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LAST THREE 
LECTURES

FEEDBACK AT THE END OF THIS 
LECTURE

AUTONOMISM

Art has its own domain of value (aesthetic 
value). Therefore, an artwork’s moral value is 
irrelevant to the work’s artistic goodness or 
badness.

MORALISM

The moral value of an artwork contributes 
to the work’s artistic goodness or badness.

IMAGINATIVE RESISTANCE

We fail to fictionally engage with works that 
present morally repulsive worldviews.



TODAY

MORAL KNOWLEDGE

Examples: ways in which works of us 
make us reflect on an important moral 
issue.



LECTURE 1: THE 
FORMALIST 
ARGUMENT
1) What is distinct about art is manipulation 

of formal features of a given medium. 

2) What this process is suited for is 
provision of aesthetic experience.

3) What this is not especially suited for 
is achievement of moral progress.

4) Therefore, what makes art good as art is 
aesthetic value achieved through formal 
means (and not any moral message it 
may have).

UNLESS one can show that formal 
features are suited to moral 
understanding.
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LECTURE 2: 
SENTIMENTAL ART
The moral messages in sentimental art seem 
morally correct and appropriate. So why 
do we criticize such works?

One answer: because there is something 
wrong with the sort of viewers such works 
cultivate. They make us self-deceived into 
thinking we are 

Conversely, could there be something 
good about art that is not sentimental? 
That is serious? That educates us to be 
better moral agents? 



LECTURE 3: IMAGINATIVE 
RESISTANCE
Distinction between moral views that are true in the 

fiction and moral views that are endorsed by works 

of art.

We are disappointed when the message endorsed by 

the work is false (Sin City: bloody revenge is a fine 

thing). Is that because we expect the work to 

teach us something?

Secondly, sometimes views true-in-fiction and views 

endorsed come apart. It is perhaps true-in-Lolita that 

predatory sexual behaviour is permissible. 

But what makes such works good, arguably, is that they 

make us self-reflect on ourselves as moral agents 

in interesting ways. We learn something.



MORAL KNOWLEDGE

Some intuitive examples of moral insight in art:

- Interpersonal ethics: the novel of moral education (e.g. Jane 
Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, Charlotte Bronte’s Villette and Jane 
Eyre), novels of moral vice (e.g. Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary), 
portrayal of social mores (Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, Proust’s In 
Search of Lost Time)

- What is the good life? Existential novels (Dostoevsky’s Brothers 
Karamazov, Camus’ Stranger…); art expressive of a worldview (all 
great novelists)

- Political and social issues. Social issues in the realist novel (Zola’s 
Germinal, Dickens…), political allegory (George Orwell), feminist 
art (Margaret Atwood), anti-racist art (Toni Morrison)…

- And so on…



COGNITIVE TRIVIALITY 
ARGUMENTS
(cf. Stolnitz 1992, Lamarque and Olsen 1994, Lamarque 2009)

Version 1 (Stolnitz)

1. When we say we learn something from a work of art, we 
tend to paraphrase such knowledge as some propositional 
message.

– E.g. Atwood’s Handmaid’s Tale = “Religiously 
justified inequality between the sexes is really 
based on petty lust for power.”

– Orwell’s 1984 = “In a revolutionary society, abuse 
of power comes as no surprise.”

– Tolstoy’s Anna Krenina = “In a society where 
women are forced into loveless marriages, they 
are not to be blamed for eloping with a lover.”

2. While such claims may be true, they are hardly very 
interesting. They are cognitively trivial.

3. Therefore, the idea we learn something from art cannot 
explain its value.



COGNITIVE TRIVIALITY 
ARGUMENTS

(cf. Stolnitz 1992, Lamarque and Olsen 1994, Lamarque 2009)

Version 2 (Lamarque and Olsen / Stolnitz)

1. When we say we “extract” theses from a complex work, we are 
not appreciating it properly as an artwork.

2. Therefore, the idea that we learn something from art cannot 
explain its value as the kind of artform it is.

Version 3 (Lamarque and Olsen)

1. Even if such theses can be legitimately extracted and are 
cognitively interesting, works of art just do not supply the 
appropriate justification for them.

(e.g. Camus’ Stranger = appropriate response to meaninglessness is 
perseverance. Sartre’s No Exit = hell is other people.) 

2. Appropriate justification involves drawing distinctions, arguing 
from premises to general conclusions, appeal to intuitions etc. 

3. That is accomplished by philosophy, not art.  Art is always going 
to be second best.



AESTHETIC COGNITIVISM AND 
ANTI-COGNITIVISM
Challenges to the idea that we gain knowledge from art: triviality of 
propositional theses; such knowledge has to be part and parcel of the ‘richness’ 
of our experience of an artwork; work needs to provide something analogous to 
justification for its claims

Cognitivism: 

Works of art make significant cognitive value available to their users, and they 
do so through features characteristic of their experience of them as works of art.

