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The Cognitive Dimension of Art: Aesthetic and
Educational Value
Alexandra Mouriki-Zervou, University of Patras, Greece

Abstract: The question of whether art is a source of knowledge is a question of epistemic as well as
of aesthetic interest which has significant pedagogical implications as well. This issue, both in its
epistemic and aesthetic dimensions, is addressed here under the general perspective of the contemporary
cognitivist – anti-cognitivist debate. Consequently, it is asked: a) can art be a means of knowledge
and if it does, is knowledge obtained through art of the same kind with scientific knowledge? and b)
if we accept that art actually offers some kind of knowledge, is this knowledge relevant to its aesthetic
value, does it constitute an essential part of its functioning as art? The paper discusses the plausibility
and consistency of the answers given to these questions either from the cognitivist or the anti-cognit-
ivist point of view and argues that the importance and role attributed to art within the educational
praxis, as well as its educational value per se, significantly depends on the kind of approach we adopt
in regard to these questions.

Keywords: Art, Knowledge, Cognitivism, Anti-Cognitivism, Aesthetic Value, Educational Value of
Art

Introduction

What Kind of Knowledge ?

THEWORKSMADE by poets are “three removes from reality, and easy to produce
without knowledge of the truth” (Plato, Republic, 10.599a), the philosopher declares,
to receive the answer that “poetry is something more philosophical and more elevated
than history, since poetry relates more of the universal while history relates particu-

lars.” (Aristotle, Poetics IX, 1451b 3, 4). After the philosophers the poet comes to praise the
eternal beauty of art, uttering enigmatically:

“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,” - that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know1

These sayings, bridging twenty-three centuries of Western culture and thought –from classic
antiquity to the Romantic era– pose the issue of how art relates to truth and knowledge in
the most characteristic way and define, as one may say, the directions taken by relative dis-
cussions up to today. From Plato’s refusal of any relation between art with truth and real
knowledge, to Aristotle’s affirmation for art’s cognitive character we arrive to the romantic
elevation of art as the principal source of truth and knowledge. From being at the third step

1 These two verses (over which a long critical dispute has developed) are the culmination of the famous “Ode
on a Grecian Urn” by John Keats

The International Journal of Learning
Volume 18, Number 1, 2011, http://www.Learning-Journal.com, ISSN 1447-9494
© Common Ground, Alexandra Mouriki-Zervou, All Rights Reserved, Permissions:
cg-support@commongroundpublishing.com



away from the truth in the beginning, art (considered as the embodiment of beauty) begins
to climb up the ladder of knowledge until it identified with truth; with a transcendental truth
in fact, superior to the one gained by experience or achieved by science. This romantic
conception of art introduces a radical epistemology, as opposed to the Cartesian or empirical
conception prevalent at the classical period (one that focuses on reason or experience): the
romantic epistemology emphasizes imagination and intuition and suggests a different under-
standing of the world. Art is separated from knowledge in the narrow sense of scientific
propositions based on true belief axioms which are subjected to falsification criteria. From
now on, art can claim another approach to knowledge: although it cannot provide justified
knowledge, it can offer insights into the world and the variety of humans’ perspectives on
their world.

What Kind of Learning ?
The issue concerning the relation between art and knowledge is as old as the reflection and
the questioning of art. This issue is of epistemological as well as of aesthetic interest –both
closely connected with one another– and has an educational dimension from the very start.
Whether it is accepted that arts tell the truth or not, whether it is assumed that they offer or
don’t offer some kind of knowledge, what in all these different versions of the art-knowledge
issue is insinuated or explicitly stated is that art performs as learning process, directly or
indirectly.

In antiquity the role of art as teacher was commonplace. Art should give pleasure as well
as teach: “to teach – to please – comprise the poet’s views / Or else at once to profit and
amuse”, as Horace poetically had put it, and Young reminds us speaking about the hedonic
and cognitive value of art (see Young, 2001: 19; see also Diffey, 1997: 26). Is then something
in art making it capable to provide knowledge, to teach us? Can we give it a cognitive dimen-
sion and if so which way does it develop? Or, on the other hand, should we accept that art
has only aesthetic and no cognitive value? Are there aesthetic truths or is it that truth only
falls within the extra-artistic sphere of the great world? (Stolnitz, 1992: 198). Consequently,
do we learn anything from art or not, and if we do then what kind of learning is it? Does art
provides us with facts and truths; does it have a specific cognitive character? Or is it that
art’s contribution is limited to the way it affects and impacts upon our emotions, attitudes
and perceptions? The answer to these questions defines to a great degree the status and value
of art inside culture in general and as an educational instrument more specifically.

In fact, art education, from the time it began as a distinct field of study during the end of
the 19th century and in compliance with the then widespread conviction –due to the expansion
and dispersion of romantic ideas– that art is primarily connected with emotions, adopts a
dissociating reasoning as far as knowledge is concerned, which impacts art’s educational
role; art is emotional while science is cognitive and therefore: art = éducation sentimentale,
while, science = transfer of knowledge.

In school practice, this disassociation of art from knowledge turns frequently into a partial
loss of art’s autonomy as a distinct learning subject: art is stripped from any cognitive char-
acter it may possess and is used as a means, suitable for the transfer of extrinsic knowledge
coming from other fields of study. In education, when it comes to learning through art, this
learning is understood as facilitation of learning in other subjects. In other words, if it is
agreed that art has no cognitive value on its own, to justify its use as a constructive learning
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subject, then the only thing that can give it educational value and justify its introduction in
educational curricula is its use as a vehicle for historical, social, political knowledge or even
as the means to provide perceptible form to the meanings, principles and laws of the sciences
taught and familiarize students with scientific content in ways that are pleasant and compre-
hensible.

