
true of the actual world, and for that we would need to look beyond the FN.
 A similar objection applies to my claim that FNs can justify themes by 
manifesting intellectually virtuous authors. the problem here is that wheth-
er we judge an author to have handled his subject in an intellectually fair-
minded, brave, mature, or otherwise virtuous way typically depends on 
whether we think that he has grasped the truth, or at least some important 
truths, in regard to his subject. And, again, one might think, that can only be 
determined by reference to the facts of the matter, which lie outside the FN.
 this objection is basically a reprise of the NJA, only now the argument is 
not that FNs offer no justification for their themes but that the justification 
that comes from within FNs must ultimately be grounded in justification that 
comes from without. Hence, we might call this the no-ultimate-justification 
argument (NUJA).
 it may suffice to answer the NUJA simply to note that it applies equally to 
non-FNs such as philosophical texts. Just as coherence among the proposi-
tions manifested in an FN is warrant-increasing only if some of the proposi-
tions possess some degree of warrant on their own, so too an argument in a 
philosophical text justifies its conclusion only insofar as its premises are in-
dependently justified. this does not tempt us to say that philosophical texts 
cannot really provide justification for their claims, so why it should tempt us 
to say this about FNs?
 Perhaps a more satisfying answer to the NUJA, however, can be given 
with the help of the te analogy. We have seen that this analogy misrepre-
sents the way in which long FNs like novels justify thematic propositions, 
that is, propositions that are manifested at the most general or “global” 
level, inasmuch as it suggests that intuitions play a much larger role at this 
level than they actually do. yet it may accurately represent the way FNs 
justify propositions they manifest through individual scenes or incidents. 
For while intuitions do not seem to play a significant justificatory role at the 
global level, they do seem important at this “local” level. Applying the te 
analogy at this local level would help to answer the NUJA in that it would 
provide an account of how some propositions manifested in an FN can be 
justified independently of their coherence or the intellectual character of the 
author, thus explaining how coherence with these propositions and intellec-
tual virtue evidenced by them could, in turn, serve to justify themes.
 to illustrate, let us return one last time to Howards End. i noted earlier 
the incident in the novel that results in Helen Schlegel’s becoming pregnant 
with Leonard Bast’s child. the incident is designed to support the novel’s 
anti-moorean theme by suggesting one way in which the Schlegel virtues of 
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sympathy and imagination, untempered by the Wilcox virtues of neatness, 
decision, and obedience, can lead to a kind of moral “sloppiness.” in con-
trast to the way the novel as a whole provides support for the anti-moorean 
theme, the way this particular incident “demonstrates” that Schlegel virtues 
lead to sloppiness relies heavily on our intuitions. more specifically, it re-
lies on our intuitively granting that, under the circumstances described, a 
woman like Helen Schlegel might actually sleep with a man like Leonard 
Bast, that her doing so would count as a form of moral sloppiness, and that 
her being all Schlegel and no Wilcox, so to speak, would be the cause of this 
moral sloppiness. if these assumptions check out with our intuitive under-
standing of psychology, morality, and metaphysics, and this understanding 
is sound, then the incident justifies its point. the incident thus functions 
much like a te, justifying a proposition (“here is a case of moral sloppiness 
caused by being all Schlegel and no Wilcox”; compare to “here is a case of 
justified true belief that is not a case of knowledge”) by testing it against 
empirical and conceptual knowledge the reader latently possesses. once the 
proposition passes this test, it can play a role in justifying other propositions, 
including themes, by transmitting justification to other propositions that co-
here with it and by reflecting intellectually virtuous qualities in the author 
that can give us reason to trust other things the author thinks.

6. Conclusion

in this paper, i have argued that, when it comes to understanding how FNs 
can supply justification for their themes, it is not useful to try to construe 
them as wholes on the model of tes. Unlike tes, FNs such as novels jus-
tify their themes through a process that involves a good deal of conscious 
reflection. moreover, this reflection focuses primarily on (a) the coherence 
of themes with the other propositions manifested in the work and (b) the 
intellectual character manifested by the author, factors that are not generally 
relevant to the epistemic success of tes. However, at the level of individual 
scenes or incidents in an FN, the te analogy is not only plausible but may 
also help explain how some propositions in FNs can be justified indepen-
dently of their coherence or the author’s intellectual character, which seems 
necessary to explain how the justification that comes from coherence and the 
author’s intellectual character ultimately get their epistemic traction. A fully 
adequate account of how FNs supply justification thus calls for an apprecia-
tion of how they both compare and contrast with tes.
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