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Tiny Dancers. Photo by Riad Traboulsi 

 

 

Art and Epistemology from The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Retrieved September 
18, 2007 from http://www.iep.utm.edu/a/art-ep.htm#H2. 

 
Knowledge Claims about the Arts  

David Novitz (1998) points out that there are three basic kinds of knowledge claims we can 
make about the arts, all of which are distinguished by their objects. The first concerns what we 
claim to know or believe about the art object itself and whatever imaginary or fictional worlds 
might be connected to that object. For example, I can claim to know things about the way the 
light reflects in Monet’s Water Lilies. I can also claim to know things about Anna Karenina’s 
relationships with her husband and with her lover, Vronsky. Beyond this, we may feel justified 
in our pity for Anna, because of the way Tolstoy’s novel presents her story. Can my knowledge 
of Anna be meaningful, however, or be considered knowledge at all in the traditional sense 
(justified true belief) if Anna Karenina is a non-referring name? Further, how can one’s 
interpretation of her situation be any more legitimate than anyone else’s? Can single 
interpretations hold value over time and across cultures? Without the propositional content 
used to legitimize the standard analysis of knowledge, it seems that the knowledge claims we 
have about the content of an artwork will never have the same kind of validity. Whether or not 
that same kind of validity is required also needs to be called into question.  

The second kind of knowledge claim we can make about art concerns what we know or believe 
to be an appropriate or warranted emotional response to the artwork. We often believe that 
works of art are only properly understood if we have a certain kind of emotional response to 
them. One problem here, of course, concerns how it is that we know what kind of response is 
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appropriate to a particular work. On occasion we talk to friends about a response they had to a 
particular work of art that was manifestly different from the one we had. How is it possible to 
judge which response is more appropriate or justified? Even suggesting that one should 
respond as if a novel, for example, were to be taken as an account of true events, with responses 
following as if the events depicted therein were actually happening or had happened, does not 
solve the problem. For one thing, not all emotional responses to real events are taken as 
equally justified. For another, most novels are not meant to be taken as true (despite the “report 
model” of emotive response [see Matravers 1997]). The fact that we do respond emotively to 
art, and to fiction in particular, would seem to indicate that there is something in the artwork 
that is worth responding to, even if it is not the same thing possessed by the objects we respond 
to outside the art world.  

The third kind of knowledge claim we can have about art concerns the sort of information art 
can provide about the world. That is, how is it that we can gain real knowledge from fictional 
or non-real events or activities? It is widely accepted that art does, in fact, convey important 
insight into the way we order and understand the world. It is also widely acknowledged that 
art gives a certain degree of meaning to our lives. Art, and literature in particular, can elicit 
new beliefs and even new knowledge about the world. But the concern is this: fiction is not 
produced in a way that is reflective of the world as it actually is. It might be quite dangerous, in 
fact, for one to obtain knowledge about human affairs only from fiction. For example, it could 
be downright unhealthy for me to get my sense of what it is like to be in love from romance 
novels alone.  

We can easily be experientially misled by art. The so-called empathic beliefs, those we gain 
from experiencing art, should be based on and enhanced by our broader experience of the world 
and should not arise independently of our other beliefs. But here the problem of justification 
returns. That is, if the empathic beliefs we gain from our experience of art actually coincide 
with our experience of the real world, then they can pass as empathic knowledge (i.e., beliefs 
become true and justified when they are connected to other justified beliefs). The problem is 
that often the emotions and beliefs that we adopt empathically turn out to be temporary, since 
they are not grounded in concrete experience. Can the experience we have with a work of art be 
confirming in and of itself, or must there be another, external authority to make the experience, 
or at least the knowledge gained from the experience, legitimate? It seems that much of what 
we learn about the world does come from art, and thus the justificatory claims to knowledge 
must be reconsidered.  

