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[Slide 1] Is there a difference between philosophy and literature?  

 

[Slide 2] 1. Is this a ‘Big Question’ in Philosophy? 

I am not a member of the Philosophy department here in Trinity. I am a lecturer in 

the School of English, and that could, perhaps, settle the question posed by this 

evening’s lecture title – ‘Is there a difference between philosophy and literature?’ – 

very quickly for us. This institution, like many others, recognises a disciplinary 

difference between Philosophy, on the one hand, and Literature, on the other, 

whether we are dealing with literature in the English language or any other. In this 

College, indeed, there is even some doubt about whether the ‘Department of 

Philosophy’ exists, given the fact that the academic unit that bears that name has 

also been known at various times in its recent history as the ‘Department of Mental 

and Moral Science’, as the sign here illustrates.  [Slide 3] (You know, of course, that 

the Philosophy department does exist here in Trinity, having heard many of its 

lecturers speak to you over the last few months, and I am also grateful to the 

Department for inviting me to speak this evening.) 

 To begin to ask whether there is ‘a difference between philosophy and 

literature,’ though, one must acknowledge a certain amount of historical, cultural, 

and intellectual context, not least because in our present environment there seems to 

be a clear institutional difference between ‘philosophy’, on the one hand, and 

‘literature’, on the other. We can explain this in a number of ways: it’s not that 

professors and students of Literature and Philosophy don’t get on – they clearly do, 
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most of the time! – but unlike Philosophy, which has been around as a subject for a 

very long time, in various traditions, the academic subject of English literature, in 

particular, is in fact a relatively young discipline that only came into existence in the 

middle of the nineteenth century. [Slide 4] In its earliest form, the field of what we 

may call ‘English literary studies’ included subjects such as oratory (the art of 

eloquence and public speaking), rhetoric (the art of effective and persuasive speech 

or writing), grammar (the set of structural rules governing the composition of 

clauses, phrases, and words in any given natural language), as well as the more 

general appreciation of literary texts such as poems, plays and various forms of 

fiction, such as the novel. In recent decades, the field of ‘English literary studies’ has 

expanded in radical ways to include many other topics and kinds of writing and 

textuality, from Children’s literature to cartoons and computer games. Like the field 

of Philosophy, it has grown to incorporate developments in other disciplines – in the 

physical sciences, for example – so we can say that contemporary English literary 

studies engages in many of the same questions that have been explored in this 

lecture series, from the place of religion in the public sphere to the role of science in 

shaping our sense of the world around us. 

 When we ask if there is ‘a difference between philosophy and literature’, 

however, it seems to me that we are not only concerned with institutional or 

disciplinary differences. These differences matter, certainly, but they might be best 

answered from within the fields of intellectual history, say, or the history of 

education. Within the field of Philosophy, then, is it fair to say that our question this 
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evening – ‘is there a difference between philosophy and literature?’ – is a ‘big’ or 

even a ‘great’ question? I would like to argue that it is a ‘big question’ in Philosophy, 

but I must tell you at the outset that I do not intend to answer it with a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ 

response. Indeed, I will suggest to you that it is possible to argue that there is at the 

same time a vast difference and no difference at all between ‘philosophy’ and 

‘literature’. I do not see how anyone who has considered the incredibly rich history of 

philosophy’s development from the Ancient Greeks to the present can respond in 

any other way without insisting on a very narrow view about what constitutes the 

philosophical text. Once we accept, in other words, that the history of philosophy is 

made up largely if not exclusively of written, printed and published documents – 

things we may loosely describe as ‘texts’ – then we must allow, initially, that these 

things may have both a philosophical and a literary interest. We may even want to 

say that our question tonight is as important to the field of literary studies as it is to 

those who work within the field of philosophy. As a lecturer in the School of English 

here in Trinity – where I started teaching literature over twenty years ago – but also 

as a student in the Department of Philosophy – for the last two years I have been a 

part-time student on the MPhil in Philosophy programme – I believe there is a huge 

amount of common ground between the two subjects. (I should also mention that 

my own undergraduate background is in English literature and Philosophy, so I have 

some sense of what is involved in both subjects.) 