If we were to accept that art cannot provide knowledge on its own, that it falls out of art’s
domain to instruct us, to teach us things, then the only way we could justify its presence in
a school environment of knowledge and learning is to make it the vehicle of other, extra-
artistic knowledge. Thus art is transformed into a teaching instrument the use of which may
lead to completely distorted views about what art is and how art functions and consequently,
whether and how can art be integrated in extra-artistic teaching practices. Such views have
widespread acceptance in educational circles – more so since they are not placed under the
scrutiny of examining the thorny issue of whether or not there are various ways to learn and
experience, whether art is one of these and if so, whether it can instruct.

These are not simple questions, they have a long history with philosophical background
and references, originating – as already mentioned – in antiquity.

The Origins
Plato was the first to mention this relationship, disassociating the two terms completely and
refusing any common ground between art and knowledge (true science). Art, as a process
of imitation (μίμησις) produces images and the main characteristic of images, as per Plato’s
epistemology, is that they are inferior–and should be inferior– in comparison with their ori-
ginals for they are just images: “The image must not by any means reproduce all the qualities
of that which it imitates, if it is to be an image”, as he says in Cratylus (Cratylus, 432b).
Consequently, images are far from possessing the same qualities as the originals which they
imitate (see Cratylus, 432d). If an image is perfect then ceases to be an image of something
and becomes a duplicate of the same thing (Cratylus, 432c). Imitation, according to Plato
then, leads to the production of objects that only have the appearance of the objects imitated
and thus function as substitutes of the originals. Providing only a viewing aspect of things,
art deals with appearances and not with real beings and to this end it deceives people, creating
confusion between the real thing and its image. The following dialogue from Plato’s Republic
where Socrates is talking with Glaucon is characteristic of this view.

“Consider, then, this very point. To which is painting directed in every case, to the im-
itation of reality as it is or of appearance as it appears? Is it an imitation of a phantasm
or of the truth?”. “Of a phantasm” he said. “Then the mimetic art is far removed from
truth, and this, it seems, is the reason why it can produce everything, because it touches
or lays hold of only a small part of the object and that a phantom” (Republic, 10.598b).

And since “The creator of the phantom, the imitator… knows nothing of the reality but only
the appearance” (Republic, 10.601b), art is an activity not at all serious and those employing
it don’t posses knowledge of the things they imitate –“the imitator knows nothing worth
mentioning of the things he imitates”– and for that reason “imitation is a form of play, not
to be taken seriously” (Republic, 10.602b). Artists do not posses genuine knowledge (ἐπι
στήμη ν) not even the right belief (δόξαν ὀ ρθήν) of the things they imitate. They produce
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without knowledge of the truth. Their art is a mimetic art, which produces a product that is
far removed from truth in the accomplishment of its task.

As far as cognitive content is concerned, Plato’s art not only lacks real value but is
downgraded to the lowest level in the ranking of the four sections of knowledge (Republic,
6.511); art corresponds only to picture-thinking or conjecture ( ε ἰ κασία). It is a step away
from material reality (the reality of material things) and two steps away from real nature
(φύσις) (see Republic, 10.597), or else from the Ideas or Forms which are behind material
things. As for the artists, they too are “at the third remove from truth and reality in human
excellence” (Republic, 10.599d). In other words, whereas an artificer in making any material
object imitates the eternal idea, an artist only imitates the imitation (Republic, 10.595a-598d).

The first response to this downgrading of art and its corresponding disassociation with
anything having to do with knowledge, back in antiquity is given by Aristotle. For Aristotle,
as was with Plato, art is imitation but from this primary admission, Aristotle arrives at con-
clusions very different from those of Plato’s.

Aristotle does not believe that art deceives people, that it creates confusion between the
real object and its imitation; on the contrary, he believes that because art is an imitating
process it serves as a source for knowledge and understanding:

“…understanding gives great pleasure not only to philosophers but likewise to others
too, though the latter have a smaller share in it. This is why people enjoy looking at
images, because through contemplating them it comes about that they understand and
infer what each element means, for instance that "that this person is so-and-so"” (Poetics,
IV, 1448b 4,5)

For both Plato and Aristotle art is a representation of an existing reality but Aristotle believes
that imitation does not detract from knowledge but leads to it, at least to some form of it.
The artist imitates this reality and because the act of it is a process that resembles the child-
hood learning process we can, through art, savor the pleasure derived by recognition and
knowledge (see Poetics, IV, 2-5), i.e. by understanding the meaning of the imitated subject.
Thus for Aristotle, imitation, and consequently art as a mimetic representation of the real
thing, is of high value as a learning process, one that leads to the conception of the universal
and the necessary: in other words, to the revelation of general truths, projecting not actual
events and things that have happened, but the kind of things that might occur; of things that
are possible in terms of probability or necessity.

“Consequently, poetry is something more philosophical and more elevated than history,
since poetry relates more of the universal while history relates particulars. "Universal"
means the kinds of things which it suits a certain kind of person to say or do in terms
of probability or necessity: poetry aims for this, even though attaching names to the
agents.” (Poetics, IX, 1451b 3, 4).

Plato’s accusation that artwork, being an imitation, is nothing but a partial case of incomplete
copying of an original is thereby rebutted by the argument that artwork has the potential to
reveal something about the object being represented, especially when human nature is con-
cerned.
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The above ‘dialogue’ between Plato and Aristotle plants the seeds for the entire issue and
lays down the course this discussion about the relation between art and knowledge, is going
to take from then on. This ‘dialogue’ actually forecasts the current debate between cognitivists
and anti- or non-cognitivists, which seems to have rekindled between philosophers who revive
this ancient quarrel.

