
Art as a Source of Knowledge about Emotions
Introduction

It is sometimes claimed that one can learn something from the experience of an artwork, and that the fact that one learns something is (or should be) a factor in the appreciation of that artwork. On one natural interpretation, this may be understood as saying that there is propositional knowledge transmitted by artworks, and part of the aesthetic value of an artwork should be related to this function of transmitting propositional knowledge. In this form, however, the ‘cognitivist’ claim about art is open to some strong objections. For example, Stolnitz claims

Art is often claimed to be a source of truth, yet the truths derived from art are at best cognitively trivial. In contrast to science, history or religion, art has no method for arriving at truth and no corresponding artistic knowledge or artistic believers. The truths derived from art do not contradict one another, nor are they confirmed by art. The truths of art must be confirmed by the world, and any truth that can be found in art can also be found elsewhere. Thus the cognitive value of art has been much overrated.
 

In response, cognitivists have claimed that the type of knowledge involved is not that sort of knowledge, but some selection from a range of ‘knowledges’ that includes knowledge by acquaintance, know how, knowing what it’s like to be a certain way, etc.
 Those types of knowledge, it is claimed, are not open to the same truth-related objections. Typically, however, such proposals suffer from a failure of specificity, so that it is rarely made clear just what kind of knowledge is supposedly transmitted or created, or how an artwork is supposed to perform this function.
The proposal that will be defended in this paper is a cognitivist claim, for I claim that an artwork can allow us to understand novel emotional states – and this in at least two different ways of taking ‘understanding.’ In fact, in one of those ways of understanding, art may well be the only way that such knowledge can be made generally available. 

It might also be possible to make the same claim for a range of qualitatively novel mental states besides emotions, but here I shall restrict the argument to the narrower claim. The advantages of this restriction are that, (i) as objects of analysis, emotional states are (a little) more tractable than some other qualitative states – such as colour experiences, sentiments, moods, etc. –  and (ii) there is already widespread acceptance of some connection between the function of art and the experience of emotions.
The Claim that Art Communicates Emotions
In one such supposed connection, there are persistent efforts to explain the value of art as lying, at least partly, in some type of communication of emotions.
 The view that art expresses an emotion is one form of this view, and so is the view that art evokes an emotion. In the first case the emphasis seems to be upon the intention of the artist to express some internal state and the action he takes to realise this intention, while in the second case the emphasis is laid upon the reaction of the art experiencer to the artwork. Our experience of art strongly suggests that there is something to be said for each of these points of view; although it quickly becomes apparent that it is not at all clear what it is that can be said. In proposals of both sorts we almost always find that it’s not entirely clear what is said to be done with emotions – and when it is clear then it is not convincing. It is simply not the case, for example, that in experiencing a successful artwork we feel the emotion that the artist feels, or even that which he apparently intended us to feel (How sad was Tolstoy while writing Anna Karenina? And, we may be saddened by Anna Karenina’s fate, but not at all in the way that we would be if she was a real acquaintance of ours.) These are now widely accepted observations. Those who speak of expression are clear that they mean more than just letting the audience know that some emotion is being felt but are quite unconvincing when they try to explain what they do mean by it. 
I think it is possible, however, to make better sense of the claim that art communicates emotions by approaching it – initially at least – through a more general understanding of what it is to ‘communicate’ something. The very first step in such an approach would be to acknowledge that the notion of communication has a paradigm case in the function of language, which drives our intuitions about communication in general. Accordingly, I propose that we think of the communication of emotions by an artwork in much the same way that we think of the communication of propositions by language and to consider what follows from that. If we adopt this point of view we will immediately note that in the case of language success in communication is achieved when those propositions are made known to us, when we know what is being said, when we understand them; and we do not claim that a text, say, fails to communicate propositions because we do not come to believe those propositions. By analogy we could understand the point of ‘communication’ of emotions as making those emotions known to us, as understanding them, and that doesn’t necessarily involve feeling them. 

