On Nelson Goodman'’s Assimilation
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Prcliminaries

The question from which I begin is: Is there anything characteristic, perhaps
even unique, to be Icarned from works of fiction?  Not that gaining knowledge
is the be-all and end-all. One can rcad for many rcasons, cven many reasons
at oncc, of coursc - for the plot, or because one takes an interest in the fate of
the heroine, or to savour the language, or for a bet, or to lay 1o rest one’s sense .
of inferiority at being unfamiliar with a cultural icon.

Not all encounters with fiction involve reading.  Yet for all their differ-
enccs, fictions on the page, on the stage, on radio, on film or on CD-ROM, can
be considered together when it comes to the question of the kind of knowledge
they can furnish. In thiscontext, what holds for rcading holds for listening and
watching. My usc of litcrary examples is a matter of convenience.

Although it is just onc possible approach to take, for someone like myself
whose rcading is largely in works that one at least hopes are not fictional, it
comcs naturally to proceed with an eye to what knowledge can be gained. This
is not always appropriate - looking for lessons in nonsense versc is unlikely to
be rewarding - butitoften is,cven with fictions. Isay ‘even’ todespatch those
philistine and puritanical philosophcrs, generally of a positivist bent, who are
tempted to dismiss everything fictive as a pack of lies.

My topic is fiction rather than litcrature as a whole. 1f one takes the whole
sweep of literature, embracing the essay, history and cven well-writien
philosophy, the answer to the question of what could be learned from it would
be easy and unhelpful: anything and everything that can be put into words.

Just what fictions arc, and how they work, arc deep and difficult issucs. 1
propose to pass them by. For present purposes, all we need is a working sense
of what to count as fictional. Most novcls, most of the drama, and a good deal
of poctry isincluded. There are borderline cases - autobiographical lyrics, for
example, and cases which depend on onc’s philosophical views, such as
Paradise Lost,and De Rerum Natura. And there are mixed cases; historical
novcls, and The lliad. That docsn’t matter. Bertrand Russell once claimed
that Piccadilly is a fiction, but that docsn’t count; he mcant it is a logical
construction. Russcll could tell the difference between London and Casterbridge
aswell as the restof us. Fictional fiction is our concern, and there are abundant



The Sydney Society of Literature and Aesthetics

unproblcmatic cases to consider.

A grcat deal of fiction has a narrative form and hence a plot, but thatis not
essential here either. The plot-free imaginative short piece, such as Borgeson
the fabulous library, and the visionary lyric, such as Edgar Allan Poe’s City in
the Sea, arcfictions. Thereason that narrative is not essential is that the details
ofaplotarc among the thingsone mostcmphatically does not Icam, in the sense
Iintend. There being no Mr Pickwick who skates and is sucd for breach of
promise, we cannot Icarn these things about him.

Incidental Information

Once the body of work which is to count as fiction has been sufficiently
indicated, it beccomes at once apparent that a great deal of information, of many
different kinds, is to be gleaned from it.

The Pickwick Papers could well inform us that in the 1830°s the Rochester
coach departed on the hour from outside the Swan in Southwark. That is a
fairly specific matwer, but general knowledge can be imparted just as readily.
Growing up in urban New Zcaland after the disappearance of horses from the
streets, I got my principal information on the vocabulary and techniques of
saddlery and bridling for many years from ‘How They Brought the Good News
from Ghent 1o Aix’.

By rcading Kcats you can Icarn that scdge is an annual of the wetlands.
Lewis Carroll can tcach you what ‘chortle’ mcans. If you read the Waverley
novcls you will discover what English-spcaking middlebrows have, this past
century and a half, regarded as rattling good yarns. George Eliot can instruct
you concerning what was on middle class pcople’s minds in the 1870’s, and
Amold Bennett on the fumishing of interiors in Staffordshire a hundred ycars
ago. Ring Lardncr rightly claimed that onc of his short storics was an example
of what can be done with a stub pencil.

Most authors reveal a fair amount about their own character and opinions.

We notce all these ways of becoming better informed, only to sct them aside.
They arc beside our point. Such information is incidental, having no essential
conncction with the fictionality of the works.  Our question is: what can be
lcamncd from the fictional aspect of the making of fictions? Morc specifically,
can anything characteristic be lcarncd in this way, anything not accessible by
othcr means, for example, through the sciences?

