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INTRODUCTION: An Intellectual Journey 

 

From literature and the arts to philosophy 

My academic background was in humanities and the arts and, prior to an interest and 

career in philosophy, I trained as a teacher of art and English (language and literature) 

and worked for several years in various northern English primary and secondary 

schools. However, during my years of employment as a teacher, I discovered – in the 

course of reading much English as well as translated classical and European literature 

– that my interests were rather more, as it were, philosophical than literary. Indeed, 

much drawn to the drama and fiction of such writers as Ibsen, Dostoevsky, Kafka, 

Thomas Mann and Herman Hesse, it was but a short further step to the more 

philosophical literary productions of Sartre and Camus – and, from there, to the 

explicit ‘existentialist’ works of Sartre, Kierkegaard, Marcel, Buber, Jaspers, Maritain 

and Berdyaev (many of whom were also religious philosophers or theologians).  

Something of the same interest in ideas probably also coloured and guided my tastes 

in painting, sculpture (in which I was also academically interested and practically 

involved)) and music: again, I was (and remain) much more drawn to the narrative, 

expressive and thematic painting of pre-Raphaelites, surrealists or expressionists – or 

to the sculpture of Rodin and Henry Moore – than to the more abstract, aesthetic or 

formalist art of Mondrian, Nicholson or Hepworth. This was or is by no means an 

exclusive preference, since I have continued to appreciate and enjoy all types of 

literature, art and music: but I was from early on persuaded that literature and arts 

could be important vehicles for the expression of ideas – as well as emotions – that 

may be difficult, if not impossible, to communicate in other ways.  

 

After several years of school teaching, however, I applied as a mature student for a 

course of full-time university undergraduate studies in philosophy and was fortunate 

to be accepted by the philosophy department of the University of Leeds. There can be 

no doubt that Leeds was one of the leading British provincial departments of 

philosophy of the day, including several philosophers of international reputation on its 

staff. Roger White, Peter Long and Timothy Potts had established reputations in the 

field of philosophical logic, Hugo Meynell had published widely appreciated work in 

the philosophy of religion, and U.T. Place’s papers on brain-mind identity were 

almost obligatory reprints in contemporary collections of work in the philosophy of 
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mind. Of the two full professors in the department, Roy Holland was a pupil of 

Wittgenstein’s own distinguished disciple Rush Rhees and Peter Geach was himself a 

leading pupil of Wittgenstein as well as the distinguished spouse of the no less 

formidable Elizabeth Anscombe – another key student of Wittgenstein and Professor 

of Philosophy at the University of Cambridge. William and Martha Kneale, formerly 

of Oxford (where William Kneale was White’s Professor of Moral Philosophy) and 

the authors of a pioneering history of logical enquiry – The Development of Logic – 

had recently retired to the Yorkshire Dales just to the north of Leeds and were 

frequent visitors to the department. 

 

Still, for anyone seeking exposure to existentialism, phenomenology, structuralism or 

other mainland continental approaches to philosophy, Leeds was the last place to 

look. The name of the philosophical game in Leeds was linguistic analysis with a 

particular emphasis on more formal analytical techniques and approaches. Under the 

leadership of Geach and Holland, the influence of Wittgenstein was pervasive, but 

there was much stress on the continuity of the Philosophical Investigations with the 

Tractatus – and, in turn, on the debt of the Tractatus to the logical investigations of 

Gottlob Frege and Bertrand Russell. As Roman Catholics, Geach and Anscombe also 

acknowledged a line of philosophical descent from Aquinas, and through him 

Aristotle – whose role as a pioneer of formal methods was much emphasised. In short, 

while the Leeds department provided a wide ranging programme of philosophical 

enquiry, no less hospitable to metaphysics, aesthetics and theology than to the staples 

of epistemology, ethics and philosophy of mind, proper grounding in the techniques 

of modern formal analysis was regarded as a sine qua non of progress in any and all 

fields of philosophical enquiry. The flourishing undergraduate led philosophy society 

(of which I was for a time secretary and conference organiser) held regular well-

attended meetings which featured such first class analytical philosophers as Bernard 

Williams, Richard Hare, Gilbert Ryle, A.J. Ayer, Peter Strawson, J.J.C. Smart D. Z. 

Phillips and Isaiah Berlin. One of the most memorable Leeds conferences – on the 

logic of Intentionality (1974) – featured a stellar line-up of Peter Geach, W. V. O. 

Quine, Donald Davidson, Jaako Hintikka and Dagfinn Føllesdahl.  

 

Looking back, there can be no doubt that my Leeds years were nothing less than a 

personal ‘Damascus’ experience: that, in short, they completely changed me as a 
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person and utterly transformed my view of what was from now on worth doing. The 

philosophy that had now become a defining feature of my new identity was a very 

different beast from the ill-defined intellectual passion that had drawn me to the Leeds 

course only three years previously. In the space of a few years, I had moved from a 

conception of philosophy as a search for grand but vague answers to large but often 

ill-formed questions to the recognition that there were rigorous and systematic 

methods by which philosophical claims and arguments could be clarified, analysed 

and/or tested for their sense, coherence or cogency.  

 

The turn to philosophy of education 

Despite offers of PhD funding from two different sources, I aspired to put my recently 

acquired philosophical training to some practical professional use and to this end 

applied for a one-year Masters degree in Philosophy of Education at the London 

Institute of Education – a key programme for the wider dissemination of the new 

British brand of analytical philosophy of education recently pioneered by R.S. Peters. 

In the event, my year of MA studies in Philosophy of Education was valuable and 

exhilarating – no less for the wider intellectual and cultural opportunities on offer in 

London than for the courses provided by Peters and his colleagues at the London 

Institute. On the Institute programme itself I followed courses in epistemology and 

metaphysics with Joan Cooper, philosophy of language with David Cooper (later 

Professor of Philosophy at Durham) and, not least, by R.S. Peters himself on 

philosophy of education – though access to the teaching of such other luminaries as 

R.F. Dearden, R.K. Elliott and John and Pat White was always available through their 

PGCE lectures. But London also afforded – not least through the superb 

intercollegiate programmes of philosophical and other lectures – direct access to the 

teaching of Peter Winch, David Hamlyn, David Wiggins, Richard Wollheim, Hide 

Ishiguro (among others) as well as to the lectures of such visiting academics as 

Elizabeth Anscombe, Saul Kripke and Bernard Williams. 

 

Following completion of my London masters course, I sought employment in the 

teacher education sector of British higher education. Indeed, following the pioneering 

work of such educational philosophers and theorists as Richard Peters and Paul Hirst, 

British university departments and colleges of education were seeking to develop a 

more thoroughly professional approach to teacher education and training grounded in 
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an enhanced appreciation of the significance of educational theory for effective 

teaching. A key aim of this new view of teacher professionalism was to raise teaching 

to the status of an all-graduate profession through the development of rigorous 

discipline-based programmes of professional education in British teacher training 

colleges. The basic idea was that teachers could hardly be fit for purpose without 

some formal understanding of such professionally relevant disciplines as history, 

psychology and sociology of education. Moreover, educational philosophers such as 

Richard Peters and Paul Hirst gave philosophy a central role in the professional 

training of teachers: first on the grounds that a grasp of ethics and epistemology was 

needed to appreciate the purposes of education, the school curriculum and the wider 

moral and social development of young people; secondly, because skills of 

philosophical analysis should help teachers to detect logical errors and fallacies in 

much official educational policy and other documentation. In large agreement with 

this general view of the value of philosophy for professional education – and having 

substantial experience as a former primary and secondary school teacher, I accepted a 

post as education lecturer in an Edinburgh teachers’ college in the throes of 

developing its first undergraduate Bachelor of Education programme. 

 

In order to trace my rediscovery of the educational importance of the arts that is the 

main concern of the present work, it is important to appreciate that my new 

professional context encouraged exploration of issues concerning the teaching and 

learning of practical pursuits and skills that connected fairly directly with the kinds of 

philosophical questions about mind and action in which I had been interested at 

Leeds. There, I had been precisely drawn to the attempts of such philosophers and 

logicians as Elizabeth Anscombe, Peter Geach, G.H. von Wright, Anthony Kenny and 

A.I. Melden to explain human agency in terms of a distinctive teleological (basically 

Aristotelian) conception of practical reason or deliberation. In particular, Von Wright 

had argued that the idea of practical reason rather than causal law might assume the 

key explanatory role in the social sciences. While much of this work was clearly of a 

daunting philosophical complexity, it nevertheless seemed to promise some 

systematic understanding of the learning and teaching of the practical knowledge, 

capacities and skills with which my teaching students were primarily concerned (in a 

field of pedagogical theory, moreover, in which crude causal analyses of skill by and 

large predominated). In short, my first published academic work of relevance to the 
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questions on which the present collection of essays is focused, sought to apply what 

was at the time state of the art philosophical action theory to understanding certain 

educational issues and questions about knowledge in practice and practical learning.  

 

Research and publications 

(i) Practical knowledge and knowledge in practice 

I approached these questions from different (albeit related) directions. First, I aimed to 

criticize a dominant academic tradition of curriculum theorising for its failure to 

appreciate (probably, as Ryle and others had argued, on Cartesian grounds) the 

distinctive character and complexity of practical reason. Secondly, however, I sought 

to develop an account of practical knowledge in which the pedagogical role of such 

reflective and inferential capacities would be more apparent. While my first ever 

published paper  (1978a) made a start on the second of these tasks, drawing on 

contemporary work on practical inference to provide an analysis of knowing how in 

terms of practical reason, my second published paper of the same year (1978b) 

addressed the first concern by re-examining and re-affirming the educational value 

and status of practical activities and skills in the contemporary school curriculum. 

However, it soon became clear that the task of understanding and explaining practical 

knowledge raised many technical philosophical problems that could not be confined 

to journals of education and teaching. Thus, a third publication (1979), addressing 

some of these more technical questions about the logic and epistemology of practical 

knowledge and ability, appeared in the following year. This was the first of a series of 

publications in the broad field of action theory with particular regard to notions of 

practical knowledge, ability and skill: these included a further paper on practical 

knowledge (1981a), two essays on practical inference (1980a, 1981c), two pieces on 

the intentionality of agency (1980b, 1984b), a paper on the logic and epistemology of 

skill acquisition (1981b) and an essay on logical analogies and disanalogies between 

theoretical and practical discourses and argumentation (1982).  

 

At the more professional educational end of things, however, I published further 

papers in journals of philosophy and theory of education devoted to the educational or 

pedagogical application of the more formal philosophical work. Indeed, this stage of 

my academic and professional career clearly marks the start of a return to my earlier 

philosophical interest in the arts. For, having acquired some interest in the educational 
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significance and value of dance, I also published (fairly pioneering) articles on the 

meaning and teaching of dance (1984a, 1987b, 1997). In general, however, these and 

other attempts to understand the educational character and value of practical 

knowledge in terms of action theory could be regarded as (roughly) the initial phase 

of my academic work in philosophy and philosophy of education and as the first of 

three or four presently relevant themes or phases of my work.  

 

(ii) Ethics and moral education 

The second of these phases of my academic work in philosophy and education began 

in the early eighties and has continued more or less to the present day. One of the core 

teacher education courses that I early on developed was an elective on ethics and 

moral education in which I had devoted much space to neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics. 

This was hardly surprising given that the action theorists on whose work I had also 

drawn – such as Elizabeth Anscombe, Peter Geach, and G.H. von Wright – were also 

key figures in the development of modern virtue ethics. At the more philosophical end 

of things, my published work on ethics – mostly but not entirely focused on virtue 

ethics – began with a paper distinguishing between two kinds of virtue (1984/5) that I 

delivered to a 1984 London meeting of the Aristotelian Society. I published further 

ethical papers in the eighties on the virtue of chastity (1986; see also 2007b), Freud’s 

sexual ethics (1987a) and the cardinal virtues (1988) and have continued to publish on 

topics of moral philosophy and the nature of virtues down to the present, with fairly 

recent publications on problems of so-called emotional intelligence (2002) virtuous 

character and choice (2003b) virtue and moral ambivalence (2009) and moral 

dysfunction (2010c). However, the first of many publications on the theme of moral 

education as such (1983) identified three broad approaches to moral education -- 

focused respectively on pro-social conditioning, cognitive development and character 

-- and was basically concerned to demonstrate the benefits of a virtue ethical approach 

to moral education over its deontological and other rivals. This virtue ethical approach 

to moral education has continued to be the core concern of my work – not least in the 

more recent papers on the moral educational significance of the arts, which are of 

main present interest. It was also the main focus of my first book (1991), and of a 

critically well-received collection of distinguished invited essays on virtue ethics and 

moral education that I co-edited with Jan Steutel (1999). 
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(iii) Professionalism and teaching 

However, a third major area of my work – which also connects with the essays in this 

volume – has turned on questions of the character of teaching, its occupational and 

professional status and the grounds of professional ethics in teaching and other 

occupations. My interest in the professional nature and status of teaching was 

prompted by concerns over the emergence of some rather reductive (behaviourist) 

models of professional teaching and other expertise – focused on teaching styles and 

competencies – that seemed to gain political and professional ascendancy in the late 

eighties and early nineties. In this connection, I published several critiques of such 

models, several articles resisting ‘applied science’ interpretations of the relationship 

of educational theory to practice in favour of a non-technicist conception of this 

relationship, and several papers on the grounds of professional ethics in teaching and 

other occupations. I also attempted to draw all these ideas together into a coherent 

whole in my second book on professionalism and the ethics of teaching (2000). Much 

of this work was specifically directed towards developing a distinctive virtue ethical 

conception of professional teacher expertise. A recent paper on the role of character in 

teaching (2007a), relates well to the essays in this collection, since it argues that the 

kind of character that teachers need in order to be effective professionals requires a 

broad liberal education (in something like R.S. Peters’ sense) – including substantial 

cultural acquaintance with literature and arts. 

 

(iv) Education, moral virtue and the arts  

It should now be clear that the fourth and most presently relevant phase of my 

philosophical and educational work – precisely devoted to the ethical and moral 

educational significance of the arts – cannot be disconnected from my earlier work on 

action theory and practical reason, on ethics and moral education and on educational 

professionalism. In short, putting the different pieces of the jigsaw together, I have 

already indicated key respects in which my early efforts on action theory, practical 

knowledge and skill (including work specifically on understanding dance skills) were 

closely connected to – went more or less hand in hand with – my work on ethics and 

moral education. The same philosophers (Elizabeth Anscombe, Peter Geach, G. H. 

von Wright, Anthony Kenny and A.I. Melden) interested in Aristotelian practical 

reason as crucial to explaining the teleological character of human agency were also 

concerned with its ethical role as the guiding light of moral virtue and virtuous 
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formation. However, in the course of claiming the advantages of a virtue ethical 

conception of moral wisdom over its various deontological rivals, I emphasised that 

far from representing an autonomous mode of reflection, such wisdom is (as Aristotle 

evidently thought in his Poetics) often effectively nurtured by epistemically 

significant artistic and other narratives as well as other kinds of knowledge. But, by 

the same token, I argued in my work on the moral character of professional teacher 

reflection that if something akin to Aristotle’s moral wisdom lies at the heart of such 

reflection, then the acquisition of such wisdom cannot just be a matter of the 

development of context-free technical skills or competencies and may be much 

assisted by the broader cultural and literary initiation of teachers. In short, the 

professional wisdom of teachers may stand to benefit as much (if not more) from 

reading Charles Dickens and D.H. Lawrence as from books on educational 

psychology. Taking the cultivation of virtuous character to be central to any and all 

true moral development, then, there would appear to be a good case for the 

educational rehabilitation of the arts, which certainly seem to have suffered some 

educational neglect and/or curricular marginalization in recent days.  

 

The chapters of this work and their sources 

At all events, it would appear that the wheel of my intellectual interests has now come 

– in the course of four decades – full circle. Having been led into the mazes of 

philosophy through my early interests in literature and other arts, my schooling in 

analytical philosophy has eventually led me back to exploration of the potential of 

various arts for cultivation of the wisdom of Aristotelian moral virtue. Indeed, since I 

would now consider this latest direction of my work to have stimulated some of my 

all-time best and most personally satisfying achievements, I have had no hesitation 

selecting essays from this body of work for the present collection. In the event, the six 

articles I have finally selected are not only pieces that I regard as some of my most 

satisfying personal achievements, but also essays that I believe hang together in a very 

coherent way – though the order in which they appear here is not the order in which 

they were originally published.   

 

The first substantial essay or chapter of this work, which I was originally invited to 

read at an educational conference in Madrid in 2004, was subsequently published in 

the Journal of Moral Education (2005). It is basically concerned to explore a complex 
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web of conceptual relations between education, personal and emotional development 

and the place of the arts in such development. If education, as conceived in the liberal 

educational tradition, is regarded as more than just a matter of vocational (or other) 

training, then it might precisely be held to involve affective and emotional aspects of 

personal formation: in short, it may be conceived as helping us to become certain 

kinds of persons rather than socially useful units of production.  If that is so, then we 

might well ask what parts or dimensions of the school curriculum are most conducive 

to such development and note a fairly time-honoured association of literature and the 

arts with the education of emotions and feelings. In fact, Aristotle in the Poetics 

explicitly regards exposure to the arts as conducive to the cultivation or refinement of 

emotions, and also sees this as crucial to the development of the practical wisdom 

(phronesis) of moral virtue that he takes in turn to be the fundamental aim or goal of a 

liberal education. In order to make this case for the education of emotion, however, a 

certain modern view of the non-cognitive nature of emotion needs to be resisted and 

to this end the present essay defends a particular Aristotelian virtue ethical conception 

of the ‘intentionality’ of emotion. However, in upholding the view that literature and 

arts play a key role in educating the emotions, the essay also defends (against more 

cultural relativist views) a ‘universalist’ Aristotelian conception of the emotional 

value of poetry. This defence of the value of poetry also draws on the insights of such 

‘romantic’ poets as Wordsworth as well as upon philosopher James Young’s more 

recent idea of the of arts as forms of ‘illustrative representation’ (see Young 2001). 

 

The next essay or chapter of this work was first read at an annual Oxford conference 

of the Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain and subsequently published in 

the Journal of Aesthetic Education (2010b).  The paper is continuous with and builds 

on the first essay by re-affirming and reinforcing the cognitive status and epistemic 

value of many (if not all) artworks and of emotions as ‘intentionally’ conceived. In 

this regard, the essay takes the side of Aristotle against Plato in rejecting the latter’s 

dismissal of artistic production as epistemically worthless rhetoric. This chapter again 

supports Aristotle’s view that in so far as arts may help to educate emotion, they are 

conducive to development of the practical wisdom of moral virtue that constitutes the 

main aim of liberal educational initiation into knowledge. In support of this idea, the 

chapter also rejects a mistaken interpretation of ‘romanticism’ that sees arts as 

concerned with feeling rather than reason, as well as a formalist account of art as 
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concerned only with ‘aesthetic’ effects. While arts are often concerned with feeling 

and aesthetic effects, they are not exclusively so. That said, this chapter is also 

concerned to take seriously Plato’s reservations about much narrative art as 

potentially corruptive of moral sensibility. Plato thought that some kinds of music, for 

example, were inimical to the formation of good (virtuous) character, but it has often 

been more widely feared that much literature exploring socially or otherwise 

disapproved themes (one need only think here of the works of D.H. Lawrence, James 

Joyce or Henry Miller) may corrupt the morals of those exposed to it.  Rejecting 

Platonic censorship, the chapter takes the view that since it is part of the role of art to 

explore the limits of human experience – even if this means challenging conventional 

moral convictions – this is something with which education has to come to terms as 

judiciously as possible.  

 

The third chapter included here on Aristotelian virtue and character in the Arthurian 

and Grail narratives of Malory, Tennyson and others was originally written as a 

presentation to a US Air-Force Academy conference in Colorado Springs to which I 

was invited to contribute a paper on virtuous character in military training: it was 

subsequently published in the Journal of Beliefs and Values (2003a). Family legend 

has it that the inspiration for this paper came from my (then) young daughter to whom 

I was at the time reading a simplified version of Sir Arthur Malory’s Morte D’Arthur 

– in the course of which she asked me why Lancelot, depicted as the greatest, most 

heroic and chivalrous of the knights of Arthur’s round table, fell short of achieving 

vision of the holy grail. On the face of it, the third chapter of the present work can be 

read as an attempt to answer this question drawing on Aristotle’s insightful virtue 

ethical taxonomy of types of moral, immoral and amoral character in the 

Nicomachean Ethics. More generally, however, the chapter may be taken as a case 

study of the potential of works of literary narrative – in this case the perennially 

popular (especially among the young) Arthurian and Grail narratives – to provide 

deep insight into the psychology of moral character. With the help of moral 

philosophy – in this case the (Aristotelian) virtue ethical distinctions between virtue, 

continence, incontinence and wantonness (as well as various other distinctions 

between these) – the chapter seeks to support the time-honoured view that myths, 

legends and other stories are not just forms of juvenile entertainment, but may provide 
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and have ever provided rich sources of moral wisdom about human character and 

agency for the edification of young and old alike.  

 

Of course, access to significant moral narratives has been afforded from past to 

present by other than literary sources: painting and sculpture have often dealt with 

narrative themes – and, in more recent times, the modern technologies of 

photography, cinema and television have been increasingly common and popular 

vehicles for the depiction of every conceivable aspect of human life, character and 

agency. Indeed, it may well be that the young of recent (especially post-WWII) 

generations – at least in more liberal and affluent western countries – have been more 

given to the consumption of television, cinema and (now) computer imagery than to 

the written word. Cinema is also by now a fairly well established and culturally 

celebrated art form with a significant corpus of works of recognised artistic merit if 

not of genius, and some acquaintance with the best of past and contemporary cinema 

might nowadays be expected of anyone claiming a significant level of education or 

culture. In this light, the fourth substantial chapter of this work – first published in the 

Journal of Moral Education (2006b) – sets out to explore the moral educational 

potential and prospects of cinema, again from the perspective of virtue ethics. The 

chapter argues that while there is of course (as in the case of literature) much morally 

shallow and worthless cinema, and while the exploration of the finer nuances and 

complexities of human character, motivation and agency has too often lately been 

sacrificed on the sensationalist altar of special effects technology, cinema is clearly 

capable of quite distinctive artistic expression of significant moral themes. In the 

course of making this point, moreover, the chapter gives special attention to two fairly 

recent cinematic works: The Fisher King and O Brother. That said, the paper argues 

that much of the artistic and moral power of these two movies depends on their 

development of older literary themes and narratives and that – given that this is the 

case of so much great cinema – film can hardly be considered an artistic substitute or 

replacement for wider cultural reading and literature. 

 

The fifth substantial chapter of this work on the relationship of ethical/moral to 

aesthetic considerations in environmental appreciation and education was first 

presented as a talk to a group of outdoor and environmental educators in the 

University of Edinburgh prior to subsequent publication in the Journal of Philosophy 
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of Education (2004b). It would appear, in light of growing threats to the natural 

environment – such as pollution, global warming, depletion of resources and so on – 

that systematic promotion of greater public appreciation and awareness of such 

problems is a matter of pressing educational concern. There has certainly been much 

recent attention to environmental ethics from moral philosophers. However, one 

evident difficulty with much contemporary environmental ethics is that it has been 

mostly a matter of attempts to apply modern ethical theories – such as (Kantian and 

other) deontology and utilitarianism – to environmental concerns and that such 

theories tend to be rather anthropocentric. It is difficult on deontological perspectives 

to make sense of duties to natural environment, since duties are correlative to rights 

and it is hard to make sense of environmental rights; and utilitarian views are 

inherently focused on human (instrumental) interests. Virtue ethics may seem more 

promising in this respect, to the extent that it focuses on the intrinsic value of 

character development. But although outdoor education has often focused on such 

development, it is not obvious that such emphasis significantly departs from 

anthropocentric and instrumental concerns to appreciation of the intrinsic value of 

natural environment. Despite this, this chapter suggests that the cultivation of certain 

aesthetic sensibilities to the intrinsic value of natural beauty is significant for virtuous 

character, and that arts education – the focus here is on poetry and sculpture – may 

greatly assist such cultivation. 

 

However, one humanly significant art form that might seem difficult to square with 

the education of virtue is that of music. While it may be easier to see how novels, 

dramas or graphic arts (especially those that focus on the depiction or study of 

character) may inform the practical wisdom of moral virtue, it may be less easy to see 

how music – especially music that is not thematic or ‘about’ anything in particular – 

might assist such reflection. Certainly music has commonly been held to be 

emotionally ‘moving’, but this is of little significance to much modern ethics for 

which morality is a matter of reason rather than emotion. Once again, this is less 

problematic for virtue ethics that has invariably regarded emotional development as 

crucial to the development of virtues and emotions themselves as having an educable 

‘cognitive’ or ‘rational’ component. But this still leaves rather unclear the role that 

‘music alone’ – without explicit thematic or ‘intentional’ content – might play in such 

development of virtuous emotion. Interestingly, however, both Plato and Aristotle 
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were agreed that music is of the highest significance for the proper education of virtue 

– though they were, no less interestingly, divided on the question of the precise nature 

of such virtue-promoting music. At all events, the last substantial chapter of this work, 

first published in the Philosophy of Music Education Review (2006a) is one of several 

papers that I have recently published on music, virtue and emotion (2004a, 2008, 

2010a), all concerned to uphold the significance of music for development of morally 

virtuous character.  

 

Conclusion 

The six papers included in this work were carefully selected on the grounds that 

although they are all reasonably free-standing and self-contained pieces – each of 

which may be read independently of the others – they can yet, taken together, be seen 

to tell a much larger story about relations between virtue, the arts and education 

towards which the present author has been working for at least a decade, if not (as this 

introduction has tried to show) for much of his working life. While there is little if 

anything in the way of significant overlap or repetition between these essays, they 

also aspire to what the author would regard as a generally consistent and coherent 

view – that may also be considered to present, as far as it goes, the author’s largely 

settled perspective on these issues. To be sure, that is not at all to say – as the 

concluding section of this work will affirm – that there is nothing more to be said on 

these philosophically vexed issues: far from it, there is clearly much to say on many 

of these questions. It is only to say that, as far as I am concerned, any such useful 

work would have to proceed by way of further elaboration of the issues on the broadly 

virtue-ethical lines explored in these chapters. For the present author, contemporary 

neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics (bearing in mind that not all contemporary virtue ethics 

is Aristotelian) offers a far better prospect of addressing these educationally important 

questions about the development of virtuous character and the place of the arts in such 

development than any of its contemporary ethical rivals. It is upon this case that the 

present essays rest and on which any further work would in the present view have to 

build. 
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CHAPTER 1: On the Contribution of Literature and the Arts to the Educational 

Cultivation of Moral Virtue, Feeling and Emotion  

 

 

Abstract 

This chapter sets out to explore connections between a number of plausible claims 

concerning education in general and moral education in particular: (i) that education is 

a matter of broad cultural initiation rather than narrow academic or vocational 

training; (ii) that any education so conceived would have a key concern with the 

moral dimensions of personal formation; (iii) that emotional growth is an important 

part of such moral formation; and (iv) that literature and other arts have an important 

part to play in such emotional education. it is argued here that what is needed for a 

clear view of the moral educational relevance of literature and the arts is a conception 

of moral education that does justice to the interplay between the cognitive and the 

affective in moral life, and that a non-relativist Aristotelian ethics of virtue holds out 

the best prospect for such a moral education of reason and feeling.  

 

Education, intrinsic worth, morality and the arts 

Notwithstanding the utilitarian and instrumental trends that have lately overtaken 

much worldwide state education and schooling – as exemplified by emphases on 

schooling as a mechanism of economic growth and/or as a vehicle for vocational 

training – the case for regarding education as more deeply concerned with broader 

aspects of personal development remains compelling. Indeed, the nineteenth century 

British poet, cultural critic and schools inspector Matthew Arnold – arguably the 

founding father of modern liberal–traditional educational thought – not only defended 

such a personal developmental view of education against the utilitarianism of his own 

day, but regarded such development as a matter of broad initiation into the flower of 

human culture, or ‘the best that has been thought and said’ (Gribble, 1967, p. 150).  

Hence, whatever hard questions we may need to ask about the educational nature and 

status of his idea of ‘culture’, Arnold’s account is noteworthy for its attempt to forge 

certain key educational connections. First, his conception of education is one of wider 

moral formation rather than narrow vocational or other training. Second, he appears to 

have construed such moral education more in terms of the cultivation of refined 

sensibilities and attachment to civilized values than of routine conformity to extant 
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social norms. To that extent, such education might be expected to have an affective as 

well as a cognitive dimension. Third, Arnold also held that a certain quality of 

personal regard for what is learned is presupposed to the cultivation of such 

sensibilities and attachments. In short, learners need to appreciate what is learned for 

its own intrinsic or inherent worth. But fourth, although learners may indeed come to 

value any form of knowledge, understanding or skill for its own sake (including 

scientific and technical knowledge), such inherently non-instrumental, affective and 

aesthetic components of the curriculum as literature and the arts (as well as such other 

subjects such as history and religion) have an especially privileged part to play in the 

formation of personally and/or morally formative values. 

 

All the same, one might yet have reservations about any such suggested links between 

morality, the affective dimensions of human sensibility and wider literature. For one 

thing, it is far from clear how or in what sense the more affective aspects of human 

attachment or value are implicated in moral formation. For another, it may be hard to 

see why literature and the arts might be expected to have a positive (rather than 

negative) impact on moral development. Indeed, would not some ethical perspective 

have to be actually presupposed to any moral appreciation of art? That said, I shall 

here try to sketch some interconnections between moral understanding, emotion and 

feeling and educational exposure to literature and the arts that I would regard as 

generally supportive of a broadly Arnoldian view of these matters. Moreover, whilst a 

particular virtue ethical conception of the place of emotion and feeling in moral 

character will be central to this account, I shall argue that some such view also seems 

to be upheld by certain claims concerning the implications of literature for the 

education of emotion and feeling evident in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

romantic literature. 

 

Ethics, emotion and moral education 

At all events, it may be appropriate to begin with some general observations on the 

significant neglect of emotion and affect in latter day ethics and moral developmental 

theory. In this respect, it is arguable that the most influential modern philosophical 

and psychological analyses of moral education have drawn mainly on deontological 

(Kantian or other) or consequentialist (utilitarian or other) ethical theories, according 

to which moral growth is primarily a matter of cognitive development, and emotions 
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and/or feelings contribute little if anything of ethical significance to this enterprise. 

Indeed, perhaps the most influential of post-war theories of moral education – 

Lawrence Kohlberg’s (1984) essentially Piagetian cognitive theory of moral 

development – takes such development to be principally if not exclusively concerned 

with the cultivation of emotionally disengaged rational capacities, constitutive of a 

largely Kantian conception of moral autonomy. That said, Kohlbergian and other 

rationalist theories of moral education and development have not wanted for criticism 

on diverse ethical and methodological grounds, and some of the most influential 

objections have taken issue precisely with the exclusively cognitive focus of moral 

developmentalism. One such critical trend, hailing from the direction of so-called 

‘character education’, rightly questions the motivational power of moral reason as this 

is conceived in the cognitive developmental tradition. For despite any Kantian or 

cognitivist understanding of such reason in terms of self-legislative prescription, it 

still seems possible for agents to renege in practice on moral commitments to which 

they would nevertheless profess at least notional assent. From this viewpoint, 

character educators such as Lickona (1992) – whilst not denying the place of reason – 

are inclined to place greater emphasis on more practical or experiential initiation into 

such moral dispositions as self-control, responsibility, truthfulness and so on.  

 

However, another influential modern departure from moral cognitive 

developmentalism locates the heart of moral life even more squarely in the affective 

or emotional dimensions of human association. Originally inspired by the work of 

psychoanalytic feminists, ethics of care is probably best known from Gilligan’s 

critique of Kohlberg’s moral developmental theory (Gilligan, 1982), and through the 

educational developments and applications of the concept of caring of Nel Noddings 

(1983). Still, despite the insights of ethicists of care, the timeliness of their critique of 

any exclusive cognitive emphasis in moral developmental theory, and the importance 

of their attempt to reclaim a place for feeling in our understanding of moral response, 

it is hard to get a very clear theoretical handle on care ethics – not least, perhaps, 

because it seems in itself to be opposed to any very principled definition of moral 

association. On the one hand, any appreciation of the distinction between an ethics of 

principle and an ethics of care along gender lines – grounding male moral response in 

principle and female moral responses in feeling – would seem to be theoretically, 

morally and educationally unsatisfactory. On the other hand, it is no less difficult to 
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see how much in the way of genuine reconciliation or compromise might be sought 

between an ethics of principle and an ethics of care – and, indeed, I have argued 

elsewhere (Carr, 1996) that there can be little serious hope of reconciliation between 

any ethics to which affective responses are central (care ethics), and an ethics 

grounded in affectively disengaged principles (such as Kantian or Kohlbergian 

ethics). In my view, the best hope for some measure of reconciliation between an 

ethics of care and an ethics of principle would seem to lie in the direction of a rather 

more regulated Aristotelian construal of care as a kind of moral virtue. The trouble is, 

of course, that any such manoeuvre is also likely to herald the demise of care ethics as 

a distinctive ethical perspective – and, indeed, Noddings (2000) has explicitly 

distanced herself from this possibility, perhaps partly in prospect of such 

consequence. In default of some accommodation to a more principled approach to 

moral development, however, care ethics must remain rather theoretically anomalous, 

and offer a less than promising basis for any account of moral education or 

professional teacher ethics. 