As a result, a genuine philosophical discussion is flourishing within the framework of a
philosophy of art, where the status of the latter is related with its ability –or inability– to
provide knowledge and sets as one of its principal goals to that end, i.e. to explore the kind
of knowledge art can provide, to the degree of course that –within the realm of a certain
philosophical theory– art can be accepted as a genuine knowledge provider. It thus sets forth
an epistemological question, the answer to which shall define the attitude adopted in regards
to the nature, operation, and instructional value of art. This epistemological question is
closely tied with another question of aesthetic nature: is or is nοt art’s capacity to provide
knowledge relevant to its function as art, and does it enhance its value as art? (see indicatively:
Goodman, 1976; Gaut, 2003; John, 2001; Freeland, 1997; Kieran and McIver Lopes, 2006;
Lamarque and Olsen, 1994; Lamarque 2006). Both Plato and Aristotle, who relate art and
knowledge closely, would answer ‘yes’ to such a question. Besides, the former contempts
while the latter endorses art, on the basis that art is unable to provide knowledge (according
to Plato) or that it is able to do so (according to Aristotle). On the other hand, in later and
modern aesthetic philosophy, the one following the Kantian direction of disassociating aes-
thetic judgement from all personal, practical or cognitive interests, and mainly under the
formalistic aesthetics of modernism –with the emphasis the latter gives to the independence
of the artistic form as well as the complete separation of the aesthetic from all other values–
this relationship is frequently weakened and the value of art is separate from its cognitive
value2. This is connected with the trend of the aesthetic anti- or non-cognitivism, which,
however, does not hold the primacy in current discussions about aesthetics. Conversely, the
trend in support of the argument that art is not only able to provide knowledge but this ability
also adds to its value as art –the trend of aesthetic cognitivism– is gaining more and more
ground3.

2 Actually, as I have tried to show elsewhere (see Mouriki), this formalistic approach has been based, in the most
part, on a misunderstanding; theories about beauty (such as the one from Kant) were erroneously perceived as
theories on art, resulting in a reduced perception of what should be expected by our contact with art. This contact
was thus assumed to be a disinterested contact with the formal qualities of a work of art. Of course, when Kant
analysed the principles used to formulate judgments on beauty wasn’t trying to produce a theory on art and in any
case it’s not at all certain that his analysis on beauty leads necessarily to a formalistic aesthetic approach. This ap-
proach was probably the result of rather selective and constrained interpretations of Kantian theory on beauty, as
the one by Clive Bell. Clive Bell transferred Kant’s perceptions on form and disinterestedness into a theory on art,
thus introducing a strict aesthetic formalism which was subsequently connected to artistic modernism. He was a
fervent advocate of the autonomy of art, and he concentrated on that which he considered as really aesthetic in art
leaving everything else –everything that would connect it to life– aside as irrelevant: “The representative element
in a work of art may or may not be harmful; always it is irrelevant. For, to appreciate a work of art we need bring
with us nothing from life, no knowledge of its ideas and affairs, no familiarity with its emotions. Art transports us
from the world of man’s activity to the world of aesthetic exaltation.” (See Bell, 1958: 26)
3 For further discussion of the cognitivist – anti-cognitivist issues in contemporary aesthetics, see the very inform-
ative article on Art and Knowledge by Berys Gaut (2003). See also the article under the same title by Eileen John
(2001) and the very enlightening Introduction to the collection of Essays in Aesthetics and Epistemology Knowing
Art by Mathew Kieran and Dominique McIver Lopes (2006).
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New Versions of an Old Quarrel
Let us return to our main query: can art provide knowledge and if yes what kind of knowledge
that may be? Is art itself some kind of knowledge and if so how does it relate with other
kinds of knowledge? How different cognitive contents integrate into artworks and to what
degree these contents relate with their aesthetic value?

Thorough examination of these questions is of primary importance in regards to how we
perceive art education and its place and contribution in the educational process. Yet these
questions do not seem to have a central place in the discussions for the designing of educa-
tional programs and much less in educational practices and procedures. In actual teaching
practice, the issue of aesthetics is rather ignored and art is frequently used as a handy tool
or as a pleasant way to familiarize students with the content of other learning subjects or the
facts and basic principles of various sciences.

However, there is another way to approach this issue, one that is based on prior examination
of the possibilities and terms of art instruction’s connection with extra-aesthetic targets and
which takes into consideration the answers given in the central philosophical question as to
whether art can supply knowledge, what kind of knowledge and how. This also means that
the question of whether art can teach us something cannot apply in educational praxis without
a prior confrontation with other concerns, similarly philosophical, such as: the referentiality
or non-referentiality of art on one hand and the character and nature of the knowledge sup-
plied, on the other.

The Reference Issue
Some argue that art has no correlation with extra-artistic subjects –extra-artistic being all
these that do not comprise inherent signifying elements (sounds, colors, words etc)– organized
in such a way that they form a self-defined and independent structure of internal relations:
i.e. a complete and meaningful art form. There is another view though arguing that the
meaning of an artwork is not defined by its form but rather by its representational content.
These views, in reference to how can art provide knowledge, are interpreted in arguments
such as: art can’t teach us anything because it relates to nothing outside of it, because it is
self-referential or more so –in the spirit of a Deriddean deconstructive skepticism– because
it is impossible to get out of a text (‘text’ is used here in a wider context to include all kinds
of works). Diffey, for example argues that as far as art is concerned the reference to the real
world is suspended for otherwise it would entail a refusal of the aesthetic stance (Diffey,
1997: 30). Or the opposite: art provides knowledge for the real thing, for what really happens
(Novitz, 1987: 132), precisely because art can make references to reality and because it is
fallacious to believe that the world of art is always an imaginary one. If one does not confront
all these contradictory views it is hard to imagine how an educator, one that is responsible
to prepare study programs (curricula), can introduce art as an instruction component for
other cognitive fields.