Cognitive / epistemic value:

Broader term than ‘knowledge’. Includes propositional knowledge (~true justified 
beliefs), but also understanding, practical moral knowledge and so on.

Non-paraphrasibility of artistic moral knowledge:

Sometimes adopted as a stronger version of cognitivism. Whatever cognitive value 
works of art make available, it cannot be paraphrased outside of another artwork. 



COGNITIVISM 1: EXPERIENTIAL KNOWLEDGE
E.g. Walsh 1969, Walton 1990, Currie 1995, Gaut 2007: 145ff

Experiential knowledge (/ understanding / knowledge ‘from within’ / knowledge what it 
is like / knowledge by acquaintance) 

1. There are phenomenologically distinct, experiential mental contents characteristic of 
certain experiences (some mix of emotions, inclinations, dispositions, thought 
processes etc).

– E.g. what it is like to be a victim of certain kinds of oppression; to be in a war; to be in love; to 
be down and out in 1920s London;…

2. Save from actually undergoing that experience, the key for obtaining such knowledge is 
imagination. 

- E.g. we imagine what it would be like to be in another’s shoes, and we can get it more or less 
right. 

3. The arts (especially narrative arts) are characteristically good at guiding the reader’s 
imagination to this goal.

- e.g. virtual experience (Walton: 91), props in games of make-believe (Walton: ch1), division of 
labour (Gaut: 145), pulleys and levers (Currie 1995: 254)



EXPERIENTIAL KNOWLEDGE
Experiential knowledge from imagination

Simulation theory (Currie 1995 & Currie and Ravenscroft 
2002)

• We regularly use imagination to simulate a situation we do 
not find ourselves in

e.g.  Fremdschemen (cringing), salivating when 
imagining licking a lemon…

• In this case, belief-desire systems are running ‘offline’, 
producing mental states without acting upon them.

• The imagining can be more or less successful (vivid) in 
accomplishing this aim.

Simpler view (Gaut 2007: 145-160)

Simply say that we often rely on imagination to figure out what 
something would be like, and that there is a cognitive degree of 
success or failure there.



EXPERIENTIAL KNOWLEDGE

Examples

What it could have been like to be pushed to kill one’s 

child rather than give it to slavery (Toni Morrison’s 

Beloved)

What it could have been like to a guard in a Nazi 

concentration camp (Bernard Schlink’s The Reader)

What it is like to be desperately poor (George Orwell, 

Down and Out in Paris in London)

…



EXPERIENTIAL 
KNOWLEDGE: PROBLEMS
Essentializing certain experiences? 

Characters in (good) novels are particular human beings 

rather than types. Does Beloved give us experiential 

knowledge of what it is like to be Sethe (with her particular, 

emotionally impaired character)? Any mother in such a 

situation? Any former slave in such a situation or …?

If it is just Sethe, then it is questionable why that should be 

so morally relevant.

If it is any person in that situation, then it seems implausible 

such a person exists (and it seems presumptuous think that 

she does).



EXPERIENTIAL 
KNOWLEDGE: PROBLEMS
Essentializing certain experiences? 

Characters in (good) novels are particular human beings rather 
than types. Does Beloved give us experiential knowledge of what 
it is like to be Sethe (with her particular, emotionally impaired 
character), any mother in such a situation, any former slave in 
such a situation or …?

If it is just Sethe, then it is questionable why that should be so 
morally relevant.

If it is any person in that situation, then it seems implausible such a 
person exists (and it seems presumptuous think that she does).

Modification

In learning what particular characters could be like, we can 
break up simplified or stereotyped beliefs (e.g. all people in 
situation x, must have experienced y).



EXPERIENTIAL KNOWLEDGE: PROBLEMS
Justification

Why trust the writer? 

George Orwell was down and out in Paris and London, but many writers have no 

direct experience of what they describe (e.g. Toni Morrison and slavery).

Work-external justification

Authors do research etc. Justification comes from reviews and  discussion. [However, 

is this so characteristic?]

Work-internal justification (Davies 2007a: 160, 2007b: 44; cf. Camp 2009)

What is it that justifies our intuitions in the case of philosophical thought 

experiments? How do we know we are not just kidding ourselves?

Davies: we mobilize unarticulated cognitive resources, based on the experiences we 

already have. E.g.: I utilize my knowledge of known experiences (of falling in love) to 

transfer to a new situation (of a woman in 19th century Russia falling in love).



EXPERIENTIAL 
KNOWLEDGE: PROBLEMS
Imagining ourselves / imagining the characters

To establish what a situation would be like, we ordinarily 
imagine ourselves into that situation (e.g. I imagine I am 
bungee jumping)

But we do not characteristically imagine ourselves to be the 
characters in a novel, though we may sympathize with them 
(Scruton 2010)

E.g. the most striking feature of Down and Out is the sense 
of boredom and despondency among the dispossessed, but 
this is not a feeling the reader undergoes

But if so, are works of literature doing anything more than 
simply telling us what x is like?