 

In view of such considerations, I would continue to argue that a virtue ethics in the 

broad tradition of Aristotle holds out the best prospect for an account of moral 

association, character and education that does appropriate justice to the moral 

interplay of principle and affect, or of reason and emotion. Indeed, in this tradition a 

moral virtue just is a particular ordering of the affective springs of human action. In so 

far as appropriate contexts of nurture and training are presupposed to such proper 

ordering of appetite, inclination and passion, virtue ethics has something in common 

with modern character developmental approaches to moral education (which have 

also claimed Aristotelian ancestry); but in locating a distinctive form of practical 

reason at the heart of the cultivation of genuine virtue, I believe that virtue ethics 

provides a rather more theoretically sophisticated view of the complexities of moral 

life than character education. Indeed, insofar as virtue ethical emotions require 

rational ordering, virtue ethics is undoubtedly an ethics of principled reflection, and it 

is so in two related albeit distinguishable respects. The first – rather broader – respect 

in which a virtue ethics involves reference to principle is that which requires any and 

all morally salient dispositions to be ordered as means between unacceptable extremes 

of affective excess and defect. To be sure, insofar as these unacceptable extremes may 

resist determination by the mechanical application of general rules, it is common for 
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virtue ethics to be characterized as an ethics of judgement as opposed to more 

deontically ‘principled’ ethics of duty and utility; but it should all the same be clear 

that virtue ethical reflection is rationally principled in this broader sense. However, it 

should also be clear that virtue ethics is principled in the somewhat narrower sense of 

holding some moral conduct to be specifiable in the form of absolute prescriptions or 

prohibitions. Thus, for example, Aristotle (1925) held such forms of conduct as 

adultery, murder and lying to be always morally wrong, and many latter day virtue 

ethicists (such as Geach, 1977; Hursthouse, 1999) have insisted that commitments to 

absolute prescriptions and/or prohibitions are key structural features of virtue and the 

virtues. This point is sometimes missed because virtue ethicists may also, like 

utilitarians, hold that in cases where moral imperatives conflict, and it is not possible 

to respect the one without denying the other, virtuous agents may have to choose the 

lesser of two evils – perhaps, for example, to lie in order to save lives (see Carr, 

2003). However, unlike utilitarians who are committed to regarding such choices and 

actions as morally vindicated by their beneficial consequences, virtue ethical agents 

would have to regard them as always and inherently wrong. 

 

The logical character of feeling and emotion 

At all events, a virtue ethical account of moral life and education takes the 

development of affect or emotion to be morally significant in respects that have 

serious implications for moral education. From this viewpoint, something needs to be 

said, albeit briefly, about conceptions of emotion and feeling in past and more recent 

philosophy. We may appropriately begin with the philosophical critique developed in 

the last half of the twentieth century of an account of the relationship between reason 

and emotion often ascribed to such early modern or enlightenment thinkers as 

Descartes and Hume. According to this account, reason and emotion are to be 

understood as fundamentally different and often motivationally opposed aspects of 

human psychology. Basically, reason is expressed in beliefs, judgements or 

propositions that can be false or senseless, but which nevertheless aim to be true, and 

such judgements or propositions may also enter into inferential relations that may be 

valid or invalid. However, although reason and judgement thus construed aim to 

provide a disinterestedly objective account of reality as ‘it is in itself’, this account is 

ever prey to occlusion under the distorting influence of essentially non-rational 

passion, emotion or sentiment. That said, on some (notably empiricist) versions of this 
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dualism, although emotion and passion are not infrequently inimical to objective 

judgement and valid argument, they may nevertheless operate as springs of effective 

agency: notwithstanding that it is only via disinterested judgement that one can come 

to see the world rightly, such judgement is in and of itself motivationally inert, and it 

is upon affectively grounded desire that human agency ultimately depends (Hume, 

1969, p. 462). Paraphrasing Kant’s (1968, p. 93) famous dictum about the relationship 

of thought to experience, one might say that on the offending modern account: 

‘thoughts without passion are impotent, feeling without reason is blind’.  

 

In more recent times, however, this story about objective but motivationally inert 

reason, and subjective but motivationally active passion and sentiment has come 

under attack from many (analytical and other) philosophical quarters (see, for 

example, Bedford, 1956–57; Mace & Peters, 1961–62; Kenny, 1963; Peters, 1972a, 

1972b; Solomon, 1983, 1988; de Sousa, 1987; Nussbaum, 1997). According to more 

recent philosophical orthodoxy, early rationalists and empiricists erred – perhaps 

under the influence of a ‘passive spectator’ view of science – in assimilating the 

contrast between reason and passion or emotion to a more modern and artificial 

distinction between cognition and affect. Indeed, whatever significance the idea of 

thought as affectively disengaged cognition may have had for the development of 

modern information technology, it is arguable that neither this view of thought nor 

any corresponding view of emotion as cognition-free affect faithfully mirrors the folk 

psychology or phenomenology of human reason and passion. Thus, recent critiques of 

conceptions of passion and emotion as little more than ‘inner’ or subjective affect 

have emphasized that emotions and sentiments could hardly be identified 

independently of some publicly ascertainable cognitive content: it is not by inner 

appeal to incommunicable feeling, but precisely by reference to publicly expressible 

attitudes and evaluations that we discover that we have this or that emotion. In 

consequence, recent philosophers have routinely construed reports of feeling and 

emotion – like those of knowledge and belief – as ‘propositional attitudes’. Another 

familiar way of putting the same point is to say that reports of feeling and emotion – 

like reports of knowledge and belief – are ‘intentional’: they often involve reference 

to, and may therefore be said to be ‘about’, objects and states of affairs quite external 

to the agent. Again, it is held that (expressions of) feeling and emotion have a 

‘cognitive core’, that they entail or presuppose judgements about the world, or 
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(perhaps more strongly yet) that they are themselves forms of largely cognitive 

appraisal or evaluation of experience. That said, such cognitivist accounts of emotion 

raise in turn the question of how precisely the affective is implicated in the cognitive 

– if not, indeed, the question of whether actual experiences of human feeling need 

enter at all into explanations of passion and emotion.  

 

On the strongest of recent cognitivist interpretations of emotion (de Sousa, 1987; 

Solomon, 1983, 1988; Nussbaum, 1997), since there is little more to emotions and 

feelings than cognitive judgements and appraisals, it would seem to be a kind of 

conceptual (Cartesian) mistake about affective life even to ask how inner feelings are 

implicated in such states. All the same, there are compelling reasons for supposing 

that this position is too strong, and even in the case of such ‘cognitive’ emotions, it is 

not clear that they are propositional or intentional in quite the sense of thoughts or 

beliefs. Indeed, it is worth mentioning here some latter day dissenters from the 

cognitivist position. First, in some unfortunately neglected work of some years ago, 

Geach (1976, 1978; see also Carr, 1984) argued that unlike reports of thought and 

belief, reports of desire and emotion – even where these occur as sentential operators 

(verbs attached to ‘that’ clauses) – may not be (in formal terminology) ‘referentially 

opaque’. In other words, if Oedipus believes that the haughty stranger on the road to 

Thebes deserves a thrashing, and that stranger is his father, he does not necessarily 

believe that his father deserves a thrashing: however, if Oedipus hates and desires to 

kill the stranger on the road to Thebes, and that stranger is his father, then there is a 

perfectly intelligible sense in which Oedipus hates and desires to kill his father, 

regardless of his knowledge or ignorance of the relevant identity. This suggests that to 

whatever extent emotions may involve cognitive judgements or appraisals, there is 

nevertheless an ineradicable non-cognitive or affective basis to many if not most of 

our ascriptions of feeling and attachment. Likewise, in the course of an impressive 

recent attempt to reclaim the place of affect in emotion, David Pugmire raises the 

fundamental objection to any such extreme cognitivism – that it must entail 

implausible denial of non-linguistic emotion: 

 

‘The affective tone and charge that so often mark emotion cannot lie in the affected 

person’s attitude to thoughts that might occur to him. After all there may be none. 

Presumably non-linguistic creatures such as infants and animals, who are incapable of 
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articulated thought are accessible to at least some kinds of emotion. A successful 

account of what it means to be so affected must be able to allow for that.’ (Pugmire, 

1998, p. 71)   

 

But even accepting more recent attempts by Pugmire and others (see also Armon- 

Jones, 1991) to put the feeling back into emotion, it would seem to be an open 

question of how this might be done. In this respect, there would seem to be (at least) 

two further possibilities both of which are weaker than the notion that emotions and 

feelings are simply identical to (or types of) cognitive judgement or appraisal. On the 

one hand, one might maintain that emotions and feelings are necessarily ‘intentional’ 

or logically dependent upon judgement and appraisal, thereby regarding non-rational 

animal emotions as such in only an honorary sense (so that it still makes only dubious 

sense to regard genuine emotions as matters of pure affect). On this view, emotions 

and passions are mixtures of two equally indispensable ingredients of cognition and 

affect: hence brute fears are only potentially real fears, and only creatures capable of 

rational evaluation can literally be said to have feelings and emotions. 

 

On the other hand, however, one might regard any attachment of reasons and 

judgements to emotions or feelings as a more contingent affair – so that it does make 

literal sense to attribute genuine emotions and feelings to animals lacking human 

reason. What one might here claim is that emotions and feelings are rather like 

faculties of sight and hearing: they are biological but not intrinsically epistemic or 

‘cognitive’ sources of animal ‘intelligence’ about the world that are nevertheless apt 

for normative construal. (In this connection, animals that do not make judgements 

may still be said to have true perceptions or fears, whether or not they have 

knowledge of such experiences.) Something like this would appear to have been 

Aristotle’s own view as evident in his distinction between the emotional states and 

dispositions of ‘natural virtue’, and the more cultivated or disciplined sensibilities of 

full or genuine virtue (Aristotle, 1925, p. 157). On this view, although genuine virtues 

have their sources in or are constructed upon potentially positive or beneficial natural 

dispositions or inclinations, such dispositions need rational refinement for full 

realization of that potential. Thus, while a person may be courageous or generous by 

nature, and this is certainly no bad thing, the person of real virtue will still need the 

judgement of practical reason to express that courage or generosity wisely and well. It 
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is noteworthy here that many of our emotional appraisals or evaluations are 

themselves evaluations or appraisals of other feelings and emotions. Some of these 

may well be normatively second order evaluations of evaluations. For example, if I 

have been raised in a racist or homophobic culture or environment, I may in the light 

of mature reflection come to be ashamed of my culturally conditioned loathing of 

people of other races or different sexual inclinations – perhaps all the more to the 

extent that I find it difficult to rid myself of such loathing. Still, one need not doubt 

here the normative content of either the shame or the loathing: although the loathing is 

culturally conditioned and the shame is more a consequence of personal critical 

reflection on that conditioning, both feelings or sentiments may consist largely of 

acquired ‘cognitive’ attitudes. But other emotional states may be concerned with the 

appraisal of instincts or inclinations that have themselves little or no such evaluative 

character or basis – such as when I feel dismay at my constant bad temper or am 

ashamed at being frightened of my own shadow. 

 

Grounds for the education of feeling and emotion 

All the same, the account just given of the complex interplay of nature and nurture in 

human emotional make-up may seem to be a source of more difficulties than solutions 

regarding the educational relevance or status of feelings and emotions. To begin with, 

from what has been said so far, the states and processes normally regarded as 

emotions and feelings would appear to comprise a somewhat diverse set of 

psychological phenomena. First, there are fairly ‘natural’ states of anger, fear and 

anxiety that may be high in affective arousal but low in cognitive content. Secondly, 

there are more psychologically and normatively complex and sophisticated evaluative 

attitudes that seem high in cognitive content but relatively low in experienced affect. 

However, we have also suggested that the educational relevance of feelings and 

emotions might be held to consist at least partly in their contribution to the formation 

of moral sensibility. From this viewpoint, virtue ethics seems to have a clear edge 

over its moral educational rivals by dint of the greater moral role it accords to feelings 

and emotions in any such formation. But regarding the range of emotional phenomena 

from either the more affective or the more cognitive end, any such virtue ethical edge 

may no longer seem so clear, and the problem may be posed in the form of a 

dilemma. On the one hand, fairly obviously, if emotions and feelings have little or no 

cognitive or normative content, then they may be within the realms of rational or 
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other control, but beyond the scope of education as such: in that case, we might just as 

well regard moral education as a matter of the formation and observance of 

affectively disengaged principles (in the manner of cognitive developmentalists), or 

even as a matter of behaviour training (in the manner of some character 

educationalists). The view here would be, as for Kant (1967), that emotion and feeling 

are largely irrelevant to the promotion of moral agency: it may be all to the good if the 

charitable man feels warmly disposed to the recipients of his charity, but it is of no 

great moment if he does not – since the moral status of his agency depends entirely 

upon whether or not he is faithful to a given rule or principle. 

 

On the other hand, if emotions and feelings are construed more cognitively or 

normatively as matters of strong evaluation, it may seem easier to see how they might 

be educated – how emotional attitudes might be fostered or discouraged – but less 

easy to find acceptable ethical grounds upon which such education might be based. 

For the trouble now is that even if we had a satisfactory philosophical account of the 

nature of feeling and emotion, it is not easy to see how any such account could tell us 

what we ought to feel (fear, pity, love, loathe) in any given set of circumstances – and, 

of course, this issue is quite central to any question about how we ought to educate 

emotionally. In this light, it should have been noticed from examples already given 

that any emotional education and development worth its salt is liable to entail changes 

in attitudes and values – even in the case of self education and development. Thus, as 

someone reared in a racist or otherwise intolerant environment, I may seek to erase 

my negative feelings towards other races by changing my racist values and attitudes. 

One may also regard this as educationally unexceptionable enough – not just, indeed, 

from perspectives of liberal tolerance, but from any defensible normative standpoint. 

It is common, after all, for liberal values and policies to be themselves grounded in 

some form of cross-cultural consensus, or in some idea of what is likely to be 

acceptable to all civilized human agents irrespective of local cultural loyalties. From 

this viewpoint, we should expect to find some widespread if not universal agreement 

that certain emotional reactions – perhaps racism, sexual obsession or road rage – are 

pathological, disordered or otherwise unacceptable. That said, there would also appear 

to be scope for much individual and cultural diversity and disagreement about what is 

emotionally disordered, unhealthy or unacceptable, and the fact that different moral 

agents or social constituencies are liable to give different justifications for even what 
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they agree to be acceptable or unacceptable, can have only problematic implications 

for affective education. From this viewpoint, although the stoic virtues of the ‘stiff 

upper lip’ may be considered conducive to human dignity and flourishing in some 

quarters, more self-expressive displays of sentiment may be regarded as 

psychologically healthier in others, and reasons for discouraging self-destructive 

despair may vary considerably from one culture to another – not least in the light of 

religious differences (see Carr, 2002). 

 

Such reflections on the nature of moral value and virtue would seem to have 

suggested a stark choice to educational policy makers concerned with state 

educational provision in contemporary liberal democratic and culturally plural 

polities. For how might one go about teaching substantial moral virtues – of (say) 

self-discipline or control – in circumstances of significant inter-cultural and 

interpersonal disagreement about moral goals and purposes? How, for example, might 

one address the moral aspects of sex education in circumstances in which some 

clearly believe that there are distinctive virtues of sexual temperance and others do 

not? Whereas for the former, sexual conduct may be tied to a particular concept of 

sexual self-respect focused upon the cultivation of chastity or celibacy – at least 

before marriage – for more ‘progressively’ minded others, such attitudes may well 

seem old-fashioned, repressive and even psychologically harmful. Thus, at the widest 

and wildest extremes, whereas the response of sexually conservative parents to the 

burgeoning sexual interest of their pubescent offspring might be to encourage strict 

self-control of libidinous inclinations and appetites, the response of more liberal or 

libertarian parents might be to encourage sexual self-expression and responsible use 

of contraception. What is at any rate clear, given that what goes here for sexual values 

and virtues is also likely to go for many other affectively implicated moral or religious 

values, is that educational policy is not well placed to take one side rather than the 

other on such issues in contexts of widespread public disagreement. But this, of 

course, has led to a fairly familiar deadlock in contemporary social, political and 

educational theory between so-called communitarians (e.g. MacIntyre, 1981, 1988, 

1992; Sandel, 1982; Taylor, 1989) who would hold (I think rightly) that any genuine 

education must involve exposure to substantial or ‘thick’ values, and so-called liberals 

(e.g. Rawls, 1972, 1993) who insist (I think also rightly) that citizens should not be 

indoctrinated or coerced into any given ‘comprehensive theory of the good’. Again, at 
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the educational extremes, one camp inclines to oppose common schooling in the name 

of a plural educational system in which different cultural constituencies pursue their 

diverse normative agendas, whilst the other would reject separate schooling in favour 

of a common system grounded in a ‘thin’ procedural ethics of maximum moral or 

interpersonal tolerance. 

 

In this light, it needs to be considered whether there is any legitimate place for the 

exploration and cultivation of those ‘thick’ identity constitutive values and virtues – 

that must also, as we have seen, lie at the heart of anything conceivable as an 

education of feeling and emotion – in contexts of common schooling. Preliminary to 

any such enquiry, however, it is certainly arguable that both liberalism and 

communitarianism have in their somewhat different ways colluded in philosophical 

and sociological errors about moral and other values that have had problematic 

implications for contemporary educational policy-making. One such general error, 

which is I suspect deeply embedded in liberalism, turns upon mistaken inference from 

perfectly proper recognition that people have a right to their own opinions, to more 

radical agnosticism concerning the rational basis of any and all judgements of value. 

Another error follows from the assumption of communitarians that insofar as ‘thick’ 

moral values are enshrined in such cultural narratives as religious myths and 

imaginative fiction, and such stories are local social constructions, the only significant 

function that such narratives might have is to foster social solidarity among those 

whose stories they are. Both these perspectives – especially if the former is reinforced 

by empiricist separation of values from facts and a consequent mistrust of any and all 

forms of non-factual discourse – jointly conspire towards serious devaluation of 

creative and imaginative literature as a rich potential source of human normative 

enquiry and moral inspiration. Indeed, leaving aside the suspect economic motivation 

behind the instrumental and vocational emphases of much present-day schooling, the 

contemporary liberal climate of suspicion of an allegedly elitist and socially exclusive 

traditional literary canon, combined with communitarian misappropriation of religious 

and other cultural narratives in the name of so-called ‘politics of recognition’ (see 

Taylor, 1994), has probably played a large part in reducing literature, the arts and 

humanities to a position of marginal educational significance in many if not most 

contemporary school curricula. In the remainder of this chapter, I shall offer some 

criticism of these dubious liberal and communitarian assumptions by way of 
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preparing the ground for arguments affirming the key role of literature and the arts in 

the education of emotion and feeling. 

 

Art, literature and normative enquiry 

First, in opposition to communitarian and other neo-idealist appropriation of religious 

and other cultural narratives to agendas of local recognition, it is implausible to 

suppose that the significance of such narratives is merely a matter of local cultural 

(social) significance: on the contrary, their local cultural value and interest is more 

likely to depend on wider human truth or meaning. From this viewpoint, any social 

group that exploits (for example) the Christian narrative for purposes of exclusive 

self-definition has clearly got Christ’s message wrong. If Christianity (Judaism, 

Hinduism or Islam) is morally or otherwise meaningful, then it is so by virtue of the 

truths that it vouchsafes to all, rather than to a particular social group of Catholic 

Scots or Orthodox Serbs. Hence, if knowledge of the Christian Gospels and/or the 

Bhagavad Gita is of any real educational significance, then it is so for everyone and 

not just those of a particular social group – which would also suggest, conversely, that 

if such knowledge or wisdom is only expressive of local interests, then it can have 

little or no genuine educational (as opposed to vocational or other instrumental) worth 

for anyone. Likewise, with regard to other cultural art and narrative, someone who 

only valued Goya, Picasso, Cervantes, Unamuno and Lorca because this made her 

feel proud to be Spanish could hardly be said to value them at all. In this light, the 

ultimate artistic appeal of Guernica, Don Quixote and/or Blood Wedding, like the 

appeal of Shakespeare’s Hamlet or Milton’s Paradise Lost has relatively little to do 

with the local cultural origins of these works, beyond, of course, the fact that one may 

require some local frame of reference in order to grasp their larger artistic meaning. 

Indeed, it should not be forgotten that the greatest literature and art has often been, 

like religion, profoundly critical of the social circumstances in which it was created. 

But if it is possible to ground artistic and moral appraisals of great artworks in 

rationally defensible judgements of human moral and other worth that transcend mere 

local preferences and prejudices, then any radical agendas of inclusion that refuse to 

judge between the diverse products of cultures – on grounds of cultural recognition 

alone – must be educationally suspect. In that case, there is clearly a legitimate and 

urgent educational job to be done to assist the young to appreciate great works of art 

and literature, regardless of their particular cultural origins. Moreover, the key 
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concern of art and literature with the normative exploration of universal (cross-

cultural) moral themes was explicitly recognized and affirmed by Matthew Arnold in 

the 1853 Preface to his collected poetry: 

 

‘The modern-ness or antiquity of an action, therefore, has very little to do with its 

fitness for poetical representation … Poetical works belong to the domain of our 

permanent passions … (The poet’s) business is with their inward man; with their 

feelings and behaviour in certain tragic situations, which engage their passions as 

men; these have in them nothing local and casual; they are as accessible to the modern 

poet as to a contemporary.’ (Arnold, 1853, in 1995, pp. 4–5) 

 

To be sure, friends of inclusion and recognition may reply that insofar as the works of 

Cervantes, Shakespeare or Goethe are bound to enshrine the questionable cultural 

assumptions and prejudices of their day, the traditional literary canon of western 

education is not just colonially exclusivist, but in its own way utterly morally 

compromised. But at least two responses can be made to this point. The first is that 

one cannot have it both ways: one cannot consistently claim that all art and literature 

is – solely by virtue of its cultural provenance – of equal human worth, and that the 

works of art privileged by the traditional canon are morally suspect. If such moral 

appraisals are at all allowable, then it must also be possible to argue – on fairly sure 

educational grounds – that Don Quixote has greater moral significance than 

Goldfinger, or that the works of Mozart have significantly more spiritual and 

emotional depth than those of Madonna. Secondly, it is likely that worries about the 

adverse moral influence of the traditional canon are grounded in rather skewed 

conceptions of moral development and education, hailing precisely from rationalist 

conceptions of moral formation as the exclusive acquisition of cognitive principles 

and judgements. From this viewpoint, one obvious criticism of the general idea that 

literature might provide a genuine source of moral insight is that any moral reading of 

literature would already seem to presuppose some moral perspective or other: for how 

could I interpret the conduct of Dickens’ criminal genius Fagin as dishonest or 

Macbeth’s murder of Duncan as unjust, failing some prior conception of justice or 

honesty? But this seems precisely to suppose, in the spirit of rational action guiding 

conceptions of moral engagement, that the only role of moral discourse is to tell us 

what to do. In this vein, if the only moral point of reading Shakespeare or Dickens is 
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to inform us that stealing and murder are wrong, they can hardly tell us much that we 

do not know already. However, on a virtue ethical view of moral life – according to 

which moral growth is more a matter of the lifelong cultivation of character and 

capacities for good character-forming judgement – literature comes more clearly into 

its own as a prime source of objective moral and/or other normative insight. (For 

important latter-day discussions of such wider moral educational purposes of art and 

literature, see Tanner, 2002, 2003; Walton, 2002; Hamilton, 2003, Kieran, 2003; 

Mothersill, 2003.)  

 

Conclusion: Two dimensions of artistic and literary cultivation of affect and 

emotion 

In so far as all aspects of moral character formation are implicated in affective 

development, I shall conclude by identifying two key respects in which art and 

literature may be held to assist the cultivation of feelings and emotions. The first and 

most obvious respect relates to the central concern of much great art and literature to 

explore the consequences for well-being and flourishing of character and choice as 

precisely grounded in the passions and desires of human agents. Much great drama, 

poetry and fiction would appear centrally concerned with showing the complex 

consequences for human weal and woe of both the best and worst motives and 

intentions of agents: indeed, such literature may demonstrate not only the respects in 

which bad ends may follow from serious character flaws or disordered passions, but 

also those in which even the highest of human desires and motives may have less than 

fortunate outcomes if they are not subject to wise government. That said, it is equally 

clear that much great art and literature is concerned less (if at all) to pass direct moral 

judgement, or to identify clear-cut moral imperatives, and more to call our established 

normative or evaluative assumptions into question. In this regard, a reader of 

Cervantes might ask – in the spirit of George Santayana’s definition of tragedy as ‘the 

eternal conflict between truth and inspiration’ (Santayana, 1954, p. 219) – whether 

Don Quixote’s view of the world is not actually the delusion of a madman. In the 

narrative context in which his actions are set, or even by the general standards of the 

world, Quixote can only appear less than sane: but it is equally clearly the aim of 

Cervantes to suggest that it is just the values and attitudes of the world – precisely the 

desires and ambitions that underlie them – that need to be questioned in the light of 

Quixote’s idealism. At all events, it seems that one key respect in which art and 
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literature, like religion and religious parables, can contribute to the education of 

feelings and emotions is by calling our moral and other prejudices into question, 

inviting us to re-evaluate our established emotional and affective responses from other 

normative perspectives. 

 

But having so far urged that there is more to human affective and emotional life than 

evaluation, we may also return briefly to the question of whether it is educationally 

possible or appropriate to attempt to shape the actual quality of experienced affect of 

pupils in the course of formal education and schooling. In short, is it possible or 

justifiable to try to induce hitherto un-experienced modes of affect in learners? Put in 

this way, however, I think it should be clear that this is something that teachers have 

always done, that it has been done in educational contexts other than those of the arts, 

and that such initiation into feeling would be rather hard to avoid in any pedagogical 

encounters with sentient beings. That said, I believe that the arts have a special role to 

play in the education or refinement of affect, and also that pride of place in any such 

education should probably be given to one art form above others – namely that of 

poetry. Credit for appreciating the power of poetry not only to assist human cognitive 

evaluation or appraisal of feeling and emotion, but also to shape the quality of 

experienced feeling, is often given to the English romantic poets of the late eighteenth 

century – in particular to William Wordsworth, who actually went so far as to define 

poetry as ‘the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’ and ‘emotion recollected in 

tranquillity’ (Wordsworth, in Nichol-Smith, 1921, p. 171). But the idea is clearly not 

unique to such English romantic poets as Wordsworth and Coleridge. Hence, for 

example, although Wittgenstein (1953, p. 198e) famously claimed that the human 

body is the best picture of the soul, in the much loved fable of Cyrano de Bergerac it 

is clear that for Roxanne the soul of the one she loves is precisely not to be found in 

any human physique or physiognomy – no matter how fair – but in the poetry through 

which her lover’s feelings take on both form and existence. For Roxanne, even the 

experience of love can have little real substance in advance of its poetic expression. 

Thus, even though poetry may not be concerned exclusively with such emotional 

expression, it would certainly seem to be one of its key functions. At all events, for 

one example of the extraordinary emotional expressive resources of poetry from 

English romantic literature one might cite the powerful evocation of love and loss in 

Wordsworth’s celebrated ‘Lucy’ poems (in Nichol Smith, 1921). For another fine 
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Spanish example – with an added religious emotional dimension – one could also 

mention the equally evocative use of erotic metaphor to express the soul’s yearning 

for union with the divine to be found in the poems of the sixteenth century mystic, St 

John of the Cross (1968). 

 

It should also be clear from this, of course, that although art and literature are key 

sources of genuine knowledge, understanding and insight, they are not sources of 

propositional or factual knowledge – in the manner of (say) much scientific enquiry – 

but more of what Bertrand Russell (1968) termed ‘acquaintance knowledge’, or of 

what has been more recently called ‘illustrative representation’ (Young, 2001). All the 

same, the power of art and literature to deepen and extend our understanding of 

ourselves; the world and our relations with others seems clear enough, and may be 

taken to vindicate the insight of such liberal traditionalist apostles of education as 

cultural initiation as Matthew Arnold that such studies have a key role to play in the 

wider moral (as well as aesthetic) formation of human virtue, character and 

sensibility. To construe moral education as a matter of initiation into the attitudes and 

values of civilized sensibility – rather than as a matter of socialization into 

conventional codes of conduct (or even as emotionally disengaged cognitive 

reflection on such socialization) – is to appreciate that the evaluative capacities and 

qualities of affect presupposed to the cultivation of such sensibility are barely 

conceivable in the absence of those rich resources of normative enquiry and reflection 

provided by the great human artistic and literary traditions. Hence, although it would 

also be mistaken to hold that their value is entirely exhausted by their moral import, 

the central role of literature and the arts in any process of moral formation – properly 

conceived as an education of the heart as well as the head – would seem hard to deny. 
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CHAPTER 2: Dangerous Knowledge: On the Epistemic and Moral Significance 

of Arts in Education 

 

Abstract 

 

Despite differences, it would seem that Plato and Aristotle agreed in according 

epistemic and educational significance to the arts. Whereas Plato regarded the arts as 

(largely) sources of sophistry and delusion and was prepared to exile the artist from 

his ideal state, Aristotle clearly considered poetry to be of value for the education of 

emotions and as hence contributory to the development of practical wisdom. Still, it is 

no longer clear that the arts are widely regarded as sources of knowledge in general or 

moral wisdom in particular. For many, nowadays, natural (empirical) science is the 

only legitimate source of knowledge and recent (romantic and formalist) 

developments within the arts may also seem to question the epistemic value of 

artworks. This chapter revisits questions of the epistemic status of the arts with a view 

to clarifying and defending their educational potential as sources of knowledge in 

general and moral insight in particular. However, it concludes on a note of some 

Platonic unease about the human significance of some of the realms of knowledge 

and understanding into which much modern and contemporary art has sought to lead 

us. 

 

Plato and Aristotle 

Plato (1961b) is usually credited as the source of the “ancient quarrel” between reason 

and rhetoric—and, for him, the arts fall mostly on the less favorable side of rhetoric. 

To be sure, Plato’s harsh verdict on the arts rests on an idealist metaphysics and 

epistemology (or realism about universals)—enshrining a general pessimism about 

the epistemic prospects of sense experience— which few, nowadays, would consider 

persuasive. For Plato, since what is presented to us by the senses is no more than an 

inaccurate copy of truth as revealed by the intellect, and since the artist merely 

reproduces such copies, the productions of artists are not once but twice removed 

from any genuine knowledge of reality. To be sure, Plato is not entirely consistent 

about this: for example, since music may embody an ideal (perhaps Pythagorean) 

order of mathematical balance, proportion, and harmony, exposure to some sorts of 
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music may be conducive to right order in the soul. In general, however, the artist is 

less than welcome in Plato’s ideal polity.  

 

On the other hand, the more naturalist drift of Aristotle’s philosophy— not least his 

emphasis on the significance of experience for cultivation of the judgements of 

practical wisdom—is much more hospitable to the contribution of arts to positive 

human formation. Indeed, insofar as Aristotle considered proper emotional 

development (as distinct from mere emotional control) necessary to the growth of the 

practical wisdom of virtue, and also regarded (at least some) arts as conducive to such 

growth, he also recognized the potential significance of music and poetry for the 

development of virtue. Thus, if ‘Sophocles draws men as they ought to be and 

Euripides draws them as they are’ (1941b), then the exploration of moral ideals 

provided by the former and the knowledge of human nature offered by the latter might 

serve to promote healthy moral reflection and properly ordered emotion. 

 

At all events, the significance for human moral development of the arts was clearly 

recognized by both Plato and Aristotle. Since for Plato morality is a matter of reason 

rather than emotion (or affect), and all that aims to sway the emotions is to that extent 

morally suspect, the art of rhetoric in particular and the arts in general may be 

considered a mixed moral blessing. If it is not, therefore, best to exile artists 

altogether from the ideal state, their work should at least be subject to censorship—

perhaps, indeed, pressed into the service of state control and propaganda. For 

Aristotle, on the other hand, insofar as the artist can assist us to understand the world, 

our-selves, and our relations with others—including the emotional or affective 

dimensions of our lives—great poetry may actually contribute to the development of 

moral virtue. That said, he would also have agreed with Plato about the morally 

problematic effects of some art—as indicated, for example, by his remarks on the 

adverse effects of some music in Politics (1941c). 

 

Art and knowledge after romanticism and formalism 

To this extent, Plato and Aristotle would seem to have agreed that there are significant 

connections between art and knowledge in general and/or moral knowledge in 

particular. To be sure, insofar as Plato held that most art deals in the blatant untruths 

of rhetoric—and is to that extent a source of sophistry and delusion—this remark 
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needs some qualification. Thus, the key Platonic point seems to be that insofar as art 

can engender the irrational or non-rational falsehoods that preclude the development 

of knowledge, it is nevertheless of some epistemic significance—and so, to the extent 

that moral development is implicated in the development of knowledge, art would 

also be a matter of moral significance. For Plato, one serious impediment to 

knowledge is presence of the kind of non-rational emotions that arts apparently seek 

to arouse. For Aristotle, on the other hand, since emotional development is integral to 

the growth of moral wisdom, and poetry may contribute to the refinement of human 

affections, poetry and other arts may well contribute to the knowledge presupposed to 

such wisdom. In this connection, we may also recall Aristotle’s observation in the 

Poetics that artistic truth ‘is something more philosophic and of graver import than 

history’ since it is addressed to matters of ‘universal’ more than particular human 

concern (Aristotle 1941b, p. 1464). 