The study of various arts and comparison of the ways they relate to reality, as well as the
examination of the meaning of art works4 could at this point help us realize that neither the
referentiality of content nor strict adhesion to form are sufficient approaches for the plethora

4 This meaning sometimes correlates with the content represented –as in representative art and realistic literature
– and other times with their form.
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of meanings mediated as well as the knowledge conveyed through arts. Extra-artistic subjects
and knowledge relating with various educational subjects is possible to contribute in defining
the meaning of artworks, provided that, in all cases, they comply to a short of transformation
that allows them to function as constituents of an aesthetic meaning (see Reimer, 1991: 201-
2). Art, we could say, transcends its referential content through its form, thus producing
meanings that do not coincide with those of the contents it incorporates; i.e. aesthetic
meanings, which, in accordance at least with the supporters of aesthetic cognitivism, are
“deeper and more fundamental” than the meanings of the referential contents of art. Within
this context of a transformational process, characteristic of art in its contact with extra-
artistic subjects and contents, we can also understand the way knowledge is transferred
through art: the knowledge is embedded and conveyed through art as aesthetically relevant.
When a piece of art (a novel, for example) offers us some knowledge (historical facts or
knowledge of real events or even scientific knowledge) then this knowledge, as content of
the artwork, is conveyed to us not independently but directly dependent on the way and the
style the author chooses to express him/herself.

From this point of view, the use of art to facilitate easier transfer of extra-artistic knowledge
does not mean there is actual relation with knowledge. In this case, art puts itself in the service
of interests outside its own domain. The result is that the actual artistic content is eliminated,
replaced by that of the cognitive field art is called upon to serve and its form is ignored as
irrelevant with the aims it has been called to bring to light. Thus, hetero-defined, art’s edu-
cational value grows weaker.

Art’s convergence with other cognitive fields can take place in a meaningful way only
when we call upon art’s own expressive ways in order to demonstrate that there are many
(frequently intersecting and equally interesting) ways to define our relation with the world
and to illustrate ways to comprehend aspects of this world and our relation with it that can’t
be defined by the positivist and occasionally manipulative formulations of science (see
Merleau-Ponty, 1993b: 121-123).

Instead of committing art to servitude for extra-artistic and extra-aesthetic goals –that
would actually work against art’s sake, degrading the uniqueness of its offerings, transforming
it into a vehicle, a simple tool– one can turn to the sciences or fields of study where art itself
is the scope of study. These are the sciences exploring aspects of the artistic phenomenon,
the experiences we gain by our contact with art, its aesthetic value, and the meaning of the
world constructed by artworks. History of art, criticism, aesthetic theory and philosophy of
art, form a multilayered approach, offering us the opportunity to understand art and artistic
experiences better, acting at the same time as foundations of art education as an autonomous
and comprehensive learning field. This opens the doors to multiple perspectives for reading
and appreciating art and leads to the advancement of art instruction as a distinct educational
field, one that possesses its own cognitive value.

Besides, only knowing about art will open the way to understand how there can be
knowledge through art, i.e. to comprehend how art can teach us something, in the way Aris-
totle believed that art could teach something to people: going from the partial to the universal
and therefore conveying something that may be of interest to all people. Something that
relates with a more substantial understanding of the human condition and the way, or rather,
the ways with which humans construct their world and reside in it. This would result in the
critical re-examination of the rather restricted way with which we view, not only art, but
also knowledge itself, and assess the range of their field.
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Furthermore, recognition of art’s capacity to be a conduit to knowledge on its own grounds
(and not in the service of extra-artistic objectives) can become an opportunity for research;
research which would permit us to better understand not only art but knowledge as well
(Kieran & McIver Lopes, 2006: xxiv). Moreover, help to that end can by provided by arts-
informed research, proposed by Eisner for social sciences (see Eisner, 2006). In this case,
art, instead of acting as a vehicle for the transfer of knowledge can become a model for a
more comprehensive process for ‘knowing’.

The Kind of Knowledge Issue
How then, is something like that possible when art continues to be distrusted as a source of
real knowledge by many anti-cognitivists? Adhering to the traditional Platonic train of
thought, some believe that art cannot be a source of knowledge, as far as the traditional sense
of justified true belief is concerned. They argue that art is unable to set forth propositions
of “truth value”, and even when it does, it cannot justify them. In any case, as the opponents
of cognitivism say, even when art is able to offer some knowledge this is nothing but trivial
knowledge (Stolnitz, 1992; Carroll, 2002).

Even so, the knowledge art may provide, as some anti-cognitivists (the modest ones) have
convincingly argued, although non-propositional or without axioms of “truth value” type,
as in science or philosophy, may nonetheless be a source of insight and awareness. It can
help us to see the world in a new or different way constituting thus “a special kind of cogni-
tion” (Lamarque & Olsen, 1994: 452).

At opposite ends with anti-cognitivists and in direct confrontation with their views are
those who support that not only we can get knowledge through art (more specifically, liter-
ature) but that this knowledge has a propositional character and they argue that “fully under-
standing the general thematic statements and fully appreciating them as part of the literary
experience require an evaluation of their possible truth or falsity” (see Kivy, 1997: 135).

That sort of knowledge, others say, is not propositional in a direct way but by invoking
modal conceiving; it is modal propositional knowledge (knowledge of or about possibility).
Art works, as Stokes claims, enable reliably formed beliefs about modal truths (truths about
possibilities) (see Stokes, 2006: 67). The works of art explore counterfactual situations in
complex and interesting ways, invoking thus modal conceiving or imagining; suggesting,
i.e., possibilities for our consideration. Therefore, “art works, being the sorts of things that
sustain cognitive interest, are well-suited to provide us with knowledge” (Stokes, 2006: 81).

For instance, works of visual arts can teach us how to look at the world, discovering
overlooked aspects of it or re-discovering some of its familiar aspects under a brand new
light. Works of art then become instruments of the spirit as they teach us how to see and
give us something to think about as no analytical or other work or common object can (see
Merleau-Ponty, 1993b: 114). Consequently, from our encounter with art we learn that there
are other ways of seeing the world and our relation with it, apart from the objectifying views
of the sciences or the instrumental ones of everydayness and this knowledge is anything but
trivial. This could be the answer to all those who maintain that knowledge conveyed by art
is prosaic and restricted. Art shows that this is not the case: it is not the knowledge conveyed
through art that is restricted; it is the traditional model of propositional knowledge, which
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is narrow and inadequate5, since it does not include “such things as knowing how to perceive,
imagine, and feel aptly, and knowing what a certain experience is like.” (John, 2002: 339).

