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Abstract 
The first part of this article is a comparative investigation of a philosophical 

treatise and a novel written at the same time by the same author, which 

manifest two types of discourse and cognition. The two texts are shown to 

illustrate two complementary types of cognition, cognition achieved by the 

exposition of rationally accessible facts and problems of the reality of the 

world in philosophy, and cognition achieved by the literary representation of 

a fictional analogue of the reality of the concerns of human life in literature. 

The case-study it is complemented by a discussion of essential theoretical 

points concerning the differentiation between philosophy and literature. 

Philosophy and literature are shown to share a consciousness of the 

problematic nature of ethical issues, which philosophy addresses by way of 

theoretical reflection and literature by disclosing the problematic nature of 

ethical issues within human contexts.  
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Introduction 
 

This essay pursues two objectives. In its first part it focuses on the curious 

phenomenon that a philosophical treatise and a novel were written by the same 

author on the same topic at the same time, William Godwin’s theoretical work An 

Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793) and his novel Things As They Are, 

or, The Adventures of Caleb Williams (1794). In 1794, when he wrote the novel, 

he revised the political treatise for a second edition. Both are ethically relevant, 

one dealing with justice and the other one with its antonym injustice. Of course, 

there are many authors who are both philosophers and novelists, for instance Jean-

Jacques Rousseau, Benjamin Disraeli, Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre, 

authors whose philosophical and literary works seem to coincide in a spectacular 

way, but the near simultaneity of two major works in the different genres 

produced by the same writer is a rarity. A comparison of the two works thus can 

throw light on the respective forms of philosophical and literary discourse. While 

philosophy usually operates with logical-argumentative procedures like syllogism, 

deduction and propositions, literature relies on concrete sensual representation 

and the expression of emotion. As far as the representation of ethical issues and 

dilemmas is concerned, literature tends to focus on human issues and conflicts 

and the concomitant emotions. It is an aim of the present investigation to make a 

comparative analysis of the two texts with regard to their specific stylistic and 

argumentative features. Since the validity of a case study tends to be limited, the 

scope of this essay is widened in its second part, where an attempt is made to 

attain a higher degree of generalization and to discuss essential issues such as the 

role of language, aesthetics, ethics, empathy, emotion, judgment (subsumptive 

and reflective) and the interdependence of philosophical and literary discourse.  

 

Philosophical and Literary Discourse: A Preliminary Look at 

Two Contrasting Textual Passages and Phenomena of 

Interdependence 
 

As much as has recently been written on the thematic and linguistic 

similarities and correspondences of philosophy and literature and their intellectual 

closeness as mental activities, there is no doubt that the two types of discourse 

that are represented by philosophy and literature differ essentially. For the sake of 

terminological and factual clarity we will first have a look at two text passages 

that illustrate philosophical and literary discourse in their distinct forms. The two 
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examples are not meant to represent philosophy and literature as types. I am aware 

that general distinctions cannot be narrowed down to single examples. The first 

textual passage is taken from the deduction of the categories in Kant’s Critique of 

Pure Reason, the second one from chapter 9 of Jane Austen’s novel Persuasion: 

 

Nun enthält aber alle Erfahrung außer der Anschauung der Sinne, 

wodurch etwas gegeben wird, noch einen Begriff von einem 

Gegenstande, der in der Anschauung gegeben wird, oder erscheint: 

demnach werden Begriffe von Gegenständen überhaupt, als 

Bedingungen a priori aller Erfahrungserkenntnis zum Grunde liegen: 

folglich wird die objektive Gültigkeit der Kategorien, als Begriffe a 

priori, darauf beruhen, daß durch sie allein Erfahrung (der Form des 

Denkens nach) möglich sei. Denn alsdann beziehen sie sich 

notwendigerweise und a priori auf Gegenstände der Erfahrung, weil 

nur vermittelst ihrer überhaupt irgendein Gegenstand der Erfahrung 

gedacht werden kann. (Kant, Kritik 134) 

 

Now all experience does indeed contain, in addition to the intuition 

of the senses through which something is given, a concept of an 

object as being thereby given, that is to say, as appearing. Concepts 

of objects in general thus underlie all empirical knowledge as its a 

priori conditions. The objective validity of the categories as a priori 

concepts rests, therefore, on the fact that, so far as the form of 

thought is concerned, through them alone does experience become 

possible. They relate of necessity and a priori to objects of 

experience, for the reason that only by means of them can any object 

whatsoever of experience be thought. (Kant, Critique 126/B126; 

emphasis in original)  

 

The philosophical passage is part of a logical-argumentative process, which 

belongs to the deduction of the categories in Kant’s theory of cognition. The 

categories are the transcendental conditions or presuppositions for the possibility 

of experience. It makes sense to have a close look at the linguistic features of the 

text, because thought and language are inseparable. The diction of the passage is 

dominated by abstract nouns, and the form of the statements is that of propositions. 

There are no action verbs or emotion verbs. First-person pronouns are absent. The 

propositions do not stand separately, they are connected, one follows from another 
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one. The procedure is deductive and not assertive. A linguistic sign of this 

deductive forward motion is the frequent use of causal connectives like “demnach,” 

“dadurch,” “folglich,” “daß,” “denn,” “weil” (“thus,” “by way of,” “consequently,” 

“so that,” “for,” “because”). The text is targeted to the exposition of a logical 

argument. It manifests a thought process, a purely mental activity directed to the 

solution of an epistemological problem. In the energy of the mind’s relentless 

activity, in its unstoppable forward thrust we find what George Steiner calls 

“language in motion” (214). There is no ethical issue noticeable in the text, but 

the energy of the search for the solution of a philosophical problem is miraculous, 

it is a sign of, to refer to Steiner again, man as a “language animal,” the only being 

in the world who uses language to cope with the problems he or she is confronted 

with. Let us now look at the passage from Austen. It depicts the first re-encounter 

of the protagonist Anne Elliot with her former lover Captain Wentworth, whom 

she had rejected under pressure of her family seven years earlier. Anne is in an 

extremely awkward situation, caring for a sick nephew and at the same time being 

troubled by his brother.  