 The terms ‘Philosophy’ and ‘Literature’ are in themselves notoriously difficult 

to define, and I need to stress here that my argument rests on an assumption about 
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the meaning of the term ‘Literature,’ in particular, that is perhaps more capacious 

and inclusive than is usually found even within the field of literary studies. In his book 

Literary Theory: an Introduction, first published in 1983, Terry Eagleton problematizes 

the question ‘what is literature?’ in the following way: [Slide 5] 

 There have been various attempts to define literature. You can define it, for 

 example, as ‘imaginative’ writing in the sense of fiction-writing which is not 

 literally true. But even the briefest reflection on what people commonly 

 include under the heading of literature suggests that this will not do. 

 Seventeenth-century English literature includes Shakespeare, Webster , 

 Marvell and Milton; but it also stretches to the essays of Francis Bacon, the 

 sermons of John Donne, Bunyan’s spiritual autobiography and whatever it 

 was that Sir Thomas Browne wrote. It might even at a pinch be taken to 

 encompass Hobbes’s Leviathan or Clarendon’s History of the Rebellion. French 

 seventeenth-century literature contains, along with Corneille and Racine, La 

 Rochefoucauld’s maxims, Bossuet’s funeral speeches, Boileau’s treatise on 

 poetry, Madame de Sévigné’s letters to her daughter and the philosophy of 

 Descartes and Pascal. Nineteenth-century English literature usually includes 

 Lamb (though not Bentham), Macaulay (but not Marx), Mill (but not Darwin 

 or Herbert Spencer).  

 

Eagleton goes on to argue that [Slide 6]: 

 literature does not exist in the sense that insects do, and […] the value-

 judgements by which it is constituted are historically variable, but […] these 

 value-judgements themselves have a close relation to social ideologies. They 

 refer in the end not simply to private taste, but to the assumptions by which 

 certain social groups exercise and maintain power over others.  

 

In other words, it is his view that our sense of what we mean when we talk about 

‘literature’ is a function of ‘historically variable’ ideological conditions that are 

determined, in the main, by those who happen to hold certain positions of power in 

society at given times – including academics, teachers, scholars, and critics. This 

perspective is useful and Eagleton is clearly right to point out the fact that the works 

of writers like Jeremy Bentham and Karl Marx are rarely read as ‘literature’. However, 
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we need to ask what is at stake in considering works of so-called ‘philosophy’ as 

‘literature’ – whether it is possible to do so at all – and then, having done that, we 

need to ask what it might mean to consider works that are generally classified as 

‘literature’ within the realm of ‘philosophy’. These, then, are the two questions to 

which I will now turn my attention. 

 

[Slide 7] 2. Can we think of works of ‘Philosophy’ as ‘Literature’? 

So, can we think of works of ‘Philosophy’ as ‘Literature’? Terry Eagleton rightly tells us 

that certain nineteenth-century writers are rarely, if ever, considered for their 

contributions to ‘literature’, though their works are widely acknowledged for the 

importance of their ideas, but surely the articulation of their ideas and the force of 

their arguments is, in an important sense, bound up with their skills as writers. This, 

presumably, was what the Committee for the Nobel Prize in Literature had in mind 

when, in 1950, it awarded the Prize to Bertrand Russell [Slide 8], the great twentieth-

century British philosopher and father of analytic philosophy. The Nobel Committee 

awarded Russell the Prize, it said [Slide 9]: ‘in recognition of his varied and significant 

writings in which he champions humanitarian ideals and freedom of thought.’ 

Presumably the Committee did not have Russell’s specialised contributions to the 

philosophy of mathematics in mind when they decided to give him the Prize, and 

while Russell did publish some literary fiction in 1953 – spurred on, perhaps, by his 

winning of the Nobel Prize in Literature three years earlier, he published a collection 

of short stories called Satan in the Suburbs in 1953 [Slide 10] – he did not, to my 



 6 

knowledge, make any further contributions to the development of the three major 

genres of literature (poetry, fiction, and drama). Russell, however, is a great example 

of a thinker who used his skills as a writer to examine and develop ideas ranging 

from logic and mathematics to science, religion, politics and, indeed, philosophy 

itself. In a way, then, it could be said that Russell was a writer who made great and 

lasting contributions to the field of literature, but the claim only makes sense if we 

are willing to concede that the term ‘literature’ can include works such as [Slide 11] 

Russell’s books on German Social Democracy (1896), for example, or his Introduction 

to Mathematical Philosophy (1919).  