 

It is far from clear, however, that today’s world is one in which the epistemic 

significance of the arts is appreciated as it was in such former days. To be sure, arts 

are still valued—not least in much contemporary educational policy documentation—

as sources of practical or craft knowledge (and as therefore of some economic or 

commercial utility). But the sense that the ancients seem to have had that the arts may 

have great impact or influence for good or ill on human life or character no longer 

seems to be quite so compelling. One general reason for this doubtless reflects a 

radical shift of perspective about what can reasonably count as knowledge in modern 

Western (particularly secular liberal) thought. In the first place, the spectacular rise 

and success of modern empirical science and its promotion (not least by 

Enlightenment philosophers) as the gold standard against which any and all other 

knowledge claims need to be measured clearly casts the epistemic status of painting 

or fiction into some doubt. Indeed, insofar as the arts may formerly have claimed to 

promote moral wisdom, and much empiricist epistemology has doubted the 

objectivity of moral values, artistic explorations of moral themes are vulnerable to 

value relativist dismissal as concerned only with aspects of human subjectivity. 

 

But it also seems likely that doubts about the epistemic and/or moral value of the arts 

have been reinforced by certain modern developments within the arts. First, the rise of 

the romantic movement in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (often attributed, 
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rightly or wrongly, to the influence of Rousseau) engendered a relatively new 

(modern) conception of artistic endeavor as the expression of individual imagination 

or personal vision and as concerned precisely with the exaltation of feeling over 

reason. This romantic vision of artistic expression may to some extent remind us of 

Plato’s view of poetry in the Ion (1961a) as a product of divine inspiration. However, 

the modern romantic view clearly differs from Plato’s in that it recognizes no 

authority (divine of other) beyond the artist’s own authentic (inner) creativity. In this 

light, romantic artists often saw themselves as set apart from—if not actually at odds 

with—both society and conventional piety. Many of the great romantic poets (Bake, 

Byron, Shelley, etc.) saw themselves (or were perceived by others) as amoral or even 

immoral rebels against established order and values and were clearly drawn to such 

mythical “outsider” figures as Don Juan, Prometheus, and Faust. Indeed, under later 

post-idealist influence, the romantic vision of the artist as an inspired outsider who 

stands above the established values and mores of conventional (bourgeois) society 

takes a yet more radical turn. Influenced by the late nineteenth century post-idealist 

developments of Marx and Nietzsche, writers such as Ibsen, Mann, and Hesse portray 

the artist as in some spiritual conflict with the values of bourgeois society, and a 

picture emerges—perhaps most amusingly caricatured in the image of Joyce Carey’s 

(1974) Gully Jimson —of the artist as one who is prepared to break almost any 

received moral convention or taboo in pursuit of his personal artistic vision. From this 

viewpoint, we may no longer be sure whether Gauguin, who deserted his wife and 

children to pursue a hedonistic life in Tahiti in the service of art, was morally right or 

wrong, was a great artist but a bad man—or whether such questions are still very 

meaningful in an age of postromantic self-celebrity and self-assertion. 

 

The other major modern shift in thought about the arts that also questions their 

epistemic status and/or moral significance occurred in the wake of Kant’s highly 

formalist aesthetics. For Kant (1952), insofar as aesthetic judgements are forms of 

perception or cognition, they may still aspire to a certain objectivity—at least to the 

extent that there may be grounds for preferring some aesthetic judgements to others; 

but, on the other hand, they hardly count as sources of knowledge—at least in 

anything like the sense or respects of empirical or moral judgements. Indeed, on this 

view, to regard or appreciate a work of art as a source of knowledge—about how 

things are in the world, human experience, or what is morally right or wrong—is 
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essentially not to regard it as a work of art. On the contrary, aesthetic judgements are 

directed precisely at the appreciation of artworks for their own sake, which seems to 

mean—or has been widely interpreted as meaning—largely in terms of their 

“intrinsic” properties of form, line, and color in painting, harmonic or rhythmic 

structure in music, ordering of words and images in poetry, and so on. Since such 

focus on aesthetic form opened the way (particularly under the influence of the 

formalist theories of Clive Bell (1961) and others) to modern developments in 

painting, music, poetry, fiction, sculpture, and dance that shift the emphasis away 

from expression (of ideas, narratives, emotions, or whatever), art no longer has to be 

“meaningful” in the sense of actually being “about” anything. From now on, advances 

in art need not be judged in terms of new or better ways of representing or expressing 

time-honored themes of cultural narrative, and artistic innovation could often take the 

more “technical” form of discovery of new ways to use or combine paint, words, or 

sounds in aesthetically novel ways: abstract painting, nonfigurative sculpture, atonal 

music, surrealist literature, Dada poetry, and so on. 

 

It is not of course to the present purpose to denigrate or condemn such more formalist 

approaches to art: it is merely to note a marked modern shift away from interest in 

promoting any (or at any rate non-aesthetic) ‘knowledge’ or understanding of 

ourselves or our (particularly moral) world to concerns with the development of post-

Kantian appreciation of the intrinsic aesthetic qualities of artworks. Moreover, insofar 

as art and artists have ever been exercised by the development of artistic craft, such 

modern emphases on the more formal features of artistic endeavor are evidently 

continuous with time-honored artistic concerns. It is therefore probably futile to 

pursue any question—in the manner of a log-running modern debate—about whether 

the value of art is to be sought in form or expression. In view of the complex 

historical evolution of artistic practice, it makes better sense to be pluralist about the 

value of art and to recognize that such value can reside in the representational, the 

expressive, or the formal features of works of art, and that while some artworks may 

be concerned with all of these aspects of artistic value, others may be concerned more 

with expression than form or with form rather than expression (for such a ‘pluralist’ 

view, see Carroll 1999). 
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Art, knowledge, and education 

Still, it should be clear that the epistemic status of artworks is of some importance to 

the question of the educational status or value of the arts. For while it has been widely 

accepted from antiquity that the arts are sources of pleasure and/or entertainment, it is 

clearly a significant question whether pleasure as such—or this or that pleasure in 

particular—is of any educational value or concern. Again, there are probably two key 

points here. First, insofar as education is commonly held to involve initiation into 

activities or achievements that are in some sense humanly worthwhile, or conducive 

to “flourishing,” then there are clearly activities in which humans have taken 

pleasure—such as drug abuse or sadistic sex—that could not qualify for educational 

promotion. Secondly, however, if pleasure in the arts is merely a matter of subjective 

preference or personal taste—as nowadays seems to be widely believed in the wake of 

a widely endorsed value relativism—then there could be no objective evaluation of 

artistic or aesthetic (or other) pleasure and therefore no rational basis upon which to 

improve the quality of pleasurable experiences. In short, if artistic pleasure is 

(subjectively) personal, there can be no basis for education toward “higher” or better 

pleasures. However, much of this flies in the face of a time-honored view that there 

are deep connections between human pleasure and knowledge: thus, for example, 

knowledge was itself a prime source of pleasure for Plato and Aristotle, and Mill 

(1970) seems to have held that the pleasure or happiness of genuine utility was 

crucially dependent upon the rational evaluation that would ultimately show that (for 

example) poetry is indeed better than push-pin. 

 

It is also clear that a long and influential tradition of modern liberal educational 

thought—often acknowledging debt to classical antiquity— has accorded a central 

place to literature and the arts in education. Literature and the arts have clearly been 

given pride of place in the writings of such British educational philosophers and 

theorists as (despite their other differences) Arnold, Eliot, Leavis, Oakeshott, and such 

postwar analytical philosophers of education as R. S. Peters and Paul Hirst—as well 

as in the American ‘great books’ tradition of Hutchins, Adler, Harold Bloom, Allen 

Bloom, and E. D. Hirsch. That said, the question of the precise epistemic status of 

literature and the arts remains a vexed one: in what sense or senses is knowledge 

manifest in the arts, and to what extent does knowledge in or of the arts resemble 

knowledge in other contexts of human enquiry? Indeed, to put the question in this 
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way may seem to draw us in rather different and apparently opposed directions: on the 

one hand, knowledge in or of the arts may seem to be quite different from other sorts 

of knowledge; on the other hand, it may also seem that—in order to count as 

knowledge—it could not be that different. We might therefore approach this question 

by first critically examining a view of knowledge in arts associated with a highly 

influential postwar account of the (school) curricular value of knowledge. Thus, Paul 

Hirst: 

 

‘But in what sense do we have artistic knowledge? There are many different senses 

possible, some of which are mutually incompatible, but there is one and only one 

sense in which I wish to pursue the matter . . . In the arts, whether we are talking 

about painting, poetry, opera, sculpture, the novel or ballet, the observable features 

are used as symbols, have meaning, can be seen as making artistic statements and 

judged true or false just as words and sentences can be used to make scientific 

statements. This is to take Guernica, Middlemarch, Fidelio or a Haydn symphony, as 

a statement expressing a truth we can properly be said to know’. (Hirst 1974, p. 152) 

 

Generally, this account seems to reflect certain influential modern approaches to 

understanding knowledge in the arts. On the one hand, it appears to have roots (as 

does Hirst’s curriculum thinking generally) in a Kantian epistemology that observes 

fairly strict distinctions between different forms or modes of human enquiry and in a 

closely associated ‘autonomist’ and/or formalist perspective on artistic appreciation. 

On the other hand, however, it also seems to owe something to those modern 

‘expression theories’ of artistic meaning inclined to fairly ‘cognitivist’ construal of 

the arts and artworks as ‘languages’ of ‘significant’ or symbolic form (see, for 

example, Langer 1942, 1951). Still, despite periodically recurring attempts to revive 

ideas along these lines, such approaches to understanding artistic meaning and/or truth 

are not especially compelling. A general objection to such views is that it is hard to 

credit the notes of music or the steps or gestures of dances with anything like the 

grammatical or semantic properties of linguistic terms or with entering into the 

combinatorial relations of words in sentences. Indeed, this is nowhere quite so clear as 

in the case of the linguistic art of poetry—where, precisely, the meaning of a line or 

stanza is not (at least invariably) subject to the rules of ordinary usage. It is not that 

there is a different grammar at work here, but rather that it is mostly inappropriate to 
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think in terms of grammar at all. To be sure, this is not to deny that music may aim to 

express emotion, dance to celebrate aspects of a form of life, or a poem to capture 

aspects of human experience of beauty or the sublime: it is only to say that they do 

not generally aim to make truth-bearing statements about such matters in the manner 

of declarative sentences. 

 

All the same, we often do want to say that we can learn from artworks and that they 

may extend our knowledge of the world, our-selves and our relations with others in 

fairly familiar senses of knowledge. So in what sense—or senses—is this so? Some 

initial distinctions may help. One trouble with talk of ‘forms of knowledge’ is that it is 

ambiguous between, on the one hand, a particular epistemic content or field of 

knowledge—that which, in ‘A knows that p’, ‘p’ is precisely ‘about’—and, on the 

other, a way of knowing or mode of knowledge (see, for distinctions along these lines, 

Cothey 1990). Whereas these are sometimes run together (as, for example, in Hirst’s 

account, where a given domain of knowledge may also seem to be linked to a 

distinctive logic of enquiry), there are many good reasons for keeping them apart: 

thus, one may come to an appreciation of a particular field of knowledge through 

different forms of enquiry, and one may also come to some appreciation of different 

fields of knowledge through the same mode of enquiry. The arts may be considered 

epistemically significant in both of these respects: while they may clearly serve to 

extend knowledge in a variety of fields of human interest and concern, they also seem 

to involve different ways of knowing or understanding the world. Let us first examine 

some respects in which the arts and artworks are implicated in different modes of 

enquiry. 

 

One key difference between modes of knowledge is that popularized in modern times 

by Gilbert Ryle (1949) in his distinction between knowing that and knowing how—a 

dichotomy that, however, is notably prefigured by Aristotle’s (1941a) much earlier 

separation of theoretical or scientific knowledge from the ‘practical’ knowledge(s) of 

moral wisdom and production. Indeed, it is of some present significance that Aristotle 

generally locates artistic endeavor in the space of technical or productive 

knowledge—though, in the case of arts such as poetry, such production may also be in 

the service of other more contemplative ends. This point is of particular significance 

in a present-day climate of widespread value relativism in which it is commonly 
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claimed (especially by the young) that artistic preferences are no more than personal 

tastes—so that to judge (in the spirit of the empiricism and positivism from which this 

perspective undoubtedly hails) that a particular artwork (novel, song, painting, or 

whatever) is good is to say no more than that it appeals to or pleases one. In short, 

insofar as there is no objective basis to artistic or aesthetic taste, such preferences 

require no justification, and one is as good as another. 

 

However, the dubiety of this view is soon demonstrated by reference to the productive 

or technical aspects of (genuine) artistic creation, regarding which favorable 

judgements of artworks are clearly not entirely reducible to—and may in fact be at 

odds with—expressions of liking. To illustrate this from the relatively young musical 

art form of jazz, consider the work of two roughly contemporary alto-saxophonists. 

On the one hand, the art of Charlie Parker is characterized by a high degree of musical 

(melodic, harmonic, rhythmic) complexity, though it is also often disturbingly strident 

and abrasive. On the other hand, the light and swinging work of Louis Jordan is of 

immediate toe-tapping appeal to all those who enjoy cheerful upbeat music. In this 

light, one could well understand those who said that they preferred listening to Louis 

Jordan, or found Charlie Parker less enjoyable than Jordan. All the same, no one who 

judged Louis Jordan’s contribution to jazz as a musician or composer to be superior to 

Parker’s would be worth a serious hearing. Indeed, it is not just that Parker is 

generally regarded as a watershed figure in the development of modern jazz but that a 

large part of that development is objectively demonstrable in terms of specifiable 

advances of jazz musical technique (though, of course, not only in such terms) for 

which Parker may take almost single-handed credit. To be sure, one can also think of 

great artists whose artistic contribution can be measured in terms other than technical 

advances, and it is also the case that many technical advances in the arts require to be 

understood as attempts to achieve expressive possibilities that were not possible in 

previous artistic terms. But it remains true that much teaching in or about the arts is a 

matter of assisting students to (evaluative) appreciation of artistic progress as at least 

partly a matter of technical and craft development: that, in short, much artistic 

progress stands to be measured in terms of the aesthetic or expressive possibilities 

opened up by some via the development of new ways of painting, composing, or 

writing. 
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The content of artistic knowledge 

Clearly, however, knowledge in or through the arts could not be confined to 

productive or craft knowledge: as already implied, it seems natural to view artistic 

techniques and methods as means to some end or other, and perhaps such ends are 

most apt for construal in terms of the expression of some theme or idea—or even the 

communication of some truth about the human condition. To be sure, in light of the 

wider view of artistic or aesthetic goals and purposes opened up by formalism, there 

is need for some qualification of this point. Thus, while the work of such modern 

painters and sculptors as Mondrian, Nicholson, and Hepworth seems directed toward 

the development of our aesthetic perceptions of color, line, and form, and while such 

perceptions may well have cognitive dimensions, it is less clear that such artists are 

concerned with expressing or communicating the narrative or thematic content that 

would normally be associated with the term ‘knowledge’. Indeed, one might also 

safely say that although much music has been closely bound up with the expression or 

celebration of many matters of extra-musical human interest and concern (love, loss, 

redemption, and so on), not all has—and, even where it has been so, it is far from 

clear whether we should say that it has been the prime concern of composers and 

performers to communicate knowledge as such about such themes (see Kivy 1990). 

 

Still, even conceding these points (which are clearly consistent with a reasonable 

pluralism about the aims and values of art), it is remains true that much past and 

present-day art has been and continues to be concerned with the expression or 

communication of various humanly significant themes or narratives. There is also a 

clear enough sense in which the arts may be educationally valuable sources of 

knowledge in the fairly familiar epistemic sense of the communication of information 

or justified true belief. Thus, the paintings of Vermeer or Rembrandt or the novels of 

Jane Austen or Charles Dickens are evidently potential sources of much educationally 

valuable knowledge about past historical periods and conditions. But while there is 

clearly nothing wrong with such educational use of works of art for various non-

artistic purposes, it may also seem vulnerable to the formalist or autonomist point that 

such uses may fall short of appreciation of the intrinsic properties or values of 

artworks. Whatever there is to this objection, however, it is clearly liable to more and 

less plausible interpretations. 
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The autonomist point is generally prone to wreck on the basis of an overdrawn 

distinction between the form and content of artworks. If, for example, one takes the 

content of an artwork (what it is, in some sense, “about”) as that which it has in 

common with other sources of information (such as historical documents or 

newspaper reports), then one may be tempted to think that artistic significance resides 

exclusively in what is left over once that content has been subtracted—namely, the 

particular artistic mode of presentation of that content. Thus, one may be persuaded 

that the artistic value of an impressionist painting of a picnic resides exclusively in the 

artist’s technical (painterly) depiction of the scene, to which the subject itself makes 

no significant contribution. But this has only to be stated to appear less than plausible. 

For example, it is hardly irrelevant or extraneous to the artistic value of a Dickens 

novel that it aims to communicate or characterize the conditions of the poor in (say) 

Victorian London—if, precisely, that is what the Dickens novel is about. To be sure, 

extreme autonomism may draw some comfort from the observation that there are 

some (perhaps many) artworks in which artistic meaning or significance is indeed 

exhausted by the formal features of such works—namely, those that are not much if at 

all concerned with narrative or thematic content. But it hardly follows from this that 

such content can be of no artistic import in those cases where the artist is explicitly 

concerned to explore such themes or narratives. 

 

A more plausible interpretation of the autonomist point (which, however, more or less 

undermines autonomism) is to insist that there is no sharp distinction between artistic 

form and content, and that—irrespective of the informational prospects of artworks—

content is not located in artworks as information in a newspaper. Put another way, the 

characteristic mode of thematic or narrative presentation of artworks is not 

propositional. Indeed, shedding the empiricist epistemological baggage with which it 

is historically associated, it might be said that the kind of knowledge in which arts 

deal is much more closely related to what Bertrand Russell (1968) once called 

‘acquaintance’ knowledge—that is, the knowledge by which we come to firsthand 

familiarity with this or that aspect of human experience. Indeed, in the course of his 

own critique of modern attempts to assimilate artistic meaning to the ‘semantic 

representation’ of natural and formal languages, James Young (2001) has usefully 

distinguished knowledge in the arts as ‘illustrative representation’. 
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From this perspective, whereas it is the evident purpose of a World War I historical 

document to provide factual information about the war, it is more the aim of a poet 

such as Wilfred Owen to communicate some sense—affective as well as cognitive—

of what it might have been like to have been there. Thus, successful poets and 

painters—at least those for whom this is a part of their artistic purpose—are those 

who are able to utilize or exploit artistic means and resources to the end of enhancing 

our sensitive appreciation of realms of human experience to which mere propositional 

knowledge cannot give us much deep or full access. This is precisely what Dickens’s 

A Christmas Carol aimed to do for Victorian readers with regard to our understanding 

of the condition of London’s poor and what the novels of Isabel Allende or the 

paintings of Nancy Spero attempt in relation to our appreciation of oppression in parts 

of the contemporary world. But generally, literature and other arts are concerned to 

give vivid expressive form to aspects or realms of human experience—not least 

dimensions of human experience other than our own—or even to pioneer hitherto 

unknown or unrecognized emotional possibilities or perspectives (see Taylor 2007). 

However, as commentators on the arts from Plato and Aristotle to modern romantics 

have held, much of the capacity of arts to enhance and extend meaningful human 

experience in this way consists in their power to ‘move us’ via direct appeal to 

feelings and emotions. 

 

Still, from an epistemic perspective, this fairly ‘romantic’ conception of art may seem 

to reinforce an earlier worry that insofar as expressive arts are mainly concerned with 

imaginative creation or re-creation, they may hardly aspire to the vaunted objectivity 

of experimentally verifiable scientific or other knowledge. Indeed, any admission that 

the arts are implicated in the expression and/or communication of passions and 

emotions would seem vulnerable to the basic Platonic objection that they cannot but 

lack the rational disinterestedness of reason and truth. On this view, the very mention 

of ‘expression—not to mention any and all ‘romantic’ talk of art as the expression of 

emotion or feeling (such as one explicitly finds in the writings of Wordsworth)—

bespeaks a ‘subjectivity’ that is hopelessly at odds with any scientific or other 

aspiration to knowledge. However, to take the point that expressive arts are not 

scientific is not yet to admit that they cannot in their own way yield knowledge. Here, 

by the way, it may be important to resist unhelpful attempts of some modern theorists 

of art education (for example, Best 1979, 1982) to show that modern science is no less 
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‘subjectivist’ or constructivist than any other variety of human knowledge: the fact is 

that there are perfectly proper goals of (experimental) objectivity and truth to which 

science can and should aspire and to which the arts cannot and should not. A better 

way to deal with the objection that expressive arts are inevitably infected with the 

subjectivity that precludes knowledge is to recognize the conceptual slippage that is 

often at play in talk of artistic ‘subjectivity’ and ‘expression’. 

 

First, the notion of subjectivity is clearly ambiguous between (what we may here call) 

epistemic and ‘psychological’ senses. In the first sense, to speak of a proposition or 

claim as ‘subjective’ is to say that it does not or cannot meet the objective (empirical 

or other) standards of evidential or other proof or demonstration of this or that form of 

rational enquiry. In the second sense, however, to speak of (human) subjectivity is 

merely to refer to the ‘inner’ psychological landscape of human life and experience. 

That said, it should now be clear that a proposition or narrative may be quite 

subjective in one of these senses without being at all so in the other: in short, there can 

be claims about the ‘external’ public world of physical objects and things that are 

(epistemically) subjective and claims about human inner life and feelings that may be 

quite objective. From this viewpoint, a novel such as Sebastion Faulks’s Engleby 

(2007) that is explicitly concerned to afford some insight into one species of criminal 

(psychotic) psychopathology may be judged from diverse perspectives of human 

psychological experience, explanation, and understanding to have performed this task 

well or badly, accurately or inaccurately. Indeed, if one takes the view (to which the 

present author is much inclined) that the complexities and mysteries of human 

psychology are generally better approached through the narrative forms of cultural 

myth and story than through the methods of empirical (social) science, then one might 

well expect such fictional narratives to be rich sources of such insight. 

 

However, the idea that the arts cannot provide ‘objective’ knowledge of the human 

condition is also reinforced by not unrelated ambiguities in the terms ‘expressive’ and 

‘expression’—or, at least, by certain looser uses of such terms. There can be little 

doubt that some uses of such terms in latter day discourses of arts and arts education 

reflect the psychotherapeutic extremes and excesses of what Charles Taylor (2007) 

has recently characterized as the ‘age of authenticity’. On this view, ‘personal’ 

expression is essentially a matter of liberation from the stifling constraints of socially 
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approved order and discipline—insofar as, on extreme therapeutic perspectives, such 

constraints are held to be psychologically ‘repressive’ and damaging. Thus, to express 

oneself—in music, painting, poetry, or more general lifestyle—is to give free reign to 

basic untutored affect and to ‘let it all hang out’. But it should be just as clear that 

when Wordsworth proposes his expressive definition of poetry in terms of ‘the 

spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’ and ‘emotion recollected in tranquility’ 

(Nichol-Smith 1921), he is far from thinking of emotional expression in such anarchic 

terms. On the contrary, for those serious romantic and other poets, painters, and 

musicians who are concerned like Wordsworth with artistic expression of emotion, 

this is a matter of precise and self-controlled craftsmanship in accordance with hard-

won artistic disciplines, techniques, and standards. In short, the concerns of great 

artists to give accurate artistic expression to aspects of human subjectivity have 

invariably been far from precluding epistemically valid and reliable insights into the 

world and the human condition. 

 

The problem of the arts and moral knowledge 

But what of the time-honored case for regarding some—perhaps many—works of art 

and literature as potential sources of moral knowledge, understanding, or insight? The 

general problems with regarding the arts as sources of such knowledge or insight have 

been widely noted (for a useful summary, see Lamarque 2009), and we should first 

acknowledge that this issue is much more complicated than some of the examples of 

potentially morally insightful art so far offered in this essay might suggest. To begin 

with, we need to beware of some less than satisfactory accounts of the moral value of 

art and literature. The first of these is what we shall here call extreme or ‘Platonic’ 

moralism—a view that certainly seems to have survived in much recent writing on the 

moral significance of children’s literature (Carr and Davis 2007). Briefly, (Platonic) 

moralism holds that there is nothing more to artistic value than moral value and also 

takes a problematically didactic (or propagandist) view of moral learning. Insofar as 

such extreme moralism inclines to denial of any non-moral artistic value and is 

usually closed to the possibility of any morally transforming art, it offers a less than 

rich account of either artistic (and/or aesthetic) or moral value. In contrast, a rather 

more qualified case for the traditional link between artistic and moral value has been 

made by Berys Gaut (1998). Essentially, Gaut’s so-called ethicism is the view that 

‘works of art are to be judged by moral criteria in such a way that (what is taken to 
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be) a moral defect will ipso facto count as an aesthetic defect’ (Bermudez and 

Gardner 2003). 

 

While Gaut’s ethicism certainly improves on any extreme moralism (insofar as, for 

example, it denies that moral value is the only value that artworks might have), it is 

still a source of problems—not least from any educational perspective. One fairly 

obvious problem—especially from an educational viewpoint—is that one person’s 

moral (and therefore aesthetic) defect may be another person’s moral (and therefore 

aesthetic) virtue. However, another (not unrelated) problem is precisely that one can 

readily think of artworks that may well be experienced as simultaneously aesthetically 

compelling and morally questionable. Indeed, Gaut’s ethicism would seem to be 

undermined by a fairly common failure to distinguish aesthetic from artistic value (for 

versions of this distinction, see Hepburn 1984; Best 1985; Carroll 1986; Carr 1999). 

Thus, to take one example, it does seem precisely possible to separate (as, indeed, we 

might hope that people should) the undeniable aesthetic musical achievements of 

Wagner from what would appear to have been the adverse moral influences on 

twentieth century fascism of a (great) artist who was clearly both a confirmed anti-

Semite and also concerned in his work to promote certain heroic ideals not obviously 

inconsistent with either fascism or racism. At the very least, those who may (for good 

reasons) love Wagner’s music may also be required to separate that appreciation from 

the (fairly well-established) association of that music with some repulsive and 

historically disastrous human ideals.  

 

While this example may be contested, the point is clearly quite general. Most people 

of some level of literary or artistic education are likely to have experienced aesthetic 

attraction to works that they may, at the same time, find morally problematic if not 

repellent. Indeed, this may be felt in relation to some fairly well-established modern 

or contemporary classics: the poetry of Phillip Larkin, the paintings of Francis Bacon, 

the poetry of Baudelaire or Swinbourne or of many eighteenth century romantics—

not to mention perhaps the greatest pre-romantic statement of sympathy for the devil 

in Milton’s great masterpiece Paradise Lost. One is certainly likely to experience 

such tension and conflict in relation to much contemporary literature, art, and cinema, 

particularly those works—such as Nabokov’s Lolita, Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork 

Orange (including their cinematic interpretations), the richly imaginative and 
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insightful but disturbing novels of the late Angela Carter, and so on—that have 

deliberately set out to explore dimensions of psychological experience (or 

psychopathology) and/or their political or social implications in profoundly unsettling 

ways. Moreover, the trouble with many such works is that we cannot readily, in the 

manner of Plato, dismiss—as simply the sophistries and delusions of irresponsible 

fantasists—the epistemic significance of such works. The trouble with many of the 

more morally problematic of artworks is precisely that they are often sources of real 

insight into realms of human experiences that we might well fear for us—or our 

children—to enter. 

 

To take a topical example, one might consider (not least in the light of her current 

celebrity status) the work (recently exhibited in Edinburgh) of Tracy Emin. The 

trouble with Emin is not that she is—from an aesthetic viewpoint—a notably inept 

artist: in many respects, her work exhibits similarities of approach to her previously 

mentioned contemporary Nancy Spero, who is arguably an artist of major 

contemporary stature. Indeed, the trouble may well be that from an aesthetic point of 

view Emin has too successfully communicated a deeply depressing experience (of 

early maltreatment, self-destructive tendency, and disastrous interpersonal 

association) from which she has nevertheless emerged as an albeit badly damaged 

survivor. However, the somewhat nihilistic, quasi-Stoic attitudes or values that Emin 

has acquired in the course of these experiences (she also claims to have been 

influenced by Spinoza)—not to mention these experiences them-selves—are hardly 

ones that one might want to see (particularly as a parent or teacher) widely imitated 

by youth. While Spero’s work is also profoundly disturbing, in terms of what it 

reveals about what man has done to man and/or woman, one might feel on morally 

safer ground in leading the young through her more life-affirming vision of human 

hope and possibility. Still, while one is likely to feel on less safe ground in guiding the 

young through Emin’s neo-Dantean vision of hell on earth (which does carry a 

parental safety warning), hers is no less evidently an authentic human perspective—if 

not also a moral vision of sorts of the triumph of spirit over (albeit often self-inflicted) 

adversity. 

 

Indeed, if we are inclined to reject (as we presently are) the possibility of Platonic 

censorship as a solution to the problem of what we might expose our children to 
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(excepting, that is, any and all developmental reasons we might have for denying 

small children premature access to more extreme ‘adult’ material), perhaps there is no 

other educational solution to the question of morally problematic art than to approach 

it in such time-honored terms. In such terms, we might explain to the young that 

whatever the human interest of Emin’s work, Spero’s is be preferred to hers on the 

grounds that it is more morally other-regarding and less self-obsessed. Perhaps: but 

any mature reflection on the history of art at least since the romantics—if not from the 

very dawn of artistic endeavor—cannot but erode complete confidence in such 

judgments and in the conventional responses on which they seem to be based. 

Regardless of the present Emin example, artists have long seen it as part of their role 

to transgress the accepted limits and boundaries of moral convention: it was 

undoubtedly Plato’s deep appreciation of this feature of much art that influenced his 

own profound distrust of the arts. Indeed, it is this Platonic dilemma with which 

contemporary educational uses of the arts continues to vex us: whether to forbid entry 

to some of the cities of dreadful night into which artists of vision have ever sought to 

lead us, or to risk the consequences of exposure to such forbidden knowledge against 

which perhaps the primal and most influential of Western (Judaeo-Christian) 

narratives has so powerfully warned us. 

 

 

 



 - 55 - 

CHAPTER 3: Spiritual, Moral and Heroic Virtue: Aristotelian Character in the 

Arthurian and Grail Narratives 

 

Abstract 

 

Recent moral and social theory—especially that of a more communitarian and/or 

virtue-ethical character—has greatly stressed the positive potential of great cultural 

narratives for moral and spiritual formation and education. On this view, there is 

much to be learned about human nature and character, and about the human struggle 

between good and evil, from the great myths and legends of cultural inheritance. 

From this viewpoint, it is also significant that Aristotelian ethics, which has been a 

prime inspiration for such emphases on the moral significance of narrative, is also 

source of a much-neglected account of the psychological structure and dynamics of 

virtuous character. The present chapter attempts to show how this Aristotelian 

analysis of character might be employed for a greater appreciation of the moral and 

spiritual significance of one of the most powerful and compelling myths of western 

Christian culture. 

 

Aristotle, virtue and character 

Although people have perhaps seldom been initially drawn to the great myths and 

legends of cultural inheritance for any explicit moral educational purposes, such 

narratives may yet be aptly regarded as rich sources of illumination concerning moral 

and other human life and association. In this regard, there cannot be much doubt that 

such sources have often served a significant educational function—not least in pre-

literate societies—in assisting the young to appreciate the ethical complexities of 

agency, character and motive, and of the way in which much if not most interpersonal 

association is implicated in the larger moral struggle of good against evil, or virtue 

against vice. Thus, the individual characters of great human stories have often been 

paraded as objects of attraction and repulsion: whereas the characteristics of 

invariably triumphing heroes or heroines provide models to be imitated, those of 

knaves and villains are offered primarily as a warning—usually reinforced by the 

inevitably bad ends of those given to knavery—of the dire human consequences of 

vice. Moreover, the moral implications of character are nowhere quite so 

philosophically evident as in the ethics of Aristotle (1941a) for whom the life of moral 
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virtue is more or less equivalent to the cultivation of wisdom, courage, self-control 

and justice precisely construed as character traits. Further, although Aristotle’s ethical 

views were developed long ago, they have been subject to significant recent 

philosophical revival and development (see, for example, Slote, 1992; Hursthouse, 

1999; and for overviews, Pence, 1984; Oakley, 1996), not least in the context of 

widespread rejection of more cognitive or rationalist Kantian and utilitarian ethical 

views which appear (on the face of them) to do rather less justice to the role of 

complex character traits in the promotion of human moral agency. 

 

In this regard, a key initial point is that the character traits that underpin Aristotelian 

virtue are not merely a matter (as may have been the case for Socrates and Plato) of 

the unwelcome imposition of reason upon non-rational human inclinations or desires. 