Some Allcged Differences Between Scientific, Factual, and Other Knowledge

The contrast between fiction and other modces is not that between Particular
andGeneral: or bciween Quality and Quantity, since both scicnee and fiction
cross thosc divides. Noris ita question of Non-literal and Literal Truth, since
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factual discourse can be metaphorical, analogical, hyperbolical, and ironic.
Nor is the difference a matter of Subject Matter. Although there may be a
tendency for literature, and especially fiction, to dwell on human themes, any
contrast between literary and scientific knowledge in terms of a division of
subject matter is going to fail. Therc are human sciences, even sciences of the
human psyche. And there are fictions with non-human themes. Idon’t know
if The Lord of the Rings will count here, but Blake on tigers, Lawrence on
snakes, and Kipling, via M’Andrew, on steam propulsion, should,

It is not quite correct to make the distinction rest on the contrast between
The Possible and the Actual, nor does it lie in the presence or absence of A
Moral Dimension. There are factual and fictive works in all of these camps.
Discovery or Creation? There does scem to be something right in the notion
that while the scientist’s role is one of discovery, that of the author of fiction
istocreate. The scientist is subject to the discipline of literal and mundane fact,
while the author is libcrated from any such responsibility.  But the distinction
must be handlcd with care.  In the first place, fiction is open to criticism on
the grounds that it fails to be faithful to significant matters of truth and reality.
One can fault Dostoevsky, for example, for purveying the furphy that without
Divine sanction morality disintegrates. And criticize Dylan Thomas for
patronizing the illusion that sin is innocent.

In the sccond place, itis this very contrast, between creation and discovery,
that Nelson Goodman challenges.! It is to his critique that I now turn.

Goodman’s Metaphysical Pluralism

Goodman’s philosophy is a modern-day, pluralist, descendent of Kant’s
transcendcntal idealism. Its central thesis is the rcpudiation of the idea of a
ready-made world ‘out there’. According to Goodman, it is a grievous error
to suppose that there is, in actual Rcality, a single, unitary, consistent and
coherent World, with a naturc and structure of its own, waiting for humans to
explore (and to be dcfeated in exploring). That supposition is the Realist
illusion.

Although he doesn’t put it in so many words, we might put his rejection of
the basic Realist stance in this way: In the beginning, the world was without
form and void. According to Genesis, God then gave it a sufficient structure
and nature thatitcould be looked upon and seen tobe good. According to Kant,
there is just a formless noumenal world, an undifferentiated blancmange, until,
under the incvitable workings of our minds, humans project their classifying
and ordcring intuitions and catcgories onto that world.  The result is the
phenomenal world of Appcarance. According to later thinkers, such as
Thomas Kuhn, there may be more than onc way to project and impose
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categorizations, and so more than onc Apparcnt, phenomenal world. Accord-
ing 1o Goodman, we should take one further step, and repudiate the original
noumcenal world. There is no underlying formless Real. Therc is no point in
aspiring to uncover the true naturc of WhatIs. Therc are instead many cqually
valid Reals, the products of the crcative organizing power of the human
intellect.

It is our intcllectual work, devising and imposing organizational catego-
ries, which gives form. Wedo thisby dividing the world intokinds and classcs,
according to the similaritics and differcnces we find among its denizens.
These likencsses and differences are not objective featurcs of What Is. They
are functions of human intcrests, and capacities, and habits. There arc no
propertics of things *“‘out there™, It is up to us to marshal a realm according to
its items by descriptions which sccm appropriate to us. The world of living
things, for example, has mammals in it if but only if it strikes us that there are
interesting and significant rescmblances between whales and raccoons. If size
and shape and habitat are all that matter, the world’s biology has terrestrials,
and aquatic and avian crcatures. Where there is no tcrminology for vertebrate
and invertcbrate, or warm and cold blooded, or herbivore and camivore, there
is no sensc in questions about a real basis for taxonomy. Nothing in Nature
forces the issuc of what classifications arc legitimate.

We cannot assess a description of the world by comparing it to actuality.
Wchave noaccesstoactuality except through one oranothcrconceptualization
of it. Wec asscss onc description by comparing it with another. This
claustrophobic imprisonment, with no escape past words to the Real, is not
confined to Goodman. It is present in much recent Continental philosophy.