 

In another moment, however, she found herself in the state of being 

relieved; someone was taking him from her, though he had bent 

down her head so much, that his little sturdy hands were unfastened 

from around her neck, and he was resolutely borne away, before she 

knew that Captain Wentworth had done it. (Austen 79) 

 

This passage depicts an ordinary, everyday human ethical action in an ordinary, 

though fictional, context without any trace of abstraction. This action is presented 

in the past tense via a point of view technique (perspective). Only at the very end 

of the quoted passage does the protagonist come to realize that it was Captain 

Wentworth who helped her. Such a scene with its narrative style, its interpersonal 

action, its domestic setting, its perspective, its moment of cognition and its 

emotional and moral implications would be an alien element (corpus alienum) in 

a philosophical text, though Jane Austen has not without reason been read as a 

moral philosopher by some critics.1  

While the textual passage from Kant represents distinct philosophical 

thought, the passage from Austen manifests distinct narrative art. Yet there is an 

additional remarkable difference. The philosophical passage is propositional in 

that it makes statements which mean what they say, while the representation in 

                                                 
1 The standard article in this context is Ryle. See also Valihora. 
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the literary text passage means more than it says. In addition to its factual meaning 

it has emotional and moral implications. There is no doubt that purity of form or 

discourse, as it is evident in these examples, may yield outstanding results, but 

purity is not a value in itself, as is to be seen already in the titles of the three 

following books, which relate emotion and cognition and poetry and thought, 

Martha Nussbaum’s Love’s Knowledge (1990) and Upheavals of Thought. The 

Intelligence of Emotions (2001) and George Steiner’s The Poetry of Thought 

(2011). These books assume a mix of opposite spheres of mental activity, not only 

in the form of “complementary cognition” as Gottfried Gabriel (Erkenntnis) 

argues, who assumes that philosophy and literature each achieve their own kinds 

of cognition (“Cognitive Values”),2 but in the form of an intersection of different 

capacities of the mind. The problem of the interrelation of philosophy and 

literature is highlighted by the title of Arthur C. Danto’s famous article 

“Philosophy as/and/of Literature.” A special position is taken up by George 

Steiner, who maintains in an all-embracing sweep that language is the common 

bond between philosophy and literature: “literature and philosophy as we have 

known them are products of language. Unalterably that is the common ontological 

and substantive ground. Thought in poetry, the poetics of thought are deeds of 

grammar, language in motion” (214). To repeat it once more, unequivocally 

philosophical and literary texts as illustrated by the passages from Kant and 

Austen may belong to a norm, but hybrid forms have a fascination of their own 

and have increasingly caught the attention of scholars. 

 

The Philosophical Argument in Godwin’s An Enquiry 

Concerning Political Justice 
 

As far as the relation between philosophical and literary discourse is 

concerned, William Godwin’s thematically connected works, the political-

philosophical treatise An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793) and the 

novel Caleb Williams (1794), are an instructive object of study. The two texts 

represent the unique case of an author working virtually at the same time on one 

subject, that of political justice, in both a philosophical and a literary form. 

Godwin's Enquiry Concerning Political Justice represents, after the profound 

upheaval of political thought as a consequence of the French Revolution, a form 

of radical-utilitarian philosophical anarchism, which calls for the elimination of 

                                                 
2 I quote this article, rather than his monograph, as often as it is possible, because it is written 

in English. 
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such social authorities and institutions as sovereignty, government, criminal law, 

property and matrimony, and advocates a society founded on justice, a personal 

sense of duty, morality, and dialogical consensus.  

The mode of presentation of Godwin’s Enquiry is from first to last 

characterized by philosophical argument, and a philosophical style of writing, 

which allows no room for literary representation. The philosophical argument is 

supported by rhetoric, which adds passion and urgency to the text. The 

instruments of argumentative proof are definition, proposition and deduction. The 

supreme principle is that of justice, from which all ethical reflections are derived. 

Godwin speaks of “the competence of justice to serve as a principle of deduction 

in all cases of moral enquiry” (Enquiry 57). He defines justice as “a general 

appellation for all moral duty” (52). A more specific definition of justice, one 

which is related to individual conduct, states that “each member of society should 

contribute everything in his power to the benefit of the whole” (52). Since the 

whole of the treatise is written in a strictly philosophical manner, one illustrated 

by the above-quoted textual passage, it is not necessary to provide a detailed 

analysis of a longer passage. But a look at the only literary form which Godwin 

uses at times, in order to make his point, will serve to illuminate his argumentative 

method. The formal element in question is exemplum (Greek paradeigma), 

originally a rhetorical figure which may refer to a “historical-factual” or “poetic-

fictitious” precedent or analogue adduced to support a point or sustain an 

argument (Lyons 278) 

The outstanding exemplum in Godwin’s treatise is the so-called fire case, a 

thought-experiment which made him famous. The argumentative context of this 

experiment is the conviction that one human may be of more worth than another 

one, according to the degree of importance he or she has for the general good, and 

may therefore be permitted to survive in an emergency situation at the cost of the 

life of another one. As an example, Godwin refers to Fénelon, archbishop of 

Cambray and author of Telemachus, who, he argues, “was of more worth than his 

chambermaid” (Enquiry 53). To illustrate this point, he constructs a situation: the 

archbishop’s palace is in flames and only one person, the archbishop or the 

chambermaid, could be saved. Godwin’s example differs from the traditional 

form of this thought-experiment, for instance from Karneades’ conception of two 

shipwrecked men of whom only one can be saved because of the small size of the 

rescuing plank. For in his treatise the intractability of the problem, which 

constitutes the essence of the thought-experiment, is eliminated. For Godwin it is 

a matter of course that the bishop of Cambray would have to be saved. To make 
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his argument stronger, he supposes that this event occurs at the time when Fénelon 

is writing Telemachus—”at the moment when he was conceiving the project of 

his immortal Telemachus” (Enquiry 53)—from whose perusal so many have 

benefitted. It is obvious that Godwin does not really want to tell a story which 

presents us with a real problem. He just evokes this case in order to make a point. 