The propositional theory of knowledge holds that one must have justified true belief in the 
content of a proposition in order to have knowledge. This appears reasonable under normal 
circumstances, but seems not to work at all in the case of art. It seems odd, in fact, to hold that 
in order to show that one has learned from a work of fiction, one must show that the work has 
propositional content of a general or philosophical nature, or that it provides experience that 
cannot be gained in any other way. If we can learn from art, we must be able to do so in a 
manner that diverges from the traditional notion of justified true belief, but that still holds 
some sort of legitimate ground.  

What kind of justification is needed to ground these potential knowledge claims that art 
provides? First of all, we must be at least somewhat aware of what the new knowledge consists 
of. Moreover, one’s engagement with the artwork should provide at least some degree of 



justification (e.g., I feel pity for Anna Karenina because she is in an unfortunate set of 
circumstances that she feels she has no control over. I am justified in my emotional response to 
her if I can see that she is in a truly pitiable situation). It is important to distinguish learning 
from art from merely being affected or influenced by it, or even from being challenged by it. 
Accounts of knowledge provided by art should be able to identify clearly what it is about the 
artwork itself, qua artwork, which prompts knowledge. A cognitivist account in particular will 
require first that the content of the work be specifiable (what is it we learn?); second, that the 
demands for justification be respected; and third, that these accounts appeal directly to 
aesthetic experience (Freeland 1997).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



IS this ART:  

 

Is it Art? Look at the image and prepare to defend whether or not it fits into the category of 
art. 
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Suggest a title:  

 

Point of interest: it was originally called Destitute Pea Picker. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The ARTS 
 
Scope:  
 
Arts as distinct in Areas of Knowledge in that the field is wide-open. There may be particular 
cultural contexts or particular themes, but the arts overall encompass the world, people’s 
moralities and beliefs. 
 
Do the arts have unique knowledge goals? 
 
The arts convey a vast array of thoughts and feelings. Many deal with recurring human issues 
that could be explored through knowledge questions. They tend to lead one into the 
metaphysical and the abstract; they tend to deal with human relationships and emotions. 
 
(ii) Ways of knowing: 
 
IB now recognizes eight ways of knowing: 
  sensory perception   emotions 
  language    reason 
  imagination    intuition 
  memory    faith 
 
One can readily apply all of these to the area of arts. 
 
The only one sometimes lost in consideration is: 
 
What accounts for this? 
 
After all, there needs to be a general understanding of human behavior and dynamics in order 
to represent it. 
 
There needs to some organizational structure or start point. 
There needs to be awareness of composition and principles of design. 
 
There needs to be acquisition and application of conventions, style and form, although one may 
not be aware of these ‘needs’: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Competency: 

 
 

Audience: 
 

It is imperative that there be an audience to animate the actions (production) of the ‘artist’:  
 

 
 
 



As an audience, we also require critical appraisal and rational detachment in order to study or 
analyze (deconstruct). Reasoning also helps us recognize motif in works. 
 
Other ways of knowing key to the arts include imagination, language, memory, sense 
perception, emotion. 
 
What we use to evaluate art is similar to what is used to create it. That is the interaction of 
artist and audience; thus, a piece of art (production) can take on another life (intent, message, 
response) for the audience than the artist (originator). 
 
What do we bring to the arts: 
 
 Participation:  creator or audience 
 Evaluation:  outside perspective of one’s own work 
    your perspective in terms of engagement with the other 
 
 Ultimately, the goal for each is informed judgment. 
 
Critical (informed) judgment: 
 
 What is the value in deconstruction? 
 
 What is the role of the critic (aesthetics)? 
 
 We can think that our response is enough in and of itself; however, we are unlikely to 
apply this same reasoning to evaluating the products of other areas of knowledge. 
 
 Thus, in evaluating the production of the arts, it is worthwhile to apply knowledge 
questions concerning: 
 Characteristics – shared  
 Historical and cultural contexts 
 The general and the particular 
 “Progression” within the arts 
 Catalyst, provocateur, propaganda 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The roles of diversity and of subjectivity: 
  
 Diversity: Arts—the word—implies a massive range of output.  
   Subject matter 
   Form 
   Ways of knowing 
   Roles in our lives 
  
 
 Such diversity lends itself to multi-faceted responses to, and while we can group such 
responses by way of culture and individuals, it is important to consider that multiple views do 
not cancel each other; rather they enrich and expand the perspectives of the diverse audience. 
 