 While it is hard to accept, however, that certain of Russell’s writings can be 

understood as works of ‘literature’ – his Principia Mathematica, co-authored with 

Alfred North Whitehead and published in three volumes between 1910 and 1913 is a 

case in point, as this page from the first volume suggests [Slide 12]: 
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– it is nonetheless the case that Russell was an author for whom, as the Nobel Prize 

Committee in 1950 suggested, the idea of writing included a wide variety of formal 

and stylistic possibilities. It seems highly appropriate that the Principia Mathematica 

is written in the way it is, while other works by Russell – his autobiographical, political 

and historical writings, for example – take a very different tack. Russell, in short, was 

acutely sensitive to the literary question concerning the appropriateness of form in 

relation to subject matter, and even a text as technical and specialised as the 

Principia Mathematica demonstrates this. 

 An issue is emerging, then, which may have something to do with what has 

been called ‘philosophical style’, and I’ll return to this later on. Before I do so, 

however, I want to press the issue of whether works of ‘Philosophy’ can be 
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considered as ‘Literature’ a bit further by looking at a few more examples. Russell 

was undoubtedly a great writer – even his writings on mathematics are written with a 

kind of formal appropriateness and lucidity that is often lacking in the works of some 

of his more ostensibly ‘literary’ contemporaries – but there are also many examples 

of great philosophical works that may be said to belong to the domain of literature 

in a way that does not require any re-negotiation of formal or generic boundaries. 

Take, for example, the text that is held by many historians of philosophy to represent 

one of the earliest, if not the first great work of western metaphysics, ‘On Nature’, by 

the late fifth- to early sixth-century BCE philosopher, Parmenides of Elea [Slide 13]. 

Although it only exists now in some nineteen fragments, gleaned from quotations in 

works by figures such as Plutarch, Hippolytus, Plato, and Aristotle, among others, the 

text has generated an enormous amount of philosophical commentary, but it is also 

a poem of great formal and stylistic sophistication and visionary energy. Here are the 

opening lines from John Burnet’s translation [Slide 14]: 

 The steeds that bear me carried me as far as ever my heart 

 Desired, since they brought me and set me on the renowned 

 Way of the goddess, who with her own hands conducts the man 

 who knows through all things. On what way was I borne 

 

 along; for on it did the wise steeds carry me, drawing my car,  

 and maidens showed the way. And the axle, glowing in the socket – 

 for it was urged round by the whirling wheels at each 

 end – gave forth a sound as of a pipe, when the daughters of the 

 Sun, hasting to convey me into the light, threw back their veils 

 

 from off their faces and left the abode of Night…. 
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The core philosophical idea of Parmenides’ poem concerns the claim that what-is-

not, or nothing, cannot be spoken or thought of. This idea is developed further on in 

the poem, but before that can happen the first-person speaker – the ‘I’ of these lines 

– must be directed towards ‘the Way of Truth’, which is of course the ‘Way of the 

goddess’ of this first fragment’s third line. 

 Why did Parmenides articulate his ideas in this way? There is a lot of detail 

here that seems superfluous to the presentation of a specific philosophical idea. Why 

does the speaker need to invoke these ‘steeds’ (or horses), for example, and surely 

the image of the ‘axle, glowing in the socket’ and the ‘whirling wheels’ of the chariot 

are far in excess of the author’s immediate philosophical requirements? Moreover, it 

might be possible to read and even to appreciate ‘On Nature’ without engaging or 

even understanding its philosophical meaning, which is to say that the text’s 

meaning might not be limited by its positioning within the discourse of western 

philosophy, as such. Even this first fragment of the text speaks to an idea of 

enlightenment – of moving ‘into the light’ and leaving ‘the abode of Night’ – that is 

rich in its symbolic significance. In this regard, then, Parmenides’ poem can be read 

as just that – as a poem, and not solely as a work of philosophy, and a similar point 

can be made about many great philosophical works, including writings by figures as 

important – philosophically – as Plato, Lucretius, George Berkeley, Margaret 

Cavendish, Friedrich Nietzsche, Søren Kierkegaard, and many others.  