Not being able to offer scientific understanding doesn’t mean that art is unable to offer
understanding whatsoever. On the contrary, art is a basic form of human understanding
(Smith, 1992). Advancing non-discursive knowledge (according to Suzanne Langer’s termin-
ology), art enables us to know about all those things which cannot be grasped in scientific
propositions and thus it can significantly contribute to an overall understanding of our world
and cultural achievements6, as well as ourselves7. Besides, one argues, propositional and
non-propositional knowledge aren’t but two different forms of cognition, which do not ne-
cessarily stand in opposition to each other. They both emerge from the same common source
(the basic experience originating in perceptual encounters with our world) and reach the
same undivided world (Efland, 2002: 171), which we are trying to construe and understand
through various forms of cognition (reasoning, imagining, feeling or even acting).

Having accepted that there are multiple ways to know, and more than one way to learn,
we can claim that art instructs and that it can do so in ways, which are richer and more varied
than those of the empirical sciences. Art can give practical or phenomenal knowledge (see
Novitz, 1987); it enhances capacities and skills of imagining and reflection (see Stokes,
2006: 78-80); it stimulates cognitive activity, and as a result of this stimulation, it allows us
to acquire fresh knowledge, to refine our beliefs and deepen our understanding about the
world (Freeland, 1997: 19).

Contact with artworks boosts those values that help open possibilities for a renewed contact
with the world and things and allows people “to see the familiar in an unfamiliar light, and
to perceive new connections among things, in light of which we organize and reorganize
our experience of reality” (Smith, 1991: 144).

Hence, encounter with art contributes to “the actualization of worthwhile human potential”
(Smith, 1991: 144-145) and this is to be taken into serious consideration by curricula designers
and pedagogues. This non-trivial knowledge, provided by contact with the arts, is the decisive
argument in favor of treating art as an autonomous educational field endowed with its own
intrinsic cognitive as well as educational value.

En guise de Conclusion: “It is Cognitive from the Start”
There are certain goals, within the educational process, that can’t be obtained with other
ways but only through familiarization with artistic expressions and the way these expressions
call upon us to redefine the terms governing our relationship and our association with
ourselves, other people and the world as a whole: activating, as stated by Kant, our cognitive
powers (imagination and understanding). This contact with arts helps to develop and cultivate
forms of cognition that allow us to understand that there is an alternative way to live and

5 Equating cognition with verbal and symbolic conceptualization is but one way to conceive of cognition. This as-
sumption is so widespread though, that it has become a dominant myth, as Reimer explains (see Reimer, 1992: 27-
29).
6 Lamarque & Olsen (1994), who reject any connection of the works of art (literary works, in particular) with truth
value, recognize all the same that: “Literary works can contribute to the development and understanding of the
deepest, most revered of a culture’s conceptions without advancing propositions, statements or hypotheses about
them” (p. 22).
7 Eisner (2002) claims that experiencing art we engage in a process through which the self is remade (p. 12).
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think, another way to be in the world from the one of the natural or scientific attitude (see
Eisner, 2001). And this alternative way is the way of aesthetic experience, which clearly
does not cancel out the cognitive approach. It presupposes the cognitive ability and defines
our attitude towards works of art as an effort to understand and to appreciate; by learning to
understand and appreciate a work of art aesthetically we are led to a new worldly understand-
ing and a changed –more intense and insightful– aesthetic disposition (see Goldie, 2006).

In other words, aesthetic integration and the pleasure we derive from art does not deduct
from but quite the opposite, it contributes to knowledge8. Art’s aesthetic value can enhance
its cognitive value (see Friend, 2006), and its cognitive value (as defined earlier in this text)
tends to enhance its hedonic value9 (Young, 2001: 20). We may say that cognitive and aes-
thetic values strengthen and support one another; the cognitive value of an artwork is advanced
by its aesthetic value, and the cognitive potential facilitates the appreciation of its aesthetic
value. In addition, this can happen because, as, approprietly, Efland notes: “the aesthetic is
not integrated into the cognitive; the aesthetic is cognitive from the start” (Efland, 2002:
171).

What does that mean in relation to our original questions? In conclusion let us attempt a
reply-proposition (open of course to further discussion and examination) that in some way
justifies the revival of this old cognitivist – anti-cognitivist quarrel:

• ‘Yes’, art is a source of knowledge and this knowledge is not trivial, but not because it
has a character that is discursive or propositional. In art’s case the cognitive value does
not depend on whether it can afford justified true beliefs. It depends on whether and how
it allows access to effective understanding. Consequently, the attempt to associate or
even compare it with propositional reasoning – as if this is a way for art’s justification
since it would classify it in the so called higher forms of cognition– is rather erroneous.
What is important in any event is not the ‘proposinionality’ but the fact that through the
way they present their “embodied meanings” or “aesthetic ideas” (as Kant would say),
the works of art open up to an endless procedure of understanding: they tell us more than
determinate linguistic expression can tell and they give rise to “more thought” (see Kant:
§ 49 Ak. 5: 315) than a conceptual elaboration of these meanings could provoke. In
other words, they give access to ways of understanding that cannot be expressed in purely
conceptual terms.

• In this same sense, it can also be a valuable source of learning: the way with which we
engage with the meanings embodied in art works triggers our cognitive powers and en-
livens thinking. Works of art can teach how to see and to think in ways that no other
work can; they provide us with matrices of ideas (as Merleau-Ponty has put it), whose
meaning we never stop developing. They teach how to metamorphose an experience into
its meaning, opening thus new dimensions or new frontiers for our experience.

