
 
The ‘Two Libraries Problem’: Poetry, ‘Fancy’, and the Philosophical Canon 
  
1. 
  
In his epistle dedicatory to Margaret Cavendish’s 1666 novel The Blazing World, 
published together with her rather more sober philosophical treatise, Observations 
upon Experimental Philosophy, William Newcastle writes that he has joined these 
two works together “as Two several Worlds, at their Two Poles.” The one work 
engages the ‘fancy’, for those who “take no delight in Philosophical Arguments” 
(‘Ladies’, supposedly), while the other, while written by a lady, gives us the 
philosophical arguments in their pure form. Yet as the Duke of Newcastle 
remarks, the two works have “some Sympathy and Coherence” between them. 
Indeed, even a superficial reading of The Blazing World makes clear its author’s 
intention to present her core philosophical convictions and interests through the 
vehicle of a captivating fantasy story. 
 
A maneuver such as this remains controversial in our current practices of canon 
formation in philosophy, and indeed works that engage the fancy tend to be 
perceived as uncanonizable. 
  
What role, then, for the fancy in the transmission and teaching of the history of 
philosophy? Aristotle famously distinguishes in the Poetics between history and 
poetry on the grounds that the former tells you only about actuality, while the 
latter is concerned with all possibilities, whether they in fact happen or not. He 
writes that “it is not the function of the poet to relate what has happened, but what 
may happen: what is possible according to the law of probability or necessity.” 
Aristotle, who has a conception of philosophy as not being concerned with 
particular things as intrinsically of interest, therefore sees poetry and philosophy as 
more like one another than either of these is like history. “The poet and the 
historian,” he explains, 
  

differ not by writing in verse or in prose. The work of Herodotus might 
be put into verse, and it would still be a species of history, with meter no 
less than without it. The true difference is that one relates what has 
happened, the other what may happen. Poetry, therefore, is a more 
philosophical and a higher thing than history: for poetry tends to express 
the universal, history the particular.[1] 

  
The scope of poetry is wider than that of history, but poetry is also often 
contrasted with philosophy to the extent that the poets see no need to speak of the 
possibilities over which their thought ranges within the constraints of logical rules 
of reasoning. Thus philosophy is like poetry and unlike history, on this old 



distinction, to the extent that it ranges beyond the actual, while it is like history 
and unlike poetry to the extent that its claims must not violate any appropriate 
rules of inference. 
  
Poetry is not only set apart by its content; it is also, obviously, recognized as 
poetry in view of formal properties such as meter and rhyme. In this respect, it is 
not surprising that much philosophy has been written as poetry over the past 
millennia. In many cases --Lucretius’s De rerum natura comes to mind-- the 
poetic elements are principally formal ones: we have an atomist-materialist text 
written in verse, which does not at all rely on allusion, metaphor, or synaesthesia 
to make the case for the philosophical view it defends, and it defends a view that 
positively rejects the sort of substantial transformations imagined by, say, Ovid. 
  
It is generally supposed today that elements such as meter and rhyme are 
irrelevant for our understanding of the content of a philosophical text. Poetic verse 
is today generally considered a less-than-ideal vehicle for the delivery of 
philosophical ideas, since the formal constraints of meter and rhyme needlessly 
limit one’s freedom to express ideas and arguments, and since poetry tends to rely 
on metaphor and allusion rather than on direct expression (though, again, it need 
not do so). One of the great impediments European philosophers have faced in 
recognizing other intellectual traditions as philosophical is that often the reliance 
on metaphor and on formal genre constraints in these traditions causes them to be 
judged as ‘merely’ poetic or literary, and thus as non-philosophical. This judgment 
extends not just to folk oral traditions, but also to the legacy of Upanishadic 
commentary which is the product of an ‘advanced’ textual culture and which is 
very plainly engaged with questions that Western thinkers can recognize as 
philosophical.  Beyond formal constraints such as meter, it is generally held that 
poetic reliance on metaphor poses an obstacle to direct engagement with 
philosophical ideas and arguments. Here, often, it is plain that a straightforward 
double standard is in play, since as a matter of fact we are often prepared to accept 
metaphors and other un-argued-for literary devices as contributions to philosophy 
when these devices are used by already-canonized European philosophers. In other 
words, if your status as a philosopher is not in doubt, then utterances of yours, at 
any register, may be received as philosophy. Take for example G. W. Leibniz’s 
well-known claim in the Monadology of 1714 that all of nature is akin to “a pond 
full of fish.”[2] This claim appears within the context of the exposition of a 
broader theory of composite substance, according to which every parcel of the 
natural world consists in ordered hierarchies of corporeal beings, even if not every 
given parcel will itself constitute a single, individual natural being. Some of the 
aspects of this theory are supported by empirical evidence and by conceptual 
distinctions and arguments. But the poetic image of the fish-pond is itself meant to 
be a part of the general battery of tools available to the philosopher to convince his 
interlocutors of the truth of his metaphysics of composite substance. It is not a 