 [Slide 15] Although Plato argued, most notably in The Republic, that poets 

should be banished from the ideal state – based primarily on the idea that they give 
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us mere imitations of the truth and not the thing itself, but also because (he claimed) 

they corrupt the young and their work incites the passions instead of the faculties of 

reason – there are also passages in Plato that are just as powerful as Parmenides’ 

poem in terms of imagination and, indeed, feeling. Who cannot be moved, for 

example, by the death scene of Socrates in the Phaedo, no matter what philosophical 

point Plato is attempting to make in that dialogue? And what are we to make of the 

remarkable Allegory of the Cave that Plato uses to explore the relationship between 

appearance and reality, also in the Republic? These texts represent crucial moments 

in the development of western philosophy, but their achievement rests as much on 

the literary skill of the author who first gave them expression as it does on their 

analytical power. [Slide 16] A similar point can be made about the philosophical 

dialogues of George Berkeley, which derive considerable dialectical force from their 

form as texts that seek to give the reader a sense of individuals working through a 

range of complex ideas in conversation, within a specific dramatic setting. [Slide 17] 

This is especially the case in Berkeley’s Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous 

(1713), a work that demonstrates the long-standing usefulness of Plato’s dialogic 

method of doing philosophy, on the one hand, but which also shows just how 

creative Berkeley could be when it came to developing – and promoting – his 

philosophical ideas.  

 [Slide 18] The same can point can be made about Margaret Cavendish, 

Duchess of Newcastle, for whom the exploration and expression of philosophical 

ideas was often conducted through the medium of verse, as we can see here, for 
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example, in her poem ‘A World made by Atomes’, which was first published in 1653 

[Slide 19]: 

 Small Atomes of themselves a World may make, 

 As being subtle, and of every shape: 

 And as they dance about, fit places finde, 

 Such Formes as best agree, make every kinde. 

 For when we build a house of Bricke, and Stone, 

 We lay them even, every one by one: 

 And when we finde a gap that’s big, or small, 

 We seeke out Stones, to fit that place withall. 

 For when not fit, too big, or little be, 

 They fall away, and cannot stay we see. 

 So Atomes, as they dance, finde places fit, 

 They there remaine, lye close, and fast will sticke. 

 Those that unfit, the rest that rove about, 

 Do never leave, untill they thrust them out. 

 Thus by their severall Motions, and their Formes,  

 As severall work-men serve each others turnes. 

 And thus, by chance, may a New World create: 

 Or else predestinated to worke my Fate.  

 

Cavendish’s poems are an important early modern example of the formal openness 

that occurs throughout the history of philosophical writing and which may be said to 

find its most extreme articulation, perhaps, in the work of Friedrich Nietzsche [Slide 

20] in the nineteenth century. In his work The Twilight of the Idols, first published in 

1889 with the great subtitle How to Philosophize with a Hammer, Nietzsche famously 

said that he ‘mistrust[s] all systematizers and […] avoids them’, so there is a sense in 

which the terms ‘philosophy’ and ‘literature’ should themselves be treated with 

suspicion when reading him. When we look at his work, however, notwithstanding its 

profound philosophical influence and interest, it is possible also to appreciate its 

literary character in formal, stylistic and expressive terms, as this passage from the 
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opening of Thus Spoke Zarathustra (first published between 1883 and 1891) 

demonstrates [Slide 21]: 

1. 

 

 When Zarathustra was thirty years old, he left his home and the lake of his 

 home, and went into the mountains. There he enjoyed his spirit and solitude, 

 and for ten years did not weary of it. But at last his heart changed,—and 

 rising one morning with the rosy dawn, he went before the sun, and spake 

 thus unto it:  

  Thou great star! What would be thy happiness if thou hadst not those 

 for whom thou shinest!  

  For ten years hast thou climbed hither unto my cave: thou wouldst 

 have wearied of thy light and of the journey, had it not been for me, mine 

 eagle, and my serpent.  

  But we awaited thee every morning, took from thee thine overflow and 

 blessed thee for it.  

  Lo! I am weary of my wisdom, like the bee that hath gathered too 

 much honey; I need hands outstretched to take it.  

  I would fain bestow and distribute, until the wise have once more 

 become joyous in their folly, and the poor happy in their riches.  

  Therefore must I descend into the deep: as thou doest in the evening, 

 when thou goest behind the sea, and givest light also to the nether-world, 

 thou exuberant star!  

  Like thee must I GO DOWN, as men say, to whom I shall descend.  

 Bless me, then, thou tranquil eye, that canst behold even the greatest 

 happiness without envy!  

  Bless the cup that is about to overflow, that the water may flow golden 

 out of it, and carry everywhere the reflection of thy bliss!  

  Lo! This cup is again going to empty itself, and Zarathustra is again 

 going to be a man.  

  Thus began Zarathustra’s down-going.  