8 Nelson Goodman says that an artist’s picture “may bring out neglected likenesses and differences, force unaccus-
tomed associations, and in some measure remake our world. And if the point of the picture is not only successfully
made but is also well-taken, if the realignments it directly and indirectly effects are interesting and important, the
picture –like a crucial experiment – makes a genuine contribution to knowledge.” (Goodman, 1976: 33)
9 It should be noted that “hedonic value” is used here in the Aristotelian sense of the world, i.e. the “delight” one
gets by immersion into knowledge (see above: section two) and of course not in the sense that art is placed among
the types of entertainment with form and content that ought to be adapted to generate pleasant feelings.
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Therefore art has a substantial role to play in the educational process, a role that: a. is different
but no less important from other learning subjects, b. is connected with art’s intrinsic cognitive
dimension and c. does not depend on art’s ability or inability to become a vehicle for extra-
artistic knowledge and information. Being a particular way of engaging with and representing
the world, art opens unexpected horizons to experience, unveils not yet seen dimensions and
views of a world that continues to offer ever-expanding fields for meaningful explorations.

References
Aristotle. (1995). Poetics (together with Longinus, On the Sublime and Demetrius, On Style.) Loeb

Classical Library Vol. 199. (D. Halliwell, Trans.). Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard
University Press.

Bell, C. (1958). Art. New York: Capricorn Books. (Original work published 1914).
Carroll, N. (2002). The Wheel of Virtue: Art, Literature, and Moral Knowledge. Journal of Aes thetics

and Art Criticism 60 (1), 3-26.
Danto, A. C. (1981). The Transfiguration of the Commonplace. Cambridge, Massachusetts-London:

Harvard University Press.
Diffey, T. J. (1997). What Can We Learn from Art?. In S. Davies (Ed.), Art and Its Messages: Meaning

, Morality and Society (pp. 26-33). University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press.
Eisner, E. W. (2001). Should We Create New Aims for Art Education?. Art Educ a tion 54 (5), 6-10.
Eisner, E. W. (2002). Art and the Creation of Mind. New Haven & London: Yale University Press.
Eisner, E. W. (2008). Art and Knowledge. In J. G. Knowles and A. L. Cole (Eds), Handbook of the

Arts in Qualitative Research: Perspectives, Methodologies, Examples and Is sues (pp. 3-
12). Los Angeles, London, New Delhi, Singapore: SAGE Publications.

Efland, Arthur D. (2002). Art and Cognition: Integrating the Visual Arts in the Curriculum. New York:
Teachers College Press.

Freeland, C. (1997).Art and Moral Knowledge”, Philosophical Topics, 25, 11-36.
Friend, S. (2006). Narrating the Truth (More or Less). In M. Kieran and D. McIver Lopes (Eds),

Knowing Art. Essays in Aesthetics and Epist e mology (pp. 35-50). Dordrecht, The Nether-
lands: Springer.

Gaut, B. (2003). Art and Knowledge. In J. Levinson (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Aesthet ics (pp.
436-450). Oxford University Press.

Goldie, P. (2006). Charley’s World. Narratives of Aesthetic Experience. In M. Kieran and D. McIver
Lopes (Eds), Knowing Art. Essays in Aesthetics and Epis temology (pp. 83-94). Dordrecht,
The Netherlands: Springer.

Goodman, N. (1976). The Languages of Art: An Approach to a Theory of Symbols. London: Oxford
University Press.

John, E. (2001). Art and Knowledge. In B. Gaut & D. McIver Lopes, The Routledge Com panion to
Aes thetics (pp. 329-340). London & New York: Routledge.

Kant, I. (2000). Critique of the Power of Judgment. (P. Guyer & E. Matthews, Trans). Cambridge, N.
York, etc.: Cambridge University Press. (Original work published 1790)

Kieran M. and McIver Lopes, D. (2006). Introduction. In M. Kieran and D. McIver Lopes (Eds),
Knowing Art. Essays in Aesthetics and Epistemology (pp. xi-xxiv). Dordrecht, The Nether-
lands: Springer.

Kivy, P. (1997). Philosophies of Arts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Lamarque, P. (2006). Cognitive Values in the Arts: Marking the Boundaries. In M. Kieran (Ed.),

Contemporary Debates in Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art (pp. 127-139). Oxford:
Blackwell.

Lamarque, P. & Olsen, S. H. (1994). Truth, Fiction and Literature: A Philosophical Pe r spective.
Oxford: Clarendon Press.

11

ALEXANDRA MOURIKI-ZERVOU



Merleau-Ponty, M. (1993a). Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence. In G. A. Johnson (Ed.). The
Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader (pp. 76-120). Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University
Press.

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1993b). Eye and Mind. In G. A. Johnson (Ed.). The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics
Reader (pp. 121-149). Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press.

Mouriki, A. (2007). Use, Abuse and a Different Experience of Beauty. In Proceedings of the Interna-
tional Congress of Aesthetics 2007 “Aesthetics Bridging Cultures”, Ancara, July 9-13 2007,
Ancara, 17,

http://www.sanart.org.tr/congresses/ICA/pro c eedings.htm#M
Novitz, D. (1987). Knowledge, Fiction and Imagination. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.
Plato. (1996). Cratylus. Parmenides. Greater Hippias. Lesser Hippias. Loeb Classical Library Vol.

167. (H. N. Fowler, Trans.). Cambridge, MA. & London: Harvard University Press.
(Translation first published 1926; revised and reprinted 1939).

Plato. (1994). The Republic, Books VI-X. Loeb Classical Library Vol. 276. (P. Shorey, Trans.). Cam-
bridge, MA. & London: Harvard University Press. (Translation first published 1935)

Reimer, B. (1991). Essential and Nonessential Characteristics of Aesthetic Education, Journal of
Aesthetic Education, 25 (3), 193-214.