throw-away comment or an ‘aside’. A corollary claim that Leibniz makes, within 
the context of his corporeal-substance metaphysics holds that the parts of any 
given organic body are constantly in flux, that there is no stable physical 
constitution of a natural body. In this connection, Leibniz often observes that the 
body is ‘like a fountain’. What remains constant is the form, even as the particles 
are constantly moving through it, and ever onward into the composition of other 
organic bodies. 
  
Is it, now, a philosophical claim when one says that the body is ‘like a 
fountain’?  Jonardon Ganeri draws our attention to an interesting passage in the 
Persian Muslim philosopher Dara Shukoh’s 17th-century study of the Upanishads. 
He writes: 
  

The inter-relation between water and its waves is the same as that 
between body and soul or as that between sharira and atma. The 
combination of waves, in their complete aspect, may be likened to abul-
arwah or paramatma; while water only is like the august existence, or 
sudh, or chitan.[3] 

  
We need not dwell on the meanings of the Sanskrit and Persian vocabulary 
deployed by Dara Shukoh here; what is significant is the evident satisfaction with 
the simile not just as an explanation of the body-soul relationship, but as in effect a 
grounding claim for a particular theory of the body-soul relationship. Dara Shukoh 
in effect defends his account of this relationship by pointing out that there is 
something else in the world that manifests it, namely, the water of the ocean. The 
idea is that water, like soul, is everywhere the same, while bodies, like waves, take 
shape and pass, briefly, through the universal medium of soul. Such a claim could 
easily be interpreted by an uncharitable external observer as a mere poetic simile, 
but by parity of reasoning if this is so then we must also banish Leibniz’s very 
similar observation about the fountain-like nature of bodies. 
  
A fine example of such banishment can be discerned in the materialist philosopher 
François Bernier’s discussion with the Sanskrit pandit, at Dara Shukoh’s 
arrangement, in Delhi in the 1660s. This French disciple of Pierre Gassendi finds 
it ridiculous that Hindus describe the world as issuing from its divine creator in 
much the same way that a web is spun out by a spider. On his account, this 
analogy helps to facilitate the Indian conception of the cosmos as going through 
repeated cycles of generation and destruction, since the latter phase can be 
conceived as similar to the spider’s withdrawal of its filaments back into its 
body.[4] Bernier is not impressed, and he takes this metaphor as simple proof that 
“there is no doctrine too strange or too improbable for the soul of man to 
conceive.”[5] 



  
But what is so strange about it? In a moment of remarkable lucidity, David Hume 
will later comment on the very same idea of the ‘Brahmins’, likely having learned 
of it from Bernier, noting that this “is a species of cosmogony, which appears to us 
ridiculous, because a spider is a contemptible little animal, whose operations we 
are never likely to take for a model of the whole universe.”[6] Now of course the 
Western philosophical tradition abounds with cosmological models on which the 
universe as a whole is conceptualized in broadly biological terms, as a sort of giant 
animal or organic being, notably in the Stoic tradition. But as Hume points out the 
apparent ridiculousness of the particular animal chosen to model the cosmos in the 
Upanishadic tradition has only to do with the symbolic role of the chosen animal 
within European culture. Insects might be thought to be universally repulsive, and 
thus unworthy of a role in a cosmological model, but then again we might note the 
case of the bee, which has played a key role in Western political philosophy,[7] if 
not cosmology, from antiquity to recent discussions of group rationality and 
distributed cognition, even if, on close inspection, the creature itself appears no 
more and no less repulsive than the spider. 
  
What we are seeing is that one culture’s ‘mere metaphors’, which are to be 
excluded by definition from philosophical argumentation, can appear within that 
culture as a perfectly valid part of an overall package of strategies, also including 
empirical evidence and logical deduction, for the support of a philosophical 
theory. But what if these other elements of the package do not appear, and we are 
left with a text that contains only or primarily poetically expressed declarations 
about the nature of the world or of humanity’s place in the world? 
  
2. 
  