 

This is wonderful, it seems to me, not just as the opening of a great work of 

philosophy but also as literature, as a text that delights in the possibilities afforded 

by literary language, imagery and form in themselves. This presents a problem for 

the student of philosophy, however, as Nietzsche’s translator R.J. Hollingdale has 

written [Slide 22]: ‘The first thing a reader of Thus Spoke Zarathustra will notice, even 
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before he/she notices what is being said, is the manner of saying it: or rather, the 

excess of manner.’ 

 Unless we already know in advance, then, that thinkers ranging from 

Parmenides and Plato to Cavendish, Berkeley and Nietzsche are ‘philosophers’ – and, 

we might well wonder why or how we came to think of them in that way – the formal 

and stylistic modes of expression used in the texts I have discussed might incline us 

to say, initially at least, that works such as ‘On Nature’ (by Parmenides), The Republic 

(by Plato), Three Dialogues (by Berkeley) and Thus Spoke Zarathustra (by Nietzsche) 

are works of ‘literature’ in addition to being works of ‘philosophy’. At the very least 

we can see, quite clearly I think, that these are great philosophical works that should 

also be of literary interest and so, to answer the question I posed earlier, it seems 

that it is possible to think of key works of ‘philosophy’ as ‘literature’. 

 

[Slide 23] 3. Can we think of works of ‘Literature’ as ‘Philosophy’? 

What happens, however, when we turn the question the other way round, and ask 

whether we can think of works of ‘literature’ as ‘philosophy’? On the one hand the 

question is already answered for us in the examples just discussed: we may begin by 

reading Parmenides’ ‘On Nature’ as a poem, and then it gradually becomes apparent 

that the author is also engaged in a philosophical project in that text. What about 

other kinds of text, however, which are generally not treated as philosophical works 

as such? It seems to me that a similar kind of process is at work here, in the sense 

that we may begin with the assumption that a text is intended to fulfil a certain kind 
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of function – merely by virtue of the fact that it takes a certain formal shape on the 

page or that it is written in a certain kind of language – but it is also often the case 

that a poem, say, or a novel, or a play, is doing other kinds of work in addition to 

meeting what we might call a reader’s literary expectations. Some of the greatest 

literary works in the Western canon, I contend, are great not merely because of their 

achievement of aesthetic – formal or stylistic – excellence. They are great also 

because they embody what I have no hesitation in calling a profound philosophical 

significance insofar as they are concerned with the same kinds of questions that 

philosophers from Plato to Russell and beyond have sought to understand, from 

questions about the nature and meaning of being to the experience of time. Take, 

for example, Prince Hamlet’s soliloquy in Shakespeare’s great play [Slide 24]: 

 To be, or not to be; that is the question: 

 Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer 

 The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 

 Or to take arms against a sea of troubles, 

 And, by opposing, end them? To die, to sleep— 

 No more—and by a sleep to say we end 

 The heartache and the thousand natural shocks 

 That flesh is heir to—’tis a consummation 

 Devoutly to be wished. To die, to sleep. 

 To sleep, perchance to dream. Ay, there’s the rub, 

 For in that sleep of death what dreams may come 

 When we have shuffled off this mortal coil 

 Must give us pause. There’s the respect 

 That makes calamity of so long life…. 

 

This is wonderful as theatre – and as poetry – but surely it is also of interest as 

philosophy. Prince Hamlet is of course one of the greatest philosophers in the history 

of theatre, but in the play we can also say that Shakespeare takes up questions that 
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go back at least as far as Plato’s Phaedo concerning the nature of death, the afterlife, 

and the relationship between dreams and reality.  

 The same point can be made with regard to many other writers whose works 

are generally valued in the first instance as ‘literature’ rather than ‘philosophy’. Take, 

for example, this passage from William Wordsworth’s long poem, The Prelude, which 

was first published in 1850 [Slide 25]: 

 

  There are in our existence spots of time, 

  That with distinct pre-eminence retain 

  A renovating virtue, whence – depressed                      

            By false opinion and contentious thought, 

            Or aught of heavier or more deadly weight, 

            In trivial occupations, and the round 

            Of ordinary intercourse – our minds 

            Are nourished and invisibly repaired; 

            A virtue, by which pleasure is enhanced, 

            That penetrates, enables us to mount, 

            When high, more high, and lifts us up when fallen. 

            This efficacious spirit chiefly lurks 

            Among those passages of life that give                      

            Profoundest knowledge to what point, and how, 

            The mind is lord and master – outward sense 

            The obedient servant of her will. Such moments 

            Are scattered everywhere, taking their date 

            From our first childhood.  