 
 Subjectivity: Arts, however, are essentially subjective 
   This is not a lack of structure or free for all approach.  
   Subjectivity is not confined by facts and testable statements;   
   Subjectivity is mining the innate, inherent human experience. 
 

 What Wordsworth called when talking about poetry:  
 “the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: 
  it takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquility” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Common characteristics about art: 
 

1. Intent (the artist has an idea to express) 
2. Quality (it does meet a standard of accepted criteria that we as audience 

may need some guidance by way of trained and expert critics) 
3. Audience (there is someone to receive it; such receipt does offer the 

possibility of multiple interpretations of the object that is art). 
 
  Additionally, 

4. Art is accessible to the senses (we receive it by way of sensory input) 
5. Beyond intent, there is deliberation and aesthetic choice by the artist 

in terms of form and pattern in order to provide (attempt to) impact and 
meaning 

6. In order for the audience to be engaged, communication must occur 
 
 
Methodology of the Arts:  
 
 Somewhat akin to the sciences, consider the approach to arts by way of general to 

particular (deductive) and specific to general (inductive0. 
 
 Also akin to science, art offers the avenue of fresh ideas, experimentation, development 

upon the ideas of others, creativity and problem solving. 
 
 Unlike science a field in which the individual works to contribute to the larger, public 

(quasi anonymous) domain, arts enable the individual’s work to be considered 
individually. 

   
 Therefore, identity can be considered to be more pronounced in the arts.  
  
 Furthermore, comparison is also an element of our engagement with the arts. 
  
 We can generalize and cross fields within the realm of art, and what generalizations 

provide is broad rules and patterns to give us (as audience) a broader understanding of 
the specific work at hand. ie. lyric poems… 

 
 Within literature, for example, writers often explore general themes and societal norms 

by way of specific characters or actions.  
 
 Osiris-Jesus-Bilbo-Luke Skywalker-Simba-Harry Potter-??? 
  
 Such archetypes and motifs can represent the general and one can wonder why the 

bother; however, there IS value in literature; expanse into worlds we cannot traverse 
otherwise; escape into the imaginative; affirmation that what we feel we do not feel 
alone. 

 
 As well, there is the role and influence of the past (standards, traditions) that bear 



influence upon the present (innovative, new). The latter cannot exist without the 
former. It is present in mimesis; it is influential in opposition. 

 

Unlike science, progress is not a measure/standard for the arts. There is no desire for 
‘improvement’, no set goal to say something has been achieved, 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Universal standards of Art: 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Compare Turner’s The Lake with Bomberg’s Mud Bath 

 



 

 
What words do you use to describe each? 

Of the following, which appeals more? Which appeals more to more? 



 

 

 

 

http://www.abstract-art-blog.net/2009/04/horizontal-abstract-art-last-canvas-completed.html 

 

  

http://www.paul-brown.com/GALLERY/GALL90/DIAGONAL.HTM 

 

 

http://www.paul-brown.com/GALLERY/GALL90/DIAGONAL.HTM


Komar and Melamid MOST WANTED  

http://awp.diaart.org/km/ 

 

What is alike, what differs and how does culture play a role? 

 

What is our criteria: 

  

 

Tracey Emin: http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture/2008/aug/05/edinburghfestival.art 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1vhFnTjia_I 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://awp.diaart.org/km/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture/2008/aug/05/edinburghfestival.art
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1vhFnTjia_I


Arts and propaganda: 

 Be aware that art can be used to present a specific perspective and art can be used as 
instrument of propaganda 

 

 

 

 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20130703-can-propaganda-be-great-art 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cG8ZQkeZvzc 

 

http://www.brainpickings.org/index.php/2012/11/30/susan-sontag-on-art/ 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20130703-can-propaganda-be-great-art
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cG8ZQkeZvzc


So, how do we approach the arts? 
 