A concrete situation is adumbrated, which is made to serve a philosophical 

argument.  

Godwin expands the exemplum in order to give it more weight and force. 

Even if he himself had been in the palace with the bishop, or his wife, or his 

mother, Fénelon’s life would still have had to be saved. This rigorously utilitarian 

position assumes almost an absurd character, when he imputes to the 

chambermaid that even she would have found it just to give the bishop's life 

precedence. If not, it would have been a violation of justice: “To have done 

otherwise would have been a breach of justice” (53). Justice does here consist in 

the fact that Fénelon’s life was, because of the beneficial effect of his work on a 

great number of readers, more valuable than that of a chambermaid or his mother. 

He speaks of thousands, who have been cured by the perusal of it [Telemachus] 

of some error, vice and consequent unhappiness” (53). The human or 

psychological aspects of the hypothetically constructed case of the bishop and the 

chambermaid, which a novelist could have given us, are of no account in 

Godwin’s concept of “first-order impartiality” (Philp xi). His argument is based 

on the proposition that the value of a human consists in his importance to the 

general good of society. A person with a reduced sphere of activity, like a 

chambermaid, does not count in this theory of justice, one which may very clearly 

be contrasted with Immanuel Kant’s pronouncements on the inalienable dignity 

of man which does not allow one man’s life to be taken for the benefit of another’s. 

In order to gain a clearer and deeper understanding of the ethical implications of 

Godwin’s position and his specific way of arguing, we need to have a closer look 

at textual passages related to the fire example: 

 

Supposing I had been myself the chambermaid, I ought to have 

chosen to die, rather than that Fenelon should have died. The life of 

Fenelon was really preferable to that of the chambermaid. But 

understanding is the faculty that perceives the truth of this and 

similar propositions; and justice is the principle that regulates my 

conduct accordingly. It would have been just of the chambermaid to 

have preferred the archbishop to herself. To have done otherwise 
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would have been a breach of justice. Supposing the chambermaid 

had been my wife, my mother or my benefactor. This would not alter 

the truth of the proposition. The life of Fenelon would still be more 

valuable than that of the chambermaid; and justice, pure, 

unadulterated justice, would still have preferred that which was most 

valuable. Justice would have taught me to save the life of Fenelon at 

the expense of the other. What magic is there in the pronoun “my” 

that can overturn the decisions of everlasting truth? My wife or my 

mother may be a fool or a prostitute, malicious, lying or dishonest. 

If they be, of what consequence is it that they are mine? (Enquiry 53-

54) 

 

Here Godwin’s argument is based on the utilitarian proposition that “that life 

ought to be preferred which will be most conducive to the general good” (53), a 

proposition he formulates immediately after the presentation of the fire case. In 

the just-quoted passage he declares that if he had been the chambermaid, he 

“ought to have chosen to die, rather than that Fenelon should have died.” From an 

ethical point of view this could be considered as an admirable statement. He 

presents himself, albeit only hypothetically, as ready to put into practice his 

philosophical understanding of justice as a regulative principle, “the principle that 

regulates my conduct.” But when he then expects corresponding insight and 

conduct from the chambermaid—it would have been “just” in her to prefer the 

bishop’s life to her own, and a “breach of justice” if she had acted otherwise—he 

infringes, again hypothetically, on another person’s personal liberty and authority 

and her right of self-determination. Almost in a kind of frenzy he continues to 

apply his argument to “my wife, my mother or my benefactor.” The idea of 

sacrificing the life of his wife or mother is shocking. With the intractability of the 

ideologue in the manner of Robespierre he says, “This would not alter the truth of 

the proposition. . . . Justice would have taught me to save the life of Fenelon at 

the expense of the other.” Family relations are of no account, if the good of the 

whole country is concerned. The weighing of the general good and personal 

intactness works entirely in favor of society at large.  

An extreme of this argument is reached when the pronoun “my,” which is 

related to the individual, is rejected in an almost taunting way: “What magic is 

there in the pronoun ‘my,’ to overturn the decisions of everlasting truth?” In a 

downright misogynous way Godwin runs down the females that are closest to him: 

“My wife or my mother may be a fool or a prostitute, malicious, lying or dishonest. 
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If they be, of what consequence is it that they are mine?” (54). It is astonishing 

that a man who a few years later married Mary Wollstonecraft, the famous 

advocate of female rights in her A Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792), 

should give proof of such a misogynous attitude. But here we of course see that 

Godwin is arguing in an absolutely theoretical way. His work is permeated by a 

strong ethical attitude, one which he expresses in a passionate way. His ethical 

value-system is focused entirely on the good of the majority, while the minority, 

especially an individual who stands in the way of the imperatives of “justice,” is 

of no account. The argument of his treatise is an extreme case of judgment 

descending from the general to the particular, with which will be dealt with in the 

theoretical part of this essay. In an ethical context Godwin’s fire case is 

enlightening. His ideologically exaggerated position abstracts from the human in 

one essential point. It disregards individuals with their feelings, beliefs, hopes, 

conflicts, visions and longings; in other words, it abstracts from the very qualities 

which give life to literature, qualities which the philosopher Martha Nussbaum, 

for instance, emphasizes. Additionally, the treatment of exemplum as a potentially 

literary device does not evince any literary-aesthetic creative impulse, as holds 

true in Arthur Schopenhauer’s works for example, which are famous for their 

stylistic excellence and literary qualities. To avoid being too harsh on Godwin, it 

must be conceded that the focus on the radical position Godwin takes in the fire 

case should not disregard the fact that the Enquiry raises many topics that are still 

worth discussing from an ethical point of view. 