 

Readers who question the philosophical significance of what Wordsworth has to say 

about the nature and experience of time here often do so on the basis that his work 

does not provide a systematic or coherent theory of temporality, but this position 

assumes that philosophy must always proceed in a systematic manner. Whatever 

about an author’s intentions, this view also assumes that the literary aspects of a 
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work like this will always be primary in the mind of the reader, but there is no reason 

to believe that a reader of Wordsworth’s poem, for example, would not want to 

prioritise its philosophical aspects over and above its ostensibly literary features and 

characteristics. (How the poem sounds, for example, or how the lines are shaped and 

formed on the page.) 

 These, then, are just two well-known examples of authors who have made 

great contributions to the history of literature, certainly, but whose works may also 

be appreciated for their philosophical insights and provocations. The question may 

ultimately come down to the matter of interpretation – how texts are received and 

understood – but it is also a matter of agency, of acknowledging that texts are often 

capable of being read and interpreted in ways that may have nothing at all do with 

their maker’s original intentions. Texts of all kinds, in short, can do things that cannot 

always be controlled by their creators, and this holds for the great works of the 

philosophical canon as much as it applies to the literary one. I am inclined to believe 

that great philosophers and great poets, playwrights and novelists, have always 

understood this, and this is one of the reasons why we read them: do we read great 

works of philosophy merely because of the ideas to be found in them, or great works 

of literature merely because they are well-written? I may be wrong, but I believe it is 

only when a writer ticks both boxes, as it were, that they are worth reading in the first 

place. 

 Before I move on, however, I want to mention one further example, in which 

the fields of philosophy and literature have been brought together in a particularly 
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powerful and influential way, and that is in the work of work of some of the 

twentieth-century French Existentialist philosophers, [Slide 26] including Jean-Paul 

Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, most notably, but also in the writings of figures such 

as Algerian/French author Albert Camus. [Slide 27] While Sartre and de Beauvoir, in 

particular, wrote several ground-breaking works of philosophy – although de 

Beauvoir did not consider herself a philosopher – including Being and Nothingness, 

by Sartre, which was first published in French in 1943, and de Beauvoir’s The Ethics of 

Ambiguity, also published in France, in 1947, they also wrote a number of texts – 

novels and plays – that have been perhaps more influential in terms of the 

promotion of Existentialist ideas than those more philosophically systematic works. 

[Slide 28] Sartre’s novel La nausée, or Nausea, was first published five years before 

Being and Nothingness – the philosophical treatise widely regarded as Sartre’s 

magnum opus – and it had a huge impact on literature and culture for many decades 

after it first appeared. The novel centres on a character called Antoine Roquentin, a 

historian, who begins to question the very foundations of his being-in-the-world – 

what it means to think, to perceive, to experience time, other people, the world 

around us. Over the course of the novel, Sartre uses the character of Roquentin to 

explore these profound philosophical questions from an Existentialist perspective, 

but he does so in a way that does not prioritise philosophical analysis over narrative 

or descriptive attention. There are key moments, indeed, where the philosophical 

impulse and the narrative impulse seem to coincide, as in this scene where 

Roquentin’s contemplation of his physical self is both a powerful fictional account of 
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the process of self-reflection and, at the same time, a brilliant description of the 

philosophical problem of mind-body dualism and the relationship between self and 

object [Slide 29]: 

 I lean all my weight on the porcelain ledge, I draw my face closer until it 

 touches the mirror. The eyes, nose and mouth disappear: nothing human is 

 left. Brown wrinkles show on each side of the feverish swelled lips, crevices, 

 mole holes. A silky white down covers the great slopes of the cheeks, two 

 hairs protrude from the nostrils: it is a geological embossed map. And, in 

 spite of everything, this lunar world is familiar to me. I cannot say I recognize  

 the details. But the whole thing gives me an impression of something seen 

 before which stupefies me: I slip quietly off to sleep. 

 

In the work of Sartre, in other words, the distinction we might wish to make between 

‘philosophy’ and ‘literature’ is placed under great pressure, and it would be wrong to 

insist that a text like Nausea, for example, should be considered exclusively as one or 

the other. 