 Role:  
 1. creator 
 2. critic 
 3. product 
 4. audience 
  
 Consideration: 
 1. goal (intent) 
 2. standards 
 3. impact 
 4. subject matter  
 
1. Artist as emphasis: 
  
 1. We examine the life, background of the artist in terms of influence 
 2. We see to know the intent of the artist in the piece or production 
 3. We examine the creative process as it relates to this artist 
 4. We study the product(ion) to see the artist’s views on particular themes to topics 
 
 Thus, the intent of the artist is imperative to this critical perspective. 
 And, if the artist had no intent, then critics will say the piece is not art. 
 
 Also, if creative pieces were made with a practical or social purpose (the hand carved 

trunk, for example) then critics will say these pieces are not art. There was no aesthetic 
intent in their making. 

 
  
2. Product(ion) as emphasis: 
 
 1. We consider the design and composition of the piece/production. 
 2. We evaluate skill in the design and production. 
 3. We accept that the various fields of the arts have criteria and an expectation of being 

applied (followed) or broken for a specific purpose. 
 4. We apply generally accepted rules concerning principles of design as a form of 

‘measurement’ or comparison  
 
 
 Thus, quality of the work is assessed. 
 We look to experts to assist us in our assessment. 
 Some experts feel for production to be good, there must be beauty involved (aesthetics). 
 However, ‘ugliness’ can be ‘overrided’ as it were if standards of beauty apply to form 

and composition. 
 
 Also, there appears to be universal standards of what appeals to us, ie. The golden 

mean: 



 

 
 
3. Audience as emphasis: 
 
 1. Art is considered in its impact upon the audience.  
 2. Art can therefore be considered didactic (meant to teach). 
 3. Art can be considered to serve as catalyst or catharsis (to spur emotions, to purge 

emotions) to evoke some visceral response in the audience. 
 
 Thus, there must be some stirring upon the receiver (my connotative sense of 

animation). 
 
 Thus, some pieces will live on long after their makers; others will not, and for some 

critics, the longevity of the art is its greater value in terms of defining a piece as art. 
 
 Art is intended t inspire, educate, provoke, expose social issues, satirize, compel action 

and change. 
 
 
4. Society/natural world as emphasis: 
 
 1. Art is considered in how well it represents society or the world. 
 2. Art is considered in how well it depicts the past or sheds light on past cultural 

practices and traditions. 
 3. Art is considered in terms of historical illumination or as artifact. 



 Thus, with this critical perspective, art is considered in terms of how well it reflects 
particular societies, mores, ethos, and/or the natural world. 

 
 Thus, art can take us into the worlds/experiences of others in a way we could not 

otherwise explore. 
 
 It can lean to particular stances: feminist, post-modernist, Marxist, post-colonial, etc. 
  
 It can depict the individual at odds with/in alignment with a specific society or trend, 

showcasing what art ‘should or should not’ do. 
 
 
Open or Closed? 
 
 There can be overlap in terms of these four critical perspectives. 
 
 Further, one can accept something as art and still not like it. 
 
 We cannot help but carry some subjectivity, some bias with us. It is part of our ways of 

knowing and arts are not isolated from the whole person appraising what is before him. 
  
 Background knowledge comes from prior experience with similar works and cannot be 

dismissed (similar to perception; every present action is compared to…perhaps 
unconsciously…to actions of the past).  

 
 Expertise within background application is what creates familiarity with accepted 

standards and leads to an informed response.  
 
 Thus, we can disagree as to how we feel about art, but agree as to how standards 

are/not met. 
 
 Expertise leads to discernment (the knowing view) and taste comes from exposure and 

past experiences and both can be considered subjective and not in a negative manner. 
 
 Thus, debate and dissent can be encouraged, provided they are informed in nature and 

expressed clearly (go back to rationalism and why ad hominem is a weak form.  
 