According to Goodman, cven the question of what things are there to be
classificd is a function of human organizing activity. Are there such things
as sunscets? That depends on how we count. If what is happening tonightis a
repeat of last night, our world includes an enduring, substantial sun, and the sun
rises and scts repeatedly. If tonight’s display is judged to be wholly other than
what happencd last night, we have sunscts in our world, but in place of a
substantial sun, a scquence of sunrisings, shinings and settings.

A central thesis in Goodman’s philosophy is: Nothing significantabout the
world is given. There is onc way of taking the world according to which the
Earthiis still. Therc is another, according to which it follows an elliptical path
about the Sun. On yet a third, with a non-standard refercnce frame, the Earth
dances the role of Pctrushka. Goodman claims that all three are equally
legitimatc. What makes him such a radical are his further claims that these
ways of taking things are incompatible, and so not all true in the same world.

This is not a casc of the glass being half full or half empty. Itis not even
acase of the train receding from the station and the station receding from the
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train. Itisnotacascof abright speck being ablack horsc. These can be treated
as descnbing the same situation from different points of view. According to
Goodman, there is no overarching point of view from which different reference
frames can be combined to yield one consistent truth.

So that, in Goodman'’s philosophy, since sevcral clashing claims are all
equally true, they must be true in different worlds. There are as many diffcrent
worlds as there are coherent and systemaltic, yet irreconcilable, ways of
catcgorizing, organizing, and hencc construing or interpreting, What Is.
Goodman goes so far as to claim that there are many diffcrent Earths, all
equally actual and real, in the different worlds we have made. Hence my
labelling of the position as metaphysical pluralism.

A Goodman world is oftcn called a version, to underline its irreducibly
creative human component. But the sting is still there - these are not all just
versions, some better, some worse, some valucless, of the onc given World.
And truth is not determined or estimated by how well a version corresponds
with absolute facts concerning the Real World. We could never determine any
such correspondence, and anyway the absolute facts do not exist.

What this implies is that all human cognitive endcavour, in scicnce or
history, in fiction, painting, or music, shares a common character. All these
endcavours imposc order, and in imposing order they fix anontology and sctile
the nature of their world. For example, by settling on a colour vocabulary, we
determine which are the right colour terms to apply to any visible object. We
could usc acolour vocabulary where blue includes indigo, or onc in which blue
and indigo count as diffcrent colours.  Our choice will fix whether a bird is
1o be described as blue, or as indigo, or as both. When that is scttled, there is
no further issuc as to whether the bird is really blue, or really indigo, or both.

Different versions of our world, resting on different categorizations, arise
inthe pursuitof different purposes. The natural historian develops a taxonomy
according to one sct of desiderata. A hunter - gathcrer may well classify
differcntly, on cdibility criteria rather than likeness of form, establishing a
diffcrent taxonomy. Each of them can be seen to be saying: Look at the realm
of animals this way. Thc ways may not be reconcilable. They are both valid.

Artists do the same. They create works which we should approach as
presentations inviling us to sce their rcalm this way. The distinction between
scientific discovery and artistic creation evaporates. The scicentific work will
endure so long as it provides an insightful ordering of its realm. The artistic
work will be valued so long as it providces an insightful ordering of its realm.
Therc are no mind-independent facts, no ready-made world, to which science,
or history, or fiction, nccd be faithful. What is required is fidelity to the world,
or version, which the categorizing and describing activity has itself contributed
to create.
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We are used to the idea - metaphorical though it be - that Trollope and Jane
Austen and Van Gogh and Rembrandt create worlds for us.  We should get
used to the idea - not metaphorical but as literal as anything in Goodman - that
Darwin and Feynman and Gibbon and even David Attenborough do the same.

All relativisms are gospels of rclaxation. This one is no exception. It
counsels against striving to sift and sort, to judge and rcconcile these various
and somewhat incompatible accounts of reality. Lic back and enjoy not just
the world’s rich varicty, but the rich varicty of worlds.

In Goodman's philosophy, a distinction does remain between factual and
fictive discourse.  The distinction rcsides in whether the names used are
presented as denoting items in the realm to which the discourse as a wholc is
taken to apply. There is something right here.  In most fiction, it is the
particulars, the people, places, and situations, for which an invented vocabu-
lary is nceded. Think of Barsctshire. Terms for the protagonists, or for the
hospital and the newspaper, will neccd to be new-minted. Butthe gencral tcrms
- for dean and archdcacon, hope, envy and loyalty, horse and carriage, rain and
shine - the organizing categorics of the novelist’s world, carry straight across
from history and biography.