Of course that would just shift the problem to one of understanding what is meant by saying that an emotion is known to one; but perhaps the analogy to understanding in language might help here too. Exactly what constitutes ‘understanding’ a sentence is a matter of controversy, but we are at least inclined to say that we accept that someone understands a sentence when they are able to recognise its truth conditions, to use it in the appropriate places, to respond appropriately to its use by others, to recognise the consequences that would flow from its truth, etc. By analogy, then, we could say that someone understands an emotion if they are able to recognise the sorts of situations in which the emotion is appropriate or likely to be elicited, to produce the sorts of behaviours that can be expected from someone feeling the emotion at the appropriate times, recognise the sorts of ways they might describe it, recognise the types of physiological effects that are associated with it, etc. 
The Claim that Art is Educative

Recall now that one of the claims of the cognitivists is that art should be valued as art in part for its communicative power or achievements. I won’t have much to say about whether this is a reasonable additional claim to the claim that art can communicate, but the idea that such a capability might have a value does suggest a further consideration at this point, for it is not at all clear why any such communication of an emotion should be valued. Of what value is it to us to recognise the emotion of sadness as being communicated by Tolstoy’s tale of Anna Karenina? As it stands, the claim that art is to be valued for its communicative capability is rather like saying that language is to be valued because it allows us to say things that are known by everyone to be true. But that is not the function of language that is valued. What is chiefly valued in language – the function that underlies all other functions of language that might be valued – is that it allows us to hear of things that we don’t already know to be true, or to tell others things that they don’t know. By language, in short we can come to understand new things. Language is an educative technique.
Now, art too is often claimed to be educative: art can change us for the better. There is disagreement, admittedly, over the precise manner of our improvement, but it usually has something to do with the direction or expansion of our moral capacities. In particular, the claim is often made that our character can be improved by experiencing the arts. Plato, for example, says that ‘rhythm and harmony sink deep into the recesses of the soul and take the strongest hold there, bringing that grace of body and mind which is only to be found in one who is brought up in the right way,’
 and Hume says of art that ‘it insensibly refines the temper, and points out to us those dispositions which we should endeavour to attain.’
 The mechanisms of these supposed functions are, however, left somewhat mysterious, or, as in Plato’s case, are quite unconvincing.
On the other hand, given that art does have the power of expression that is claimed for it, and understanding that claim in the way that I suggest, and appealing again to the analogy with language, and noting the nature of the educative function of language, it is not hard to see a plausible way for art to be educative. We can say that art is educative if it communicates novel emotions or refinements of existing emotions. By such a communication someone can come to understand a new emotion if they can come to recognise a new class of situations for which the emotion in question is appropriate or likely to be elicited, and a new class of behaviours that can be expected from someone feeling the emotion, and a new class of descriptions that are appropriate to the experience of it, and a new class of physiological effects that are associated with it, and so on. Similarly, of course, someone can come to understand an old emotion in a different way, if they can come to recognise the modification of the class of situations for which the existing emotion is appropriate or likely to be elicited, and so on.
An Appropriate Theory of the Emotions
In order for such an evaluation to be able to depend upon the criteria that it claims to depend upon, two things must be true: in the first place, it must be possible to communicate novel qualitative states; and in the second, it must be the case that art experiences are appropriate for the communication of novel qualitative states. With respect to the first condition, and speaking specifically of emotional states, there is abundant evidence that a great part of at least some emotions and at least some part of most emotions is socially constructed. (There is no need to commit oneself to the extreme position that all emotions are purely socially constructed – the evidence from animal behaviour has most often been interpreted as making that claim unlikely to be true.) The most interesting evidence for a social constructivist theory of the emotions (SCTE) comes from cross-cultural studies, which claim to identify emotions in non-Western cultures that are not present in Western culture (or vice versa.) The best known of these is the Japanese emotion of amae, which is supposed to be a sort of  “indulgent feeling of dependency, akin to what a child feels for a mother.”

Although there are many varieties of SCTE, almost all such theories include a claim to the effect that the emotions of a subject are at least partially constituted by attitudes adopted towards certain situations as they are construed by the subject, and that this construal is determined by the culture to which the subject belongs. Thus situations in which an emotion is properly elicited are those categorized by the culture as situations of a certain type, and this type of situation is valued in a certain way, and this calls for certain culturally approved attitudes and responses.
 Given that on this view developed emotions are claimed to be the result of some sort of education, it is essential that one being educated can come to recognise ‘the sorts of situations in which the emotion is appropriate or likely to be elicited, the sorts of behaviours that can be expected from someone feeling the emotion, the sorts of ways they might describe it, the type of physiological effects that are associated with it, etc.’ Which is just to say that for the constructivist it is essential that emotions be communicable in the sense described above.  That being the case, and given that it is extremely plausible that a SCTE is an important part of the truth about the emotions, we can suppose that it’s extremely plausible that emotions are communicable as described.