 

Literary Representation in Godwin’s Novel Things as They 

Are; or, The Adventures of Caleb Williams 
 

There are several thematic overlaps between the Enquiry and Caleb 

Williams, for instance in the criticism of the aristocracy—“the amount of injustice 

included in the institution of aristocracy” (Enquiry 252), “the condemnation of 

coercive measures” (“political coercion” 370), and the fundamental censure of the 

penal system, particularly the institution of “public jails” (396). However, Caleb 

Williams is a novel which is not meant to transform theory into literary form, but 

rather it tells a story which is clearly related to reality. The novel’s main title is 

Things as They Are, which recalls the above-formulated definition of literature as 

a fictional analogue of the real world.3 In accordance with the main title—which, 

                                                 
3 Gabriel speaks of the “(fictional) representation of reality” (“Cognitive Values”). 
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as the smaller printing on the title-page of the first edition implies, is rather the 

subtitle—the novel restricts itself to things as they are, i.e., to the social order as 

it exists in its unreformed state, while the treatise unfolds via an argumentative 

process the world as it should be as a consequence of reform. The almost total 

absence of literary features in the Enquiry makes it clear that this treatise does not 

belong to the utopian genre, which by definition represents a fictional world in 

which happiness is realized by and for a whole social system. 

The declared intention to represent “things as they are” does not imply that 

the novel provides a copy of reality. The novel is a narrative-fictional creation of 

the imagination, one which stands in an intense relation to reality. This is pointed 

out by Bode, who speaks of “the Fiction of Things as They Are” in the title of his 

article. In the “Preface” of the novel the author states that he presents “no refined 

and abstract speculation”, “but a study and delineation of things passing in the 

moral world” (Caleb Williams 1). It is his intention to address persons “whom 

books of philosophy and science are never likely to reach,” and present to them 

“in the progressive nature of a single story . . . modes of domestic and unrecorded 

despotism, by which man becomes the destroyer of man” (1). The preface clearly 

distinguishes two types of discourse, which correspond to the distinction between 

philosophical cognition achieved by the rational exposition of a problem nexus of 

the world of facts, and literary cognition achieved by the sensory representation 

of a fictional analogue of the reality of life.4 

As far as the novel is concerned, we can so far assert that Godwin intends 

to communicate to the reader something about the way despotism works in society 

in the form of a narrative fiction (or “invention,” “the progressive nature of a 

single story”). In so far as the novel is a political novel, scholars speak of the genre 

of the “Godwinian novel” (Clemit) which intends to present a message to the 

reader in the form of an invented story. In the preface Godwin even uses the term 

“a valuable lesson” (Caleb Williams 1). However, if we look at the text as such, 

it is very doubtful that this novel is a didactic work, one which transforms 

philosophical theory into narrative form. First, it is to be noted that the novel is 

focused on the phenomenon of injustice in real life, while the philosophical text 

conceives a social system, whose supreme principle is “justice,” as to be 

something only realized in the future. Thus, in the novel and in the treatise, we 

have, respectively, both the representation of the given world on the one hand and 

the theoretical explication of an ideal state achieved by political change on the 

other. The representation of the real world is brought about through description 

                                                 
4 This is a modified form of Gabriel’s definition.  
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and narration, and the representation of the principles of an ideal future world is 

brought about through speculation and argumentation, for what is aimed at in the 

future demands a theoretical rationalization and consequent reform. 

It may be true that the novel makes polemical statements about the tyranny 

of the aristocracy and the rule of money, and denounces the abuses of the law and 

the penal system, but already a brief summary of the important elements of the 

plot clearly shows that the novel as a whole is more than just a political message. 

The first part of the action is dominated by a criminal case. The protagonist and 

I-narrator Caleb Williams, of low descent and early orphaned, but having a bright 

intellect and thirst for knowledge, is employed by the landed gentleman Falkland 

as a secretary. Falkland, an honorable and exquisitely refined man, seems to hide 

a terrible secret, one which weighs upon his soul. With his investigative skills, 

Caleb finds out that Falkland has killed his opponent Tyrrel, a brutal churl and 

oppressor of the poor and innocent in the neighbourhood. In view of Tyrrel’s 

misdeeds, this murder seems almost a pardonable deed. 

The representation of the protagonist’s search for truth is so intense that it 

transcends mere criticism of the aristocracy. The haunting delineation of the 

relationship between Falkland and Caleb lends a psychological depth to the text 

which transcends the usual confrontation of investigator and perpetrator in 

detective fiction, something which Caleb Williams incidentally anticipates. Caleb 

so far drives his master into a corner that the latter ultimately confesses to having 

committed the murder. Caleb keeps the truth to himself, yet Falkland fears that he 

will disclose his deed and thus destroy his reputation. This leads us into the second 

part of the novel’s action. To preserve his reputation, the aristocrat even accepts 

the fact that an innocent person is executed for a murder he himself has committed. 

And for the same reason he persecutes his confidant, and causes him to be brought 

to prison. After his escape Caleb is chased throughout the country. The novel’s 

ending is ambiguous in its published form: when Caleb finally succeeds in 

bringing Falkland before the court and denouncing him publicly, he finds the 

judges to be sympathetic, but accuses himself of having tried to convict a formerly 

noble man, and thus of being as guilty as his enemy. The novel’s problematic 

ending, the result of a revision, makes clear the difference between Godwin’s 

novel and his philosophical treatise. 

This brief overview of the novel’s plot tells us that this is a substantial 

narrative text, with a complex plot and vivid characters, but also one which raises 

profound ethical questions, and in particular with regard to the question of justice. 

What characterizes Caleb Williams as a novel is the strength of its narrative and 
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descriptive representation of a fictional world, something that is of course absent 

from the political-philosophical treatise. A brief textual analysis of two passages, 

which clearly show us the situation of the prisoners in their prison cells, will make 

clear how the first-person narration, including the narrator’s reactions, gains 

vividness and intensity.  

 

Such were our days. At sunset our jailors appeared, and ordered each 

man to come away, and be locked into his dungeon. It was a bitter 

aggravation of our fate, to be under the arbitrary control of these 

fellows. They felt no man’s sorrow; they were of all men least 

capable of any sort of feeling. They took a barbarous and sullen 

pleasure in issuing their detested mandates, and observing the 

mournful reluctance with which they were obeyed. Whatever they 

directed, it was in vain to expostulate; fetters, and bread and water, 

were the sure consequences of resistance. Their tyranny had no other 

limit than their caprice; to whom shall the unfortunate felon appeal? 