Reimer, B. (1992). What Knowledge Is of Most Worth in the Arts?. In B. Reimer & R. Smith (Eds),
The Arts, Education, and Aesthetic Knowing Part II (pp. 51-59). Chicago: The National So-
ciety for the Study of Education.

Smith, R. (1991). Philosophy and Theory of Aesthetic Education. In R. Smith, and A. Simpson (Eds),
Aesthetics and Art Education (pp. 134-148). Urbana & Chicago: University of Illinois Press.

Smith, R. (1992). Toward Percipience: A Humanities Curriculum for Arts Education. In B. Reimer &
R. Smith (Eds), The Arts, Education, and Aesthetic Knowing Part II (pp. 51-59). Chicago:
The National Society for the Study of Education.

Stokes, D. (2006). Art and Modal Knowledge. In M. Kieran and D. McIver Lopes (Eds), Knowing
Art. Essays in Aesthetics and Epistemology (pp. 67-81). Dordrecht, The Netherlands:
Springer.

Stolnitz, J. (1992). On the Cognitive Triviality of Art. British Journal of Aesthetics 32, 191-200.
Young, J. O. (2001). Art and Knowledge. London & New York: Routledge.

About the Author
Dr. Alexandra Mouriki-Zervou
Alexandra Mouriki (Dipl. of Philosophy, University of Athens. Ph.D. in Philosophy of Art,
University Paris I - Panthéon - Sorbonne) is Assistant Professor at the University of Patras,
where she teaches Aesthetics, Art History and Art Pedagogies. Her fields of interest and re-
searchinclue philosophy of art, aesthetics and aesthetic education. She has published a book,
Transformations of Aesthetics (Athens 2003), as well as several articles on art theory, aes-
thetics and aesthetic education. She has also translated essays of Merleau-Ponty and Paul
Ricœur.

12

THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEARNING



 
 
Editors 
Mary Kalantzis, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, USA.  

Bill Cope, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, USA.  
 

Editorial Advisory Board 
Michael Apple, University of Wisconsin, Madison, USA. 

David Barton, Lancaster University, Milton Keynes, UK. 

Mario Bello, University of Science, Cuba. 

Manuela du Bois-Reymond, Universiteit Leiden, Leiden, The Netherlands. 

Bill Cope, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, USA. 

Robert Devillar, Kennesaw State University, Kennesaw, USA. 

Daniel Madrid Fernandez, University of Granada, Spain. 

Ruth Finnegan, Open University, Milton Keynes, UK. 

James Paul Gee, University of Wisconsin, Madison, USA. 

Juana M. Sancho Gil, University of Barcelona, Barcelona, Spain. 

Kris Gutierrez, University of California, Los Angeles, USA. 

Anne Hickling-Hudson, Queensland University of Technology, Kelvin Grove, Australia. 

Roz Ivanic, Lancaster University, Lancaster, UK. 

Paul James, RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia. 

Carey Jewitt, Institute of Education, University of London, London, UK. 

Mary Kalantzis, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, USA. 

Andeas Kazamias, University of Wisconsin, Madison, USA. 

Peter Kell, University of Wollongong, Wollongong, Australia. 

Michele Knobel, Montclair State University, Montclair, USA. 

Gunther Kress, Institute of Education, University of London, London, UK. 

Colin Lankshear, James Cook University, Cairns, Australia. 

Kimberly Lawless, University of Illinois, Chicago, USA. 

Sarah Michaels, Clark University, Worcester, USA. 

Jeffrey Mok, Miyazaki International College, Miyazaki, Japan. 

Denise Newfield, University of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa. 

Ernest O’Neil, Ministry of Education, Sana’a, Yemen. 

José-Luis Ortega, University of Granada, Granada, Spain. 

Francisco Fernandez Palomares, University of Granada, Granada, Spain. 

Ambigapathy Pandian, Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang, Malaysia. 

Miguel A. Pereyra, University of Granada, Granada, Spain. 

Scott Poynting, Manchester Metropolitan University, Manchester, UK. 

Angela Samuels, Montego Bay Community College, Montego Bay, Jamaica. 

Michel Singh, University of Western Sydney, Sydney, Australia. 

Helen Smith, RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia. 

Richard Sohmer, Clark University, Worcester, USA. 

Brian Street, University of London, London, UK. 

Giorgos Tsiakalos, Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, Thessaloniki, Greece. 

Salim Vally, University of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa. 

Gella Varnava-Skoura, National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, Greece. 

Cecile Walden, Sam Sharpe Teachers College, Montego Bay, Jamaica. 

Nicola Yelland, Victoria University, Melbourne, Australia. 

Wang Yingjie, Beijing Normal University, Beijing, China. 

Zhou Zuoyu, Beijing Normal University, Beijing, China. 
 

Please visit the Journal website at http://www.Learning-Journal.com  
for further information about the Journal or to subscribe. 

http://www.Learning-Journal.com


The Learner Community 
This knowledge community is brought together by a common concern for learning and 
an interest to explore new educational possibilities. The community interacts through an 
innovative, annual face-to-face conference, as well as year-round virtual relationships in 
a weblog, peer reviewed journal and book imprint – exploring the affordances of the new 
digital media. Members of this knowledge community include academics, teachers, 
administrators, policy makers and other education practitioners. 
 

Conference 
Members of the Learner Community meet at The International Conference on Learning, 
held annually in different locations around the world, each selected for the particular role 
education is playing in social, cultural and economic change.  
 