Art and Some Ways of Learning
With respect to the second condition (that art must be the sort of thing that can be used for the communication of novel emotions) note that so far as the SCTE is concerned, having an emotion is exercising a certain ability. It is reasonable to suppose that the sort of education that is most likely to result in one’s acquiring the abilities that are described as essential to having an emotion is some form of training: the sort of practical education by which one gains an ability to ride a bike rather than the sort of propositional education by which one gains an ability to find a square root. This certainly seems to be the standard view amongst the defenders of SCTE. In studies that describe the acquisition of emotions – whether as a child or an adult – the process described is always the same: the proper triggers or responses are picked up naturally by a process of repeated observation and imitation with the assistance of socially-sourced rewards and punishments for appropriately or inappropriately constructed episodes of the emotion. They are never merely told to the student. 
At first sight, art does not seem to be the sort of thing that can provide such a practical education; but of course, that is the sort of education that we are assuming is required to give us the ability to have a novel emotion, and we are not (yet) claiming that art actually can do that – only that it can help us to understand such a thing, and the requirements for understanding that we are accepting are quite limited. To support that claim, it only needs to be established that it is possible or plausible that the essential information transmitted in training someone to be able to recognise the appropriate types of inputs and outputs for a new emotion could be transmitted by some other method. Now, in order to establish this, we should, strictly speaking, pursue a lengthy and technical theoretical investigation into kinds of information and on that basis attempt to establish some sort of general result about the ‘fungibility’ of information. That, however, would take us too far from the focus of this paper: the point can be sufficiently made with an argument from analogy – as we have ‘argued’ at several other points in this essay. And, of course, the obvious analogy again suggests itself; that is, the analogy of language. 
Knowledge of a language may be considered a type of ability which is best attained by a particular type of practical education that involves immersion and social training in the use of the language, and this is how the best language courses work. It is certainly how we learn our first language. When languages are learnt in this way the process is clearly strongly analogous to the process (indicated above) by which a SCTE claims that emotions are standardly learned. On the other hand, it is possible to ‘learn’ a language simply by memorising and becoming familiar with the use of its grammar and vocabulary. The grammar and vocabulary in such a case are delivered to us as explicit items of propositional knowledge – usually from a textbook. This sort of propositional education is how we have to learn dead languages such as Akkadian or Anglo-Saxon. When one learns a language in this fashion one does indeed become able to recognise the truth conditions of a sentence in this learned language, to use it in the appropriate places, to respond to its use by others, to recognise the consequences that would flow from its truth, etc., and therefore to satisfy at least those necessary conditions for ‘understanding’ the language. 
Something similar may be the case with emotions. It would be possible to have a propositional knowledge of ‘the sorts of situations in which the emotion is appropriate or likely to be elicited, the sorts of behaviours that can be expected from someone feeling the emotion, the sorts of ways they might describe it, the type of physiological effects that are associated with it, etc.’ In fact, this is just how the constructivists who claim that amae is an emotional state alien to Westerners attempt to make Westerners believe in that state. They simply describe its eliciting conditions, cognitive content, physiological characteristics, behavioural consequences, etc., and they appeal to the imagination of their audience to think about what it would be like to have an emotion of that sort. (We will come back to this last point.) The description that is given of conditions and events is not supposed to be sufficient to make a Westerner acquire the ability to have the state. It is supposed, however, that such a description would be sufficient for a Westerner to acquire some understanding of that state (in the sense of having certain recognitional abilities.)
That, of course, wouldn’t count as art, but we can easily enough imagine forms of art in which the same sort of knowledge could be transmitted. The various forms of narrative or representational art, for example, seem very well-suited to this purpose. Consider, for example, a story in which as a part of the narrative the eliciting conditions for amae are described – the hero allows himself to be pampered by his parents despite being fully capable of independence – followed by descriptions of the inner life of the hero in which certain beliefs and desires are stated that are quite distinct from those that a non-amae-experiencer would associate with the eliciting event, and physiological accompaniments to these events are described again of a distinct and unexpected kind, and so on. The reader of this story, trying to make sense of the narrative, will identify the oddities, the parts of the narrative that do not make sense according to the reader’s pre-existing repertoire of recognised psychological schemata, and will try to make sense of them – possibly by hypothesizing or constructing a novel psychological schema to which those events shall belong. Thus a rudimentary understanding of amae is achieved, perhaps to be refined by further narrative experiences. 
Examples of this sort of thing can easily be found. Consider, for instance, this passage from Dostoevsky:

[I]t is precisely this cold, sickening mixture of hope and despair; this deliberate retreat to a tomb under the floor for all these years; this artificially induced hopelessness, of which I'm still not fully convinced; this poison of thwarted desires turned inward; this feverish hesitation; the final resolutions followed a minute later by regrets – all this is the gist of the strange pleasure I've mentioned. This pleasure is so subtle, so evasive, that even slightly limited people, or people who simply have strong nerves, won’t understand the first thing about it.

Here the author is trying to get us to understand or sympathize with a peculiar emotion or qualitative state that he feels. To do so he gives us indications of its similarity to other, more commonly experienced, emotional states, metaphorical illustrations of the behaviour associated with the onset and experience of the emotion, claims about beliefs and desires and psychological dispositions, and so on. All the sorts of descriptors that we have suggested are sufficient for ‘understanding’ an emotion are included, as well as some others. This passage is unusual only in its obviousness and its extreme compression. More typically, an entire narrative will play the role of descriptor, so that it is only upon contemplation of the complete work that the reader is affected by the new knowledge. Whether this sort of story could be expanded to other forms of art, particularly the non-narrative and non-representational forms, will need to be a matter for investigation. (It seems to me anyway that there are many much more subtle ways in which the appropriate information can be transmitted.)
Art, Imagination, and Feeling
We have come this far using only the thin version of understanding that we derived from an analogy with the understanding of language. We have shown, with sufficient plausibility, that this much understanding of emotions at least can be transmitted through some kind of art. It is time to note, however, that if an emotion has any fundamental characteristic it is its qualitative character: it is an undoubted fact that there is something it is like to be in an emotional state. There must consequently be a tendency to believe that understanding an emotion necessarily includes a familiarity with the qualitative character of the experience of emotions; and there must be a strong suspicion that no accumulation of items of merely propositional knowledge will be sufficient to result in that sort of understanding of emotions. It is quite possible, one feels, that the possessor of such knowledge would, at best, have knowledge of the emotion in the same way that poor Mary in her black and white room would have had knowledge of the colour red before actually experiencing it: which is to say, a good deal of what we would require for real understanding would be missing until it was actually experienced.
 