(Caleb Williams 180-81) 

 

Our dungeons were cells, 7-1/2 feet by 6-1/2, below the surface of 

the worked for that purpose in the door. In some of these miserable 

receptacles three persons were put to sleep together. I was fortunate 

enough to have one to myself. It was now the approach of winter. 

We were not allowed to have candles, and, as I have already said, 

were thrust in here at sunset, and not liberated till the returning day. 

This was our situation for fourteen or fifteen hours out of the four-

and-twenty. I had never been accustomed to sleep more than six or 

seven hours, and my inclination to sleep was now less than ever. 

Thus was I reduced to spend half my day in this dreary abode, and 

in complete darkness. (181) 

 

In the first quotation, the daily prison routine and the relation between the 

unwillingly obedient, bullied prisoners and the unfeeling, cynical jailors are 

presented in a kind of iterative present. The text bears the marks of the 

protagonist’s personal experience. The emotional intensity is expressed in the 

questions asked at the end of the first passage. The second quotation begins with 

the description of the cells and their measurements, and, by using the iterative 

present and changing between the pronouns “we” and “I”, it again represents the 
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desolate course of the prisoners’ days. The narrator has the situation clearly before 

his eyes. Telling is complemented by showing ( ante oculos ponere). The intensity 

of the representation is again increased by the references to psychic and emotive 

factors. To exemplify the difference between narrative representation and 

philosophical argument, a passage from the Enquiry can be adduced, one which 

deals with the same topic, Godwin’s aversion to prisons. 

The most common method pursued in depriving the offender of the 

liberty he has abused is to erect a public jail in which offenders of 

every description are thrust together, and left to form among 

themselves what species of society they can. Various circumstances 

contribute to imbue them with habits of indolence and vice, and to 

discourage industry; and no effort is made to remove or soften these 

circumstances. It cannot be necessary to expatiate upon the 

atrociousness of this system. Jails are seminaries of vice, and he must 

be unusually proficient in the passion and the practice of injustice, 

or a man of sublime virtue, who does not come out of them a much 

worse man than he entered. (Enquiry 396) 

 

As passionate as Godwin’s judgment and as rhetorical the language may be in this 

passage, his argument remains abstract. He avowedly does not get himself further 

into the matter—”It cannot be necessary to expatiate upon the atrociousness of 

this system”—as he does in Caleb Williams. The Enquiry and the novel represent 

the results of alternative activities of the mind and manifest different kinds of 

cognition. 

It is important that the philosophical way of writing emerges at times, but 

always connected with the personal situation of the of the protagonist. There are 

moments when he reflects on his persecution by his former master, generalizing 

his reflections in political terms: “But I thought with unspeakable loathing of 

those errors, in consequence of which every man is fated to be more or less the 

tyrant or the slave” (Caleb Williams 156). When he tells his story to Mr. Forester, 

who saved him from the maltreatment of a gang of robbers, his benefactor 

comments “that this [his fate] was only one fresh instance of the tyranny and 

perfidiousness exercised by the powerful members of the community against 

those who were less privileged than themselves” (220). Here the diction of the 

political treatise intrudes into the narrative and the political philosopher almost 

seems to surface. 
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There is no need to go more deeply into the narrative qualities of the novel, 

which are obvious from first to last. But one aspect of the novel is its use of body 

language which is entirely innovative in the history of English fiction and totally 

removed from anything possible in philosophical discourse. Already in the 

novel’s first chapter the depiction of the conduct of Falkland evinces elements of 

body language: “he would strike his forehead, his brows became knit, his features 

distorted, and his teeth ground one against the other (7). Cognitive science speaks 

in the context of such phenomena of embodiment, of sensory-motor 

manifestations of emotional states (Müller, “Motion and Emotion” 63-64). 

A more extensive and extreme example of the interdependence of body 

language and the representation of emotions emerges at the end of the novel, 

which shows Falkland emaciated to a skeleton and burning from within: 

 

His visage was haggard, emaciated, and fleshless. His complexion 

was a dun and tarnished red, the colour uniform through every region 

of the face, and suggested the idea of its being burnt and parched by 

the eternal fire that burned within him. His eyes were red, quick, 

wandering, full of suspicion and rage. His hair was neglected, ragged, 

and floating. His whole figure was thin, to a degree that suggested 

the idea rather of a skeleton than a person actually alive. Life seemed 

hardly to be the capable inhabitant of so woe-be-gone and ghost-like 

a figure. The taper of wholesome life was expired; but passion, and 

fierceness, and frenzy, were able for the present to supply its place. 

(Caleb Williams 280) 

 

This form of visual representation, which links physical and mental phenomena 

in a most intense way, is not surpassed by the depiction of emotional states in the 

“gothic novel” and even by Dickens’s description of characters. In a way the last 

part of the passage anticipates the spontaneous combustion in Dickens’s Bleak 

House, which kills Krook, the alcoholic rag dealer, by means of an internal fire. 

Hardly any other representation of physical phenomena could be further removed 

from philosophical discourse. It is significant that such intensive representations 

of sensory-motor manifestations also occur in the self-representation of the 

protagonist and I-narrator. 

 

What could exceed the horrors of this situation? My heart knocked 

against my ribs, my bosom heaved, I gasped and panted for breath. 
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“There is no end then,” said I, “to my persecutors! My unwearied 

and long-continued labours lead to no termination! Termination! No; 

the lapse of time, that cures all other things, makes my case more 

desperate! Why then,” exclaimed I, a new train of thought suddenly 

rushing into my mind, “why should I sustain the contest any longer? 

I can at least elude my persecutors in death. I can bury myself and 

the traces of my existence together in friendly oblivion; and thus 

bequeath eternal doubt, and ever new alarm, to those who have no 

peace but in pursuing me!” (Caleb Williams 270) 

 

The representation of physical manifestations does here pass into soliloquy, which 

must be understood as a component of the representation of a mind in inner tumult.  