 Interestingly, Sartre, like Russell before him, also won the Nobel Prize in 

Literature, in 1964, but he declined the Prize because he believed ‘the writer must […] 

refuse to let himself be transformed into an institution, even if this occurs under the 

most honourable circumstances’. Sartre had personal and political reasons for taking 

this position, but it seems to me that his refusal ‘to let himself be transformed into an 

institution’ may also be applied to the way that we read his works, which should not 

be categorised as one thing or another – ‘philosophy’ or ‘literature’ – but as part of 

an overarching project that was driven by a desire to understand the world and our 

place in it. Sartre, like all of the great writers I have discussed so far this evening, 

wrote many different kinds of texts throughout his career, but questions of form and 
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genre are ultimately less important to how we read him, I think, than an appreciation 

of his ultimate contribution to human understanding. 

 

[Slide 30] 4. What about the Philosophy of Literature? 

I have been trying to look at ways in which we might think of works of ‘Philosophy’ 

as works of ‘Literature’, and of works of ‘Literature’ as works of ‘Philosophy’, and in 

the example of Sartre we encounter a writer for whom the two fields may be 

combined, as he shows in a text like Nausea. Before I conclude, however, I want to 

say something briefly about the branch of Philosophy known as the Philosophy of 

Literature, which is also concerned, to a certain extent, with these questions. The 

philosophy of literature may be thought of as a branch of aesthetics that addresses 

fundamental questions about the nature of literature as a form of art. It addresses 

the metaphysics and ontology of literary works, for example, by asking what, if 

anything, distinguishes literary works of art (such as poems, plays, and novels) from 

other kinds of writing (such as scientific reports, historical treatises, religious texts, 

guidebooks, instruction manuals, and so on.) I have tried to open up this area this 

evening by asking what we mean when we talk about the literary text and what, if 

anything, allows us to differentiate it from a philosophical one? In the Philosophy of 

Literature, however, there is also a concern with questions to do with the ways we 

engage with literature, such as: how does interpretation and understanding of such 

works happen? Is the meaning fixed or does it change over time or in different 

contexts? What happens when we have an emotional response to a text, in relation 
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to characters or events in a play or a novel, for example, and are the states of affairs 

represented in so-called literary works ‘real’ even when we know they are works of 

fiction? These are extremely difficult and pressing questions within the Philosophy of 

Literature, and they are bound up with further concerns about the value of works of 

literature in general: do they offer any distinctive form of knowledge or insight, for 

example, and can they be used to help us think about moral, epistemological, 

metaphysical or even political questions?  

 In a sense then, when we ask whether there is a ‘difference between 

philosophy and literature’ we are doing Philosophy of Literature: we are asking 

questions about the nature of the literary text; how its meaning differs, if at all, from 

the philosophical text; and whether it is possible to do philosophy through literature 

and, indeed, to consider works of philosophy in literary terms. I have suggested this 

evening that it is possible to do both of these things, but I could be wrong. If I am 

wrong, however, I am in good company, because some of the greatest contemporary 

philosophers have been willing to concede that literary texts, for example, may be 

afforded the kind of philosophical agency and force that I earlier ascribed to texts by 

Shakespeare and Wordsworth. A number of late twentieth-century US American 

philosophers, for example, including [Slide 31] Richard Rorty, Stanley Cavell, Martha 

Nussbaum and Cora Diamond, have suggested that poetry and fiction are among the 

most important tools we have for understanding our ethical, social and political lives. 

[Slide 32] In her book Upheavals of Thought (2001), Nussbaum places texts by 

philosophers such as Plato and Spinoza on the same level as authors including Walt 
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Whitman, Emily Brontë, and James Joyce, in a far-reaching and boundary-breaking 

analysis of the roles played by emotions in the history of human thought. For 

Nussbaum, as for the contemporary philosopher Cora Diamond, the literary text is 

capable of doing the same kind of theoretical and analytical work that has often 

been thought of as exclusive to the domain of philosophy. [Slide 33] As the Irish 

philosopher Áine Mahon has shown, however, there are many ways of doing 

philosophy – many different styles in which philosophy can be done, indeed, and 

sometimes these intersect in important and subtle ways with works that are more 

generally perceived as literature than philosophy as such. We are brought to a point 

where we may believe, with Richard Rorty, that poetry may be thought of as 

philosophy, and philosophy as poetry. [Slide 34] 

 

[Slide 35] 6. Conclusion: ‘so much depends / upon…’ 

‘so much depends / upon / a red wheel / barrow’, writes the American modernist 

poet William Carlos Williams, in a well-known work, and it continues [Slide 36]: 

  glazed with rain 

  water 

 

  beside the white 

  chickens. 