And yet, the position of the person who comes to an understanding of a novel emotion through art in some such fashion as indicated above cannot be quite analogous to that of Mary in her room. In Mary’s case we can understand the failure to have the ‘red’ knowledge as a natural consequence of her failure to have the ‘red’ sensory experience – the knowledge is really to be identified with that sensory experience; but there is no such stark difference in the case of the two ways of learning about emotions. In fact, in both cases, what seems to be of paramount importance is the transmission of the same kinds of information. As far as we can tell, the difference lies entirely in the modes of engagement with that information. The ‘practical’ mode may use information which is merely implicit in the data of experience whereas the ‘propositional’ mode (of simple explanation) makes use of information which is provided more explicitly – but even this may be more a matter of degree than of kind. More significantly, perhaps, the practical mode integrates the hypothesis and test processes fundamental to any kind of practical education into the lived life experiences of the one learning the emotion, whereas this is not so for the propositional mode.
Now, as we don’t have any theory capable of ‘explaining’ qualia, we cannot lay down criteria for their creation or differentiation, and we can only appeal to the felt probabilities of the case; but if the differences that have just been highlighted are, in fact, the differences of significance between the practical mode and the propositional mode of engaging with the relevant information, then whatever deficiencies exist in the propositional mode that result in a failure to properly ‘feel’ the communicated emotion might be repaired by somehow making the engagement with that information more like that of the training mode. What I now wish to propose is that this is exactly the role of imaginative engagement, and that it is a cardinal virtue of art in this role that it facilitates that engagement. By imagination, to be clear, I mean the form of mental construction that Greg Currie, for example, calls ‘recreative imagination.’
 This form of imagination is often analysed in terms of its powers of simulation
: in this case, I propose that application of the imagination supplies something like a simulation
 of a natural training environment, so that something similar to the integration of the training process with the lived life experiences is possible. It’s accepted that this form of imagination does have access to some of the same inferential process as normal beliefs and desires, and is also capable of causing some similar or related phenomenological and physiological effects.
 I claim that it is therefore plausible to suppose that the result of this simulated experience is at least a similar or related version of the experiential result that would have been achieved by a practical education. 
So, for example, the reader of the story above who imagines the situation of the amae-experiencer – with the proper feeling for the eliciters, cognitive accompaniments, physiological effects, dispositions to behave, etc. – will come to feel the emotion amae in approximately the same way that he would if he had been trained to it in the standard SCTE fashion. The reader of the Dostoevsky passage will, if he attempts sincerely to imagine himself in the place of the XIXth century Russian intellectual narrator – having the reactions described to the triggering situations described, and having the beliefs and desires and physiological reactions described – come to know something of how it feels to have that emotion. The narrative form is particularly apt for this since it allows an identification with a protagonist on the part of the reader which will lead him to imagine himself more easily in the life events described. That something like this process is recognised to occur can be seen in many essays on imagination and art. Consider Elliott, for example, describing how a poem can bring into being an emotion in a reader (albeit not one that is claimed to be novel:)

A poem like Hölderlin’s elegy Homecoming or Donne’s The Sunne Rising accomplishes this by deploying a situation around the reader as he realizes the poem, by representing the structure of a developing mood, and by enabling him to reproduce in imagination, from the place of the experiencing subject, modes of speech, changes in the direction, tempo, and pressure of thought, movements of fancy, and even the modifications of perception through which the emotion manifests itself.

And we can now better understand why an SCTE theorist attempting to establish the existence of the emotion amae will appeal to the imagination of the audience, as I mentioned above. In that case each person in the audience is supposed to try to imagine himself in the situation of one who does have the trained abilities described and to imagine what it would be like to be experiencing the emotion by imagining what it would be like to have those reactions to those stimuli, and those beliefs and desires in those circumstances, and so on. The purpose of this effort of the imagination seems to be to reveal to the imaginer that there is a quality of experience attached to the emotion that is distinct from the quality attached to any other emotion; and the information given, together with this effort of the imagination standing in for a training history, may actually be sufficient to begin to provide the feeling proper to that emotion.
Conclusion: That Art may be a Source of Knowledge
If the considerations above are plausible, then we have established with some degree of probability that art can provide an understanding of novel emotions in two quite different ways. In the first place, art can provide the propositional knowledge that is associated with an understanding of an emotion ‘from the outside’, so to speak. And in the second place art is able to provide, through its ability to engage the simulative power of the imagination, the phenomenological knowledge that is associated with the actual having of an emotion – knowing it ‘from the inside.’ Art is not particularly privileged so far as the ability to provide propositional knowledge is concerned: we know that there are many ways, including simple description, by which such knowledge can be transmitted. But imaginative engagement with art may well be the most effective way to obtain phenomenological knowledge of an emotion if the option of being enculturated naturally into it is not available. In fact, I cannot imagine any other way that we could possibly achieve this knowledge. We cannot usually choose, for example, to be brought up as Japanese children in order to experience amae; but we can always read a story involving it and try to imagine ourselves being in that total (mental and physical) state.
It may, however, be doubted whether the phenomenological product of imaginatively engaged art would be the same as the phenomenological product of a normal practical education. Perhaps what is felt when the reader of the amae-story imagines himself to be feeling the reported emotion is indeed some hitherto unfelt feeling, but how can we know that it is the same feeling as he would have felt if he had been brought up with amae in his cultural repertoire of emotions? The quick answer is that we cannot be sure of this. If the description of the emotion which the reader engages imaginatively is complete and accurate then, by definition, there can be no evidence available to the external judge which could distinguish what the reader feels from what is felt by one who comes by the emotion via training. Should there be any such distinguishing mark that could be expressed propositionally as a criterion of judgement, then the propositional description could be made more complete by adding that fact about the emotion. In this respect then such phenomenological knowledge gained through the experience of art must be regarded as incorrigible, unlike the propositional knowledge which can be communicated through mere description. And in this sense, as a consequence, art must be considered as a fundamental source of knowledge. 
Postscript on Valuing Art’s Educative Capacity
Finally, although I said previously that the problems of artistic value are not a concern of this paper, there are a couple of brief obsevations which may reasonably be made in parting. First, it is possible, on this understanding, to see at least one way in which this educative function of art is to be valued. Appealing to our analogy with language yet again, we may note, for example, that in the case of language communication has a very clear survival value: to learn new things (that are true) tends to improve our ability to cope with the world. Art may have a similar function. It may be that coming to understand a new or refined emotion has a value in that it allows one to understand the inner life of another who is (or could be) acting under the influence of that emotion; and understanding that inner life gives one an advantage in understanding the likely behaviour of that other.  Or we may take seriously even in this area art’s claims to be valuable for less mercenary reasons, and suppose that the understanding of new emotions is valuable as extending the range of experiences that are possible for us. We may thus be ‘improved’ in some ‘spiritual’ fashion which does not involve the likelihood of any material advantage to ourselves or our descendants. 
Second, although it’s controversial in general whether there is a cognitive component to aesthetic experience, it can hardly be controversial to claim that the evaluation of an artwork does in fact take account of the cognitive values of the work. Could it be imagined that we recognise that a work has the ability to make us experience a new quality and yet we would not take that as contributing to its value as art? I doubt it. The classic question could be asked of anyone who denies it: ‘Look, this artwork has a cognitive virtue whereas this one is identical in technique etc., but lacks the cognitive virtue. Is the first superior to the second?’ If it is then the cognitive elements must have played some small part in the evaluation.