The sensory-motor quality is also apparent in the ethical dimension of the 

novel. Ethically the novel is extremely complex. Here is just one aspect. The 

protagonist behaves like a detective in his almost fanatical search for the truth 

about his master’s crime, but after he has discovered the truth, he does not disclose 

it publicly and even when he is persecuted most cruelly by Falkland, he never 

comes to hate him. When he finally gets him to court and he is convicted, there is 

a kind of reconciliation, in which moral and emotional factors and physical 

reactions combine: 

 

He saw my sincerity; he was penetrated with my grief and 

compunction. He rose from his seat supported by his attendants, 

and—to my infinite astonishment—threw himself into my arms! 

(324) 

 

This passage shows, like many others in the novel, that physical manifestations 

can contribute to visualizing ethical issues and problems. To repeat it again, this 

is a form of presentation which is sealed to philosophical discourse. 

 

Theoretical Aspects 
 

The comparative investigation of a philosophical work and a novel, which 

were written almost at the same time by one and the same author and treat the 

same subject (justice/injustice), has shown that the two kinds of writing employ, 

at least in these two examples, different types of discourse: (1) the treatise shows 

itself as a theoretical discourse with a consistent argument, presented in powerful 
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rhetoric, (2) the novel as a consistent narrative that represents a gripping series of 

events occurring among humans. Consequently the two texts seem to illustrate the 

distinction of the two complementary types of cognition which Gottfried Gabriel 

defined and which is here modified to some extent, (1) cognition achieved by the 

rational exposition of a problem nexus of the world of facts in science and 

philosophy, (2) cognition achieved by the narrative representation of a fictional 

analogue of the reality of life in literature. This opposition seems rather inflexible, 

though, to be fair, in Gabriel’s monograph it is embedded in a network of a 

comprehensive theoretical argumentation. Now the rather inflexible opposition, 

which may be adequate for the above case-study, is to be complemented by a 

discussion of some essential theoretical points concerning the relation between 

philosophy and literature. 

The first aspect to be referred to is the term representation, which is in later 

publications of Gabriel written with a hyphen, re-presentation. I would like to 

emphasize that representation is not to be misunderstood as a copy of reality, but 

as I prefer to say, a presentation of a world analogous to reality. As such it is not 

an imitation or copy of the world but a presentation of the world as it might be, in 

the sense of Aristotle's term mimesis. By mimesis Aristotle does not mean an exact 

imitation of actions or persons as they really are. In his distinction between history 

and poetry he says that “the poet’s function is to describe, not the thing that has 

happened, but a kind of thing that might happen” (Aristotle on the Art of Poetry 

27). He assumes a distance between the work of art and life, which may be 

overcome in the act of receiving the work of art, so that identification or empathy 

is made possible. Correspondingly, it can be said that literature presents humans 

and human situations, particularly dilemma situations, analogous to real-life 

situations, which stimulate cognitive, intellectual as well as emotional reactions 

in the reader. In other words, literature evokes emotions and sharpens moral 

judgement. This effect of literature receives special attention by Martha 

Nussbaum, who attributes to literature the function of teaching morality. As 

admirable and comforting as her works may be, they do, perhaps, overemphasize 

the didactic function of literature. I would prefer to speak of an emotional and 

intellectual stimulation caused by literature. A remarkable explication of the 

expansion of experience as a consequence of art comes from the pen of the 

nineteenth-century English novelist George Eliot: “Art is the nearest thing to life; 

it is a mode of amplifying experience and extending our contact with our fellow 

men beyond the bounds of our personal lot” (18). George Eliot praises empathic 

extension as an essential effect of literature. 
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It is significant that George Eliot speaks of the capacity of art to amplify our 

experience and increase empathy. Let us at this point have a word on the relation 

between aesthetics and ethics in literature. Our analysis of a passage from Jane 

Austen’s Persuasion has shown that it is in this instance the novelist’s handling 

of point of view which creates the ethical effect. At the end of Caleb Williams it 

is body language, the enemy embracing the protagonist, which has a powerful 

ethical effect. The aesthetical and the ethical quality coincide. As Wittgenstein 

famously stated, “Ethics and aesthetics are one” (183). Let us adduce an example 

from Dickens’s Bleak House again. One of the most memorable characters in the 

novel is the homeless street sweeper Jo, who has not even an “e” to the end of his 

name. He is a little boy with no friends, family and education and barely lives on 

the pennies he gets from kind people. Though apparently insignificant and pitiable, 

he is woven into the whole novel as a plot device. In fact, he appeals more strongly 

to the reader as a figure of poverty and destitution than any beggar he or she may 

encounter in real life. It is the novelist’s humanity and his art to create in him a 

figure calling for empathy. Another example from the same novel is the 

metaphorically humanized slum district Tom-All-Alone’s, where Jo has a corner 

to call his own. The fictional representation of this slum may again have a greater 

effect on the reader’s emotions and the awareness of the effects of poverty than 

the perception of any real slum. There are also instances in which literature 

represents entirely negative images of the world. Approximately this is the case 

in Godwin’s Caleb Williams, whose main aim is to show a world in which man is 

the destroyer of man. On the title-page of the novel’s first edition (1794) there is 

a quotation from a poem in which men, as distinct from beasts of prey, are 

characterized as the only creatures preying on their own kind: “Man only is the 

common foe of man.” Although it is the novel’s aim to convey an absolutely 

negative, self-destructive anthropology, there are also relieving elements, mainly 

in the characterization of the protagonist as a morally intact person. In the works 

of Franz Kafka, to choose another kind of case, the presentation of the 

protagonists in the texts does not aim to evoke the feelings of alienation, but to 

make them comprehensible (Gabriel, Erkenntnis 137). There are also instances of 

negative or criminal figures which have relieving or perhaps even sympathetic 

characters.5 According to Paul Ricœur’s beautiful words, an ethics of narration 

would take us on “an exploratory journey in the realm of good and evil” (164). 