Perhaps a better way of putting this might be to say that for Aristotle the reason or 

wisdom that informs good human character is as much affective as cognitive, and 

there can be no right reason in moral matters without the proper cultivation of feeling 

and desire. Indeed, this much is already clear in Aristotle’s account of practical moral 

reason as a capacity or disposition to choose the mean between extremes of feeling or 

emotion (Aristotle, 1941a, Book II, section 2), according to which those who lack 

other-regarding sentiments cannot be compassionate, and those who feel no fear 

cannot be courageous. From this viewpoint, an agent is no less likely to act badly in 

some situation because he does not feel appropriately (or at all), than he is so to do 

because he does not reason validly: in short, in the sphere of practical moral conduct, 

any rational appreciation of the right thing to do is largely dependent upon rightly or 

properly educated feelings about the objects of one’s concern. At all events, what we 

also find in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is an account of moral education and 

development which focuses primarily upon the practical cultivation and refinement of 

complex moral sensibilities and dispositions involving the crucial interplay of 

volition, reason and feeling (Aristotle, 1941a, Book II, section 1), which contrasts 

strongly with cognitive theories of the sort that have dominated contemporary 

thinking about moral development for the best part of three decades (see, for example, 

Piaget, 1932; Kohlberg, 1984). This account of moral education and training is also 

associated with a classic discussion of moral weakness in the context of which 

Aristotle also provides a highly suggestive taxonomy or typology of moral character 
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turning mainly upon the identification of a range of different grades or levels of 

common moral weakness or failing.  

 

Briefly, in Book VII of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle identifies three basic types 

of moral excellence, which he calls heroic virtue, virtue and continence, and three 

kinds of vice, which he labels incontinence, licentiousness and bestiality—although 

he also largely dismisses the superhuman category of heroic virtue and the subhuman 

category of bestiality as generally inapplicable to the human case. The distinction 

between the virtuous and continent is basically between those who have mastered 

moral virtue to the extent that they no longer experience conflict between their best 

judgements and their natural inclinations, and those who—though still prey to conflict 

and temptation—are yet mostly successful in exercising self-control in the light of 

reason. The distinction between the incontinent and the licentious or vicious, on the 

other hand, is between the morally weak—who, though they know in some sense 

what is morally better, yet sometimes pursue the worse—and the wanton who care 

little for what is morally better or worse but simply pursue present pleasures. 

However, Aristotle also points to other significant gradations of moral weakness 

within these distinctions. First, related to the distinction between the enkrates 

(continent person) and the akrates (incontinent person), Aristotle points to a further 

difference between the karterikos or tough person and the malakos or soft person. 

This distinction certainly complicates the first: for, insofar as a person who is a good 

at enduring hardship may be easy prey to pleasure, and someone who is self-

controlled about pleasure may be poor at withstanding pain, incontinence would 

therefore appear to admit of degrees, and therefore to be often enough ‘in respect of’ 

this or that specific weakness or temptation. However, if this is so of incontinence, it 

seems likely that this is no less so of continence—a point of some importance in 

relation to the case studies of character we shall shortly examine. But secondly, 

Aristotle also recognises a difference in the realm of akrasia between intemperance 

(astheneia) and impetuosity (propeteia), regarding the latter as less culpable than the 

former on the grounds, among others, that outbursts of anger are more episodic and 

amenable to rational control than the sways of sensual appetite. 
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The role of example and narrative in character development 

But what relevance might this rather formal typology have to the practical task of how 

to promote the kind of qualities of character presupposed to moral virtue? Once again, 

it is crucial to appreciate that on an Aristotelian or virtue-ethical account of moral life, 

moral development is more than just a matter of the cultivation of reason. It cannot, 

for example, be merely a matter of the exclusively cognitive application of purely 

formal or abstract principles of justice to generalised moral dilemmas, as some 

modern cognitive developmental theories would appear to have supposed (see 

Kohlberg, 1984). On the contrary, according to Aristotle, moral responses need to be 

proportioned to specific circumstances of personal or interpersonal engagement, and 

moral development is therefore a matter of the gradual refinement of human 

sensitivity to the particular case. In the Politics, indeed, Aristotle argues that there is 

no less injustice in treating unequals equally than there is in treating equals unequally 

(Aristotle, 1941c, Book III, section 9). From this viewpoint, to treat friends or those in 

one’s charge kindly or fairly, is not necessarily to treat them as I would everyone else, 

but to treat them as befits their needs in the light of their individual requirements. But 

it should now be clear that this could hardly be accomplished via that intellectual 

abstraction from events in their concrete particularity characteristic of some ethics of 

impartiality, and would seem to require the actual experience of personal and 

interpersonal association that Aristotle generally associates with the cultivation of 

virtue. In this connection, Aristotle also insists that the kind of intellectual reflection 

on moral questions in which moral theorists are prone to engage is not fit for the 

young, precisely on the grounds that the young lack the experience of the world 

needed for such reflection (Aristotle, 1941a, Book I, section 3). 

 

How more particularly, then, is such experience to be gained, and what kinds of 

teaching or instruction might serve to advance or enhance it? First and foremost, such 

experience is practical: as Aristotle says, individuals learn to be courageous, 

temperate and fair by performing courageous, temperate and fair acts under the wise 

instruction, encouragement or guidance of parents, guardians and tutors. But 

secondly, and in consequence, experiential appreciation of the virtuous life is apt to be 

greatly assisted by particular example: instructing young people that this is or is not 

the right thing to do is unlikely to be effective if the instructors are not themselves 

stable or reliable exemplars of virtuous conduct. However, example does not 
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necessarily have to be immediate or first hand, and it would appear that literary and 

other sources of narrative have often provided rich sources of moral instruction and 

guidance for would-be moral agents. Indeed, recognising that great literature has ever 

been a fertile source of the models of virtue and vice that have guided and sustained 

individual moral aspirations, virtue ethics has always appreciated the significant 

moral educational potential of great human narratives, myths and stories. Hence, on 

the virtue-ethical perspective, it is not through the disinterested application of general 

principles to experience, but through engaged attention to the particular struggles, 

trials and achievements of real, legendary or purely fictional exemplars of all that is 

best and worst in human character that we come to realise what conduces to a 

(morally) flourishing life. From this viewpoint, it seems worth exploring what we 

might stand to learn about the nature of moral and personal character and integrity, 

from the application of Aristotle’s typography of character to one of the most 

enduring narratives of martial and other virtues of western Christian civilization. 

 

The Arthurian romances 

Sir Thomas Malory’s fifteenth-century masterpiece Morte D’Arthur, is no doubt the 

prime and most comprehensive source of stories of the legendary British King Arthur 

and his Knights of the Round Table, although these narratives have been constantly 

reworked and retold down the centuries to the present day. Alfred Lord Tennyson’s 

Idylls of the King, composed during a period of considerable 19thcentury nostalgia for 

an alleged pre-industrial golden age of romance and chivalry, has also been an 

enduring and influential source of Arthurian themes, and modern fictional and 

cinematic re-workings of the Arthurian legends appear to have drawn as often upon 

Tennyson as on Malory. The extent to which the Round Table stories constitute a 

single unified narrative (given their diverse western European origins and sources) 

turns mainly on the interweaving of three main themes or motifs. First, there is what 

might be called the mythic or heroic narrative which focuses mainly upon the 

Tolkeinesque struggle of good against evil in an enchanted world of dragons, wizards, 

shape-shifting and magical swords in lakes and stones. Secondly, there is the religious 

or spiritual narrative of the quest for the Holy Grail, which is the ultimate redemptive 

goal of the human souls of Logres, Camelot and the Round Table. Thirdly, however, 

there is what we may call the human or interpersonal narrative which centres mainly 

upon the vexed and more worldly relationships of King Arthur, Queen Guinevere and 
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her lover the ‘first knight’ Sir Launcelot—though such more shadowy figures as the 

sorcerer Merlin, the enchantress Morgan le Fay and Arthur’s evil son and nephew Sir 

Mordred are also implicated in this particular drama. 

 

Although what we have called the mythic aspect of the Arthurian legend is by no 

means devoid of real philosophical and psychological interest, not least to scholars 

operating at the rich interfaces of theology, anthropology and depth psychology, 

present interest in the Arthurian legends must lie mainly in the moral and spiritual 

crises and tensions which arise in the spaces between the spiritual and interpersonal 

narratives. Insofar as the Holy Grail constitutes the ultimate moral and spiritual 

benchmark of the world of Arthur, the final ‘horizon of significance’ (see Taylor, 

1989) against which all human endeavour stands to be judged, the quest for the Grail 

by the often less than perfect companions of the Round Table is a prime site of that 

eternal conflict between truth and inspiration which Santayana (1968, p. 219) 

regarded as the very essence of tragedy—and it is arguably the quest for the Grail, 

more than the machinations of Morgan and Mordred, which ultimately proves to be 

one test too many for the fellowship of Camelot. 

 

It is the Grail then, that ultimately defines for good or ill the often complex characters 

of Arthurian narrative. From this viewpoint, we might first observe that although he 

would normally be regarded as the key agent of the epic, King Arthur himself 

provides less than promising material for character study. Although portrayed as a 

noble and courageous man who is also prey to very human fits of anger, jealousy and 

lust, Arthur also largely inhabits a world of myth and is to that extent a stranger to the 

vagaries of human character. Indeed, in some re-workings of the story, it seems a 

problem for Guinevere that Arthur moves and has his being too far above the plane of 

ordinary flesh and blood humanity to be a proper object of female love. At one level, 

then, Arthur seems to exist as a mythical or spiritual archetype who moves in a larger-

than-life allegorical world of moonshine, magic and monsters: as the ‘the hero with a 

thousand faces’ (Campbell, 1993) he represents the hazards, trials and tribulations of 

everyman and hence of no man in particular. At another level, however, the 

immortality of the once and future king might also be held to have a major political 

dimension, and to reside more in the liberal-democratic legacy of the Round Table 

than in the actual body of a sleeping patriarch awaiting in a rusting suit of armour 
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some moment of supernatural physical resurrection: at this level, Arthur is the spirit of 

all freeborn Englishmen wherever and whenever they struggle against the opposite 

and equal dangers of anarchy and tyranny. 

 

Towards a study of Arthurian characters 

Arthur is therefore himself both more than a character and less than a character, which 

may well explain the trouble that some versions of the legend seem to have had in 

offering a well-drawn human portrait of him. Beyond Arthur, however, the Arthurian 

romances are teeming with colourful, boldly drawn and greatly contrasting characters: 

the effortless but driven confidence and superiority of Sir Launcelot; the lusty 

impetuosity of Sir Gawaine; the twisted malevolence of Sir Mordred; the patience and 

humility of Sir Gareth; the morbid despondency of Sir Geraint; the artless innocence 

and simplicity of Sir Percival; the earthy no-nonsense honesty of Sir Bors; the 

vindictive self-importance of Sir Kay; and so on. To these, of course, we should in 

any full consideration of Arthurian character, add the many strong portrayals of 

female virtue and vice: the tormented passion of Guinevere; the ambitious scheming 

of Vivien (or Morgan); the obsessive fidelity of Elaine of Astolat. For present 

purposes, however, I shall concentrate on the more knightly virtues of the male 

characters of the Arthurian drama. 

 

Where, then, should one begin any examination of the virtues and vices of the 

personis dramatae of Arthurian legend? It is almost certain that any straw poll of the 

key players of the Round Table stories would—after or along with Arthur, Guinevere 

and/or Merlin—identify Sir Launcelot as the most central and compelling Arthurian 

character. On the face of it, Sir Launcelot is the very embodiment of the virtues of 

nobility, chivalry, justice and courage that characterise Arthurian knighthood: 

although he is absolutely unbeatable in battle, he is nevertheless second to none in his 

charity and generosity to those less well placed or favoured, and is invariably first to 

rise to the defence—usually in face of the boorish bullying of the court seneschal Sir 

Kay—of those such as Sir Percival and Sir Gareth who pursue humbler routes into the 

Round Table fellowship. Sir Launcelot is universally admired by men and adored by 

women, and in Boorman’s fine screen version of the legend (Excalibur), the drunken 

Sir Gawaine is heard to exclaim that there is no-one in the court who does not think 

him a god. However, it is significant that like Sir Gawaine—the knight who may 
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come nearest to matching him in strength, nobility and courage—Sir Launcelot is 

explicitly denied that access to the Holy Grail that is granted to his son Sir Galahad, 

his nephew Sir Bors and his friend Sir Percival. As the ultimate horizon of Arthurian 

significance and benchmark of Round Table virtue, the Holy Grail is vouchsafed only 

to those who have shown themselves to be worthy, and Sir Launcelot—regarded in 

terms of worldly values and aspirations as the noblest of the Arthurian fellowship—is 

judged to be unworthy. 

 

In this light, we might first look at the characters of the three knights Sir Galahad, Sir 

Percival and Sir Bors who actually succeed in their quest for the Holy Grail, and 

begin by asking whether and to what extent they conform to the Aristotelian account 

of virtue earlier noticed in this paper. In the first place, they certainly all conform to 

the general pattern of Aristotelian virtue as a state of the soul in which there is no 

conflict between reason, feeling and volition: although Sir Galahad, Sir Bors and Sir 

Percival experience the temptations of other men, their desires and inclinations are 

refined or cultivated to the extent that any dishonourable conduct is simply 

unthinkable to them, and they do not therefore experience the continent agent’s (albeit 

successful) struggle with ambivalence. That said, insofar as the moral characters and 

qualities of the Grail knights are interestingly different, they might also be held to 

correspond to rather different Aristotelian conceptions of virtue. Hence, although we 

have seen that Aristotle distinguished between heroic virtue and virtue as such, and 

seems to have regarded the former as a godlike quality not normally applicable to 

human beings, it is precisely such divine virtue which seems to be possessed by Sir 

Galahad the illegitimate son of Sir Launcelot. Sir Galahad is the true soldier of Christ 

who dispatches his enemies only from necessity, never out of malice or vainglory, and 

his life is characterised by an uncompromising Platonic-Christian search for the 

ultimate vision of the good. In his unswerving imitation of Christ, Sir Galahad 

ultimately achieves the virtue of God as man in Christ, and thus—with nothing more 

for a Christian soul to achieve—he is more or less assumed into heaven in a state of 

beatitude. To that extent, by virtue of a distinctive Christian theology of 

‘godmanhood’, Sir Galahad is able to aspire to that very heroic virtue Aristotle 

reserves for the divine rather than the human. 
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But Aristotle also distinguishes non-heroic virtue from what he is inclined to call 

natural virtue. Natural virtue is for Aristotle a kind of unschooled or untutored 

goodness of the sort romantics have often linked to uncorrupted childhood innocence, 

and which seems to be very much associated with the character of the second most 

important Grail knight, Sir Percival. Indeed, although sometimes held to be of noble 

parentage, Percival arrives at the court under the wing of Sir Launcelot very much as 

a child of nature reared in the wilderness. Although, like Sir Galahad, Sir Percival is 

touched with genuine holiness, the goodness he radiates is largely spontaneous and 

uncultivated, he acts from the basic impulses of a naturally open heart, and the 

undeniable reasonableness of his virtue seems nevertheless to lack the contemplative 

or visionary dimension of Sir Galahad’s. However, the heroic virtue of Sir Galahad 

and the natural virtue of Sir Percival may both be contrasted with the character of Sir 

Bors who is perhaps the best exemplar of those qualities which Aristotle identifies 

with virtue as such. Certainly Sir Bors seems to possess in abundance that capacity for 

practical reason that Aristotle refers to as phronesis, moral wisdom or sometimes just 

prudence. In short, Sir Bors typifies the genuine salt of the earth who does right as a 

matter of plain decency. Unlike Sir Galahad, he is practical more than contemplative, 

and he is also worldly wiser than Sir Percival, but he is nevertheless unfailingly 

honest, just, courageous and loyal—as well as entirely without vanity or hubris. 

Moreover, unlike Sir Galahad and Sir Percival, Sir Bors is the only Grail knight to 

return to Arthur’s court after the quest: whereas the saintly Sir Galahad is assumed 

into heaven, and the holy, innocent Sir Percival remains behind as the new guardian 

of the Grail in the castle of the Fisher King, it is the destiny of Sir Bors as the 

Aristotelian man of civic virtue to return to the court and to put his wisdom and 

goodness to work in the larger practical and political affairs of men. 

 

Heroic continence and incontinence 

Still, the Grail knights are in their different ways virtuous, and it is proof of their 

virtue that they are successful in their quest for the Grail. By the same token, 

however, those who do not achieve the Grail, fail because they are less than 

virtuous—and this, among others, includes those such as Sir Launcelot and Sir 

Gawaine who are otherwise regarded as the greatest knights of the Round Table. 

Clearly, moreover, since the most significant lack of success seems to be that of Sir 

Launcelot, we need to ask why Arthur’s first knight fails. The reason most often 
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indicated for Sir Launcelot’s failure is that he harbours in his heart the sin of an 

adulterous love for Arthur’s queen Guinevere. But it is actually not obvious why such 

love—which in a sense he cannot help—should actually disqualify him from the 

virtuous state of other successful Grail aspirants. Indeed, the problem here seems 

conceptual, and to be related to Aristotle’s distinction between continent and virtuous 

agents—which, it also seems, cannot be a simple distinction between those who are 

tempted and resist, and those who are not at all tempted. After all, if agents are never 

humanly tempted, they could hardly be described as virtuous either. So what could be 

the difference between Sir Launcelot, whose adulterous desire for Guinevere is in 

some versions of the legend quite unconsummated—precisely because the first knight 

regards the desire as dishonourable—and any virtuous agent who would also be likely 

to dismiss such a desire on much the same grounds? 

 

It is possible that the key to Sir Launcelot’s failure to achieve the perfect virtue of the 

successful Grail aspirant, is revealed in a brief episode of his own personal quest. In 

the course of his unsuccessful search, Sir Launcelot happens across a conflict between 

two bands of knights, one group apparelled entirely in white, the others in black 

(Malory, 1986, Book XV, chapters v and vi). Although the black knights are clearly 

being worsted by the white knights, Sir Launcelot—following his general inclination 

to side with the underdog (though also apparently without hesitating to enquire about 

the bone of contention)—pitches in on the side of the black knights. After doing his 

utmost, however, the greatest knight of the Round Table is driven from the field by 

the white knights, and he then falls into ever greater despair and despondency—

holding himself, by virtue of his unprecedented defeat, to be a greater sinner than 

ever. Subsequently, however, he meets a holy woman who explains to him that 

whereas the black knights to whose aid he had come stood for worldly honour and 

aspiration, the white knights who defeated him were (perhaps a vision of) the truly 

virtuous of God’s elect. Sir Launcelot’s support for the black knights is symbolic of 

his attachment to reputation and vainglory, and of his general spiritual and moral 

unfitness for the company of the truly virtuous. Sir Launcelot’s basic problem relates 

to his chronic overachievement: as one who has to be the best at everything, he is also 

unable to live with the thought of the ultimate humiliation (for him) of failure. The 

Grail, on the other hand, is the ultimate symbol of humiliation, of the God who is able 

to face the final test of self-doubt and universal rejection on the cross. 
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It is arguably also this deep-grained pride or vainglory of Sir Launcelot’s which 

explains what is really wrong with his hopeless attachment to Guinevere. The trouble 

is that for the ultimate overachiever, there could hardly be any other worthy object of 

his love than the highest and most beautiful woman in the land, who is also—more or 

less inevitably—the wife of his best friend the king. But, of course, the object of his 

love is also thereby neither realistically nor honourably attainable. In this regard, there 

is again a certain perverse vanity about Sir Launcelot’s unswerving and mostly chaste 

devotion to Guinevere which relieves him of the unromantic burdens—as well as the 

risk of failure—of love for any real woman (such as, for example, Elaine the mother 

of his own son). Sir Launcelot can always therefore avoid the risk of human failure, 

and any consequent threat to his self-esteem, by vanquishing the men and renouncing 

the women—albeit in the name of worthy ideals of honour and chivalry. Hence, 

although Sir Launcelot is largely of the type of Aristotle’s continent man—his life and 

conduct are characterised by utter disciplined commitment to honourable ideals—he 

seems driven to honour for the sake of honour, rather than to honour as a means to 

higher self-transcendent goods. As the tragic victim of his own success, he is unable 

to free himself from the corrosive hubris and vanity that is, in albeit different ways, 

quite absent from the conduct of Sir Galahad, Sir Percival and Sir Bors. 

  

Moreover, although many Arthurian heroes are—more or less by definition—

individuals of strong will and disciplined character, most are arguably men of 

continence like Sir Launcelot rather than men of virtue like the three Grail knights. 

This may well be true even of those who are—like Sir Launcelot—men of the almost 

complete self-control that may seem at first sight indistinguishable from virtue. For 

example, although not much connected with the Grail narrative, Sir Gareth is without 

doubt one of the most congenial characters of the Arthurian narrative, not least on 

account of his remarkable forbearance and humility in the face of mistreatment by 

others. As a young man of noble if not royal extraction, he comes incognito to the 

court of Arthur to work as a kitchen boy, suffering first the bullying of the 

curmudgeonly steward Sir Kay, and then the subsequent persistent taunts of the 

damsel Linet who believes that a low-born knave has been sent to assist her in the 

errand of rescuing her sister the Lady Lionesse. But one cannot help feeling that there 

is something rather self-conscious, contrived and possibly even self-lacerating about 
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Sir Gareth’s deliberate cultivation of humility: he wears humility too much on his 

sleeve, and in a way that could be symptomatic of some more or less conscious 

psychological compensation. Thus, just as Sir Launcelot is driven by the conscious or 

unconscious search for honour for its own sake, humility seems to be an end in itself 

for Sir Gareth rather than a means to the grasp of some more self-transcendent vision 

of the good. On the other hand, although Sir Galahad, Sir Percival and Sir Bors would 

all appear well endowed with the virtue of humility, such virtue seems to be above all 

manifest—however paradoxically—in its not being pursued by them as a virtue. The 

main pitfall of the pursuit of virtuous and honourable goals by continent agents, then, 

may be not that they are not successfully pursued, but that they are not exhibited as a 

virtuous agent should exhibit them. 

 

Moreover, although there are many Arthurian heroes such as Sir Launcelot and Sir 

Gareth who would appear to be models of almost pure continence to the extent that 

they manage to exercise complete self-control in the pursuit of generally honourable 

or laudable goals, many more seem to be more complex human mixtures of 

continence and incontinence insofar as they are self controlled in some respects but 

prey to temptation in others. In this connection, another leading light of Arthur’s court 

who also fails the Grail quest is Sir Gawaine. Although Sir Gawaine is the hero of 

many Arthurian adventures, second only to Sir Launcelot in knightly nobility, honour 

and courage, and the steadfast friend of Sir Launcelot until the accidental killing by 

the latter of his brothers, Sir Gareth and Sir Gaheris, Sir Gawaine is also turned back 

from his quest for the Grail for a range of worldly shortcomings. Indeed, Sir 

Gawaine’s akrasia or incontinence would appear to be of both the key Aristotelian 

varieties of intemperance and impetuosity. On the one hand, Sir Gawaine is 

sometimes held to be especially susceptible to the more temporal attachments of self-

love and sensual pleasure: in his greatest adventure with the Green Knight, he avoids 

disgracing himself with his host’s wife only by a hair’s breadth, and the entire 

narrative is one of moral compromise in which honour and courage are hardly equal 

to vanity and self-preservation (Burrow, 1972). On the other, despite his efforts to 

give fair hearing to both sides of a case, he is also not slow to take offence or bear a 

grudge—and it is largely such impetuosity that leads to his ultimate tragic conflict 

with his erstwhile friend Sir Launcelot. In this respect, much of the attraction of Sir 

Gawaine may rest upon the fact that unlike the Grail knights he is precisely that 



 - 67 - 

complex and very human mixture of strength and weakness, success and failure, to 

which most of us may readily relate from our own experience. 

 

Beyond incontinence 

As well as virtuous and good but sometimes intemperate Arthurian heroes, however, 

there are utterly weak, vicious and villainous knights, and these would appear to range 

from the almost totally incontinent or akratic—those who betray the knightly ideals, 

though in some sense they nevertheless recognise the value and justice of such 

ideals—to those who would appear to reject such ideals from motives of avarice, self-

interest, power-seeking or just plain malice. Of the many power-hungry kings and 

princes who initially oppose King Arthur’s accession, and those knights who seem 

constantly bent on the apparently more libidinously driven practice of incarcerating 

fair damsels in castles, many if not most come to see the error of their ways as a result 

of judicious unhorsing by Arthur’s lieutenants. At the more unrepentant end of the 

scale, however, Sir Mordred and Sir Agravaine seem to be in the grip of more sinister 

goals and desires. Sir Agravaine, to be sure, seems to be little more than a weak vassal 

of Mordred who has been totally suborned or corrupted to the service of his brother—

a prime example of the easily led who have little real will of their own. The twisted 

and malevolent Sir Mordred, on the other hand, typifies those who, in their embrace 

of evil and destruction almost for its own sake, are more vicious or akolastic than 

akratic in Aristotle’s terms. Indeed, Sir Mordred seems the kind of agent of whom we 

might ask whether he is mad or bad—recognising that any answer to this question is 

likely to be more a label for than a solution to the problem. At one level, Sir Mordred 

seems driven by a perfectly intelligible if unenviable hunger for power. At another, 

however, we learn that unlike Sir Galahad—another illegitimate son of a guilt-ridden 

and neglectful father—Sir Mordred takes sadistic pleasure in cruelty towards and 

humiliation of others. His unfortunate parentage and his father’s rejection of him go 

some way towards explaining his anger and bitterness; but they cannot entirely excuse 

or justify his dark self-absorption and his will to absolute destruction of anything 

good. 

  

To be sure, the question of whether Sir Mordred is mad or bad need not be an entirely 

idle one: at one level, it is a perfectly reasonable question about the extent of his 

moral or criminal responsibility for his actions. If something goes snap in Sir 
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Mordred’s brain whenever he embarks on a murderous rampage, then he has no 

rational control over his actions and we may well feel compelled to commit him as a 

suitable case for treatment rather than sentence him to a term of community service. 

However, it may also be a mistake to assume that any distinction between madness 

and badness is primarily or exclusively expressible in scientific or statistical rather 

than normative terms: that, in particular, the categories of madness and moral 

responsibility are mutually exclusive. From this viewpoint, it may be that madness has 

as much of a spiritual as a pathological dimension, and that we can become mad as 

much by the choices we make or by the values to which we have committed ourselves 

as by the influence on us of the genetic or environmental cards we have been dealt 

(see Jacobs, 2001). Indeed, it is clear that many perfectly healthy individuals of good 

education and fortunate background have been driven to what many would regard as 

insane extremes of criminal conduct by fanatical commitment to ideals operating 

more as triggers for the release of self-focused rancour or resentment than as spurs to 

the greater good in whose name such crime is committed. 

 

In this connection, indeed, the question of whether Sir Mordred is mad or bad may be 

formally analogous to the rather more theological issue of whether the virtue of a Sir 

Galahad, Sir Percival or Sir Bors is a matter of grace or works. On the face of it, it 

may seem providentially unfair that whereas Sir Launcelot and Sir Gareth have to 

struggle for purity or humility, it seems to come so easily—as a matter of divine 

favour or natural temperament—to the Grail knights. But just as it may be a mistake 

to think that we can never have responsibility for our ultimate moral alienation, 

autism or derangement, or that such derangement always absolves us of 

responsibility, so it seems a mistake to suppose that the temperamental or other gifts 

we have received are such as to make any and all effort irrelevant. Sir Launcelot is 

certainly no Sir Galahad: but we have no reason to suppose either that with different 

choices Sir Launcelot might not have attained the virtues of Sir Galahad, or that those 

virtues could have been attained without any effort on Galahad’s part. The importance 

of Aristotle’s classic discussion of the internal relationship between character and 

voluntary agency is that it shows the considerable extent to which both vice and virtue 

are consequences, not so much of what happens to people, but of how they use the 

natural and other benefits they have been vouchsafed. In this respect, we should bear 

in mind that although both Sir Galahad and Sir Mordred were the illegitimate sons of 
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fathers who abandoned them, the former proceeded to be the holiest of saints whereas 

the latter went on to be the blackest of sinners. At all events, it is arguable that the rich 

and colourful array of Aristotelian character types who enliven the pages of the 

Arthurian romances provide as good illustrations as we could possibly wish of the 

general structure of moral and spiritual growth, and of the various trials to which 

human aspiration is heir. 
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CHAPTER 4: Moral Education at the Movies: On the Cinematic Treatment of 

Morally Significant Story and Narrative 

 

Abstract  

 

Much contemporary social theory has emphasised the key role that cultural and other 

narrative plays in any human understanding of moral self and agency. However, in 

those modern social contexts in which literacy has been widespread, such access to 

narrative has also been largely via the written word: those significantly educated in 

cultural heritage have been the primarily well read.  Still, in an age in which 

communication is most commonly prosecuted through the electronic media of radio, 

cinema, television and computer, it may be asked whether or to what extent traditional 

literary access to cultural narrative has been overtaken by more modern technological 

events. This chapter sets out to explore the potential and prospects of the 

technological art of cinema for enhanced understanding of morally and spiritually 

significant narrative. 

 

‘Now we have machines to do our dreaming for us. But within that ‘video-gadgetry’ 

might lie the source of a continuation, even a transformation of story-telling and story 

performance’. (Angela Carter, Introduction to Fairy tales, 2005) 

 

Narrative, culture and education 

The notion of narrative – more or less loosely construed – has attracted much 

attention in latter day philosophy and social theory. On a broader understanding – 

under the influence of various modern anti-realist or constructivist trends (to be 

found, for example, in movements as otherwise diverse as idealism, Marxism, 

pragmatism, structuralism and post-structuralism) – philosophers have been drawn to 

regard any and all attempts to comprehend or explain human experience as forms of 

narrative. Thus, for example, when the influential French post-modern philosopher 

Jean-Francois Lyotard (1984) speaks of the end of ‘grand recits’ or ‘meta-narratives’, 

he would appear to be using the term in some such liberal way to refer to any – 

scientific, metaphysical, historical, political, religious or other – form of explanation. 

There are, all the same, some difficulties with any such post-modern interpretation of 

narrative – not least that of which (if any) diverse possible readings of the claim that 
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such explanations are no longer viable is true (or even coherent). But perhaps the 

main trouble with any such perspective is that the concept of narrative is thereby 

effectively emptied of much sense or substance: if, in short, anything (by way of 

human explanation) is a narrative, then for all explanatory purposes nothing is. 

 

It is arguable, however, that the neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics of the contemporary 

British social philosopher and theorist Alasdair MacIntyre (1981) offers a rather less 

permissive and more promising account of narrative. For MacIntyre, since human 

agency is inherently rational and purposive and can only be understood as involving 

the adoption of reasonable means to desired goals or ends, no accounts of human 

action that deny or fail to acknowledge such teleology can adequately explain human 

life or endeavour. Precisely, MacIntyre argues that it is not possible to understand 

human identity and action in the causal terms of natural or social science and that 

therefore no conception of human self and identity could be grounded in mere causal 

or contingent (physical or psychological) continuity. On the contrary, for MacIntyre, 

any true appreciation of human identity depends upon some grasp of the roles 

occupied by agents in narratives that others relate concerning them or that they tell 

about themselves. The unity of the human person is the unity of a character in a story, 

and the agency of personhood so conceived is part and parcel of such narrative. Apart 

from such narratives, human selves and actions cannot be meaningfully individuated 

or comprehended at all. 

 

The notion that humans cannot understand themselves as other than agents in 

narratives – as actors, as it were, in the dramas of life – is an appealing one for those 

who believe in the general significance of stories for moral and spiritual self-

understanding. This is clearly of the first importance to MacIntyre, for whom the 

narratives that he particularly regards as integral to any significant sense of human 

identity or personhood – namely religious, spiritual, moral and artistic traditions – 

consist very largely of stories in this sense. So, though there are evidently important 

traditions of human meaning making or reflection other than the religious and literary 

– such as the natural and social scientific – these are neither narratival nor identity-

constitutive in the key MacIntyrean sense. Indeed, presumably MacIntyre’s main 

point about the primacy of agency in narrative is that it is easier to understand 

ourselves – qua selves – in the roles of Prometheus, Antigone or Hamlet as tragic 
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victims of divine caprice, tyranny or character defect, than as collections of atoms or 

molecules pushed or pulled this way or that by blind and impersonal cosmic forces. I 

suspect that this is largely why many educationalists would want to say that the stories 

and narratives of classical and modern literature are valuable sources of human 

understanding, and should therefore occupy a central place in any reputable school 

curriculum. More precisely, it might well be thought that such narratives have – 

partly, if not exclusively – a significant role to play in moral and spiritual education. 

Moreover, we might also look for such edifying stories and narratives in a number of 

different places. Undoubtedly, many such narratives have ultimate sources or origins 

in the oral traditions of pre-literate cultures, but in literary cultures they have largely 

taken the forms of religious and mythical texts, histories and biographies, epic poems, 

tragic and comic drama and popular novels. Of course, even in such cultures, moral 

and spiritual narratives have also been liable to non-verbal expression through such 

traditional art forms as painting, music and sculpture – or, in more recent times, 

through such means of artistic or other mass communication as radio, television and 

cinema. All the same, it has been widely assumed – well into present times – that the 

heart of moral and other educated sensibility is literary: the idea that education is 

acquaintance with ‘the best that has been thought and said’ (in the words on Matthew 

Arnold: see Gribble, 1967) seems to uphold the time-honoured view that an educated 

person is essentially – if not exclusively – a well read person. Indeed, it might be held 

that all those entering higher education should be educated in this sense: that they 

should have some acquaintance – acquired not only at school, but via wider general 

reading – with a canon of classical and modern literary and artistic achievement 

(including the Bible and Shakespeare). 