The highly abstract matter of the definition of philosophy makes itself felt in 
certain very concrete and practical problems. For some years I struggled to find a 
viable criterion by which to classify the books in my private library, which 
numbered at the time in the thousands. My intention had been to keep all of my 
philosophy books in my office at work, and all of my non-philosophy books at 
home. This seems like a simple enough division, and I have known many 
colleagues who are able to implement it unproblematically: when it's a matter of 
separating the specialized and technical work of John McDowell or Derek Parfit 
from the plainly recreational entertainments of Tom Clancy, there can be little 
worry about a grey area. In my case, however, I found that most of the books I had 
acquired fell into the grey area. For example, I found myself emptying a box of 
books shortly after I had arrived in Montreal for my new job, hoping to separate 
the box's content into two piles, one for home and one for office. 
  



The first book I pulled out was a Penguin edition of Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie 
Queene. Surely this belongs at home, I thought. The second book was another 
Penguin paperback, a collection entitled English Metaphysical Poets. I looked at 
the table of contents, and was reminded that it included work not only be Spenser, 
but also by the Cambridge Platonist and minor metaphysical poet, Henry More. 
The next book I pulled out was an edition of More's Antidote against Atheisme, to 
which we have already been introduced. And the one after that? Believe it or not, 
it was nothing other than an English edition of Descartes’ Meditations, including 
the “Objections and Replies” from Thomas Hobbes, Pierre Gassendi, and, indeed, 
Henry More. 
  
So here we have a proper slippery-slope problem: if any book has ever belonged in 
a philosophy library, it is Descartes’s Meditations. No one would deny this: not 
Derrida, not John Searle. But the Meditations also plainly belong on the same 
shelf, or at least in the same room, as the philosophical works of Henry More. Yet 
More’s philosophical works cannot be easily separated from his poetical works: 
much of the philosophy is written in verse (see, e.g., the Democritus Platonissans 
of 1646), and even when it is written in prose it covers many of the same 
arguments and themes as does the poetry. But More’s poetry cannot be understood 
without some knowledge of the conventions and preoccupations of the other poets 
of his place and era. More belongs with both Spenser and Descartes. Spenser and 
Descartes, therefore, belong together. 
  
And come to think of it, does not Spenser himself say much about the idea of 
spirit, soul, body, substance, &c.? One might respond here, well, yes, perhaps he 
does, but to the extent that he does he is only invoking folk ideas, popular 
misconceptions of the sort that Descartes’s philosophical analysis aims to dissolve. 
But this response fails to take into account the fact that Descartes himself engages 
with such folk ideas in the Meditations, and in order to understand against what 
precisely he is arguing one would do well to go back to at least some of the 
sources. When Descartes insists that he is not a ‘subtle vapor’, for example, he is 
arguing against a very deep-seated popular conception of the soul which took it as 
a liminal substance at the boundary between the material and the immaterial, 
whereas Descartes’s dualism is based on the conviction that every entity must be 
entirely on the one side or on the other. Some of the most vivid expressions of the 
conception of soul as a sort of subtle matter, not surprisingly, are found among the 
poets. 
  
It was with respect to Descartes’s dualism that English metaphysical poetry came 
to appear as not irrelevant. It is not that we want to know the truth from them, as 
non-historians expect they might be learning, at least in part, from Descartes. At 
least, we are not seeking in them true philosophical claims. We are interested in a 
more mundane sort of truth, yet one that we believe must figure into any mature or 



rigorous account of what it is a major figure like Descartes is doing when he 
makes the claims that non-historian philosophers today read in view of their 
philosophical truth or falsehood. These mundane truths are of the sort: in such-
and-such year, Descartes read such-and-such author who had been influenced by 
such-and-such poem. One need not, in order to take an interest in this sort of truth, 
have any particular interest in poetry. As a historian, one follows out leads, 
wherever they might take us. It is this sort of approach, too, that would compel a 
certain sort of philosopher to keep Searle, Derrida, and Genet together on the same 
shelf. It is not necessarily that by putting them all together --say, on one's office 
shelves, in a philosophy department-- one announces that they are all, equally, 
philosophers, or that they have all made equal or roughly comparable 
contributions to humanity. One might well feel the closest intellectual affinity with 
Searle, but also suppose that part of exhaustively understanding Searle involves 
understanding his adversaries, and in turn understanding his adversaries' sources. 
By rough analogy, it is not hard to see that, here, Searle is our modern-day 
Descartes, cutting through confusion and mystification with his clear and distinct 
ideas; Derrida is Henry More, a sharp and witty contemporary immersed in a 
literary tradition that trades in enigmas; and Genet, finally, is Spenser, an outlying 
littérateur who can help to enrich our picture of why some famous philosophical 
debates took the shape they did. 
  