Fantasy, myth, and science fiction differ somewhat in this regard. There,
we do nced new general terms, for orcs, or gorgons, or daleks. So perhaps for
Goodman there is more difference between fantasy and myth, on the one hand,
and rcalistic fiction, together with biography and history, on the other, than
there is between fiction and history or biography.

From his perspective human thought and knowledge rest on the creative
use of scts of categories. Predicales, general terms, are used in descriptions
to make, mark, and emphasize similaritics and diffcrences among the constitu-
ents of the realm to which they are applicd. Whether the use of singular icrms
is denotational or not matters little. It follows that in principle, there is no
distinction between what we can learn from fiction, and what from other
experiments in world-building. Here is Goodman’sassimilation of litcrary and
scicntific knowledge.

The Portrait Mctaphor

Wc can understand Goodman as offering us a Portrait metaphor forknowledge
of all kinds. We are familiar with the idea that there can be more than one
portrait of the same subjcct. Two portraits can differ markedly, yet both be
good portraits. Indeed, they can not only differ, but present incompatible
characterizations, and both be good. More yet, they can both be equally good.
We feel no need, and indeed want to resist, any tidy-minded attempt to insist
we choose between them, and deny validity in one case, or the other, or both.

How can this be? lronically, the answer tclls against Goodman’s meta-
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physics. Notice that the morc interesting the sitter, the wider the range of good
portrayals that is open. People can have a rich, multifaceted, often conflicted
and paradoxical, nature. Itisthe very plurality of inner traits, from which we
can sclect, that makes the diversity of portraits possible. Itis not that the inncr
self is nothing in itsclf but a bare canvas, on which we can project a version.
It is inner wealth, not inncr impoverishment, that explains the many portraits.
Inncr complexity means we cannot tell the whole truth. That lcaves room for
different, yet equally faithful, renderings, cach of which tells some part of the
truth.

This provides a model for the differing, apparently conflicting, portrayals
of our World. Diffcrent portraits, at odds with each other, do not imply two
sitters, onc in cach paintcr’s own world.  Differcnt portrayals of the World
rest on the same phenomenon, an underlying Nature too rich, not too poor, to
dictate a single ‘taking’.

When we sit down to asscss just how much incompatible material we find
ourselves cqually drawn to alfirm, the portrait metaphor is rather sustaincd
than undermined. Work in the scicnces yiclds several differcnt accounts of
how things are. But mere difference does not signal any conflict.  Marine
biology is not at odds with particlc physics, or palacontology, or linguistics, 10
any significant cxtent.

There arc indcfinitcly many different ways to approach comprehending the
world. All these ways highlight one sct of likencsses above others. Goodman
is right to point to the range of choices we have in developing taxonomics, and
the lceway we have in sctting the boundaries of our categorics. But this docs
not imply that classifications arc imposcd, rather than discovered. All the
likencsses and differences we deal in are there to be found in the World. None
depend on an organizing human intelligence. A plenitude of real distinctions,
and real likencsscs, undcrlics our limited human plurality of versions.

Goodman is also right to point out that there is not only a plurality of
versions, but indeed unresolved conflict between rival accounts, even in the
sciences. One thinks of the contrast between particle theory and quantum
fields. It is only the gospel of relaxation, however, that would lcad us 1o
conclude that there is no fact of the matter as to which is more nearly correct.

It is in the human world that apparcnt conflict among portrails emerges
most commonly. Such a complex and conflicted world, which so alters in
appearance according 10 the point of vicw of the beholder, is just the sort of
world we would expect o yicld equally attractive opposing depictions.

Fact, Ficton and Explanation

Difference and conflict among world versions does not refute Realism about
the world's complex Nature, and so does not support Goodman's metaphysical
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pluralism.  The megalomania implicit in claims that Nature has no nature
unless humans impart it will T trust have struck you forcibly enough.  The
anthropocentrism involvediscqually striking. Itleaveshumanity,at the centre
of the cosmic drama, as a totally unintelligible given. There arc no resources
in any variant of transcendental idcalism to account for the existence of the
humanrace. For the very categorics of causc and effect which are required for
that account are supposcd to be of our own crcation.