 

In view of modern technological developments and shifts in the ways in which young 

people have nowadays come to use their leisure time and/or access knowledge and 

information, however, there may be reason to doubt whether this is any longer so: it is 

no longer obvious that today’s young people are as reliant on books and other literary 

sources as their predecessors for whom there were not so many alternative 

technological modes of access to knowledge. In this light, it may be wondered 

whether or to what extent such technological alternatives have continued to afford 

equally rich access to the moral and spiritual themes and insights that were the stuff of 

traditional literary narratives. Just as literature itself once largely displaced preliterate 
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(oral) means to the transmission and communication of human wisdom, it might be 

that ‘post-literate’ modes of communication are the way of the future for heirs to the 

technological advances of the last century and beyond. Indeed, insofar as the 

twentieth century has already witnessed the growth of a new and much acclaimed 

technological art of cinema, it might be asked whether the modern ‘movie’ might 

provide the most effective post-literary mode of access to ‘narrative’ human wisdom 

and insight. In short, might it not be that modern cinema has as much to offer by way 

of moral and spiritual insight as traditional literary sources provided for pre-cinematic 

generations? (For recent work that precisely explores the moral, religious, 

philosophical and other narrative significance of cinema, see, for example: Carroll 

1997; Voytilla 1999; Winkler 2001; Falzon 2002; Mulhall 2002; Cawkwell 2004). In 

the next two sections we shall explore this possibility via attention to two especially 

(morally and spiritually) striking examples of contemporary cinema. 

 

The Fisher King 

No one familiar with the Arthurian and grail legends could fail to appreciate the 

inspiration behind Terry Gilliam’s 1991 film The Fisher King. The central character 

of Gilliam’s movie is Jack, a cynical and self-absorbed host of a New York radio 

phone-in programme, that owes much of its popularity to the presenter’s regular 

baiting and humiliation of those at the other end of the line. 

 

One day, a mean and flippant remark from Jack (about the worthlessness of just that 

smart set to which he himself belongs) prompts a disturbed caller to enter a 

fashionable restaurant, and – before shooting himself – mow down the diners with a 

Figure	  1.	  Jack	  and	  Parry	  seek	  the	  grail	  (courtesy	  of	  TriStar	  Pictures)	  
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shotgun. On learning of this, Jack descends into a slough of nihilistic despair and self-

pity. This also creates perpetual purgatory for his girlfriend, Anne, with whom he 

lives – and by whom he is loved and supported – but to whom Jack is incapable of 

returning any degree of real commitment. One night, after a stormy row with Anne, a 

whisky-sodden Jack – tottering suicidally over the edge of a New York bridge – is set 

upon by murderous local hoodlums, but rescued from their intent to burn him alive by 

a ragged band of down-and-outs led by the psychotic Parry. 

 

Although clearly deranged, Parry informs Jack from his squat in the bowels of a New 

York tenement that he is a knight on a quest for the holy grail, that he has also 

identified (from a magazine picture) as a sporting trophy housed in the fortified 

apartment of a local magnate. He also recounts having had a vision of small airborne 

people who have told him that Jack is the one chosen to help him achieve his grail 

quest. While grateful to Parry for his life, Jack is also anxious to rid himself of his 

deranged presence – but in turn devastated to learn that Parry was formerly a quite 

sane schoolteacher who lost his mind only when his wife was blown apart in the 

restaurant shooting for which Jack already feels responsible. Brought to an all time 

moral and spiritual low, Jack breaks down in front of Anne, observing tearfully that 

he wished there was some way in which he could ‘just pay the fine and go home’. In a 

pathetic attempt to do just this, Jack tries (unsuccessfully) to buy Parry off with a cash 

handout, but finds himself instead drawn into the madman’s other quest – to gain the 

love and the hand of the lonely and gauche office-worker Lydia. With the help of 

Anne (in the course of a wildly funny sub-plot) Jack succeeds in getting Parry and 

Lydia together, and it even appears that Jack is at last on the brink of moral recovery 

and some real commitment to Anne. 

 

Believing that he has now atoned, however, Jack reverts to self-focused type and 

indicates to an outraged Anne – still seeking Jack’s commitment – that he needs 

freedom from present personal attachments in order to rebuild his old career. In the 

course of another stormy scene, the telephone rings to inform Jack that Parry has been 

hospitalised following a vicious street assault. After taking goodnight leave of Lydia, 

Parry has again suffered one of his psychotic attacks by the ‘red knight’ (a delusion 

caused by the restaurant shooting trauma), has been badly beaten by the same thugs 

who tried to burn Jack, and is now in a state of catatonic coma. Again in moral crisis, 
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Jack seeks to abandon the situation, but – in the midst of a career interview – he is 

overtaken by the bizarre thought that the only way to save Parry from his living death 

is to help him steal the sports trophy that his friend believes to be the holy grail. After 

a final impotent plea that (as it were) this cup might pass from him, Jack scales the 

walls of the trophy owner’s property, breaks in (finding that the rich old recluse has 

died in his chair), appropriates the cup and returns to place it in Parry’s hands – 

effecting the miraculous recovery of the latter’s consciousness and sanity. Parry is 

now re-united with Lydia, and Jack is finally able to find true love for and 

commitment to Anne. 

 

At an earlier point in their association, Parry (lying naked and ‘cloud-breaking’ in 

Central Park) recounts to Jack a variant of the story of the Fisher King. In this (less 

familiar) version, the central character is a young prince fired with ambition for 

worldly fame and fortune. When the Holy Grail appears to him in a vision he is badly 

burned in his attempts to seize hold of it. With the passing of years he is unable to 

find healing and is gradually poisoned and worn down by bitterness and physical 

suffering. One day the king begs a passing ‘fool’ for water to quench his thirst, which 

the man promptly brings to the king – in the very holy vessel that the king has long 

sought for the healing of his wounds. Astonished, the king asks the fool how he has so 

easily found that for which the king has so long vainly sought. The fool confesses that 

he does not know: all he knew was that someone needed help and that he could not 

withhold it. The relevance of this Fisher King story to Jack is clear: Jack is the Fisher 

King: he is a victim of seriously disordered spiritual priorities who cannot see the 

moral wood for the trees, and is in grave need of a fool to bring him to his moral 

senses. That said, this version of the myth seems to be at odds with more standard 

versions, and suggests a curious reversal of key roles. In more familiar versions, it is 

the grail knight (Percival or Parsifal) who is bent on a quest for his own spiritual 

redemption, and who is faced with the struggle to overcome his weaker self. Indeed, it 

is just this more active part that Jack plays in the film plot, in relation to Parry’s more 

passive role as the maimed Fisher King who cannot help himself and is ultimately 

dependent upon the intervention of another party. 

 

Still, we should not be bothered unduly that the Fisher King story is liable to diverse 

interpretations – to the extent, indeed, that the spiritual roles and identities of the key 
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protagonists are shifting and interchangeable. Since it is a mark of the enduring 

human richness and worth of such stories that they bear retelling in new ways, it is all 

but meaningless to ask – as a child might – which version is really true. To whatever 

extent the language of authorized versions may be appropriate to theology, it has no 

place in the realms of myth, legend and folklore in which different readings are more 

a matter of alternative perspective than rival dogma. Indeed, the Fisher King motif 

exerts a hold on us to the extent that we are able – in its various versions – to 

recognise ourselves in the characters of both Jack and Parry, the Grail knight and the 

Fisher King: we can recognise ourselves in the passive role of the ailing soul broken 

on the wheel of experience, or in the more active role of heroic struggle to overcome 

the ‘fat relentless ego’ (Murdoch, 1985) through love of or attachment to something 

beyond ourselves. At all events, it is this struggle for healing and release that the Holy 

Grail – itself a Christian spiritual reworking of the ancient Celtic cauldrons of rebirth 

and plenty – symbolises: like the pagan vessels, the cup of Christ’s last supper (or 

from which his blood was collected at his crucifixion) is the ultimate symbol of 

resurrection, atonement and redemption – of the heroic triumph of the soul or spirit 

over the trials and exigencies of mundane experience. 

 

Cyclopes and siren songs 

O brother, where art thou, directed by Joel and Ethan Coen in 2000, is said 

(Cawkwell, 2004) to have been inspired by Preston Sturges’ Sullivan’s travels (1941). 
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At the start of the movie, the central characters Ulysses Everett McGill, Delmar 

O’Donnell and Pete have just escaped from a Mississippi chain gang and are trying to 

evade recapture with a view to recovering a hoard of buried loot that McGill claims 

he was jailed for stealing, and which he also claims to be in danger of irretrievable 

loss through the imminent flooding of its southern US hiding place by a new reservoir 

project. As the plot unfolds, it transpires that there is no buried treasure, that Ulysses 

McGill was actually imprisoned for fraudulent legal practice, and that he is desperate 

to escape – taking with him the prisoners to whom he is shackled – because his ex-

wife Penelope is planning to re-marry a previous ‘suitor’, Vernon T. Waldrip. The 

prisoners’ escape marks the beginning of a comic odyssey that leads the new Ulysses 

to his eventual goal of reconciliation with his latter day Penelope. The Homeric 

references are not far to seek. Shortly after escaping from the chain gang, the convicts 

meet a blind black seer (Tiresias) on a railroad handcar who foretells reason-defying 

events that in due course come to pass; further along the way they are seduced (and 

Pete betrayed to the law) by three ‘sirens’ singing a strange erotic lullaby; hard upon 

this, Ulysses and Delmar are duped, violently assaulted and robbed by an enormous 

one-eyed trickster bible salesman (Polyphemus); and at another point they fall into the 

company of the notorious gangster, George ‘Baby Face’ Nelson, who takes a break 

Figure	  2.	  Man	  of	  constant	  sorrows	  (courtesy	  of	  Universal	  Studios	  Licensing	  LLLP) 
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from machine-gunning pursuing police to mow down a field of cattle (Apollo’s sacred 

herd).  

 

That said, the plot of O brother draws not only upon pagan Greek mythology, and the 

various Homeric motifs and references are skilfully interwoven with more explicit 

Christian ideas and themes – both divine and diabolic. Indeed, as another recent writer 

has observed (Cawkwell, 2004) it seems that the dominant symbol or trope of the 

movie is to be found in the image of water – in a variety of biblical forms and 

associations. At an early point in their adventures, the fugitives encounter a Baptist 

congregation going ‘down to the river to pray’, and – despite the evident scepticism of 

Ulysses McGill (with perhaps also some Homeric allusion to the theme of ‘lotus 

eating’) – Pete and Delmar wade in the water to be baptised. Again, towards the end 

of the film, water reappears as a symbol of redemption on a more Old Testament scale 

when Ulysses and his companions escape ‘devil death’ at the hands of their vengeful 

persecutor Sheriff Cooley, thanks to the sudden flooding of the reservoir site. But 

striking connections are also forged in the film between salvation – and damnation – 

and music. In relation to salvation, music first enters – as a spiritual backdrop to the 

baptism of Delmar and Pete – in the haunting hymn sung by the riverside 

congregation. But music also enables the ultimate redemption of Ulysses and his 

companions in the form of the hit song they commit to disc for easy money in a 

backwoods recording studio: the song they record under the group name of the 

‘Soggy Bottom Boys’ – and significantly entitled ‘Man of constant sorrows’ – 

subsequently gains them the local radio popularity that eventually secures their free 

pardon by the state governor. 

 

Perhaps closer to its classical or pagan associations, however, music also has a 

distinctly darker or demonic dimension in O brother. Certainly, the sirens of both 

Homer’s Odyssey and O Brother testify to a time honoured suspicion – reinforced by 

philosophers of music and the arts from Plato (Plato, 1961b, pp. 643–648) to the 

present day (for example, Scruton, 2002, pp. 119–134) – that if some music can be a 

source of moral and spiritual growth and regeneration, other music has potential to 

corrupt and deprave. Thus, even if Pete’s seduction by the sirens has not actually 

turned him into a toad – as Delmar suspects – it certainly leads to his betrayal to the 

authorities and his return to the living hell of the chain gang. But the demonic musical 
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associations of the hitchhiking black bluesman Tommy Johnson, who gets a lift from 

the fugitives, and who subsequently provides exciting accompaniment to their 

recording of ‘Man of constant sorrows’, are yet more complex and sinister. With 

thinly disguised reference to the legend of the real life 1930s blues singer and guitarist 

Robert Johnson, Tommy relates that he has just – at the crossroads where the convicts 

have picked him up – sold his soul to the devil for the ability to play guitar. This 

legend is alluded to in Robert Johnson’s own most famous recording of the song 

‘Crossroads’, and Johnson’s music is full of references to devils, demonic possession 

and hounds of hell. (The theme of Johnson’s legendary pact with the devil is also 

explored in a 1986 movie, Crossroads.) However, as perhaps no less Orpheus than 

Faust, Tommy’s pact with hell also proves crucial to saving the souls of his 

companions from Hades’ grip and to securing the safe return of all to ‘Ithaca’.  

 

Cinema, art and narrative: some reservations 

Cinema is now widely regarded as a major popular modern art form in which there is 

a fairly well-established canon of great works – including, among many others, Orson 

Welles Citizen Kane (1941), Ingmar Bergman’s The Seventh Seal (1957) and 

Kurosawa’s Rashomon (1951). In this light, if only a few of the lines of interpretation 

of Fisher king and O brother that I have tried to suggest are plausible, both films 

manage to rework or weave together themes of immense moral and spiritual interest 

and significance in artistically rich and compelling ways. To be sure, not all cinema 

qualifies as art, and – like such other forms of expression as music, dance and the 

novel – it has often been utilised for a variety of other informational and/or 

entertainment purposes. (It should also be appreciated that in the case of cinema, as 

with other arts, there is no hard or fast line between artistic and such other purposes.) 

Again, insofar as cinema employs expressive resources of vision and sound there is no 

very sharp distinction between film, on the one hand, and music, photography and 

graphic art on the other: much great cinema is also great photography, film animation 

is graphic art, and much important music – by some major composers – has been 

composed directly for the cinema, and is (as in the case of Walton’s score for 

Olivier’s Henry V (1944), inseparably associated with it. But it might yet be asked 

whether much of distinctive significance is precisely added by the cinematic treatment 

of such narratives: whether, that is, there is much to be gained by a particularly 

celluloid rather than other presentation of them. 
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In short, cinema may not seem capable of much that transcends in any very distinctive 

way the expressive power of other arts: like painting and photography it can provide 

great visual effects, like music it can create mood or arouse emotion, like drama and 

dance it can vividly depict movement and action. In this regard, the artistic and 

expressive power of cinema would seem to lie: (i) in its multi-media character, for – 

as in the case of opera – cinema achieves its impact mainly through a combination of 

such other art forms as drama and music; (ii) in its technologically enhanced capacity 

to transcend such traditional art forms as painting, photography and music for the 

production (especially in fantasy and science fiction) of visual, kinetic and other 

special effects. It could also be said that there are things that cinema has not so far 

achieved, and which it might by its very nature be incapable of achieving. First, 

unlike the cases of painting and sculpture, there may seem to be no cinematic 

equivalent of the abstract painting of Braque, Mondrian or Pollock or the sculpture of 

Barbara Hepworth. Second, it seems hard to find any cinematic analogue of what 

Kivy (1990) has called ‘music alone’: music, that is, that is not employed as a mood-

setting accompaniment to story or narrative (so that the idea of ‘cinema alone’ would 

hardly make much sense). Third, although much literary art is – no less than cinema – 

a prime source of representational narrative, it is not (as, for example, in the case of 

poetry) exclusively so concerned. But fourth, even in the case of other kinetic arts 

such as dance, there is a still a strong modern tradition of nonrepresentational and/or 

abstract dance. 

 

Of course, from the viewpoint of those interested in the cultural, moral and/or 

spiritual significance of myth, narrative and story, such observations on the primarily 

narrative-focused nature of cinema may be all to the good: in this light, cinema would 

seem to be the natural and logical present day heir to the great pre-cinematic traditions 

of literary narrative. That said, it might also appear that the narrative focused 

character of cinema is often primarily – though not of course exclusively – a matter of 

(albeit creative) subservience to some other literary source or form. This would seem 

to be no less the case with original screenplays than with films based on other texts or 

narratives – though it is perhaps most apparent in the case of ‘films of the book’. 

Indeed, some ‘movies’ – such as the cinema versions of Olivier’s Henry V (1944) and 

Hamlet (1948) – have been primarily records of great theatre, and one basic standard 
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by which both critics and ordinary film-goers have distinguished good from bad 

cinema is in terms of its fidelity or otherwise to some original book or text. Even 

where films have taken ‘creative’ liberties with literary classics, some expressive 

fidelity to the text is usually required for positive appraisal: thus, Orson Welles’ 

rendition of The trial (1963) may be held to capture the paranoid nightmare of 

Kafka’s original, and John Ford’s The Grapes of Wrath (1940) may be said to depict 

the grimy dereliction and despair of Steinbeck’s novel. So, though not all great works 

of cinema are films of the book, we are not inclined to regard those that are as good 

cinema if they are not in some clear sense faithful to their original source – though we 

might of course want to insist that some film treatment of a particular theme was 

better than some literary treatment. Further, it is significant that teachers and parents 

do not generally regard movies as substitutes for great books, and that most are 

inclined to hope that exposure to the film of (say) Lord of the Rings may encourage 

the young to read Tolkein’s original. 

 

Such considerations suggest that the artistic and educational value of cinema may be 

limited. It has become something of a latter day educational or pedagogical cliche to 

say that ‘a picture is worth a thousand words’. But if this saying is not (like so many 

cliches) often quite false, it may well be superficial. From an educational viewpoint, it 

is questionable whether a film clip of rural life or rolling downs has anything like the 

same power to engage the imagination as a descriptive passage of such scenes from a 

Thomas Hardy novel. It is even more doubtful whether soft focus cinematic shots of 

simulated sexual gymnastics by disrobed actors and actresses could possibly do 

justice to a D.H. Lawrence portrayal of lovemaking – not least one that sought to give 

sensitive expression to the complex feelings and emotions of the characters so 

engaged. In this light, although films and screenplays may succeed wonderfully at 

depicting action or reporting conversation or dialogue, they are inevitably less 

successful at translating to screen those passages of close contextual and 

psychological observation and evaluation at which gifted poets and novelists naturally 

excel. Indeed, perhaps because of this, it is an ever-present temptation to film-makers 

and screenwriters to focus – in often crudely reductive ways – upon those features of 

story and narrative that are precisely amenable to easy ‘mimetic’ presentation: it is 

cinematically easier – as well as more likely to attract higher box office returns to 

train the camera on hordes of extras plastered in Kensington gore in a mock-up battle 
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of Borodino, or upon the more sensationally erotic features of Anna Karenina’s 

adultery, than to try to do justice to Tolstoy’s complex analyses of history, culture and 

human motivation. 

 

Redeeming the educational and narrative value of cinema 

But while there is something in such reservations, they are in their own way 

overstated. First, while it is generally unfair to criticise cinema for what it cannot 

claim by way of distinctive artistic form or expressive power by comparison with 

other arts – since, to be sure, such criticisms would no less apply to such an 

acknowledged art as opera – it is not clear that the claims to expressive distinctiveness 

of other arts are anyway entirely compelling. In this regard, Kivy’s idea that music is 

ever ‘alone’ – in the sense of meaningfully separable from thematic signification, 

emotional expression, song accompaniment or even narrative form – has been stoutly 

resisted by other philosophers of music (see especially Ridley, 2004). Secondly, it is 

not clear that there cannot be abstract, non-representational or at least non-narrative 

cinema: there is certainly, for example, a well established genre of surrealist cinema 

(discernible especially in the work of Luis Bunuel) that is not representational in any 

straightforward narrative sense, and there are esoteric forms of sci-fi such as 

Tarkovsky’s Stalker (1979) that seem more concerned to evoke spiritual or mystical 

epiphanies than to tell any clear or coherent story. Thirdly, of course, cinema is 

capable of many technical and aesthetic effects that are beyond other art forms, such 

as the creation of graphic animation and cinematic illusion. The former was used to 

great effect in the animated version of Orwell’s Animal Farm (1954) – which would 

have been hard to bring to life using footage of live animals – and the latter has been a 

staple of fantasy action cinema from The Thief of Baghdad (1940) to Alien (1979) and 

Harry Potter (2002): for without the technology of cinema, fantasy simulations of 

flying carpets, monsters exploding from human torsos and aerial school sports events 

would have been impossible to create at all. 

 

But it also seems mistaken to regard cinema as the mere handmaiden of literature (or 

other art), since many if not most great movies have been based on screenplays 

written directly for the cinema. At all events, since a relatively small proportion of 

what is widely acknowledged to be great cinema has been concerned to bring this or 

that literary classic to celluloid life, representational fidelity to the products of 
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independent literary endeavour can hardly be regarded as the main mark of cinematic 

merit. So what might one now regard as an appropriate basis upon which to evaluate 

the worth of films not directly based on books? The most obvious direction in which 

we might look is to the familiar narrative conventions of ingenuity of plot and depth 

of character explored by literary critics since Aristotle’s Poetics (1941). Much 

attention to the former is given in Stuart Voytilla’s fascinating work Myth and the 

movies (1999), in which – drawing richly upon Joseph’s Campbell’s (Campbell, 1973; 

Campbell & Moyers, 1988) influential analyses of the narrative form of myth – he 

explores the structure of fifty well known works of cinema, mainly by reference to 

Campbell’s key stages of the heroic quest. To be sure, it might be said that many of 

the films to which Voytilla applies Campbell’s analysis belong to cinematic genres 

(thrillers, horror, comedies) of somewhat limited (though not entirely negligible) 

moral educational interest. But Voytilla’s focus on the mythic content of cinematic 

narrative is nevertheless instructive, and it lends support to what seems to be the 

consensus of the contributors to Martin Winkler’s Classical Myth and Culture in the 

Cinema (2001) that much morally serious cinema does not just exhibit mythopoeic 

structure, but actually draws – either explicitly or implicitly – on classical mythic 

themes and sources. 

 

Even here, however, it is not obvious that the various works of cinema discussed in 

this work – which range from screen versions of Greek tragedy to such light popular 

comedies as 9 to 5 (1980) – are of equal moral weight and educational potential. 

Indeed, the movies discussed by Winkler in his own fine contributions to this 

collection (Winkler, 2001a &b) – namely: John Ford’s The Searchers (1956) and 

George Lucas’s Star wars (1977) – are clearly thus unequal. For although Star wars 

exhibits the formal features of mythic narrative – the struggle between good and evil, 

the hero and his mentor, the heroic quest, and so on – it is also somewhat light on 

moral complexity and character, and its heroes and heroines are those of fairy tale and 

comic book more than serious literature. On the other hand, as Winkler clearly shows 

(2001a), The Searchers is a psychologically complex and disturbing movie in which a 

measure of moral and spiritual redemption is achieved by the main character only at 

the end of the soul’s terrible journey through the darkest of nights. In this light, it is 

worth noting that although Star wars wears its mythic narrative credentials more on 

its sleeve, The Searchers – albeit located in the popular cinematic genre of the 
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western – is a morally weightier movie with clearer moral educational potential. 

Moreover, recalling earlier observations, it should be noted that direct cinematic 

treatments of classical myth that give priority to the cruder mimetic aspects of such 

narrative over their psychological and symbolic features have also yielded some of the 

least satisfactory cinema. In the recent movie Troy (2004), for example, such over-

attention to the basic action drama reduces Homer’s work to little more than a 

sequence of contests of oily muscle, making it hard to appreciate the moral and 

spiritual inspiration that countless subsequent generations have discerned in the Iliad. 

From this viewpoint, considered as a cinematic reworking of Homeric themes, Troy 

pales by comparison with the intelligent and imaginative reworking of the Odyssey of 

O brother which certainly succeeds in opening moral, psychological, social, spiritual 

and metaphysical questions and issues hardly touched on in the comic book 

encounters of Troy. 

 

Mythopoeic truth and historic illusion 

However, such cinematic reduction of serious cultural, spiritual and moral narrative to 

blood and guts movie action, is often also linked to another tendency – that one might 

call the ‘literalist fallacy’ – to suppose that the spiritual and moral significance of 

mythic and other narratives is best brought out by quasi-historical interpretations of 

the original literary or other sources. In the light of our exploration of The Fisher 

King, it is worth noting that this tendency has been particularly marked in the 

numerous cinematic treatments of the evergreen Arthurian and grail narratives. The 

recent film King Arthur (2004) is the latest in a long line of Arthurian movies that has 

also included Camelot (1967), First Knight (1995), Knights of the Round Table 

(1954) and Excalibur (1983). While there is something to be said for all these 

productions as entertaining romances or rip-roaring adventures, there also is a real 

sense in which – with the possible exception of John Boorman’s Excalibur – they 

rather miss the point of the Arthurian and grail legends. This is perhaps most evident 

in King Arthur which might indeed be said to stand at the opposite Arthurian 

cinematic pole from Excalibur in deliberately eschewing the ‘supernatural’ elements 

of the myth in favour of a search for the ‘real’ Arthur of history. Indeed, one could 

well imagine someone claiming (in these literal minded days) that they have learned 

much – about, say, the history of the dark ages – in the course of viewing King 

Arthur, while dismissing as mere idle fantasy a film such as Excalibur. 



 - 85 - 

 

It is the present contention, however, that any such claim should be regarded as 

mistaken – no less as to what such claimants have failed to appreciate in Excalibur, 

than with regard to what they might think they had learned from King Arthur. Indeed, 

since it is doubtful whether King Arthur ever had much reality outside the traditional 

oral and literary sources, it seems little more than delusion to speak (quasi-

historically) of the ‘real’ Arthur. In any event, it is also worth recalling here 

Aristotle’s insistence in the Poetics that poetry – the literary form of great moral and 

spiritual drama – ‘is something more philosophic and of graver import than history’, 

since it is addressed to matters of ‘universal’ rather than particular human concern 

(Aristotle, 1941, p. 1464). In this light, however, although Excalibur contains its fair 

share of ‘gore-fest’ mayhem – not to mention some hot naked grappling on cold stone 

surfaces – it does give high profile to the mythical and magical elements of the 

traditional narratives, and its indebtedness to the classical sources of the legends in 

Malory (1986) and (perhaps particularly) Tennyson (1989) is fairly apparent. For 

example, though it does not address the theme in a wholly coherent way, Excalibur 

certainly appreciates the spiritual and moral symbolism of the grail as the ultimate 

benchmark of Arthurian virtue and chivalry (as well as its role in explaining, as I have 

argued elsewhere (Carr, 2003a), the spiritual and moral failure of Sir Lancelot as the 

best loved and most powerful knight of Camelot), and it also offers interesting 

elaboration of the ‘wasteland’ dimension of the grail myth. So, in at least this respect, 

Excalibur may seem to stand closer to the The Fisher King than to other Arthurian 

cinema. 

 

But one respect in which Excalibur might be said to suffer by comparison with The 

Fisher King, as an Arthurian or grail movie, is that it adds little more than colourful 

and stimulating illustration to the classical literary versions of the Arthurian and grail 

themes of Malory, Tennyson and others (though this is also something that Excalibur 

does exceptionally well). In particular, it does little to extend our understanding of the 

key moral and spiritual themes of the Arthurian and grail stories (on which the movie 

is sometimes, indeed, rather muddled). However, as observed earlier in this essay, it 

seems essential to the moral and spiritual value of great mythic narratives that they are 

conducive to reworking in ways that enable new generations to rediscover their 

enduring human relevance and truth – and this has, to be sure, been the key claim of 
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those such as Joseph Campbell who have sought to re-affirm the contemporary value 

of mythic narrative (Campbell, 1973; Campbell & Moyers, 1988; but see also 

Armstrong, 2005). In this light, insofar as this seems to be something that (in their 

rather different ways) both The Fisher King and O Brother do well, it may now be 

clear why these two films have been presently selected for exploration of the moral 

educational potential of cinema. That said, it remains true that any real moral or 

spiritual appreciation of either The Fisher King or O Brother, requires of the audience 

not just that they should view, but also be able to read such films, and that no attempts 

at such reading that are entirely disconnected from other than cinematic sources of 

narrative literacy could hope to be fully illuminating of them. 

 

But this, of course, is surely educationally all to the good. Just as The Fisher King 

may be linked in educationally meaningful ways with Malory, Tennyson, and various 

modern Arthurian poets – as well as perhaps to T.S. Eliot’s modern poetic landmark 

The Waste Land (1971) – so O Brother may be linked to studies of Homer, to the 

classical Greek theatre of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, to Christopher 

Logue’s stunning re-workings of the Iliad in War Music (1988) and Kings (1991) or 

even to Joyce’s Ulysses (1993). It should also be emphasised, if it has not been 

registered already, that such linkages may also be regarded as two-way educational 

streets. If it is the case that The Fisher King could only be properly read in the light of 

(say) Malory, it is just as true that Malory lives again in Gilliam’s movie; and that just 

as Gilliam’s movie can draw today’s students back to the sources of the legend, so 

appreciation of the way in which such evergreen myths have survived constant 

creative renewal can point the way to further imaginative possibilities. Again, coming 

– with the help of Homer or Malory – to read films with such conspicuous classical 

sources as The Fisher King and O Brother, may equip students with the intellectual 

and emotional resources to appreciate the moral and spiritual significance and value 

of so much great modern cinema that does not draw quite so directly on such sources. 

For, if the arguments of some of the best of latter day writers on art and culture, 

mythic narrative and cinema are correct, it is seldom if ever that great art – cinema 

included – strays far from its roots in the deepest moral and spiritual themes of 

humankind. 
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CHAPTER 5: Moral Values and the Arts in Environmental Education: Towards 

an Ethics of Aesthetic Appreciation 

 

 

Abstract 

 

There appear to be various respects in which the outdoor environment has been 

regarded as significant for education in general and moral education in particular. 

Whereas some educationalists have considered the environment to be an important 

site of character development, others have regarded attention to conservation and 

sustainable development as pressing moral educational concerns in a world of 

widespread human environmental abuse. This chapter argues that approaches to 

environmental education that proceed by way of character education or environmental 

ethics may yet fall short of the central goal of promoting intrinsic appreciation of 

nature and the outdoors, and explores an alternative strategy focused on exposure to 

the arts. 

 

 

What would the world be, once bereft 

Of wet and wilderness? Let them be left, 

O let them be left. Wilderness and wet; 

Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet. 

(‘Inversnaid’ by Gerard Manley Hopkins, in Gardner and Mackenzie, 

1970, p. 89) 

 

Morality and the Environment: some false trails 

 

If it is true that education as such can hardly avoid the cultivation of values, this could 

not be less so of environmental education. From this viewpoint, since no 

environmental education worthy of the name could deal merely in the inculcation of 

facts or information, it would need to involve some promotion of, or initiation into, 

evaluative attitudes to nature and the outdoors. But what kinds of attitudes and/or 

values might these be? On the one hand, they might be thought to include attitudes of 

an aesthetic kind: we might want the environmentally educated to grow in 
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appreciation of the environment—not just any old environment, of course, but 

environments that might be regarded as aesthetically pleasing, attractive or as 

otherwise congenial to human sensibility. However, the values to be promoted 

through environmental education might also—indeed, perhaps in consequence—be 

expected to extend beyond the aesthetic to the moral: as well as wanting the 

environmentally educated to appreciate the outdoors (as passive spectators), we might 

also want them (as activists) to try to protect it from various kinds of industrial or 

commercial rape and pillage. 

 

But this simple move from the aesthetic to the moral is already problematic. First, 

there is the plausible suspicion that moral values are more objective than aesthetic 

values. To whatever extent the objective basis of moral principles has been a time-

honoured bone of contention, most major moral philosophers have nevertheless 

agreed in regarding moral principles as more than just personal constructs (as, for 

example, rules of public conduct), whereas aesthetic judgements have not infrequently 

been regarded as expressive of mere subjective taste. From this viewpoint, there is 

liable to be a degree of individual preference with regard to aesthetic values that is not 

rationally negotiable —which may, from an environmental perspective, mean that the 

tourist-friendly development you value is not the wilderness I value. Indeed, even on 

the view that aesthetic values are answerable to some objective standards (from which 

one might judge some tastes to be better than others), it would not follow that I was 

morally wrong to adhere to this (lower) rather than that (higher) set of values: thus, I 

seem free (as Wittgenstein suggested on another matter in his ‘Lecture on Ethics’ 

(1965)) to regard my appalling taste in music as no-one else’s business in a way that I 

am not free to regard beating my wife as no-one’s concern but my own. 

 

But second, such problems are exacerbated by the observation that the principles upon 

which major philosophers have sought to construct morality have often been focused 

on the flourishing of one natural constituency—the human—to the exclusion, if not at 

the expense, of others. For Aristotelians, morality concerns the promotion of human 

flourishing via the development of self- and other-regarding virtues (Aristotle, 1941a), 

for utilitarians its point is to increase general human happiness (Mill, 1970), for 

Kantians it is to observe one’s duty to others as autonomous members of the rational 

kingdom of ends (Kant, 1967) and so on. There seems to be nothing in such views 



 - 89 - 

that takes non-human nature to be a proper site of moral interest, and little beyond 

human need and convenience upon which any concern for animals or landscapes 

might be founded. Indeed, from this viewpoint, all disagreement between those who 

would want to preserve some piece of ground as virgin wilderness and those who 

would wish to develop it for human economic or recreational convenience would 

already seem to be decided in favour of the latter. 