                                                 
5 For the problem of empathy or even sympathy with morally negative literary figures, see 

Müller, “Sympathie”; and for an extreme form of empathy with the atrocities of a monster, 
see Kark and Vanderbeke. 
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This is certainly true, but the moral domain covered by narrative literature 

comprises countless shades and varieties of moral qualities and not just good and 

evil. 

At this point it may make sense to have a brief word on the much-discussed 

accusation that the poets are liars, notoriously stated by Plato in The Republic.6 

The problem of lying and truth-telling has always been a topic in literature. It 

emerges conspicuously in Homer’s Odyssey, where the protagonist’s tales are 

suspended between truth and lying, and notably in postmodern narration, for 

example in Philip Roth’s Counterlife (1986), which tells ever new stories about 

the Zuckerman brothers, which contradict one another, or at the end of Ian 

McEwan’s Atonement (2001), where the whole narrative of the novel with all its 

moral poignancy, which was understood as realistic by many readers, is unmasked 

as mere fiction. Though a frequent topic in literature, it is highly problematic in 

the theory of literature. While in everyday communication lying and speaking-as-

if break Paul Grice’s cooperative principles, his maxims of conversation, which 

demand, among other things, that a speaker has to tell the truth or something that 

is provable by adequate evidence, the demand for verifiable representation is 

pointless in fiction. “Poets are thus exempt from lying” (Gabriel, “Cognitive 

Values” 20). Philip Sidney had already at the end of the sixteenth century declared 

with admirable clarity: “[T]he Poet, he nothing affirms, and therefore never lieth. 

For, as I take it, to lie, is to affirme that to be true, which is false” (52-53). About 

300 years later the philosopher and logician Gottlob Frege produced the same 

argument, of which we cite only the beginning: “In poetry we have the case of 

thoughts being expressed without being actually put forward as true in spite of the 

form of the indicative sentence . . .” (Frege 294-95). The exemption of literature 

from the commitment to truth can be accepted if we “rely on an assertion-based 

conception of lying” (Konrad n. pag.). If such a proposition-based concept of 

lying is accepted, the theory of literary discourse can be relieved of the problem 

of truth, which can be relegated to philosophy, which has always been concerned 

with truth. Aristotle, for instance, famously called philosophy the science of truth. 

Hegel said, “Worauf ich überhaupt in meinen philosophischen Bemühungen 

hingearbeitet habe und hinarbeite, ist die wissenschaftliche Erkenntnis der 

Wahrheit” (“What I have generally worked towards in my philosophical 

endeavours and am still working towards is the scientific knowledge of truth.”) 

(Hegel 14; translation mine). Truth as an abstract or scientific phenomenon is 

usually of no account in fictional literature. It is sometimes said that literature has 

                                                 
6 The most recent discussion of the Platonic topos is Grübel. 
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its own truth. Such a statement does not refer to propositional truth. Gabriel has a 

chapter entitled “The Truth of Poetry,” equipped with a question mark, in his 

monograph (Erkenntnis 130-36). He refers to Dostoevsky’s novel The Brothers 

Karamazov with its very long philosophical-religious part, in which Alexey 

Karamazov expounds his philosophy of life. In a way this extensive recital has a 

claim to truth, but this claim is not stated in an assertive way and not proved 

argumentatively. Generally, literature tells us something in its own way; it has an 

impact of its own on us. It is the power of literature to make us see the world anew 

and to evoke emotions and stimulate our cognitive resources.  

We have noted that propositional logic is alien to literary discourse as such. 

This may be connected with the fact that it is not possible for the semantic 

substance of a novel to be compressed in a single statement. In the heyday of 

linguistic criticism of the novel in the 1970s scholars tried to describe the content 

of novels in single-sentence utterances. Robert Fowler, for instance, found a 

“structural analogy between sentence and narrative text” (Fowler 25), which 

caused him to construct inane one-sentence synopses like “Raskolnikov killed the 

old woman” or “After false goals and an unwise marriage, David achieved fame 

as a writer and marital happiness” (qtd. in Fowler 23). It is also doubtful to read 

first sentences of novels, which look like aphorisms, as keys to the meaning of the 

whole text. The opening of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina—”All happy families are 

alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way” (12)—is definitely not a 

key to the meaning of the whole novel, though it can stimulate the reader’s 

thinking when he/she goes back or thinks back to the beginning of the text after 

having read it to the end. The same applies to Jane Austen’s famous opening 

sentence of Pride and Prejudice—”It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a 

single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife”—which is 

a parody of an aphorism. The meaning of a novel cannot simply be expressed in 

a neat proposition. When Tolstoy was once asked about the “main thought” of 

Anna Karenina, he replied to answer that question, he would have to write the 

whole work all over again (Tolstoy’s Letters 296-97). A propositional equivalent 

for a novel’s meaning is not possible. Propositions may occur within the text of a 

literary work or as quotations, but they usually do not express the meaning of the 

entire text. 

We have now to discuss an aspect of the theory of judgment, because 

judgment—particularly moral judgment in our context—is always involved in the 

reception art. A useful theoretical concept is in this matter to be found in Kant’s 

theory of judgment, with which Gabriel has dealt in his book on cognition and in 
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several of his articles. Kant distinguishes between subsumptive judgment, which 

descends from the general to the particular, and reflective judgment, which 

ascends from the particular to the general. A simplified modern terminology for 

this opposition is that of top-down and bottom-up. Another related opposition is 

that of deduction and induction. Although the distinction between these two forms 

of judgment is not always clear-cut, it is useful to be aware of the fact that 

judgment may occur in different varieties. The philosopher Hannah Arendt 7 

follows Kant in that she insists on the absolute importance of judging. According 

to her it is judgment that places objects “within the reach of human signification” 

(Arendt 128; translation mine). Arendt does not really deal with narrative fiction, 

but her theory of judgment as the free exertion of imagination, which makes us 

see “how things look from a position which we cannot take in real life” (128-29; 

translation mine) ties in with the present writer’s conviction that it is literary 

representation that makes the reader perceive reality from an alternative angle, 

stimulating his or her moral cognition. It is very interesting that Charles Altieri 

relates what he calls “first-person commitments” and “third-person commitments” 

to “Kant’s deontological version of why agents seek rationality” (Altieri 136). He 

does not refer to Kant’s theory of the two forms of judgment, but he convincingly 

makes it clear that in Kant moral insight moves from the personal (particular) 

domain to the impersonal (general) domain. That is one reason why Kant is so 

significant in relation to ethical literary theory and in particular to the cognitive 

effect of literary works. 