� Abstract for Stolnitz, J. (1992) ‘On the Cognitive Triviality of Art’, The British Journal of Aesthetics, July 1992 v. 32, n. 3, p. 191(10).


� Gaut, B. (2003) ‘Art and Knowledge’ pp. 437 f. (in B. Levinson (ed.) The Oxford Handbook of Aesthetics, New York: OUP, pp. 436-50.)


� See any introductory  text; for example, Sheppard, A. Aesthetics (Oxford: OUP, 1987), pp. 18 ff. The standard references are to the theories of Croce, Collingwood, Tolstoy, etc.


� Republic iii, 401. 


� Hume, D. ‘The Sceptic’ p. 174, in Essays Moral, Political and Literary (London: Oxford University Press, 1963), pp 161-84.


� Prinz, J. ‘Which Emotions are Basic?’ p. 75, in Evans, D. & P. Cruse (eds.) Emotion, Evolution, and Rationality (Clarendon: OUP, 2004) pp. 69-87) (with reference to Doi, T. The Anatomy of Dependence (New York: Kodansha International, 1973.)) 


� Armon-Jones, C. ‘The Thesis of Constructionism’ in Harré, R. (ed.) The Social Construction of Emotions (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986) pp. 33 f.


� Dostoyevsky, F. (tr. A. R. MacAndrew) Notes from Underground, (NY: New American Library, 1961) ch. 3.


� Jackson, F. ‘What Mary Didn’t Know’ in Rosenthal, D. (ed.) The Nature of Mind (NY: OUP, 1991).


� G. Currie ‘Imagination and Make-Believe’ pp. 253 f. in B. Gaut & D. Lopes (eds.) Routledge Companion to Aesthetics (NY: Routledge, 2001) pp. 253-262


� M. Davies & T. Stone (eds.) Mental Simulation (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995)


� Note that it isn’t necessary to commit oneself to any particular theory of ‘simulation’ in order to make the points which follow


� J. Weinberg & A. Meskin ‘Imagine That!’ p. 223 in M. Kieran (ed.) Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art (MA: Blackwell, 2006) pp. 222-235


� R. K. Elliott (1967) ‘Aesthetic Theory and the Experience of Art’, pp. 281 f. in S. Feagin & P. Maynard (eds.) Aesthetics (NY: OUP, 1997) pp. 278-288.