 

Prior to more recent innovative work on environmental ethics and education (see 

especially, Bonnett, 1999, 2000, 2003; also Cooper and Palmer, 1998) some such 

logical gap between the moral and aesthetic dimensions of any human commerce with 

the environment does seem to have coloured theory and policy making on the 

relationship of the environment to moral educational concerns. Some past thinking 

about the place of the environment in moral education has, of course, been more or 

less instrumental. Following a line of thought that probably goes back to Plato 

(1961b), not a few past educationalists and policy makers seem to have regarded the 

outdoors as an important training ground for character—not least for the morally 

disabled characters of certain inadequately socialised young people. From this 

viewpoint, the outdoors provides a context in which such youngsters might not only 

acquire the discipline missing from their own upbringing, but also learn the value of 

co-operation with others in circumstances in which one’s very survival could well 

depend on such mutual dependence. (For a useful recent survey and bibliographical 

guide to relevant literature in this field, see Fox and Avramidis, 2003.) Indeed, the 

current rash of televisual docu-soaps focused on outdoor endurance and survival 

testifies to the persistent popular appeal of some such picture of the relationship of 

moral character to environment. 

 

A more reflective approach to education in or about the environment, however, might 

draw upon what is nowadays generally known as ‘environmental ethics’ (see, for 

example, Attfield, 1995; Elliot, 1991; Taylor, 1986). The primary focus of 

environmental ethics is, of course, less on the personal character developmental 

potential of the outdoors, and more upon principled attention to the kinds of 

environmental problems to which past and present human (mis)management of nature 

has given rise. Broadly, indeed, this approach to understanding the moral dimensions 

of environment, and/or any programme of environmental education that might be 
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based upon it, would proceed by way of explicit philosophical exploration of 

problems of conservation, sustainable development and so on, in the light of various 

classical ethical theories. On more simplistic ‘applied ethics’ construals of this 

approach, to be sure, it might be supposed that the key task of environmental ethics is 

to reflect upon the possibly conflicting verdicts that the ethics of (Kantian or other) 

duty and utility might return to the question of whether an economic development that 

greatly benefits the poor in the Third World, but involves global degradation of the 

environment, should or should not be pursued as a matter of local or international 

policy. 

 

Without denying that such questions are of considerable academic and practical 

significance and interest, it may be doubted whether they should be considered the be-

all and end-all of environmental education. On the one hand, many of such questions 

are of some degree of generality and abstraction, and—current trends towards 

philosophy for children notwithstanding—Aristotle’s point that such questions cannot 

be profitably discussed until people have attained years of discretion (Aristotle, 

1941a, Book 1) might well have force. Indeed, if ‘years of discretion’ is here meant to 

indicate a need for moral judgement to be more grounded in practical experience, then 

one might be tempted to trace the inadequacy of much abstract ethical discussion of 

these and other questions precisely to the lack of such practical maturity on the part of 

not a few past philosophers. Be that as it may, it is still unclear to what extent, if any, 

such abstract ethical reflection might move us away from a basically agent-centred 

perspective on environmental questions, and towards a view that appreciates or values 

the environment for its own sake. 

 

Value, sensibility and virtue 

That said, both approaches to understanding relations between the environment and 

morality—the character developmental conception and the environmental ethics 

conception—seem to enshrine key insights. The character-development view rightly 

emphasises direct personal experiential encounter with the natural environment and 

the importance of this for personal development: one benefit of exposure to the 

outdoors is that it might produce changes in the agent, in the light of which he or she 

could be said to be a better or improved person. Environmental ethics, on the other 

hand, precisely directs agents to questions and concerns about the environment that 
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are importantly transcendent of individual self-interest: agents are invited to consider 

how the environment might be valued in ways that go beyond purely personal 

advantage. The trouble is that, in regarding the outdoors as merely instrumental to 

character development, the first approach may fail to engage with appreciation of the 

environment for its own sake (for presumably if an indoor context or activity yielded 

the same consequences it might be judged just as effective), and the second 

approach—though in principle more conducive to such intrinsic appreciation—may 

still fail to promote a regard for the environment that appropriately transcends the 

anthropocentric viewpoint. 

 

In seeking an alternative perspective, however, we should first note that any crude 

conception of environmental ethics as the application of philosophically derived 

moral decision procedures to environmental issues and problems in the interests of 

their objective rational resolution would be open to a range of general recent 

objections to such conceptions of moral life and decision-making. For quite some 

time, any idea of moral practical reasoning as a matter of strict logical derivation of 

prescriptions from codifiable general norms—whether of obligation or utility—has 

been under attack from a variety of ethical and moral-theoretical perpectives. Leaving 

aside those non-cognitivists and perhaps more extreme care-ethicists who have all but 

denied that morality is any sort of rational enterprise, various communitarians and 

virtue theorists have held that the normative and evaluative complexity of moral 

association requires moral reasoning and deliberation to be more a matter of context-

sensitive judgement than of the application to particular cases of deontic or utilitarian 

generalities (see, for contemporary views of this sort: McDowell, 1998; Nussbaum, 

1990; Taylor, 1993). 

 

More to the present point (and meeting non-cognitivism some of the way) modern 

Aristotelian virtue ethicists have argued that effective moral reasoning is not an 

exclusively cognitive matter, and depends crucially upon the proper development of 

affective capacities and sensibilities. Thus, for Aristotle—for whom friendship was 

one of the most significant forms of moral association (Aristotle, 1941, Books 8 and 

9)—moral engagement with others is not primarily (if at all) a matter of treating 

others equally in accordance with some impartial rule, but of developing those 

affective states and dispositions apt for sensitive appreciation of their particular 
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situation: moral treatment means getting to know people, getting to know them 

involves sensitive appreciation of their circumstances and such appreciation involves 

the cultivation of appropriately ordered feeling. Thus, although the Enlightenment 

philosopher Immanuel Kant might primarily be associated with the view that morality 

involves treating others as ends-in-themselves (Kant, 1967), it is arguably Aristotle 

who better shows us what this really requires in terms of the development of 

capacities to feel what others feel. Still, the key point of present concern is that 

Aristotelian moral virtue seems implicated in the cultivation of something like 

aesthetic sensibilities—specifically attachments to something beyond ourselves—as 

well as capacities for evaluative reason and judgement. 

 

Such cultivation appears to point towards the sort of change in our-selves that also 

seems to be emphasised on character development approaches to environmental 

education—and, indeed, an ethics of virtue is often characterised as an (aretaic) ethics 

of character, more than a (deontic) ethics of principle. However, there would also 

appear to be key differences. Like the contemporary character education approach to 

moral education (Lickona, 1996)—with which virtue ethics is often crudely 

confused—the focus of at least some character-building views of environmental 

education may have been primarily compensatory or remedial: on this view, young 

people—particularly those suffering from poor parenting or socialisation—lack some 

of the qualities needed for effective civil association, and environmental challenges 

may be used as a means to helping them recognise the value of persistence or co-

operation. Indeed, much recent as well as past reflection on moral, spiritual and 

citizenship education shows that it is ever tempting for those (quite properly) 

concerned with problems 

of social control—such as politicians, policemen and teachers—to be drawn to deficit 

models of personal development focused mainly on finding antidotes to the negative 

individual and social effects of lack of character. On this view, the main aim of 

character development programmes (environmental or otherwise) is not especially to 

forge evaluative attachments or sympathies to anything in particular—something 

which might even be regarded in conditions of liberal pluralism as inappropriate 

personal intrusion—but rather (more modestly) to deter any and all potential breaches 

of the harm principle. 
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At all events, insofar as Aristotelian virtue ethics holds that character development is 

a matter of education as much as prevention—the cultivation of positive human 

attachments as well as the inhibition of antisocial tendencies—it is arguably 

distinguishable from some contemporary moral educational approaches to character 

education (see Carr and Steutel, 1999). Indeed, to sum up the story so far, to the 

extent that as character development and environmental ethics approaches to 

environmental education have been identified as at least potentially different 

strategies, virtue ethics may first move beyond them in regarding rational moral 

capacities for reflection on environmental problems as presupposed to any proper 

development of self- and other-regarding character dispositions. But virtue ethics also 

transcends any simple juxtaposition of these approaches in regarding the rational 

capacities and dispositions of the genuine moral character of virtue as in turn jointly 

implicated in the cultivation of affective and aesthetic attitudes, values and 

sensibilities: before we can really think rightly about or behave appropriately towards 

the environment we must first care about it, and caring is no less a matter of 

emotional attachment and aesthetic appreciation than of right reason and conduct. 

 

Ethics, aesthetics and art 

Hence, it so far seems not just that any defensible conception of environmental 

education would have to be (broadly) a matter of the promotion of reflective moral 

capacities and values, but that such moral education would also need to be implicated 

in the cultivation of aesthetic appreciation. But how might such aesthetic appreciation 

be promoted? One fairly predictable answer is that such appreciation is fostered 

through acquaintance with works of art. However, although I think—as I shall try to 

show further on in this essay—that this answer is essentially on the right lines, it 

further complicates matters by introducing yet another problematic notion into the 

already complex equation of environmental education (and of values education 

generally). For, first, if the relationship of moral value to aesthetic appreciation is less 

than clear, the relationship of art to morality is no more so—despite the widespread 

belief that these notions are connected at least to the extent that artworks often 

(though not always) have clear moral import. 

 

But second, perhaps more surprisingly, although past philosophers and art theorists 

have sometimes written as though the aesthetic and the artistic are identical, it has 
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been strongly denied that this is so (see, for example, Best, 1985). On this view, 

indeed, the aestheic is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition of the artistic, 

since there may be objects of considerable aesthetic quality that are not works of art 

or of much artistic value, and works of art that are neither objects of aesthetic value 

nor aesthetic objects. For example, wallpaper may be aesthetically pleasing, but of 

little artistic value, and some works of conceptual art may be of some artistic value, 

but of little or no aesthetic worth (unless one trivialises the connection by stipulating 

that every experienced thing must have some aesthetic value). I have argued 

elsewhere (Carr, 1999) that this point is overstated, and probably rests on an over-

formalistic view of conceptual relations: thus, although it is true that the concepts in 

question sometimes come apart in the ways indicated, it may be harder to imagine a 

form of life in which the idea of the artistic was never related to that of the aesthetic—

and certainly any such form of life would not be our form of life. 

 

All the same, the artistic and the aesthetic may well fail to connect in ways that do 

raise problems, not least for my earlier suggestion that works of art can help to 

develop aesthetic appreciation. For even supposing that some kind of aesthetic content 

is mostly required for artistic value, it will still be true that aesthetic worth is not 

sufficient for artistic value: in short, an aesthetically pleasing sunset will have no 

particular artistic worth—since it is not a work of art. But in that case, far from artistic 

appreciation enabling aesthetic sensibility, the latter seems required for the former. In 

this light, although I might have a developed aesthetic appreciation of a sunset 

without knowing whether this picture of a sunset is good art, I could less easily know 

what made this a good piece of sunset art in the absence of some aesthetic sensibility 

to sunsets. That said, I shall proceed to argue that the connection we are here seeking 

to forge between moral attitudes and aesthetic sensibility to the environment is indeed 

best made through those forms of artistic endeavour and appreciation that aim to 

locate nature in a context of wider artistic, metaphysical and/or ethical concerns. The 

present task is therefore to sketch a brief account of the relationship between the 

aesthetic, the artistic and the moral or ethical that licenses some such conclusion. 

 

First, although aesthetic sensitivity to sunsets clearly falls short of artistic 

appreciation, it does not follow that aesthetic appreciation is a natural faculty that is 

entirely devoid of any and all conceptual content. On the contrary, it seems likely that 
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any capacity for aesthetic appreciation is a culturally conditioned propensity, which 

rats, bats and cats do not share, and that it is thereby subject to social and cultural 

norms and conventions. Indeed, although some natural attraction to the sight or smell 

of flowers may underpin aesthetic pleasure in most if not all human cultures, the 

manner in which flowers are found to be pleasing when arranged in vases or repeated 

in wallpaper patterns may differ from culture to culture. Still, wallpaper and/or flower 

arranging—though pleasing or decorative—are clearly not art in the way that the 

paintings in the Sistine Chapel or the music of J. S. Bach are art. At this point, 

moreover, we may safely ignore any charges of cultural parochialism or élitism that 

this observation might attract from some quarters. On the one hand, any broad sense 

in which the paintings of Picasso and flower arranging in general might both be 

referred to as ‘art’ could only fudge the diverse cultural and social functional contexts 

and purposes of such arts. On the other, the more precise sense in which the paintings 

of Picasso and Japanese flower arranging might both be referred to as art—insofar as 

both might be credited with higher metaphysical, spiritual and moral significance—

serves only to reinforce rather than undermine that significant distinction between 

Japanese flower arranging and flower arranging at large that we are here concerned to 

observe. 

 

Second, however, in observing some such distinction between the making of 

aesthetically pleasing designs and ‘high’ art we need not be committed to supposing 

that any hard and fast line can be drawn between these. In this light, one influential 

attempt to distinguish between the artistic and the aesthetic in terms of the 

‘intentionality’ of the former—specifically its focus upon so-called ‘life issues’ (Best, 

1985; McFee, 1992)—seems less than persuasive in view of such art forms as abstract 

painting and (what has been called) ‘music alone’ (Kivy, 1990), that certainly need 

not be concerned to express or address moral or other issues of human association or 

conduct. But although it may be a mistake to suppose that there is any simple 

distinction between creative wallpaper design and the abstractions of a Mondrian, we 

can yet recognise in the paintings of the latter a concern with problems—precisely 

with the formalisation of features of landscape—that serves well enough to 

distinguish art from mere craft. What is misleading about any life-issues conception 

of art is the idea that such artistic concerns would have to be ‘anthropocentric’ if not 

actually ethical. We have already noted that in finding a sunset aesthetically pleasing, 
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I would not normally take it to be a work of art—even though any aesthetic 

perception of it may well be influenced by cultural conventions. However, in 

criticising someone’s painting of a sunset, an art teacher might maintain that the 

composition would have been better if the artist had placed the sheep here rather than 

there. Arguably, such judgement moves beyond the merely aesthetic to the artistic, 

but it still seems to fall short of any concern with life (let alone ethical) issues. 

 

In this light, although a Cezanne or Mondrian abstract may hardly be expected to help 

those entirely devoid of aesthetic sense to appreciate the beauty of landscape, it may 

nevertheless do much to enhance, develop or transform existing appreciation by 

promoting imaginative reappraisal of it. At the same time, such artists need have no 

moral or even anthropocentric concern with their subjects—and, indeed, it may well 

be their aim to achieve some ‘phenomenological’ distance from such concerns. In 

short, the arts take on moral significance not with the transition from purely aesthetic 

to artistic concerns, but with the shift from one set of artistic concerns to another. 

Some great painters, musicians, poets and novelists have been exercised primarily by 

the re-description or ‘re-presentation’ of sense-perception to the end of achieving 

fresh or novel perspectives on experience: others, however, have been more 

concerned with relocating familiar perceptions and perspectives in wider 

metaphysical, spiritual and moral contexts. This may now be an appropriate moment 

to look more closely at these different levels of artistic aspiration as applied precisely 

to appreciation of the environment—with an ultimate view to recognising the 

potential of the arts for engaging with aesthetic, spiritual and moral aspects of 

environmental education. 

 

The arts and environmental education 

There can be no doubt that the natural environment has been a powerful source of 

inspiration to artists of all kinds from antiquity to the present—and, to be sure, whole 

schools of painters, musicians and poets have been drawn to ‘Arcadian’ or pastoral 

themes: indeed, we have noted that past and present concerns with the representation 

or expression of natural themes are not just confined to landscape painters, pastoral 

composers and nature poets, but have informed the modern abstract work of such 

visual artists as Cézanne and Mondrian. In the remainder of this essay, however, we 

shall focus upon just two significant fields of artistic endeavour upon which educators 
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might usefully draw for the purpose of further enhancing the environmental 

appreciation and sensitivity of students. 

 

(i) Sculpture and the environment 

At first sight, sculpture might seem one of the more unlikely vehicles for 

environmental education. On the face of it, unlike painting or photography, sculpture 

is not obviously capable of visual representation of the environment, it is frequently 

found in the indoor contexts of gallery or museum, and much if not most traditional 

and modern sculpture also seems to have been primarily focused on human form. 

However, such first impressions may appear too quick off the mark when one reflects 

on the extent to which sculpture is also readily encountered in outdoor settings—in 

public parks and the grounds of stately homes—and upon the way in which it has 

traditionally been used to celebrate or personify nature via images of Demeter, 

Persephone, Artemis, Pan, Dionysus and other classical nature deities: indeed, it is 

hard to turn a corner in any British park or garden without running into such icons of 

ancestral nature worship. 

 

Even in the case of modern figurative sculpture that does not deal in any such 

classical associations, however, one may not need to look far for quite explicit 

references to the natural environment. Indeed, one would be hard put to find a more 

striking locus of such references than the work of Henry Moore, whom many would 

regard as the most distinguished figurative sculptor of the twentieth century. 
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Figure 1. Henry Moore: Two-part Reclining Figure No. 2, 1960 (L H 

458) 
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Figure 2. Andy Goldsworthy: ‘Slate Cone’ (Edinburgh Royal Botanic 

Gardens) 

 

 

First, interestingly, Moore’s earliest stone and wood sculptures of reclining figures 

were inspired by Mexican carvings of elemental deities (such as the rain god Chac 

Mool), but many of Moore’s subsequent re-workings of human form also draw 

explicitly upon his detailed explorations of the shapes and textures of bone, shell and 

other organic materials. However, final union between man and environment is 

ultimately consummated in Moore’s majestic multi-part reclining figures of the 1960s 

(see Figure 1) in which human form is once and for all metamorphosed into the 

rugged coastal landscape of the sculptor’s adopted Cornish home. It is also notable 
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that many of Moore’s works were conceived and constructed for outdoor settings, and 

would seem quite out of place in indoor contexts: no-one having had firsthand 

experience of Moore’s king and queen in its commanding loch-side position in 

Scotland’s remote Glen Kiln could have any doubts about the appropriateness of his 

work for environmental setting—or concerning its extraordinary power to enhance 

and spiritualise any surrounding landscape. 

 

In more recent times, however, non-figurative sculpture has taken a much more 

conspicuous outdoor turn in the work of artists explicitly concerned either with the 

aesthetics of environment or with making larger moral or political statements about 

issues of environmental conservation or development. Working with an extraordinary 

wide range of materials from sticks and stones to snow and ice, it is probably fair to 

identify the British environmental artist Andy Goldsworthy with a rather more 

aesthetic and less (at any rate up-front) political or social agenda; but his works have 

attracted wide attention and had an unassuming but significant educational effect on 

popular appreciation of the intrinsic properties and value of natural phenomena (see 

Figure 2). On the other hand, the work of such modern American exponents of so-

called ‘Land Art’ as Robert Smithson, Michael Heizer and Walter de Maria seems 

characterised by a more metaphysically, ethically and/or politically up-front approach 

to outdoor art, which has also tended to work on a much larger environmental 

‘canvas’. In this regard, de Maria’s ‘The Lightning Field’ constructed in the vast 

wilderness spaces of New Mexico is indicative of the rather darker, more apocalyptic 

implications of any and all human technological tampering with larger elemental 

forces. (For illustrations of such work, see Duvy and Daval, 1996). Figure 3 depicts 

some land art in a Himalayan setting. 
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Figure 3. Himalayan land art (photograph courtesy of Dr Peter Allison) 

 

The environment in poetry 

Thus, of the visual arts, sculpture seems particularly well placed not only to bring 

human senses into direct contact with the actual aesthetic properties—the shapes, 

colours and textures—of both organic and inorganic nature, but also to take 

appreciation of the environment out of the indoor contexts of home, school and 

museum into outdoor spaces. All the same, if one is to ask for examples of artists who 

have significantly contributed to popular appreciation of the natural environment, it 

may be that poets will be mentioned before sculptors. For although nature features 

perhaps rather less frequently as a topic of poetic attention than often supposed, it is 

still true that some of the best-loved of past poets (for example, the English 

Romantics) have been nature poets, and that no other art can quite rival the power of 

poetry to express the sensual impact of nature with such immediacy. Indeed, some of 
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the best loved of nature poetry seems precisely to deal in such sensory epiphany. 

Thus, apart from Wordsworth’s fine but well-thumbed lines in praise of daffodils—

which probably do owe much of their lasting chocolate-box popularity to such 

immediacy—it would be hard to find a better illustration of such impact than the 

following lines from A. E. Housman’s ‘A Shropshire Lad’ (also hauntingly set to 

music by George Butterworth, among other British pastoral composers): 

 

Loveliest of trees, the cherry now 

Is hung with bloom along the bow, 

And stands about the woodland ride 

Wearing white for Eastertide. 

(A Shropshire Lad by A. E. Housman, 1977, p. 9) 

 

Hence poetry, in the course of a few simple images, succeeds in conjuring up an 

entire landscape—together with an associated world of human feeling—precisely by 

means of that affectively charged focus on particular detail that we earlier associated 

with the perceptual judgements of Aristotle’s phronesis. In the ‘Marriage of Heaven 

and Hell’ the English visionary poet William Blake famously wrote that ‘If the doors 

of perception were cleansed, everything would appear to man as it is, infinite’ 

(Ostriker, 1977, p. 188)—so that we might well come to see, as he also observes in his 

‘Auguries of Innocence’, ‘a world in a grain of sand’ or ‘heaven in a wild flower’ 

(Ostriker, 1977, p. 506). There can also be little doubt that Blake regarded poetry and 

other arts as key imaginative conduits to discernment of the universal through the 

particular: if properly perceived, the particular experience can yield a vision of 

eternity, but it takes the poetic (or other artistic) image to fasten our attention on that 

experience, as the camera fixes the image on the photographic negative. This very 

idea is hauntingly expressed in relation to experience of nature in the following lines 

of R. S. Thomas: 

 

I have seen the sun break through to illuminate a small field 

for a while, and gone my way 

and forgotten it. But that was the pearl 

of great price, the one that had 

the treasure in it. I realise now 
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that I must give all that I have 

to possess it. Life is not hurrying 

on to a receding future, nor hankering after 

an imagined past. It is the turning 

aside like Moses to the miracle 

of the lit bush, to a brightness 

that seemed as transitory as your youth 

once, but is the eternity that awaits you. 

(‘The Bright Field’ by R. S. Thomas, 2000, p. 302, r Kunjana Thomas, 

2001.) 

 

However, from what has been said so far, the poetry or art of natural or other 

epiphany might appear to be primarily aesthetic or ‘existential’, and to fall to that 

extent somewhat short of actual comment on the relationship of man to that natural 

environment that men have so often shamefully exploited. But cleansing the doors of 

perception in such a way that we may come to see the world of nature sub species 

aeternitatis (rather than anthropocentrically)—or even as a window into eternity—

would also seem a precondition of coming to appreciate the intrinsic value of the 

environment, and of putting any and all human designs on it into proper perspective. 

In this respect, philosophers and sages from the ancient Stoics and Epicureans 

onwards have often sought to deflate human pretensions by pointing to the 

indifference of nature to finite human concerns. But it seems again that art and poetry 

may be more effective in driving this lesson home, and it is in just this spirit that the 

novelist and poet Thomas Hardy contemplates the rugged grandeur of the 

Matterhorn—a peak so closely associated with human aspirations and ambitions—

from a viewpoint of the mountain’s indifference to human or even divine interests: 

 

Yet ages ere men topped thee, late and soon 

Thou didst behold the planets lift and lower; 

Saw’st, maybe, Joshua’s pausing sun and moon, 

And the betokening sky where Caesar’s power 

Approached its bloody end; yea even that Noon 

When darkness filled the earth till the ninth hour. 

(Thomas Hardy, ‘To the Matterhorn’, Hardy, 1976, p. 106) 
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On the other hand, another rather more accommodating perspective on the 

relationship of man to the environment focuses more on the continuity between 

human and other parts of nature. Although the idea that humanity is essentially 

continuous with the rest of creation is also clearly anticipated in ancient philosophies 

and theories, it has clearly gained much ground in modern times with wide acceptance 

of Darwinian evolutionary biology and behavioural science. The main drawback of 

philosophical or scientific endorsement of such continuity, however, lies in associated 

rejection of any and all religious or other dualisms of mind or soul and body that resist 

reduction to such evolutionary naturalism, and in concomitant dismissal of non-

reductive or non-instrumental accounts of spiritual, aesthetic, moral and other human 

values. That said, modern attempts to make non-instrumental or non-reductive sense 

of such values in the context of otherwise naturalistic accounts of the world are 

evident in the so-called ‘pantheism’ of the seventeenth-century philosopher Benedict 

Spinoza, and also arguably in nineteenth-century Hegelian and other idealist 

conceptions of spirit as an emergent property of natural evolutionary processes. Once 

more, however, pantheistic and other views of fundamental human continuity with 

nature have probably been most powerfully expressed in the work of poets, not least 

in the work of those great eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Western European 

Romantic poets—of whom, again, Wordsworth would seem to provide the best 

example. Still, the work of the modern English poet and Blake scholar Kathleen 

Raine—inspired perhaps more by Blakean gnosticism than by any pantheism—

expresses the continuity view about as well as one could wish: 

 

Then the sky spoke to me in language clear, 

familiar as the heart, than love more near. 

The sky said to my soul, ‘You have what you desire! 

 

Know now that you are born along with these 

clouds, winds, and stars, and ever moving seas 

and forest dwellers. This your nature is, 

 

Lift up your heart again without fear, 

sleep in the tomb, or breathe the living air, 
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this world you with the flower and with the tiger share.’ 

(‘Passion’ by Kathleen Raine, 1981, © Kathleen Raine) 

 

In any treatment of nature poetry, however, William Wordsworth could hardly be 

denied his place in the sun as the nature poet par excellence, and Wordsworth’s own 

famous definition of poetry as ‘emotion recollected in tranquility’ also testifies to the 

central place he gave to feeling in poetry. 

 

But in recalling his abiding impression of Wordsworth in terms of ‘the union of deep 

feeling with great thought’, Coleridge also draws our attention to the powerful and 

far-reaching metaphysical, moral and political ideas from which Wordsworth’s poetic 

reflections on nature cannot be seriously disengaged. Hence, as well as appreciating 

the unity or continuity of man with nature, Wordsworth is as aware as any other of his 

great romantic contemporaries of the deeply disordered and discordant condition into 

which morally and politically fallen humanity has allowed its divine-natural 

innocence to lapse. In his 1798 ‘Lines Written in Early Spring’, for example, 

celebration of the peace and tranquility of nature is memorably mixed with lament for 

what ‘man has made of man’, and in the following later verses Wordsworth again 

seeks to capture the spiritual, moral and emotional impoverishment consequent on 

human neglect of nature for more material concerns:  

 

The world is too much with us; late and soon,  

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers: 

Little we see in Nature that is ours; 

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon! 

The sea that bares her bosom to the moon; 

The winds that will be howling at all hours; 

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers; 

For this, for everything, we are out of tune; 

It moves us not. 

(‘Lines: 1807’ by William Wordsworth, in Nichol Smith, 1921, p. 146) 

 

Wordsworth’s poetry generally makes much of the potential of poetry for moral and 

spiritual regeneration through imaginative attention to nature, holding that nothing 
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can rival the power of poetic contemplation of nature to transform—through the 

cultivation and refinement of human sensibility—the hearts and souls of men. (For an 

insightful treatment of Wordsworth on imagination and feeling, see Warnock, 1976, 

1994). 

 

Conclusion: The redemptive value of environmental education 

There can be little doubt that many of the Romantic poets and artists of the Ages of 

Reason and Enlightenment were deeply influenced by the social, political and 

educational ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. For Rousseau—nowadays widely 

regarded as the prime architect of modern progressive or child-centred education—the 

educational practices of his time were precisely reflective of man’s moral, social and 

political fall from grace, as a direct result of socio-economic transition from the pre-

civil ‘state of nature’ to the deeply inequitable condition of civil society (Rousseau, 

1973). Above all, Rousseau (1973, 1974) held that what passed for education in his 

day was little more than the amoral and self-interested pursuit of positional goods in 

which moral and spiritual bondage was liable to be the common lot of both winners 

and losers. In this respect, it is hard not to see Rousseau’s educational concerns 

reflected in contemporary critiques of present-day state education in such developed 

Western economies as our own, in which spiritual and moral values also seem to have 

taken a back seat to more instrumental pre-occupations. 

 

However, the road to redemption for Rousseau lay not (as he has sometimes been 

interpreted) in any unrealistic return to the state of nature, but in a re-education of 

human moral reason, imagination and sensibility of precisely the kind that he and 

others of his philosophical and literary heirs sought to develop. From this viewpoint, 

Rousseau and his various followers certainly looked to nature as a source of moral 

and spiritual regeneration: on the one hand, as a way of transcending the instrumental 

preoccupations of modern economic man with ‘getting and spending’; on the other, as 

a route to appreciation of such transcendent values as love of the created order and 

beauty for their own sakes. For the Romantic heirs of Rousseau, moreover, there 

could be no better path to such intrinsic appreciation than the cultivation of human 

imagination through the creative arts. 
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Ironically, however, Rousseau’s enduring mainstream philosophical influence was on 

the great rationalist philosopher Immanuel Kant who, although speaking of the two 

great sources of human awe as the ‘starry heavens above and the moral law within’ 

(Kant, 1968), went on to define the moral law in terms of a reason utterly divorced 

from (if not antipathetic to) sentiment or feeling. The Kantian view, which has 

exercised an enduring influence on modern (cognitivist) theories of moral and social 

education (see, especially, Kohlberg, 1984), is that the de-centring required for mature 

moral agency ultimately depends upon the development of affectively disengaged 

impartial judgement. For the Romantics, on the other hand, such de-centring—or any 

effective liberation from what Iris Murdoch has called ‘the fat relentless ego’ 

(Murdoch, 1970, p. 52)—depends rather upon proper attachment of human sentiments 

to something beyond ourselves: this may occur in the genuine love of one soul for 

another, or for the starry heavens above—but either love stands to be enhanced by 

feelingful engagement with poetry, painting or music. In their emphasis on the proper 

cultivation of sentiment and feeling as a mechanism of de-centring, then, the 

Romantics part company with Kant and his rationalist heirs—looking arguably both 

backwards to Aristotle’s affectively grounded view of moral virtue, and forwards to 

those contemporary critiques of moral cognitive developmentalism associated with 

the so-called ‘ethics of care’ (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 1984). 

 

At all events, it is arguable that much modern educational theory, policy and practice 

has gone the way of affectively disengaged rather than engaged reason. Generally, to 

be sure, the official educational policy of developed Western liberal democracies 

seems to have been guided by an instrumental economic rationalism that is more 

utilitarian than Kantian, and more concerned with the production of producers and 

consumers than with the cultivation of self-transcendent contemplation of eternal 

verities. But although this has been widely noticed and deplored in wave after wave of 

compensatory initiatives on values, spiritual and citizenship education (see NCC, 

1993; OFSTED, 1994; QCA, 1998; SCAA, 1995), panaceas for the social dislocation 

and disaffection often consequent upon such economic instrumentalism have all too 

often been sought in the application of neo-Kantian and other rationalist moral and 

civic educational theories to a no less instrumentalist agenda of social control. 

Irrespective of particular differences of approach, the educational focus seems often to 

have been on getting socially disaffected youngsters to conform to rules of self-
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discipline and social conduct in a spirit of self- or other-regarding interest. There may 

be room for doubt, all the same, whether such rational appeals to either self- or other-

regarding respect are likely to cut much ice with the more culturally disinherited, 

economically deprived and otherwise brutalised members of modern materialistic 

societies. Ironically, it may be that such appeals are likely to be most effective, in the 

general no less than the remedial case, where individuals have learned to value what 

lies beyond either self or social interest—or by reference to which such interests may 

be invested with wider moral and/or spiritual significance. If so, it seems hard to 

envisage a better route to such significance than that afforded by some judicious 

combination of environmental and arts education. 
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CHAPTER 6: The Significance of Music for the Moral and Spiritual 

Cultivation of Virtue 

 

Abstract 

Although it might be thought the least likely of all the arts to have moral educational 

significance, moral value has been ascribed to music by philosophers (from Plato to 

Scruton) who have argued that it may have a key part to play in the ordering or 

disordering of the character and feelings of human agents. Still, it is clearly difficult 

to account for the moral significance of the arts in general and music in particular on 

those more rationalist (Kantian and utilitarian) ethical theories that have underpinned 

modern action-guiding accounts of morality. In this chapter, it is argued that this 

difficulty may be avoided on a more Aristotelian or virtue ethical perspective on 

moral education according to which music may be concerned, no less than other arts, 

with wider ethical explorations of virtue and vice as emotionally implicated states of 

character. The chapter concludes, however, by exploring some respects in which 

music that is not thematic or expressive in any such virtue ethical sense – what has 

been called ‘music alone’ – might also be regarded as having some moral value.  

 

Is there any virtue in music? 