In Godwin’s treatise judgment moves from the general to the particular. The 

general is constituted by the idea of justice, to which everything else is 

subordinated so strongly that the particular is almost entirely absorbed. In fact, 

the treatise remains almost totally on the level of abstraction, so that in the fire 

case the alternative of two options is right from the start invalidated as a possibility. 

There is simply no alternative. This is different in the use of a narrative passage 

in David Hume’s treatise in An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals 

(Section III “Of Justice,” part i). Hume conceives a society that has fallen into 

extreme distress, so that the laws of justice are suspended: in an emergency such 

as a shipwreck people may provide for themselves by all the means, which 

prudence can dictate, or humanity permit. In an extreme emergence criminal acts 

may be condoned for self-preservation, but the laws of humanity have to be 

respected. Immanuel Kant, who also refers to the shipwreck example, is stricter. 

                                                 
7 The observations on Arendt follow Gabriel strongly, partially even verbatim. See Gabriel, 
“Cognitive Values” 25. 
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For him an emergency law (Jus in casu necessitatis) is an absurdity (Kant, Werke 

156-57). To define the nature of judgment, deductive or inductive, is sometimes 

difficult, but it is important. 

This brief theoretical discussion ends in a look at ethics and moral 

philosophy in relation to literature, particularly to narrative texts.8 The terms 

moral philosophy and ethics are frequently used interchangeably, but it makes 

sense to distinguish between them, though they share the same ground. Moral 

philosophy usually deals with specific moral values and value-systems. It defines 

concepts of right and wrong or good and evil and holds values either in esteem or 

in contempt. To the contrary ethics critically investigates the problematic nature 

of moral terms and concepts. A good example is The Nichomachean Ethics, in 

which Aristotle raises problems, asks questions, and tries to come to solutions by 

processes of definition and rational reflection. At the beginning of Chapter VIII 

(“On Friendship”), he says “As to Friendship there are not few problems” (VIII.1, 

1155a). In so much he is, as I would like to argue, worlds apart from moral 

philosophy, and close to ethics in literature. What ethics in philosophy and ethics 

in literature share is their awareness of the problematic nature of ethical issues, 

which philosophy addresses by theoretical reflection and literature by artistic 

representation. Even philosophers in their own right such as Martha Nussbaum 

have taken seriously the connection between ethics and literature, with a focus on 

narrative fiction. Nussbaum, for that matter, is a pioneer in this field, and has 

emphasized the affinity of philosophy and literature (narration) and accorded to 

the latter a capacity for knowledge (cognition) which can outdo that of moral 

philosophy. Something like the following paradox—”the very qualities that make 

the novels so unlike dogmatic treatises are, for us, the source of their philosophical 

interest” (Love’s Knowledge 29; emphasis in original) —could never have been 

said before her. That she should prefer the vividness and appeal of examples in 

fiction to the abstraction of philosophers’ examples is astonishing in an 

established philosopher: “Schematic philosophers’ examples almost always lack 

the particularity, the emotive appeal, the absorbing plottedness, the variety and 

indeterminacy of good fiction” (46). Nussbaum’s work is a milestone in the 

history of ethical criticism, deserving the highest praise, but she remains a 

philosopher in spite of her almost exclusive concern with fictional texts, as is 

evident, when more than once she speaks of the search for “the statement of truth” 

(3), which we have relegated to the domain of philosophy. At times, there is an 

orientation toward what we would call moral philosophy in her work, which does 

                                                 
8 For a wider attempt to construct an ethical narratology, see Müller, “From Homer’s Odyssey.” 
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not do damage to her achievement.9 Another philosopher to make a determined 

plea for the ethical relevance of narrative art is Richard Rorty (xviii), who uses 

the term “moral.” He believes that fiction may, for some at least, be a means of 

moral improvement. He criticizes people for whom fictional works are 

professedly “irrelevant to the moral sense” and who believe “that the aesthetic can 

only distract us from the moral (Rorty xvii) For him art and moral sensitivity are 

connected inseparably. 

 

Conclusion 
 

After our theoretical reflections we can return to Godwin’s texts for a final 

comment. An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice is a philosophical treatise 

which presents a program for radical political reform which is based on a 

utilitarian conception of justice. Its impassioned rhetoric makes it a powerful 

political plea. The whole argument is carried by subsumptive (top-bottom) 

judgment in that all proposals the writer makes are derived from a pre-conceived 

utilitarian idea of justice. The only conspicuous literary-fictional element, the fire 

case, is so much subordinated to the text’s overriding idea that it loses its 

ambiguity as a thought-experiment. Caleb Williams evinces all the aspects we 

have dealt with theoretically: (1) The fictional representation of action within a 

human constellation as a basis for cognition. (2) Cognitive and emotive 

stimulation as a result of aesthetic principles of construction. (3) The congruence 

of aesthetics and ethics. (4) Judgement moving from the particular to the general 

(bottom-top) and placing objects within the domain of human signification. (5) 

An affinity of literature with ethics rather than moral philosophy. The main result 

of the investigation is that ethics in philosophy and literature share consciousness 

of the problematic nature of ethical issues, which philosophy addresses by way of 

theoretical reflection and literature by representing ethically charged events and 

situations in human contexts analogous to real life.10  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9 For a critical discussion of Nussbaum’s approach, see Gabriel, “Cognitive Values” 26-28. 
10 Philosophy and literature have been twins since classical antiquity. Mixes and intersections 

of the two disciplines have their own interest. But this important aspect is not this article’s main 
concern. 
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