It would be hard to make a case for a poem like this as philosophy – there are 

readers for whom it barely counts as poetry – and yet its concern with the question 
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of dependence, and its engagement with that idea in such a brief, formally 

economical way, might be useful as we begin to think about the bigger, harder 

question of ontological dependence, which is a crucial concern in the field of 

metaphysics. When considering questions raised by philosophical texts, however, or 

literary ones, whether we make a distinction between them or not, our judgements 

are always based on certain kinds of dependence: how we perceive, read, interpret, 

and evaluate texts, from Parmenides and Plato to Wordsworth and Williams depends 

upon our understanding of what it means to be readers and what texts mean to us 

within our given historical, social, and cultural contexts.  

 This may sound like a return to the view put forward by Terry Eagleton, which I 

mentioned at the start of this lecture – the idea that the claims we make about texts 

we define as ‘literature’ ‘have a close relation to social ideologies’ and that they ‘refer 

in the end not simply to private taste, but to the assumptions by which  certain 

social groups exercise and maintain power over others’, but by way of conclusion I 

want to refer again to Bertrand Russell, [Slide 37] and to a text called The Analysis of 

Mind, which he published in 1921. The book was written, he said, as part of an 

attempt [Slide 38]: 

 to harmonize two different tendencies, one in psychology, the other in 

 physics, with both of which I find myself in sympathy, although at first 

 sight they might seem inconsistent. On the one hand, many psychologists, 

 especially those of the behaviourist school, tend to adopt what is essentially a 

 materialistic position, as a matter of method if not of metaphysics. They 

 make psychology increasingly dependent on physiology and external 

 observation, and tend to think of matter as something much more solid and 

 indubitable than mind. Meanwhile the physicists, especially Einstein and 
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 other exponents of the theory of relativity, have been making ‘matter’ less and 

 less material.  

 

Russell goes on to examine the problem of understanding and, specifically, the 

difference, as he perceives it, the relationship between ‘understanding’ and 

‘meaning’. He writes [Slide 39]:  

 A person ‘understands’ a word when (a) suitable circumstances make 

 him use it, (b) the hearing of it causes suitable behavior in him. We may call 

 these two active and passive understanding respectively. Dogs often have 

 passive understanding of some words, but not active understanding. 

  It is not necessary, in order that a man should ‘understand’ a word, 

 that he should ‘know what it means,’ in the sense of being able to say ‘this 

 word means so–and–so’. 

  Understanding words does not consist in knowing their dictionary 

 definitions, or in being able to specify the objects to which they are 

 appropriate. […] Understanding language is more like understanding cricket: 

 it is a matter of habits, acquired in oneself and rightly presumed in others. To 

 say that a word has a meaning is not to say that those who use the word 

 correctly have ever thought out what the meaning is: the use of the word 

 comes first, and the meaning is to be distilled out of it by observation and 

 analysis. Moreover, the meaning of a word is not absolutely definite: there is 

 always a greater or lesser degree of vagueness. The meaning is an area like a 

 target: it may have a bull’s eye, but the outlying parts of the target are still 

 more or less within the meaning, in a gradually diminishing degree as we 

 travel further from the bull’s eye, and the bull’s eye itself grows smaller and 

 smaller; but the bull’s eye never shrinks to a point, and there is always a 

 doubtful region, however small, surrounding it. 

 

Russell’s point here about how words mean and the connection between 

understanding and meaning also has relevance for the way we think about things 

such as ‘philosophy’ or ‘literature’. Most people would claim to have some 

‘understanding’ of what these words mean, but this may be, as Russell says, ‘a matter 

of habits, acquired in oneself and rightly presumed in others.’ Moreover, as he 

continues, ‘the meaning of a word is not absolutely definite: there is always a greater 
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or lesser degree of vagueness.’ In most of our general, everyday uses of the terms 

‘philosophy’ and ‘literature’ I think this idea applies: the terms are often used in a way 

that is quite ‘definite’ – as they are in their institutional context here in Trinity, for 

example – but beyond this, once we begin to think about their meaning in relation to 

specific examples, as I have done this evening, we find that ‘there is always a greater 

or lesser degree of vagueness.’ This may be unsatisfactory to those of us who need 

clearly delineated structures and definitions, but if that is what you are after then I 

think you are probably not going to be very satisfied by ‘philosophy’ or ‘literature’, 

no matter how they are written. [Slide 40] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