Given its time-honored place, along with other arts, in many if not most past and 

present school curricula it would seem that at least some forms of music have been 

widely credited with educational value. Beyond the general association of music with 

high culture and, notwithstanding the evident discipline involved in learning to play 

musical instruments, however, it is less clear what sort of value this might be. Despite 

the considerable ethical complexity of much art and the vexed nature of any 

relationship between the moral and the aesthetic, one may clearly regard very many 

works of literature, much representational painting, and even some dances as having 

some moral educational significance. That said, it may be less clear how other arts or 

art genres—such as music or abstract painting—could be said to have much 

significant moral import or content (as well as being unreasonably procrustean to 

insist that they should). Indeed, recalling the well-known point of Richard Peters 

about the inherently normative character of the concept of education—that it would be 

hard to regard a man as educated who had not in some sense been made ‘better’ 

(Peters 1966, p. 25) —one way of posing the present question might be to ask 
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whether, regardless of its potential for pleasure, there is much if any real virtue in 

music? 

 

There is, to be sure, a long tradition of reflection on the moral implications of music, 

and questions about the effects of music on moral development and character are of 

course raised in several Platonic dialogues. Thus, in one part of the Republic, Plato 

explores in some detail what he takes to be the effects on character of the various 

Greek musical modes, arguing for the moral superiority of those that foster courage 

and self-discipline over those that promote sensuality and self-abandon (Plato 1961b, 

pp. 643-648). Such claims also seem mostly consistent with a general Platonic 

aesthetics that precludes any role for the arts beyond service to a strict morality of 

individual self-control and social order. There are also, however, other sections of the 

Republic in which Plato envisages another softer role for music (broadly construed to 

include also literature and poetry) as a counterbalance to an excess of physical 

education, which can produce “savagery and hardness” (Plato 1961b, pp. 654-656). 

Still, to whatever extent Plato might here be trying to have his cake and eat it, his 

explicit claim that only the Dorian and Phrygian modes are suitable for moral 

consumption are probably more consistent with the broad drift of Platonic aesthetics. 

Generally, Plato’s view appears to be that music—in the narrower rather than broader 

(Greek) sense—is a kind of ordered affect-charged auditory experience, that some 

forms of musical order are more conducive to the harmony or balance of the soul than 

others, and that a healthy human soul or character should in some way reflect the 

harmony of appropriate or approved forms of music. 

 

Although the logical and/or psychological status of such bygone claims is far from 

easy to evaluate, something of the spirit of Platonic thought on music and virtue 

seems discernible in more recent writings on the philosophy of music. Thus, Roger 

Scruton’s case for the musical and moral superiority of serious classical works over 

much latter day popular music would appear to rest mainly on considerations relating 

to the greater structural order, organization, and complexity of the former over the 

latter (Scruton 2002). Like Plato, Scruton would seem to regard musical form, order, 

and organization as directly linked to emotional discipline, so that whereas the 

classics may be expected to cultivate ordered passion and sensibility, the unmelodic, 

discordant, and rhythmically unsubtle sounds of much modern popular music can only 
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be expected to engender crude, disorganized, and uncontrolled feelings. Scruton 

makes much of the decline of dance under the influence of such contemporary 

musical anarchy, as precisely exhibited in the abandonment of conventions governing 

the control, for individually and socially significant purposes, of physical gesture and 

bodily movement. Hence, although Scruton is evidently writing in a late modern 

context of musical excess and defect that is culturally far beyond anything that Plato 

might have envisaged, his concern that individual moral decline may be at least partly 

occasioned by disordered or undisciplined musical tastes and preferences may not be 

too far removed from Plato’s. 

 

Still, the relevance of such points to moral education is by no means clear. For one 

thing, though the wilder and more anarchic forms of contemporary rock music have 

sometimes been associated with gang violence, drug abuse, sexual license, and anti-

social behavior, this would not appear invariably the case: many who listen by night 

to the music of the Rolling Stones, Black Sabbath, and the Sex Pistols may by day be 

perfectly respectable and law-abiding citizens. We may still want to say (rightly or 

otherwise) that they have deplorable musical taste, but that is surely another matter. 

But, just as seriously, if an ear for what Plato and Scruton are inclined to regard (again 

rightly or wrongly) as good music is not necessary for an otherwise morally ordered 

and responsible life, nor is it evidently sufficient. Thus, even if an ear for the more 

highly organized musical forms of Western classical music is associated with qualities 

of greater self-control and discipline, it is far from clear that such qualities have 

always gone hand in glove with morally positive conduct. Indeed, it would seem that 

some of the most monstrous tyrants and criminals of history have been individuals of 

great self-possession and focused aims; for example, it is well known that many of the 

Nazi SS, who spent their nights in cultured appreciation of the works of Bach and 

Mozart, spent their days organizing mass-execution of Jews in gas chambers.  

 

The idea that a disciplined character is not in and of itself sufficient for moral 

development is—as we have seen from his observations on physical education—well 

appreciated by Plato in the Republic and elsewhere. Indeed, though it would appear 

that he did accord some moral educational value to literature and other arts, the only 

sure access to the moral wisdom of virtue for Plato was through that mode of 

conceptual or philosophical reflection on the abstract ‘forms’ of things, to which he 
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gave the name ‘dialectic.’ The moral role of other arts, such as literature and poetry, is 

for Plato deeply unstable and ambiguous: the poets’ stories of the gods and heroes are 

fine and good so long as they depict such agents behaving in fine and exemplary 

ways, but morally deplorable in so far as such agents behave badly. But, of course, 

this simply raises the key moral question of how fine and exemplary conduct is to be 

distinguished from that which is not so and the task of distinguishing what is from 

what is not so is precisely assigned to Platonic dialectic. The trouble now is that 

construed in general terms—as essentially a tool for the abstract conceptual analysis 

of such terms as ‘justice’ and ‘virtue’—dialectic has few if any very specific 

normative implications. Indeed, the specific normative consequences that Plato takes 

to follow from the employment of such dialectic—such as the theory of justice 

outlined in his ‘Republic’—would nowadays be widely regarded as questionable. 

 

Ethics and moral education beyond Plato 

What those modern ethical theories that have most influenced latter day moral 

educational theorizing have in common with Platonic ethics is the attempt to develop 

a normatively substantial account of moral reflection that is also nevertheless 

essentially independent of traditional moral narratives. This is certainly the case of the 

two major enlightenment moral theories, namely Kantian deontology and 

utilitarianism, though it has been mainly deontological theorizing that has informed 

the philosophical and psychological accounts of moral formation of the last three or 

four decades. According to such perspectives (see, especially, Kohlberg 1984), the 

development of moral agency is a matter of the ultimate grasp of certain rationally 

self-validating (universalizable) moral prescriptions (basically the Kantian categorical 

imperatives: see Kant 1967). To the extent that such prescriptions enjoin strict 

observance of obligations to truth-telling, promise-keeping, respect for individual 

rights, and so on, they may be regarded as having moral substance, but the logical 

detachment of such imperatives or prescriptions from local moral narratives raises 

some questions about the moral educational relevance of those forms of art and 

literature that have so often sought to give aesthetic expression to such narratives. 

From this viewpoint, the moral educational import of even the greatest literary works, 

such as Shakespeare’s Macbeth or Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, could hardly extend 

beyond confirming what we already know on other (normatively a priori) rational 

grounds: that, for example, it is wrong to murder or commit adultery. 
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But while questions about the ethical implications of art and literature continue to be 

philosophically vexed, and though the human value of works of art and literature is 

clearly not exhausted by their moral significance, it seems implausible to regard 

Macbeth or Anna Karenina—as we might regard children’s fairy tales—as simple 

moral fables in which good behavior is rewarded and bad conduct punished. 

Whatever such great works of literary cultural inheritance may aim to achieve in 

moral (as distinct from aesthetic) educational terms, it would seem to be more than 

mere reinforcement of moral commonplaces. First, such works clearly aim for 

imaginative exploration of the exploits of more and less admirable fictional characters 

and to help us experience what it might be like to be subject to the moral and other 

practical burdens under which such agents labor. Thus, in the words of perhaps 

Shakespeare’s greatest tragic creation, King Lear, we are invited to ‘take physic . . . 

(and) feel what wretches (others) feel.’ All else aside, this seems to be a matter of 

entry into worlds of some psychological depth in which there is complex interplay 

between moral cognition, affect, and agency: on this view, there can be no very 

profound moral comprehension of moral agency without some insight into the internal 

as well as external pressures to which agents are prey in particular cultural and 

practical circumstances. Secondly, by the same token, many great literary and artistic 

works—from classical tragedies onwards—clearly aim to demonstrate the inherent 

uncertainty and ambivalence of many if not most moral issues and questions, to show 

that moral issues are rarely matters of simple choice between absolute right and 

wrong, and that many of the ethical dilemmas of agents are such that significant moral 

loss is likely to follow from whatever they may do. 

 

Moral education and the revival of virtue ethics 

Indeed, since none of these moral educational purposes are likely to be well served by 

ethical theories focused primarily on the development of action-guiding rules and 

principles, such theories have recently attracted criticism from a wide variety of moral 

perspectives. Here, leaving aside critiques of developmentalism from the directions of 

care ethics (Noddings 1983) and character education (Lickona 1992), perhaps the 

most significant recent challenge to accounts of moral formation grounded in 

enlightenment rationalist ethics has taken the form of a revival—over the last half 

century—of an Aristotelian ethics of virtue and character (see, for example, Geach 
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1977; Foot 19878; MacIntyre 1981; Dent 1984; Slote 1983; McDowell 1997; 

Hursthouse 1999). In as much as an ethics of virtue explicitly seeks to relocate moral 

judgement and agency in the local and concrete circumstances and particularities of 

personal character and association, the virtues of virtue ethics are—unlike the 

principles of duty and utility—precisely a matter of affective as well as cognitive 

development. To be sure, an Aristotelian virtue is just more or less a particular 

ordering—in accordance with the principled judgement of phronesis or practical 

wisdom—of sentiment, desire, or emotion in a mean between extremes of affective 

excess and defect (Aristotle 1941a, book 2, section 6). At all events, virtue ethics is 

well placed to take seriously—along with much great art and literature—the 

significance of feelings, passions, and sentiments for moral life and hence the 

potential for moral understanding of literary and other artistic exploration of affective 

human experience. 

 

Indeed, a key way in which the wider affective and practical dimensions of human 

moral life seem ripe for exploration is precisely via the stories or narratives through 

which human beings have ever sought to understand themselves and the meaning of 

their lives. In this regard, one recent and highly influential form of virtue ethics 

(MacIntyre 1981) has insisted that the logical form of normative understanding is 

inherently narratival. On this view, understanding human identity is a matter of 

understanding the roles of agents in narratives that others recount concerning them or 

which they tell about themselves and, apart from such narratives, human selves and 

actions cannot be meaningfully individuated or understood at all. Moreover, another 

significant aspect of virtue ethical formation concerns the role of exemplification in 

the teaching of morality. If virtue educators aim to move beyond teaching moral 

abstractions to the cultivation of such dispositions of moral character as honesty, self-

control, courage, and justice, then such teaching would surely need to be of a more 

practical than formal academic character. On this view, young people are unlikely to 

learn what is needed to become persons of good character in the absence of good role 

models and it is the responsibility of such models to provide such moral 

exemplification. While any such view—narrowly interpreted—might seem to make 

rather heavy demands on particular human exemplars, the focus of virtue ethics on the 

narrative form of any and all understanding of moral character and conduct serves to 

show the extent to which the burden of such exemplification has traditionally been 
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carried by literature and the other arts. Young people can learn about good character 

by reading about good and bad characters (and the good and bad ends to which they 

usually come) in stories. 

 

In sum, virtue ethics serves well to show how literature and the arts can be potent 

sources of exploration of moral weal and woe—not least of the key virtue ethical role 

of feelings and emotions in human moral character. That said, it is important to ask 

whether literature and the arts do or should always play any such roles and, more 

particularly, whether music ever does play such roles. First, it seems fairly clear that 

although works of literature, painting, and dance sometimes do perform such moral 

educational roles, other works of literature, painting, and dance do not. To be sure, 

from any strong ethicist perspective—on the view, in short, that art works should 

exhibit some explicit (perhaps even didactic) moral educational significance in order 

to count as artworks—such non-moral works of literature, painting, and dance could 

not be considered works of art. But while some past philosophers, perhaps notably 

Plato, do seem to have subscribed to such an austere view, such strong ethicism would 

seem difficult to sustain on any latter day understanding of the social and other roles 

of art. First, it is nowadays widely accepted that although many works of art have 

neither ethical purpose nor moral content, they may yet have considerable non-moral 

intellectual, aesthetic, or sensory value. But even where it makes sense to uphold 

some view of the moral significance or implications of art, it seems rather less 

plausible to construe such moral significance in overly narrow terms; hence, a more 

modest ethicism might well accommodate exposure to morally ambivalent works of 

art or even to those that explored patently corrupt perspectives. (For important recent 

discussions of such wider moral educational purposes of art and literature, see Tanner 

2002, 2003; Walton 2002; Hamilton 2003; Kieran 2003; Mothersill 2003.) 

 

Music, Intentionality, And Virtue 

Even on a virtue ethical perspective, however, it is hard to see how artworks might 

have moral import or significance unless they could be considered intentional or 

‘about’ something, and it is a moot point whether musical works are ever intentional 

in quite this sense. To be sure, it would be difficult to evaluate or account for the 

meaning of Vaughan Williams’ Lark Ascending, Debussy’s La Mer, or Delius’s First 

Cuckoo in the absence of some reference to their power to bring larks, seas, or 
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cuckoos to mind or imagination, but it is less easy to see how what Peter Kivy (1990) 

has called ‘music alone’ could represent or portray such specific moral events as 

Macbeth’s murder of Duncan or Delilah’s betrayal of Sampson. Rejecting any strong 

or exclusive ethicism, this would not of course mean that musical works could not 

have other sorts of intellectual, aesthetic, or sensory value or significance, but it 

would seem to put them at significant moral educational disadvantage compared to 

drama, novels, and paintings. 

 

That said, it seems possible to question whether other works of art are intentional or 

cognitively contentful in any more substantial sense than music. In a recent work 

explicitly concerned to defend a cognitivist conception of art—precisely, a view of art 

as a potential source of objective knowledge—James Young (2001) has drawn a 

distinction between ‘illustrative’ and ‘semantic’ representation, arguing that the 

epistemic significance of works of art is always a function of the former rather than 

the latter. In particular, Young rejects latter day conceptions of particular art forms as 

language-like symbolic systems apt for the expression or statement of peculiarly 

artistic, aesthetic, or affective truths: (see, for example, Langer 1942, 1951; Goodman 

1976) in short, there can be no languages of dance, music, or painting in the sense that 

there can be natural languages of Greek or German or artificial languages of logic and 

mathematics. Ironically, Young’s point is perhaps best made in the case of a literary 

art such as poetry, where it seems fairly clear that we cannot determine the meaning 

of a poem or a line of poetry by appeal to the grammatical principles that serve to fix 

ordinary non-poetical senses of words and propositions. Thus, for example, when 

Keats writes, ‘Thou still unravished bride of quietness’ (Keats 1973, p. 344), the 

poetic meaning of the line is a not a function of the syntactical and semantic rules that 

enable us to make sense of the scientific generalization, ‘all metals expand when 

heated’. The linguistic and other devices deployed by artists for the expression of 

feelings or ideas do not therefore provide alternative ways of recording or stating 

truth: rather, they are attempts to forge sensory and affective modes of access to 

experience that defy or transcend propositional or other statements. In Wordsworth’s 

famous formulation, poetry is ‘the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’ and 

‘emotion recollected in tranquility’ (Nicholl-Smith 1921, p. 171). From this 

viewpoint, Young’s illustrative representation is more like what Russell (1968) 

described as ‘acquaintance knowledge’ than ‘propositional knowledge’, or perhaps 



 - 117 - 

like what has elsewhere been characterized as a mode of knowledge rather than a 

form of knowledge (Cothey 1990, chapter 9). 

 

Despite Young’s evidently fairly sharp distinction between semantic and illustrative 

representation, it would seem that he regards these as internally related in the context 

of works of art, at least to the extent that there could be no effective evaluation of 

illustrative representation in the absence of some grasp of what is semantically 

represented: for example, we could not determine whether, say, Tchaikovsky’s 1812 

Overture was artistically appropriate (for example, not too sentimental or jingoistic) 

without some literal historical knowledge of the events it sets out to evoke or 

celebrate. However, in a recent work, The Philosophy of Music, Aaron Ridley (2004) 

would appear to be seeking a rather stronger conceptual relationship between music as 

a form of expression and anything that the music might be said to express by way of 

non-musical content. Indeed, in so far as Ridley is primarily concerned to repudiate 

what he calls the ‘autonomist’ thesis about music—the widely influential idea that 

music should not ultimately be considered meaningful by virtue of reference to 

anything beyond itself—his arguments are more directly focused on present concerns 

than Young’s. At all events, in line with what seems to be his general position that the 

meaningfulness of music is a function of its complex and varied role in the web of 

extra-musical human practice (see also Carr 2004a), Ridley maintains that it is 

misguided to construe the words or lyrics of songs as essentially extra-musical content 

or, for that matter, to conceive the ‘music’ of songs as no more than the setting of 

such words or lyrics. On the contrary, the musical identity of song is a matter of the 

mutually shaping and reinforcing interplay of lyric and vocal or instrumental setting.  

 

For anyone with an ear for song, Ridley’s argument must appear persuasive: to cite 

some personal favorites, the setting of Shove’s The Water Mill by Vaughan Williams, 

of Wolfe’s Betelgeuse by Holst, and of Housman’s passages from A Shropshire Lad 

by Butterworth are perfect instances of such musical melding of lyric and setting in 

song. What we may also be reminded of by such examples, however, is that such 

songs are not just musical illustrations of mills, heavenly bodies, and trees, but 

musical settings of poems about mills, heavenly bodies, and trees. In short, the 

profound impact of much song—and of the more general musical presentation of 

lyrics—undoubtedly derives from the fact that such expression is invariably a matter 
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of (in terms of Young’s distinction) illustrative representation of illustrative 

representation: by virtue of their secondary expressive remove from semantic 

representation or literal meaning, musical settings of poems and other lyrics may well 

further amplify or compound the aesthetic—and hence affective—impact of such 

artworks. Indeed, Mark Wynn drawing on the work of several contemporary art 

theorists (including Ridley), and also in apparent harmony with Young’s notion of art 

as illustrative representation, has argued for a conception of artworks as affective 

presentations of objects and states and affairs in the world, regarding musical works 

as prime examples of such presentation (Wynn 2000, 2004). But if this is so, then one 

might well expect the affective impact of musical settings of poems and other lyrics to 

be so much more powerful than that of poems or passages of music ‘alone’. 

 

Although Wynn’s ultimate goal is to vindicate the time-honored view that ‘among the 

arts, music has a pre-eminent claim to religious or metaphysical significance’, the 

general concept of artworks as objects or sources of affective presentation or 

illustrative representation, in tandem with virtue ethical emphasis on the shaping or 

refinement of affect for the effective cultivation of moral virtue, should already serve 

well enough to indicate the significance and relevance of the arts in general and music 

in particular for moral education. On this view, the primary moral benefits of 

contemplation of the arts take the form not so much (if at all) of general (and 

unambiguous) action guiding prescriptions, more of particular constellations of affect 

by which we are brought to ‘feel what wretches (and others) feel’. In more familiar 

terms the moral power of music, poetry, and other arts consists in their capacity to 

move us emotionally: thus, in musical terms, we may feel chilled by the frigid 

sensuality of Hindemith’s (and Mallarme’s) Herodiade, aroused by the predatory 

sexuality of Bizet’s Carmen or terrified by the demonic powers of Britten’s Turn of 

the Screw. The key virtue ethical point, however, is that in the larger context of 

artworks—notwithstanding any intrinsic aesthetic merit they might also have—such 

emotional experiences can afford rich and otherwise unavailable sources of insight 

into the moral virtues and vices in which such affective states are invariably 

implicated: we understand the moral emptiness of Herodiade all the better for feeling 

her icy self-obsession; we better comprehend the plight of Carmen’s victims by 

exposure to her unbridled eroticism; we are granted insight into the meaning of 
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demonic possession by emotional encounter with the neurotic compulsion with which 

James’ story and Britten’s opera deals. 

 

Music as contributory to the cultivation of virtue 

In short, if the idea that the arts are primarily forms of emotional education (which 

seems common to both Young’s notion of artistic form as a source of illustrative 

representation and Wynn’s idea of artworks as affective presentations) is combined 

with Ridley’s general anti-autonomist position that musical meaning is not 

disconnected from the larger tapestry of human moral and other life, experience, and 

practice, then a virtue ethical perspective on moral education enables us to recognize 

that music is no less well placed than other arts to be a potent source of moral 

education. Indeed, one might expect any potential for the refinement of moral 

reflection and sensibility already present in such ancient narratives as the Greek myths 

of Acis and Galatea, such medieval epics as Gawaine and the Green Knight, and such 

classical tragedies as Sophocles’ King Oedipus, to be notably reinforced and enhanced 

by the musical interpretations they receive in Handel’s Acis and Galatea, Birtwistle’s 

Gawaine, and Stravinsky’s Oedipus Rex. But to the large extent to which I believe 

that this is indeed so, any such moral education needs to be regarded as a matter of 

cultivation of the affective core of virtuous character—as a moral ordering and 

shaping of the emotions and sensibilities that underpin the growth of such self- and 

other-regarding virtues as courage, temperance, justice, wisdom, and compassion. 

Moreover, I suspect it is precisely such affective dimensions of moral education that 

Aristotle is concerned to explore when he writes of the cathartic effects of tragedy in 

his Poetics and that this is how it is proper to interpret his language of the ‘purgation’ 

of pity and terror. One might also regard Scruton’s recent analysis of Wagner’s 

Ring—which treats it as a sustained musical articulation of a complex normative 

perspective on love—as a notable latter day attempt to demonstrate the bearing of 

aesthetic and affective experience on moral formation along such lines (Scruton 

2003). 

 

It should be clear from what has been said so far, however, that any virtue ethical 

perspective on the moral educational relevance of music leans heavily on an account 

of musical meaning as indexed to extra-musical objects, events, or states of affairs. 

Notwithstanding that music provides modes of affective access to such objects and 
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states of affairs that would not otherwise be epistemically available, it would 

nevertheless appear that the ultimate reference point for musical meaningfulness is the 

world and those things in it that music could be said to be about. Indeed, this would 

appear to be so whether or not such things have moral or moral educational relevance: 

although Debussy’s La Mer and Rimsky-Korsakov’s Flight of the Bumble Bee have 

no obvious moral significance, we could hardly be said to have registered their 

meaning failing some grasp of the reference of the former to the sea and of the latter 

to a flying insect. It might also be held that any such general anti-autonomist 

conception of musical meaning is compelling for reasons that Ridley and others have 

explored. I have myself argued in one place (Carr 2004a) that it is difficult to make 

sense of the time-honored idea that music is (amongst other things) expressive of 

emotion apart from appreciation of the extent to which music is deeply implicated in 

human events and practices of a thoroughgoing affective character, and in another  

(Carr 2001) that much music cannot be understood apart from circumstances of 

cultural formation that have profound implications for musical identification: thus, it 

may be difficult to appreciate African-American folk blues as other than shaped by a 

history of economic and psychological oppression that may preclude those without 

some claim on that history from any genuine ownership over it. 

 

To be sure, it also needs to be noticed that such anti-autonomist tendency need not be 

at all inconsistent with any more modest—though educationally significant—

autonomism which claims only that there are kinds of musical meaning that do not 

have any such external reference. On such a view, although many (if not most) 

musical pieces do make explicit reference to themes and narratives of human moral 

and other significance, all musical works have nevertheless internal or structural 

(harmonic, melodic, rhythmic, and other) features that are of greater or lesser 

aesthetic or technical interest to those located within the more musically 

knowledgeable community of composers, performers, and critics, and that much 

music of historical importance—ranging perhaps from Bach fugues to the early 

modern jazz developments of Monk and Parker—cannot be readily grasped apart 

from more musically exclusive and esoteric focus upon such aesthetically and 

technically internal interests and concerns. What an anti-autonomist virtue ethical 

perspective on the moral educational significance of music would seem to preclude, 

however, is any possibility that such internal musical features could in and of 
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themselves have ethical significance, or that music might be morally meaningful in 

ways that are not externally focused upon those practical human concerns that have 

been the subject matter of so much artistic, literary, and other cultural narrative. But 

what sense anyway could be made of the idea that ‘music alone’—music without any 

extra-musical reference to the kind of events in which moral concerns are usually 

implicated—might have any moral or moral educational significance? 

 

The possibility of morally significant ‘music alone’ 

In the event, the notion that music might have moral significance—without reference 

to anything beyond itself—seems to have been a persistent and enduring one. Indeed, 

despite already noted tensions between Plato’s ideas about the moral significance of 

music, he nevertheless seems to have been generally sympathetic to the idea that there 

is something intrinsic to the form of (appropriate) music that is conducive to the 

promotion of moral or spiritual harmony and order in the soul (Plato 1961b, p. 646) 

—and various more or less related ideas have continued to haunt later reflection on 

the relationship between music and morality. One such view would seem to be based 

precisely on the Platonic notion that experience of or reflection on music (like 

reflection on its Pythagorean cousin mathematics) affords access to a non-sensible 

realm of formal order that somehow mirrors the normative order of the good. In order 

to grasp the form of the good, Platonic guardians—like Kantian ‘noumenal’ agents—

have to distance themselves from those empirical and sensual inclinations and desires 

that are in perpetual conflict with the ‘intelligible’ realm. From this perspective, the 

self-discipline required for mathematical reflection or appreciation of the form of 

(appropriate) music for its own sake provides an effective model of such disinterest 

and detachment: mathematics and music are non-moral analogues of objective moral 

order. That said, notwithstanding the important lessons that Platonic, Kantian and 

other ethics of abstract and absolute principle have to teach about the place of 

impartial moral regard and the extent to which such regard is often at odds with our 

nature, the problems with any exclusive ethical emphasis on such abstractions have 

already been touched on and we shall not pursue them further here. 

 

A somewhat different way in which art might be supposed to transport us into realms 

of being and/or reflection significantly removed from familiar everyday experience, 

however, is perhaps more typical of religious or mystical than philosophical 
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traditions. In this respect, from such metaphysical poets as Donne to such romantics 

as Wordsworth and Blake, poetry often seems to have sought—via employment of 

nonetheless earthbound or sensual imagery—access to worlds of spiritual or other 

non-sensible experience that may seem closed to other less metaphorical or figurative 

means of expression: in the well-known words of Blake, it would appear to be the aim 

of such poetry ‘[t]o see a world in a grain of sand, and a heaven in a wild flower’ 

(Blake 1965). In some of the most remarkable work of this kind ever produced, the 

Christian mystic St. John of the Cross sought precisely to express his yearning for the 

fullness of God’s love by employment of often explicitly erotic imagery. All the 

same, in such poems as Verses about the Soul which Suffers with Impatience to See 

God (St. John of the Cross 1968, p. 53), St. John makes it abundantly clear that the 

ecstasy of divine love which he seeks quite transcends any and all feeling or emotion 

with which we may be humanly familiar—to the extent, indeed, that it may enter the 

soul only when the passions and desires of our empirical nature have been 

extinguished. That said, it seems likely—as a Christian—that St. John would have 

held such spiritual achievements to be nevertheless attainable by the purification of 

our souls in this life and not only to be hoped for by virtue of Platonic 

‘disembodiment.’ At all events, it is arguable that it has been the aim of much great 

music—perhaps principally that of religious inspiration—to give expression to 

otherwise inexpressible realms of spiritual experience that lie beyond the sensual and 

empirical. In modern music, Hindemith’s celebration of St. Francis of Assisi’s world 

renunciation in Nobilissima Visione might be regarded as a musical metaphor for such 

transcendental spiritual aspiration. 

 

Still, the poems of St. John and/or the music of Hindemith may be at best regarded as 

attempts to express—in figurative or allegorical terms—what is otherwise beyond 

non-metaphorical expression: in this light, it would seem unlikely that we could by 

reading such poems or listening to such music come to experience precisely what it is 

like to be spiritually transfigured in the way that we might suppose someone like St. 

Francis to have been. On this view, it may be a tall order to expect any works of art to 

deliver such transcendent spiritual transformation—even if we could make good sense 

of such transformation. On the other hand, there may be a rather more obvious if less 

philosophically exciting sense in which music and other arts can afford morally 

relevant access to modes of being that are significantly removed from familiar 
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empirical experience. Regardless of the wildest claims of philosophy and mysticism, 

the contemplation, appreciation, or plain enjoyment of music and other arts may yet 

provide considerable morally therapeutic respite—albeit temporarily—from the trials 

and tribulations that beset us in the day to day rough and tumble of human practical 

affairs. In short, absorption in or appreciation of the intrinsic value and qualities of 

great works of literature, painting, and music may yet provide some psychological 

distance from the cares by which we are daily assailed in the interests of some more 

balanced perspective on such concerns. Moreover, such detachment might be all the 

easier to achieve in the contemplation and appreciation of great works of ‘music 

alone’, precisely in view of their lack of reference to anything beyond the purely 

internal—structural, aesthetic, or technical—features of the music. 
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CONCLUSION: Further Research Prospects 

 

Philosophy, education and virtue 

We may begin with a reminder that the general approach to the issues raised in this 

work is or has been philosophical. More specifically, the work of this essay falls fairly 

squarely within a tradition of modern ‘analytical’ philosophy that the present author 

takes to be continuous with that of the ancient Greek founding fathers of western 

philosophy, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. Such other popular modern ‘philosophical’ 

approaches as ‘phenomenology’, ‘existentialism’, ‘critical theory’, ‘post-

structuralism’ and ‘postmodernism’ have been deliberately eschewed as less helpful, 

at least regarding the serious analysis required for clarifying key concepts of present 

concern. So without denying that such other modern intellectual or theoretical 

traditions and trends may be sources of valuable psychological or sociological insight 

into various aspects of human association (or, for that matter, that there may be some 

questions about education of and in the arts that require theoretical or practical 

exploration of a more ‘empirical’ kind) we shall here proceed in the conviction that 

the most urgent theoretical task of understanding the educational value of the arts 

concerns clarification of key – but still much contested –concepts of virtue, art and 

education.  

 

However, to say that some of these questions are contestable is not yet, if at all, to say 

that they are irresolvable or ‘unanswerable’. In the philosophy of education it has 

become almost commonplace to insist that the concept of ‘education’ is essentially 

contested and it is a matter of some concern that this seems to mean for many 

educational philosophers (see, for a striking example, Carr (W) 1997, 2006) that there 

can be no substantial agreement about the meaning of education, or that concepts of 

education are locally constructed and incommensurable. In the light of some recent 

social and moral theory, it has been argued that diverse social or cultural groups 

construct concepts of education according to their own local needs and perspectives 

and that there can be no cross-cultural basis for choosing rationally between these. 

That said, this is also a counsel of philosophical despair that none of the examples 

usually invoked to illustrate such incommensurability do much to support. Hence, 

those who have argued that the concept of education is sometimes used to refer to 

enculturation, sometimes to vocational training and sometimes to open liberal 
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learning (see Carr (W) 1997) evidently fail to appreciate that such diverse use of the 

term ‘education’ to refer to different modes or levels of learning – across, between or 

within societies – is not necessarily, if at all, a matter of rival social construction. The 

fact that the term ‘education’ is sometimes used to refer to the habituation of the 

young to accepted social conventions, sometimes to the social and economic ends of 

schooling and at others to the processes of advanced critical reflection by no means 

shows that people disagree or find any of these senses incompatible. Hence, people 

may use the term ‘education’ to refer to the basic training processes of schooling 

without denying that the term may be also used to refer to broader liberal forms of 

learning that cannot be reduced to such training. 