ALL OF WHICH LEADS US TO CONSIDER 
 
The ‘value’ of the arts: 
 
 Subjective understanding:  
  experience an endless array of points of view and ideas 
 
 Human comprehension: 
  observe behavior and societies both from within and beyond our own 

experiences 



 
 Challenge to paradigms: 
  Provoke thinking differently, expanding our stance 
 
 Meaning making: 
  See meaning and pattern in the unpredictability of life 
 
 Beauty: 
  Resonance within, emotional release, reflection and engagement  
   
 

 

Final notes on Art  

Aesthetics is the philosophical study of beauty and the arts. 

Art engenders all/some of the following – 

 truly, I consider these open to discussion and interpretation: 

   Communication 

   Mimesis (copy nature, reality) 

   Entertainment 

   Education (moral, ethical) 

   Emotional (influence behavior) 

   Provocation (shape attitudes, question assumptions) 

   Imaginatively project us into literature 

(We can experience worlds and through this experience, emotions which 
otherwise we remain untaught)* 

   Skill 

 Quality of the product: 

 Art is not art merely by the intentions of the creator without regard to quality.  

Within the definition of quality, intrinsic nature must be examined: 

     Is art worthy because of skill ? 

    Is skill measurable? 

    Is skill definable? 

  

For, some training and/or talent MUST be engaged in the act of production; therefore we 
must consider: 

 

   Content - the depiction 

   Form - the means by which the depiction is rendered 



  

Art is paradoxical: 

 1. There MUST be standards - some judgment IS better than others 

 2. BUT beauty is by its nature subjective - there is no accounting for taste 

 

So, consider Immanuel Kant who recognized the paradox: the self projects subjective opinion; 
the self needs to regard the object of art in an objective stance - We may dislike the 
Red Trench but we need to move beyond our individual tastes and preferences and 
appreciate art from a universal standpoint. 

 
All art is quite useless; however, its purpose includes: imitation (mimesis); education; 

communication 

 

Knowledge Framework: 
 
 Scope:  
   the purpose of the arts 
   subject matter 
   intent 
   range (what is in/what is omitted) 
 
 Language:  

naming, defining and application of certain concepts 
   limits and expanse based on these connotations 
 
 Methodology: 
   arts within the ways of knowing 
   diverse approach versus common ground 
   centre tenets and principles of design 
 
 Historical development:  
    the past affects the present 
    changes in innovation and technology 
 
 Personal knowledge:  

what do I as artist or critic or audience gain from the art 
    what paradigms expand and/or are challenged 

 

 

Quotes about art: 

 

We must never forget that art is not a form of propaganda; it is a form of truth. JFK 



 
All religions, arts and sciences are branches of the same tree. All these aspirations are directed toward 

ennobling man's life, lifting it from the sphere of mere physical existence and leading the 
individual towards freedom. Einstein 

 
I am enough of an artist to draw freely upon my imagination. Imagination is more important than 

knowledge. Knowledge is limited. Imagination encircles the world. Einstein 

 
All art requires courage. Anne Tucker 

 
Love of beauty is Taste. The creation of beauty is Art. Ralph Waldo Emerson 
 
Truth maybe stranger than fiction, but fiction is truer.  Frederic Raphael  
 

If you ask me what I came to do in this world, I, an artist, will answer you: 
 I am here to live out loud. Emile Zola  
 

There is no truer truth obtainable by Man than comes of music. Robert Browning 
 
It is only by introducing the young to great literature, drama and music, and to the excitement of great 

science that we open to them the possibilities that lie within the human spirit  
-- enable them to see visions and dream dreams. Eric Anderson 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Finally, questions to ponder when you cannot sleep: 

If art is an embodiment of skill, is forgery an art? 

 

Is everything art? 

 

Can everything be regarded from an aesthetic point of view? 

 



Is a digital photo a form of artistic expression? 

 

Is photography an art? 

 

 

 

 

http://duckrabbit.info/blog/2013/06/the-best-photographic-sequences-had-no-story-and-hav
e-no-significance/ 

 

 