If justification is based on extant resources, how far 
can imagination take us beyond known situations?

Cf. reading Pride and Prejudice when thirteen or twenty-five



EXPERIENTIAL 
KNOWLEDGE
Ways forward?

- I am suspicious about the cognitive value of vicarious 
experience as such (we don’t say “I know how you feel; 
I’ve read a book about it”).

- But we might think further about how vicarious 
experience through fiction might interact with self-
knowledge. 

- Learning about the limits of living another’s life vicariously 
(Orwell in The Road to Wigan Pie, about the living 
conditions of coal miners in the English North, 
emphasizes his and his reader’s distance from that 
situation)

- Using the vicarious experience as a test of our own 
moral character (e.g. ending of Dogville, what it would be 
like to be the moral arbiter)



COGNITIVISM 2: PRACTICAL MORAL 
KNOWLEDGE
Practical moral knowledge (/ tacit knowledge / moral perception / phronesis / 

knowledge of particulars)

(Cf. Nussbaum 1990; John 1995; Carroll 1998, 2002;  Wilson 1983; Simoniti 2016)

1. Engaging with fictions we take up morally relevant attitudes towards characters and 

situations (we seek to understand their motivations, we approve or disapprove of them, we 

are sorry for them…)

2. Rather than lead us to general propositions, this training provides us with distinctly practical

moral knowledge: a set of dispositions or abilities to judge moral situations in an appropriate 

way.



PRACTICAL MORAL KNOWLEDGE
Examples…

Bernard Schlink The Reader: a story of a love affair 
between a student and a former guard at a 
concentration camp

Hanna shown as perhaps beyond forgiveness and self-
forgiveness, but not as a moral monster. Capable of 
contrition and deserving of pity.

Not: propositional knowledge “not all Germans 
participating in the Holocaust were moral monsters” 
[not clear that this follows]

Not: knowledge what it was like to be in that 
situation

But:

the disposition to view the previous generation of guilty 
Europeans as not all moral monsters & therefore the 
ability to be more discerning in particular cases



PRACTICAL MORAL KNOWLEDGE
Problem 

Is this simply an empirical claim? The more you train on examples, the better 
you will get at moral judgement.

(cf. practical moral knowledge / riding a bicycle)

Goal

Capture what literature can distinctly contribute to moral knowledge.

Nussbaum 1990 (Literature makes us “finely aware and richly responsible”

Finely described scenes in literature capture a kind of moral perception that is 
“precise rather than gross; richly coloured rather than monochromatic; 
exuberant rather than reluctant; generous rather than stingy; suffused in 
emotion rather than mired in depression” (p. 152)

Particularism: moral knowledge cannot be expressed in abstractly stated 
moral rules OR abstractly stated moral rules play no role in moral reasoning

This seems an even stronger particularist claim: moral facts are such 
that they can only be described through literary language. Therefore, literature 
uniquely suited to build our disposition to recognize moral facts.



PRACTICAL MORAL 
KNOWLEDGE
A more modest claim?

Qualified particularism: surely some kinds of moral 
knowledge require

- An emotional dimension (outraged at a person like 
Hanna vs. being willing to pity such a person)

- A dimension of salience (we morally condemn Hanna, 
but also notice the importance of her contrition)

- Employment of thick rather than thin moral concepts 
(we judge Hanna’s situation to be tragic, rather than 
simply morally bad)

(cf. Simoniti 2016: 68-72)

Since art (literature) characteristically shifts our 
judgements along those dimensions, then arguably 
literature contributes to practical moral knowledge in a 
significant way (that goes beyond mere practice).



PRACTICAL MORAL 
KNOWLEDGE
Problem

How does justification work in particular cases of moral judgement? And do works of art 
characteristically give us the necessary justification for our moral judgements?

E.g. Schlink could be just emotionally manipulating the reader to feel sympathy for a terrible 
murderer!

The cognitivist owes an account of how specific artforms provide legitimate 
means of moral reasoning

- Wheels of virtue to discern different kinds of characters (Carroll 1995) [e.g. Hanna’s foils]

- Interpretative inquiry into moral concepts (John 1995, 1998) [e.g. Hanna’s inability to read 
and moral illiteracy]

- Appeal to emotions, like in philosophy (Nanay 2013) 

We find the same forms of justification in art as we do in philosophy or other 



FURTHER WORK TO BE 
DONE: RECALL THE 
FORMALIST ARGUMENT
1) What is distinct about art is manipulation 

of formal features of a given medium. 

There may be work to be done (in analytic 
philosophy) to see how specific devices of 
photography, film, poetry etc. afford their own 
kinds of moral reasoning.
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THANKS 

Remember: the feedback form
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