The historian of philosophy reads, and reads and reads, in order to come to a 
general understanding of the contours of an era’s intellectual life. In this, the 
historian might or might not have some idea of the eventual desideratum of 
coming to know the truth, about, say, the relationship between mind and body. But 
an author such as Descartes is not, or ought not be, read as a non-historian might 
read him, with the straightforward question, “Is this true?” in mind. 
  
3. 
  
Or is the indulgence of the fancy, perhaps, a retreat from philosophy? We might 
easily imagine a nearby possible world in which we would find the following 
footnote in some obscure scholarly monograph: “There was in the early 20th 
century a now largely forgotten American-English philosopher named T. S. Eliot 
He published some scholarly articles, notably one in The Monist of 1916 on ‘The 
Development of Leibniz’s Monadism’.[8] Here he offers a critical review of the 
various philosophical legacies Leibniz was seeking to unify, and thereby of the 
problems he was seeking to overcome. Eliot does not commit himself to Leibniz’s 
philosophical program, but he does affirm of his predecessor’s system that “no 
philosophy contains more various possibilities of development, no philosophy 
unites more various influences.”[9] The reason why we never see such a footnote 
is that Eliot would not go on to develop any of the various possibilities in Leibniz, 



but would instead become much better known as a poet, in particular of the 
modernist masterpiece, The Waste Land, of 1922. But one discerns nonetheless a 
continuous concern to work out many of the philosophical problems that had 
initially motivated Eliot to work through, as a scholar, the philosophical 
development of his predecessor Leibniz. Significantly, though, Eliot would 
develop in a very different direction. In “The Dry Salvages” of 1940, we are given 
a stunning survey of the boundaries of the knowable, and of the constant and 
ineradicable will among human beings to navigate and push at these boundaries. 
To cite the description, only in part:   
  
To communicate with Mars, converse with spirits, 
To report the behaviour of the sea monster, 
Describe the horoscope, haruspicate or scry, 
Observe disease in signatures, evoke 
Biography from the wrinkles of the palm 
And tragedy from fingers; release omens 
By sortilege, or tea leaves, riddle with the inevitable 
With playing cards, fiddle with pentagrams 
Or barbituric acids…[10] 
  
All these are, Eliot writes, “but usual activities.” In this life most of us will never 
arrive at more that “hints and guesses / hints followed by guesses,” yet we aspire 
to a sort of knowledge that is “Never here to be realised.” And in the end the only 
succor is reabsorption back into nature: 
  
We, content at the last 
If our temporal reversion nourish 
(Not too far from the yew-tree) 
The life of significant soil.[11] 
  
This is how the poem ends, with a radical quietism and finitism that is a universe 
away from Leibniz’s bold metaphysics. It is a quietism, moreover, that is very 
contemporary with that of recognized philosophers such as Wittgenstein. But 
rather than choosing to ‘remain silent’ in the face of the impossibility of 
metaphysics, Eliot takes another path: he overflows with language, language that 
through its richness and overabundance confirms the impossibility of the thing the 
philosophers had sought after, but provides the reader with a vivid aesthetic 
experience in the course of this confirmation. The aesthetic experience might be 
held by some to make the philosophical view at stake more compelling. 
Metaphysics can’t but amount to so much ‘fiddling with pentagrams’; never mind 
then! From minor Leibniz commentator to destroyer of metaphysics: this is quite a 
career T. S. Eliot had as a philosopher-- except that he is not credited as a 



philosopher., On a certain understanding, the way he is credited has more to do 
with the 20th century’s genre conventions --where philosophy is not written in 
verse, in contrast with other centuries and other cultures-- than with the content of 
his thoughts or with the scope and aims of his work. On another understanding, 
however, his biographical label fits his life work just fine: he settled with poetry 
because he found he could make no progress in philosophy. His fancy is not 
working for philosophy, but in place of it. 
  
That one should have to make a choice, fancy or philosophy, seems to be a 
dilemma by which our early modern philosophers did not feel similarly 
constrained. Even if we cannot --now, anyway-- write our own systematic 
philosophy as poetry or as science fiction, for the sake of rigor as historians of 
philosophy we must at least recognize the eminent canonizability of texts, not least 
The Blazing World, that sought to engage the fancy for the sake of philosophy.   
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