In recent years, the Conference has been held with Universiti Sains Malaysia, Penang, 
Malaysia in 1999; RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia in 2000; the University of 
Athens, Spetses, Greece in 2001; Beijing Normal University, Beijing, China in 2002; 
Institute of Education, London University, London, UK in 2003; Institute of Pedagogical 
Sciences, Havana, Cuba in 2004; University of Granada, Granada, Spain in 2005; Sam 
Sharpe Teachers College, Montego Bay, Jamaica in 2006; University of the 
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa in 2007; the University of Illinois, Chicago, 
USA in 2008; the University of Barcelona, Spain in 2009; Hong Kong Institute of 
Education, Hong Kong in 2010; and the University of Mauritius, Mauritius in 2011. In 
2012 the Conference will be held at The Institute of Education, University of London, 
London, UK. 
 
Our community members and first time attendees come from all corners of the globe. 
Intellectually, our interests span the breath of the field of education. The Conference is a 
site of critical reflection, both by leaders in the field and emerging scholars and teachers. 
Those unable to attend the Conference may opt for virtual participation in which 
community members can either or both submit a video or slide presentation with voice-
over, or simply submit a paper for peer review and possible publication in the Journal. 
 
Online presentations can be viewed on YouTube. 
 

Publishing 
The Learner Community enables members to publish through three mediums.  
 
First, by participating in the Learning Conference, community members can enter a 
world of journal publication unlike the traditional academic publishing forums – a result 
of the responsive, non-hierarchical and constructive nature of the peer review process. 
The International Journal of Learning provides a framework for double-blind peer review, 
enabling authors to publish into an academic journal of the highest standard. 
 
The second publication medium is through the book series The Learner, publishing 
cutting edge books on education in print and electronic formats. Publication proposals 
and manuscript submissions are welcome. 
 
The third major publishing medium is our news blog, constantly publishing short news 
updates from the Learner Community, as well as major developments in the field of 
education. You can also join this conversation at Facebook and Twitter or subscribe to 
our email Newsletter. 

http://learningconference.com/
http://lc03.commongroundconferences.com/Other-Conferences/LearningConferenceArchive/1999/index.html
http://lc03.commongroundconferences.com/Other-Conferences/LearningConferenceArchive/2000/index.html
http://lc03.commongroundconferences.com/Other-Conferences/LearningConferenceArchive/2001/index.html
http://lc03.commongroundconferences.com/Other-Conferences/LearningConferenceArchive/2002/index.html
http://lc03.commongroundconferences.com/
http://lc04.commongroundconferences.com/
http://l05.cgpublisher.com/index.html
http://l06.cgpublisher.com/index.html
http://l07.cgpublisher.com/
http://l08.cgpublisher.com/
http://2009.thelearner.com/
http://2010.thelearner.com/
http://thelearner.com/conference-2011/
http://thelearner.com/conference-2012/
http://thelearner.com/wp-content/plugins/youtube-uploader/action.php?action=list
http://thelearner.com/journal/
http://thelearner.com/books/
http://thelearner.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Learner/121335787883348
http://twitter.com/thelearners
http://thelearner.com/ideas/newsletter/


Common Ground Publishing Journals 
 

AGING 
Aging and Society: An Interdisciplinary Journal  
Website: http://AgingAndSociety.com/journal/ 

 

ARTS 
The International Journal of the Arts in Society. 

Website: www.Arts-Journal.com 

 

BOOK 
The International Journal of the Book 

Website: www.Book-Journal.com 

CLIMATE CHANGE 
The International Journal of Climate Change:  

Impacts and Responses  
Website: www.Climate-Journal.com 

 

CONSTRUCTED ENVIRONMENT 
The International Journal of the 

Constructed Environment  
Website: www.ConstructedEnvironment.com/journal 

 

DESIGN 
Design Principles and Practices:  

An International Journal 
Website: www.Design-Journal.com 

 

DIVERSITY 
The International Journal of Diversity in 

Organizations, Communities and Nations 
Website: www.Diversity-Journal.com 

 

FOOD 
Food Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal  
Website: http://Food-Studies.com/journal/ 

 

GLOBAL STUDIES 
The Global Studies Journal  

Website: www.GlobalStudiesJournal.com 

 

HEALTH 
The International Journal of Health,  

Wellness and Society  
Website: www.HealthandSociety.com/journal 

 

HUMANITIES 
The International Journal of the Humanities  

 Website: www.Humanities-Journal.com 

 

IMAGE 
The International Journal of the Image  

Website: www.OntheImage.com/journal 

 

LEARNING 
The International Journal of Learning. 
Website: www.Learning-Journal.com 

 

MANAGEMENT 
The International Journal of Knowledge,  

Culture and Change Management. 
Website: www.Management-Journal.com 

 

MUSEUM 
The International Journal of the Inclusive Museum  

Website: www.Museum-Journal.com 

 

RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY 
The International Journal of Religion and  

Spirituality in Society  
Website: www.Religion-Journal.com 

 

SCIENCE IN SOCIETY 
The International Journal of Science in Society 
Website: www.ScienceinSocietyJournal.com 

 

SOCIAL SCIENCES 
The International Journal of Interdisciplinary  

Social Sciences  
Website: www.SocialSciences-Journal.com 

 

SPACES AND FLOWS 
Spaces and Flows: An International Journal of  

Urban and ExtraUrban Studies  
Website: www.SpacesJournal.com 

 

SPORT AND SOCIETY 
The International Journal of Sport and Society  

Website: www.sportandsociety.com/journal 

 

SUSTAINABILITY 
The International Journal of Environmental, Cultural, 

Economic and Social Sustainability 
Website: www.Sustainability-Journal.com 

 

TECHNOLOGY 
The International Journal of Technology,  

Knowledge and Society  
Website: www.Technology-Journal.com 

 

UBIQUITOUS LEARNING 
Ubiquitous Learning: An International Journal  

Website: www.ubi-learn.com/journal/ 

 

UNIVERSITIES 
Journal of the World Universities Forum 
Website: www.Universities-Journal.com 

 

 

 

For subscription information please contact 

subscriptions@commongroundpublishing.com    

mailto:subscriptions@commongroundpublishing.com