This is a spectacular instance of a more gencral problem. By imposing
organization wc can, as Goodman so often insists, provide intelligibility, or
insight, or a frcsh view of things. But this cannot provide any explanation of
how thingscome to be the way they are. Explanation gocs beyond categorizing
to the forces at work in shaping the catcgorics. The cntirc dimension of
explanation is missing from Goodman’s work.

Explanation also provides, in my opinion, our key to the essential differ-
ence between the fictional and the factual. Itisa matter of aim. In the sciences
there isa natural history phasc which sets forth a rcalm displaying at lcast some
rudiments of order. Thatis How Things Are. Then there isa theorctical phase
whosc aim is to identify the forces at work which explain the transformations
through which that rcalm passcs, including the transformations which account
for How Things Come to Bc as They Are.

In identifying the forces at work in a given realm, which is at the heart of
the explanatory cnterprise, the notion of equally good, competing accounts is
at its most inappropriatc. Either the proposcd forces are at work or they are
not; thisis a fact of thc matter which docs not depend on how our interests lead
us to describe the situation.

In works of fiction, by contrast, this explanatory design is absent. That is
incvitablc, sincc we arc not presented with a world where explorations can be
made into the underlying forces at work. What is presented is not open to
experimental investigation. The author of a fiction presents a world to contem-
plate rather than onge to explore.

Itmight be thought that marking the distinction between fact and fiction by
way of explanation provides no proper home for history and biography, since
they furnish no natural history to be cxplained.  But history and biography
share with the natural and social scicnces both the discipline of using only
categorics which arc continually validated in cxploration, and a concern with
providing an cxplanation of their perceived facts. Although these explanations
donot present deductions from quantitative gencral laws, they arc explanations
nevertheless. A successful picce of biographical or historical writing will
makce plain to the rcader how it is, given what we know of the general
tendencics of human nature and behaviour, that matters fell out as they did.
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Fiction’s Distinctive Contribution

With fiction and fact now distinguished, what can fiction contribute?  Al-
though I do not claim that this is all that fiction can teach, it nevertheless scems
clear to me that one traditional doctrine is correct: from fiction we can gather
a sense of human possibilitics. Fictions present ways of feeling, of acting, and
of living, ranging beyond most peoplc’s experience of actual life.  Fictions
enlarge the range of ways in which we can set ourselves to act and react, and
atypical novel or film will present not just one, but a contrasting group of such
alternatives. From exposure to such works we can learn to feel, to judge, and
to live. Fictions arc variant portraits of the forms human scnsibility can wake.

Memorable works present original alternatives, or present them with
peculiar vivacity and force. Formula novels and soaps have their charms, but
as they arc not presenting anything new in altemative ways of being, they arc
not instructive, except in the incidental way in which Dick Francis, for
example, tcaches us about the racing game.

Encouraging thc contemplation of alicratives to onc’s present way of
fecling and of lifc is characteristic, but it is not a monopoly of fiction.
Philosophy, especially moral and social philosophizing, anthropology, and the
history of exotic times and places can all provide it.  Fiction isdifferent in how
itgocs about the business. The difference is that between showing and telling.
The distinguishing mark of the fictive modc of presentation is that it docs not
consist in a scrics of statements as to how lifc can be led. It consists in
presenting, in a manncer which captures the imagination, specific alternatives,
given with cnough detail for us to enter into them and get something of a fecl
for how it would be 1o live with such a sensibility and approach. In the best
fiction altcrnatives are madc to scem much more genuinely live possibilitics
than with the same alicrnatives sct forth discursively. They reach into the
emotional tone of a stance toward life. They can be sufficiently vivid to be
literally seductive, which is why censorship is an important issue for fiction,
but not for philosophy. Fictions can be effective in moral education where
sheerly conceptual thought yiclds no more than abstract assent, so they can
give us actually uscable insight into the human condition. Thus philosophers
are bound to be fiction’s fricnds.

Note

1 N. Goodman, Ways of Worldmaking, Indianapolis, 1978. Goodman and C. Z.
Elgin, Reconceptions in Philosophy and Qther Arts and Sciences, London, 1988.
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Robyn Williams, distinguished scientific writer and broadcaster,
addressed the Society on ‘Doces the Scientist need the Arts’ on 16
March 1994. Sketched by Ulf Kaiser.
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