 

What this does mean, as Wittgenstein (1953) was at pains to make clear, is that we 

need to map carefully the various familiar uses to which such philosophically open 

terms as ‘education’ are prone in order to ensure that we do not confuse one perfectly 

proper sense of the term with another.  In the present context, this may be of pressing 

concern insofar as moral virtues have not infrequently been regarded as fairly 

unreflective behavioural dispositions to which young people might be habituated by 

the instrumental processes of much modern schooling.  However, the Aristotelian 

virtue that has been the concern of the chapters of this volume is clearly a much more 

complex affair than this, crucially involving as it does the exercise of that capacity for 

reflection on the world, oneself and one’s relations with others to which Aristotle 

gave the name ‘phronesis’ or practical wisdom. It is such wisdom, so we have argued, 

that requires the more broadly informed reflection – involving a grasp of what Arnold 

called ‘the best that has been thought and said’ – that is associated in modern times (in 

the work of philosophers and theorists of the stature of Matthew Arnold, Michael 

Oakeshott and R.S. Peters) with the idea of a ‘liberal’ education. In short, the 

possession of moral virtues in Aristotle’s sense is more than having been trained in 

certain automatic or habitual responses through conventional socialization or 

schooling; rather, it is a part of what would normally be meant by calling someone an 

‘educated’ (rather than uneducated) person. To have acquired a virtue is not just a 

matter of having come to behave in a new way: it is also to have come to view or 

understand the world more clearly and truly.  
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Varieties of virtue ethics 

However, to understand what it means to educate for moral virtue – even on a broader 

liberal conception of education – it is necessary to have a fairly clear grasp of the 

logical form or anatomy of moral virtue. Although we have already said a fair amount 

on this topic in this volume, we cannot presume to have said all that there is to be said 

or to have clarified all that needs to be clarified. Indeed, one modern ethical 

development that we might be said to have insufficiently acknowledged or 

appreciated in this work is the recent emergence of a bewildering variety of forms of 

virtue ethics – not all of which may be clearly, if at all, regarded as Aristotelian. We 

may here give only the briefest of attention to some of these contemporary accounts 

of virtue. To begin with, there is the virtue ethics of Aristotle (1941a) – revived in 

modern times by Elizabeth Anscombe (1958), Peter Geach (1977), and Philippa Foot 

(1978) and variously developed by such other philosophers as James Wallace (1978), 

Nicholas Dent (1984), Rosalind Hursthouse (1999) and Martha Nussbaum (1988, 

1995) – which seems broadly naturalistic: on this view, goodness or virtue is a 

beneficial natural property of human soul or agency. However, a rather different 

(albeit still broadly Aristotelian) conception of virtue has been developed by John 

McDowell (1997) and others in the context of modern ethical realism, according to 

which virtue is defined more in terms of correct perception of moral truth 

(controversial from other ethical perspectives). But another somewhat different 

development of Aristotle’s ethics is also discernible in Nancy Sherman’s (1989, 1997) 

attempt to reconcile an Aristotelian ethics of virtue with Kant’s views on virtue, 

character and emotion.  

 

But other recently influential accounts of virtue have departed considerably, if not 

entirely, from Aristotle. Thus, though the highly influential (especially on 

contemporary educational philosophy and theory) virtue ethics of Alasdair MacIntyre 

(1981, 1988, 1992) certainly claims both Aristotle and Aquinas as key influences, this 

philosopher explicitly rejects the naturalistic approach of Aristotle (his so-called 

‘metaphysical biology’) and proceeds on a more idealist or anti-realist basis – 

arguably owing as much to Hegel and Marx as to Aristotle. Thus, for MacIntyre, 

virtues are dispositions cultivated in the context of ‘social practices’ defined in terms 

of ‘rival’, if not incommensurable, moral traditions. However, another recently 

influential account, evidently more related to care ethics – and probably owing much 
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to the ethical ‘sentimentalism’ of Hume and others – has also been developed by 

Michael Slote (1983, 1992, 2010). Other distinctive perspectives on virtue have 

included the ‘intrinsic consequentialism’ of Thomas Hurka (2001) – which clearly 

relates, albeit critically, to the ethics of utility – and Catherine Swanton’s (2003) 

‘pluralistic’ virtue ethics which draws heavily (among others) on Nietzsche. This list 

is far from complete and other significant variants of virtue ethics have been 

developed that need not detain us here. That said, such difference and diversity is 

noteworthy for two important reasons: first, to show that the topic of virtue is a highly 

complex and controversial one on which there may be no finally agreed view; but, 

secondly, in order to identify and address some issues of crucial relevance and 

concern to any further development of the themes and topics so far explored in the 

present work.   

 

In the event, many of these virtue ethical alternatives have been aired and criticized by 

the present author in the present work and elsewhere – principally in favour of some 

version of traditional Aristotelian naturalism. Thus, MacIntyre’s neo-idealist virtue 

ethics is criticized in several of the chapters of this work for its dangerous tendencies 

towards a kind of social relativism about both virtues and the arts from which it is not 

plausibly redeemed by this author’s apparent revival of Hegelian dialectic. Likewise, 

the present author is disinclined to any ‘sentimentalist’ form of virtue ethics, which – 

like the care ethics to which it is closely related – seems to give undue weight to the 

affective over the rational dimensions of moral virtue. Again, while one may applaud 

the moral realist emphasis on virtue as focused on accurate perception of the world, 

mainstream Aristotelian naturalism insists that the prime goal of moral wisdom is the 

practical cultivation of character and conduct rather than the discovery of any sort of 

truth. There are also reasons – aired by Anscombe in her pioneering article of 1958, 

and on which the present author has touched in various places – for holding that the 

virtue ethics of Aristotle is at serious conceptual odds with Kantian or other 

deontology, with any form of consequentialism (including utilitarianism) or any 

modern Nietzschean (or ancient sophistical) ethics of personal will to power.  So, 

while it need not be denied that all such virtue ethical alternatives contain elements of 

truth, the present view is that the most compelling account of virtue is still some 

version of traditional Aristotelian naturalism. 
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The place of feeling and emotion in virtue ethics 

That said, the moral psychology of such Aristotelian naturalism is not entirely clear 

cut – not least with respect to issues of the relationship of reason to affect and feeling, 

the precise role of emotions in the psychological economy of virtuous character and 

conduct and the role of aesthetic and artistic experience in the cultivation of feeling 

and emotion on which we have touched in this work and elsewhere. To be sure, we 

have argued – in what seems to be a clear enough Aristotelian spirit – that emotions 

are motivationally and otherwise crucial to the development of moral virtue: contrary 

to the moral rationalism of much modern ethics, virtue ethics claims that appropriate 

moral responses cannot be reduced to moral knowledge – if this is understood merely 

in terms of rational calculation of what it is (generally) right to do in this or that 

context. In the first place, there would appear to be some force in the ‘internalist’ 

argument that something more than detached or decontextualized rational deliberation 

or calculation is required for moral motivation, since it seems that there could well be 

such calculation (as in the case of artificial intelligence) without any concern to act as 

such calculation might advise. However, virtue ethics makes it difficult to see how 

appropriate moral action might invariably depend on judgement of what it is generally 

right, given the highly specific and contextualised nature of human moral problems 

from which affective or other emotional states and responses can hardly be expunged. 

For example, although it is often morally appropriate to resist or control our anger in 

certain circumstances, it is not generally appropriate to do so, precisely because there 

are some circumstances in which it is morally right that we should feel anger.  

 

Moreover, without the stimulation of such anger it would be hard to know whether the 

situation is one that calls for any sort of moral response – of restraint or expression of 

anger – at all. What is still not entirely clear is the general psychological status of such 

feelings and/or emotions as anger – perhaps especially regarding their relations to 

those judgements of phronesis or practical wisdom in which such emotions are 

allegedly implicated – and there seems to be still much contemporary philosophical 

uncertainty about this. As indicated at several places in this volume (see also Carr 

2009), an older view that emotions are merely non-rational states of affect was 

overtaken in the latter half of the last century by a strongly ‘cognitive’ view of 

emotion which sometimes appeared to hold that emotions are little more than types of 
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rational evaluation of objects or events in the world. However, in so far as such 

extreme cognitivism about emotion seems to undermine any distinction between 

reason and emotion, thought and feeling – making it difficult to see why countless 

philosophers would have wanted to make this distinction in the first place – such 

cognitivism seems also counter-intuitive. Certainly, even if we admit that emotions 

may or often do involve judgement or cognition, an emotional response to others or to 

the world is usually thought to be different from any (at least so-called ‘objective’) 

rational response and to involve some degree or dimension of affect or feeling.  My 

fear of, anger towards or even jealousy of X could hardly be considered emotional if it 

was merely a ‘cold’ judgement that X is frightening, annoying or the unwelcome 

recipient of a rival’s attentions 

 

But though more recent philosophers have since attempted to ‘put the feeling back 

into emotion’ (Carr 2009), the precise relationship of the cognitive to the feeling 

dimension of emotion remains – as indicated in the first essay of this collection – far 

from clear. Certainly, many philosophers who have taken a strongly cognitivist line 

on emotion seem to want to say that emotions inform us about the world in ways that 

are somehow more intuitive, immediate or direct than the deliverances of rational 

thought or deliberation.  But then, by definition, this could hardly be on account of the 

thoughts or judgements that such emotions are alleged to involve, but would rather 

seem to be a function of precisely more pre-rational, affective or ‘visceral’ aspects. 

Once again, this seems more in line with common intuitions about the role of such 

states in the lives of all creatures – from humans to at least most other mammals – to 

which we commonly attribute emotions. Thus, it has seemed plausible – at least since 

Darwin – to suppose that the anger we ascribe to dogs or the fear we attribute to 

rabbits are precisely evolutionarily conditioned impulses towards defensive 

aggression or retreat.  In such cases, anger and fear are direct behavioural expressions 

of an animal’s affectively charged (natural or conditioned) perception of some feature 

of the environment as threatening or frightening. We may here suppose that such 

perceptions trigger some kind of causal mechanism – from perception to associated 

feeling and from feeling to associated behaviour – without having to suppose any 

mediating deliberation of the kind that humans are capable. 
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To be sure, the predictable cognitivist response to this is that such states of brute 

emotion cannot be called (except in a derivative or ‘courtesy’ sense) ‘emotions’ 

precisely in so far as they lack the cognitive conditions for their accurate identification 

as this or that emotion. But although this is an important insight, the point seems 

generally counter-intuitive and misstated – for it seems fairly clear that grounds are 

generally available for judging (rightly or wrongly) whether or not an animal is angry 

or afraid: indeed, the circumstances in which one would expect a sentient creature to 

be angry or afraid are just those in which it would perceive aspects of the world to be 

threatening or frightening and feel as angry or frightened as such creatures do or 

would. What is true is not that we could not reasonably claim or know that the dog is 

angry or in pain, but that the dog could not itself know or be aware of this. There is 

some tendency to a similar mistake here in the philosophy of perception. From the 

correct observation that human perception is intentional and involves judgements that 

may be correct or mistaken, one might conclude that non-human animals could not be 

said to perceive – since again they could not know whether their perceptions were 

correct or incorrect. But the fact is that brute perceptions may be correct or incorrect – 

and we can often know this – whether or not the animal itself knows it. Thus, 

generally, there seems to be no better reason for refusing to attribute emotions such as 

fear, anger or happiness to non-rational animals than there is for denying that they 

perceive (correctly or incorrectly). 

 

The truth of the cognitivist case – more ore less appreciated by Aristotle in the 

Nicomachean Ethics – is that affective states often referred to as anger or fear in the 

case of non-human brutes are in a significant sense not fully emotions, precisely in so 

far as they lack the intentional or cognitive dimension of potentially rational human 

emotions. In this light, there may well be a case for some stipulative philosophical 

confining of the term ‘emotion’ to those states of human affect that also involve some 

form of cognition or judgement. Indeed, what crucially enables such cognition or 

judgement – namely, the human possession of some language through which 

emotions can be conceptually expressed – also enables the development of richer and 

more nuanced ways of interpreting the finer shades of human feeling and affect as 

these are experienced in a wide variety of culturally complex forms of human 

association and conduct. It is in the context of such complex cultural experience and 

with the help of a language in which to articulate it that human agents are able to 
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advance from simple characterizations of human affective response in terms of fear, 

anger and happiness to a far richer (certainly than non-human brutes could possess) 

emotional vocabulary of joy, love, hate, pride, envy, pity, jealousy, regard, contempt, 

schadenfreude and so forth.  

 

The contribution of literature and arts to the cultivation of moral virtue 

It is certainly such more advanced or sophisticated human emotions that much great 

literature sets out to explore -- often, precisely, with regard to the issues of human 

moral conduct and association in which such emotions are invariably implicated. In 

short, the drama, poetry and imaginative fiction of Homer, Sophocles, Euripides, 

William Shakespeare, John Milton, Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, Thomas Hardy, 

Fyodor Dostoevsky, D. H. Lawrence, Franz Kafka, Graham Greene, E. M. Forster, 

Iris Murdoch and others is invariably (if not exclusively) concerned with exploration 

of the role of feelings and emotions precisely in the development of human moral 

character. Thus, while many of us will certainly approach great and less great 

literature with a view to some diversion or entertainment, we may often feel that we 

have learned something of moral or psychological value from serious poetic or 

fictional explorations of the human predicament -- of, precisely, what some (such as 

Best 1985) have called the artistic treatment of life ‘issues’.  But while all of this 

seems at least intuitively true, it also raises further philosophical issues that are 

extremely difficult even to articulate as questions, let alone to solve or address. One 

such issue, first, is that of why great fictional and poetic literature -- rather than, say, 

the evidence-based discourse of modern scientific psychology -- should be seen as 

particularly well placed, if it is effectively placed at all, to illuminate such issues. 

After all, since what is related by poetry and fiction (as Plato was anxious to point 

out) is as often as not untrue, how can they be sources of any kind of genuine 

knowledge?  But, secondly, how could literature as such be the basis of our moral 

knowledge since any effective evaluation of such literature -- especially in the light of 

conflicting literary judgements of what is morally right and just -- would seem to 

require some independent moral compass?  

 

On the present perspective, the first of these questions is essentially epistemic. To be 

sure, in this work and elsewhere, the author takes the strong view not only that 

creative literature and arts may be regarded as legitimate sources of genuine 
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knowledge about the human moral and other psychological condition, but that such 

literary and artistic knowledge may be considered a rather more effective route to 

understanding human moral and psychological life than anything to be found in 

natural or social science. While wary of any and all metaphysical or ontological 

dualisms of mind and body, the present work supports a time-honoured philosophical 

view that there is an ‘inner’ or subjective human world of rationally and emotionally 

complex experience to which the course-grained measurements of natural and social 

science cannot give us effective access -- not least in so far as the ‘objective’ 

measurements to which science aspires have been deliberately devised to exclude or 

eliminate such subjectivity. Indeed, it was part of the founding project of modern 

science to define what might be known exclusively in terms of the experimentally 

measurable properties of things -- in terms, precisely, of their extensional rather than 

experiential or ‘phenomenological’ features. But to say that only certain items of 

human experience -- those we take to be ‘external’ spatially located objects -- are 

capable of quantitative scientific measurement is not to say that we cannot have 

knowledge of what is not so measurable, or that what is not thus measurable is merely 

subjective. 

 

Indeed, large areas of human thought and discourse are concerned precisely with the 

rational exploration of matters of utmost human significance that, while much 

concerned with ‘inner’ or personal aspects of experience, are yet not merely 

subjective in any epistemically problematic sense of indeterminate, unknowable or 

merely illusory.  Indeed, it was Wittgenstein’s (1953) great achievement to have 

shown that the discourses (or ‘language games’) through which we express and 

articulate the worlds of ‘inner’ human experience -- of sensation, perception, feeling, 

emotion, desire, motive, intention, thought, deliberation and choice -- could be no 

more logically or epistemically ‘private’ and no less public than those through which 

we describe objects or events in the ‘external’ world. So while Wittgenstein 

notoriously denied that it makes any coherent sense for someone to say ‘I know that I 

am in pain’, he meant only by this that the undeniable certainty of one’s own pain 

must remove any need for the evidence-based knowledge that one might nevertheless 

have in knowing that someone else was in pain. So there can be perfectly valid 

questions about what human agents feel, desire, wish, intend or believe -- or about 

what the real rather than apparent motives of their actions are -- that are answerable in 
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terms that are quite objectively true or false and that we are able to explore through 

history, news reporting, detective work, ordinary conversation or, of major present 

significance, through the ‘thought experiments’ of creative literary narratives.   

 

What is, however, true is that the discourse of human psychology and conduct -- 

unlike the quantitative and statistical discourse of natural and social science -- has a 

‘teleological’ dimension: whereas natural scientific explanations, as has been said, lie 

in the space of causes, explanations of agency lie in the space of reasons -- which 

renders human experience and conduct meaningful in a way that other animate or 

inanimate events could never be. Thus, despite present dissent from the arguably more 

social relativist implications of Alasdair MacIntyre’s rival conceptions view of moral 

practice, there is substantial present agreement with his claim -- much inspired by 

post-WWII teleological action theory drawing principally on Aristotle and 

Wittgenstein -- that human agency is irreducibly normative and purposeful involving 

the adoption of rational means to the achievement of pre-conceived moral and other 

ends. However, as MacIntyre also proceeds to claim, the prime mode or form of 

human discourse about such agency and action is also narratival: as he says, our ideas 

of self are of characters in stories with individual and social histories, adopting aims 

and making plans and choices in the light of those histories. But, as Aristotelian and 

other virtue theorists have argued, such character is also a matter of complex 

interaction between the cognitive, volitional and affective aspects of human conduct 

of just the sort that not just human history, but also great artistic and literary 

storytelling, is precisely concerned to explore. In sum, just as scientific theories seek 

to explain the world of perceived human experience, so different sorts of story and 

narrative -- both factual and imaginative -- seek to account for not just why human 

agents may have behaved as they did but also, normatively and/or morally, whether it 

is right or good for them so to behave.  

 

But all this raises a tangle of puzzles about moral evaluation in relation to (especially 

imaginative or fictional) stories and narratives, that brings us to the second issue – the 

possible requirement for an independent moral compass. To be sure, it might be said 

that moral conclusions could not be derived from even true narratives -- not least if 

the so-called fact-value distinction is true -- in the way that scientific theories have 

sometimes been thought to follow from or be constrained by factual evidence.  
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However, even if, in the spirit of neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics, we reject the fact-

value distinction, there is still a rather peculiar issue about the bearing of narratives on 

moral life that seems to have been seldom directly addressed in the literature. This is 

that the morality of narratives seems sometimes to have been linked to the 

universality, at others to the particularity, of narratives. Indeed, while in the 

Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle himself argues that the decisions of phronesis or 

practical wisdom are conditioned by attention to the particularities of context, he 

claims in the Poetics that the moral power of great poetic narratives has rather more to 

do with the universal nature of the themes with which such stories deal. Perhaps they 

are one or the other: some of the great mythic narratives of human creation, such as 

the ancient Greek myths of Prometheus, Orpheus or Odysseus, are of a more 

archetypal or allegorical nature -- and hence about everyman rather than any man in 

particular -- whereas other works of history or fiction attempt more particular or 

singular exploration of human character or predicament.  Perhaps they are both: whilst 

James Joyce’s modern classic Ulysses is clearly much concerned with a highly 

particularistic exploration of specific context and character, it is also concerned with 

the same kind of exploration of human spiritual journey as the myth for which it is 

named. 

 

But this very example serves to highlight an issue explored by Martha Nussbaum 

(1996) in a thought-provoking essay on the moral philosophy of Iris Murdoch -- who 

also, like Aristotle and Nussbaum, clearly believed in the morally instructive power of 

imaginative literature. For to whatever extent the original myth of Odysseus in the 

version of Homer may have been concerned with allegorical (or other figurative) 

expression of moral issues and points, Nussbaum takes Joyce’s Ulysses to be an 

example of a work that eschews any kind of ‘moralization’ in the interests of frank 

and non-judgemental portrayal of the human condition, warts and all. To be sure, at an 

ethically second order level, to take a non-judgemental stance towards others is not to 

avoid any and all moral perspective or commitment, since such non-judgementality is 

nothing if not a moral perspective in itself. But it is clear enough from the very fact 

that works of art or literature may be more or less morally judgemental that such 

works are likely to embody or even advocate a wide variety of possibly conflicting -- 

even contradictory -- moral perspectives. This would seem to be at least potentially 

problematic for any naturalistic conception of moral virtue, which -- whilst conceding 
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that moral deliberation and choice need to be significantly context-sensitive -- 

nevertheless insists that concepts of moral right, wrong and virtue have an essentially 

objective character: that, in short, there is good and bad conduct that also determines 

what it is morally right for us to do or be. In short, one of the problems raised by 

Nussbaum’s essay would appear to be that of how creative literature may be morally 

educational when it is itself a site of so many conflicting moral perspectives. 

 

Arguably, however, such problems only really arise on seriously attenuated accounts 

of moral knowledge and understanding as a closed system of fixed prescriptions. The 

relationship between narratives and moral understanding, however, is surely far more 

complex than this. To be sure, the creators of ancient myths and legends, no less than 

modern authors of fiction, drama and poetry sought to explore themes and issues of 

human moral importance not in prospect of advising what all should do, or to having 

the last word on any problem, but with a view to exploring diverse perspectives on the 

human moral predicament. The ancient Greek audiences of the tragedies of 

Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides and others did not attend the plays to be instructed in 

some story with a fixed moral message: indeed, they were fully familiar with the 

traditional myths and legends that formed the substance of the poetic dramas. They 

knew, for example, that the ancient myths represented Medea as a mother who had 

committed the unnatural act of murdering her own children. But Euripides is 

concerned not just to tell this story, but to help us understand -- without of course 

denying that Medea’s conduct is morally wrong -- the pressures and stresses that 

might drive an ordinary human mother to do what she did. Through Euripides eyes, 

we are able to get beyond mere condemnation of Medea to some human sympathy 

with her. It seems to be just such generation and purification of sympathy, pity and 

other emotions that Aristotle identifies with catharsis as the key moral point of 

poetry. This highlights interesting differences -- explored at various points in this 

work -- between the practical understanding of morality and the theoretical 

understanding of science, in that the former seems to involve an affective and/or 

aesthetic dimension to which the arts make a major contribution. 

 

Conclusion: A widespread educational error about knowledge 

That said, it may be a more general problem, as latter day philosophers and theorists 

of education have persistently sought to demonstrate, that education has all too often 
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inclined to a closed conception of knowledge that has had a widely baleful influence 

on modern and contemporary schooling across the world. The main trouble seems to 

have arisen from what radical educational critics have called a ‘banking’ conception 

of knowledge -- developed in examination dominated contexts of schooling -- in 

which knowledge, even in such academic fields as science, history and geography, is 

much reduced to mere recall of facts and information. Thus, though one should not 

(contra much radical ‘postmodernism’) doubt the epistemic reality and significance of 

facts and evidence, modern philosophers of science have long insisted that theoretical 

knowledge and understanding are seriously underdetermined by such observational 

data and that science advances not by incremental gathering of evidence but by the 

development of complex explanatory paradigms that often have something of the 

character of imaginative narratives. In short, the development of scientific, historical 

and other theoretical knowledge and understanding is not just a matter of passive 

observation and data collection, but of complex dialogue between competing rational 

and imaginative conjectures, some of which -- in terms of their fit with the evidence -- 

are more illuminating or useful than others and are therefore more epistemically 

plausible as candidates for scientific progress. But there is of course nowadays much 

philosophical agreement -- even between those of rival realist and non-realist 

perspectives -- that theoretical knowledge is always provisional and open to perennial 

revision in the light of further enquiry. Thus, although the similarities between science 

and literature and the arts should not be any more overstated than the differences, 

much the same may be said regarding the relationship of moral understanding and 

insight to the historical and imaginative narratives that have afforded perennial 

stimulus for reflection on the human moral condition. But while there is undoubtedly 

much more to be said about this, this must be left for others or for another day. 
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Summary 

 

The overall concern of this thesis is to locate and explore -- via the resources and 

methods of past and present-day analytical philosophy -- the contribution of 

imaginative literature and other arts to the moral development and education of 

children and young people. More precisely, the thesis argues that insofar as one may 

regard education in general and moral education in particular as concerned with the 

cultivation of Aristotelian virtue as good character, and such virtue also entails the 

development of rationally ordered feeling and emotion, literature and other arts may 

be held to play a distinctive role in the education of the emotions: for example, as 

Aristotle himself seems to have held in his Poetics, we may be brought to feel in a 

morally appropriate way towards agents or events -- in real or fictional worlds by 

appreciation or contemplation of great tragedy.  

 

Thus, after an introduction which traces the development of the author’s own 

philosophical interest in the educational value of the arts -- throughout a long 

professional career of publication on a wide range of interconnected or connectable 

issues in the philosophy of action, moral theory, professional ethics of teaching and 

aesthetics and art theory -- the first substantial chapter of this thesis is precisely 

concerned to explore the role that literature and various other arts might be held to 

play in the cultivation of something like Aristotelian virtue. Chapter one sets out to 

explore connections between a number of plausible claims concerning education in 

general and moral education in particular: (i) that education is a matter of broad 

cultural initiation rather than narrow academic or vocational training; (ii) that any 

education so conceived would have a key concern with the moral dimensions of 

personal formation; (iii) that emotional growth is an important part of such moral 

formation; and (iv) that literature and other arts have an important part to play in such 

emotional education. It is argued here that what is needed for a clear view of the 

moral educational relevance of literature and the arts is a conception of moral 

education that does justice to the interplay between the cognitive and the affective in 

moral life, and that a non-relativist Aristotelian ethics of virtue holds out the best 

prospect for such a moral education of reason and feeling. Crucially, this involves 

some analysis of the affective dimensions of human nature, not least of the 
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relationship -- or different views of the relationship -- between natural feelings and 

cognitively informed emotions.  

 

The second chapter sets out to explore a range of issues concerning the epistemic 

value of the arts. Despite differences, it would seem that Plato and Aristotle agreed in 

according epistemic and educational significance to the arts. Whereas Plato regarded 

the arts as (largely) sources of sophistry and delusion and was prepared to exile the 

artist from his ideal state, Aristotle clearly considered poetry to be of value for the 

education of emotions and as hence contributory to the development of practical 

wisdom. However, it is no longer clear that the arts are widely regarded as sources of 

knowledge in general or moral wisdom in particular. For many, nowadays, natural 

(empirical) science is the only legitimate source of knowledge and recent (romantic 

and formalist) developments within the arts may also seem to question the epistemic 

value of artworks. This chapter revisits questions of the epistemic status of the arts 

with a view to clarifying and defending their educational potential as sources of 

knowledge in general and moral insight in particular. In particular, it is concerned to 

examine critically some of the objections that have been made to any idea of the 

moral value of the arts, namely: (i) ‘autonomist’ claims that art has only ‘aesthetic’ 

value; (ii) ‘non-cognitive’ arguments to the effect that artworks can have no genuine 

epistemic content; and (iii) arguments from the apparent ‘immoral’ nature of many 

artworks to the conclusion that far from being morally educative art may often 

deprave or corrupt. Whilst seeking to defuse such claims, however, the chapter 

concludes on a note of some Platonic unease about the human significance of some of 

the realms of knowledge and understanding into which much modern and 

contemporary art has sought to lead us.  

 

Be that as it may, the third chapter of the thesis sets out to show how great literary 

narratives -- here exemplified by the Arthurian and grail stories of Malory, Tennyson 

and others -- may provide rich material for Aristotelian study of the complexities of 

virtuous (as well as vicious) character. Recent moral and social theory—especially 

that of a more communitarian and/or virtue-ethical character—has greatly stressed the 

positive potential of great cultural narratives for moral and spiritual formation and 

education. On this view, there is much to be learned about human nature and 

character, and about the human struggle between good and evil, from the great myths 
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and legends of cultural inheritance. From this viewpoint, it is also significant that 

Aristotelian ethics, which has been a prime inspiration for such emphases on the 

moral significance of narrative, is also source of a much-neglected account of the 

psychological structure and dynamics of virtuous character. This chapter therefore 

attempts to show how an Aristotelian analysis of character might be employed for a 

greater appreciation of the moral and spiritual significance of one of the most 

powerful and compelling myths of western Christian culture.   

 

However, the fourth chapter observes that while contemporary social theory has 

emphasised the key role that cultural and other narrative plays in any human 

understanding of moral self and agency, such access to narrative has traditionally 

been largely via the written word: those significantly educated in cultural heritage 

have been the primarily well read.  But in an age in which communication is most 

commonly prosecuted through the electronic media of radio, cinema, television and 

computer, it may be asked whether or to what extent traditional literary access to 

cultural narrative has been overtaken by more modern technological events. Chapter 

four therefore sets out to explore the potential and prospects of the technological art of 

cinema for enhanced understanding of morally and spiritually significant narrative. 

 

The concern of chapter five is to examine the potential of exposure to the arts for 

environmental education. There appear to be various respects in which the outdoor 

environment has been regarded as significant for education in general and moral 

education in particular. Whereas some educationalists have considered the 

environment to be an important site of character development, others have regarded 

attention to conservation and sustainable development as pressing moral educational 

concerns in a world of widespread human environmental abuse. This chapter, 

however, argues that approaches to environmental education that proceed by way of 

character education or environmental ethics may yet fall short of the central goal of 

promoting intrinsic appreciation of nature and the outdoors, and explores an 

alternative strategy focused on exposure to arts. 

 

Chapter six looks at a time-honoured claim that music has moral and spiritual 

potential. Although it might be thought the least likely of all the arts to have moral 

educational significance, moral value has been ascribed to music by philosophers 
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(from Plato to Scruton) who have argued that it may have a key part to play in the 

ordering or disordering of the character and feelings of human agents. Still, it is 

clearly difficult to account for the moral significance of the arts in general and music 

in particular on those more rationalist (Kantian and utilitarian) ethical theories that 

have underpinned modern action-guiding accounts of morality. In this chapter, it is 

argued that this difficulty may be avoided on a more Aristotelian or virtue ethical 

perspective on moral education according to which music may be concerned, no less 

than other arts, with wider ethical explorations of virtue and vice as emotionally 

implicated states of character. The chapter concludes, however, by exploring some 

respects in which music that is not thematic or expressive in any such virtue ethical 

sense – what has been called ‘music alone’ – might also be regarded as having some 

moral value.  

 

The conclusion of this thesis attempts to identify and explore some further issues and 

problems concerning the arts as potential vehicles of education in moral virtues. One 

theme of this work, that philosophers do not yet seem to have developed a clear or 

fully satisfactory account of the emotions – or at any rate, an agreed account of how 

affect is related to cognition in morally sound emotion or passion – is further 

developed here. However, the conclusion also explores a little more fully the respects 

in which educational neglect of the arts – not least the evident diminished faith in 

their epistemic value – may also have been reinforced by a more generally 

unsatisfactory view of the educational significance of knowledge as such. 
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Samenvatting 
 
Het algemene doel van deze dissertatie is om de bijdrage van literatuur en andere 
kunsten aan de morele ontwikkeling en morele opvoeding van kinderen en jongeren te 
lokaliseren en te onderzoeken, door gebruik te maken van de bronnen en methoden 
van klassieke en hedendaagse analytische filosofie. Nauwkeuriger geformuleerd: in 
deze dissertatie wordt beargumenteerd dat voor zover educatie in het algemeen en 
morele opvoeding in het bijzonder kan worden opgevat als de cultivering van 
Aristotelische deugdzaamheid, en zulke deugdzaamheid ook rationeel geordende 
gevoelens en emoties omvat, mag worden aangenomen dat literatuur en andere 
kunsten een wezenlijke rol spelen in de gevoelsopvoeding. Zoals Aristoteles in zijn 
Poetica zelf lijkt aan te nemen, kan appreciatie en overdenking van grote tragedies 
bijdragen aan de ontwikkeling van moreel gepaste gevoelens ten aanzien van zowel 
echte als fictieve personen en gebeurtenissen.  
De inleiding traceert de ontwikkeling van de filosofische belangstelling van de auteur 
voor de pedagogische waarde van de kunsten – en dat van het begin tot het einde van 
zijn lange professionele loopbaan, waarin hij schreef over een breed scala van 
onderling verbonden of met elkaar in verband te brengen onderwerpen uit de 
handelingsfilosofie, morele theorie, professionele ethiek van het lesgeven, alsook 
esthetica en kunsttheorie. Dan volgt het eerste inhoudelijke hoofdstuk van de 
dissertatie, dat specifiek gewijd is aan een verkenning van de rol van literatuur en 
verschillende andere kunsten in de cultivering van Aristotelische deugdzaamheid. Dit 
hoofdstuk onderzoekt de verbanden tussen een aantal plausibele aannames ten aanzien 
van educatie in het algemeen en morele opvoeding in het bijzonder, namelijk (i) dat 
educatie een brede culturele initiatie betreft in plaats van een smalle academische 
opleiding of beroepstraining; (ii) dat in educatie, zo opgevat, de morele dimensies van 
de persoonsvorming centraal staan; (iii) dat emotionele ontwikkeling een belangrijk 
element is van deze morele vorming; en (iv) dat literatuur en andere kunsten een 
belangrijke rol spelen in zulke gevoelsopvoeding. Verdedigd wordt dat een conceptie 
van morele opvoeding die recht doet aan de interactie tussen cognitieve en affectieve 
aspecten van het morele leven nodig is om de relevantie van literatuur en de kunsten 
voor morele opvoeding helder in beeld te krijgen, en dat een niet-relativistische 
Aristotelische deugdethiek daarvoor de beste kandidaat is. Een wezenlijk aspect van 
die verdediging is een analyse van de affectieve dimensies van de menselijke natuur, 
niet in de laatste plaats van de relatie – of van verschillende ideeën over die relatie – 
tussen natuurlijke gevoelens en cognitief geïnformeerde emoties. 
Het tweede hoofdstuk verkent allerlei kwesties betreffende de epistemische waarde 
van de kunsten. Ondanks hun verschillen, lijken Plato en Aristoteles het met elkaar 
eens te zijn dat aan de kunsten epistemische en pedagogische relevantie moet worden 
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toegekend. Terwijl Plato de kunsten (hoofdzakelijk) ziet als bronnen van sofisterij en 
waanideeën, en bereid is om de kunstenaar uit zijn ideale staat te bannen, is 
Aristoteles duidelijk van mening dat poëzie van waarde is voor de opvoeding van 
emoties en als zodanig tevens een bijdrage levert aan de ontwikkeling van praktische 
wijsheid. Niet langer kan echter worden aangenomen dat kunst in brede kring wordt 
gezien als bron van kennis in het algemeen of van morele wijsheid in het bijzonder. 
Tegenwoordig beschouwen velen de natuurwetenschappen als de enige legitieme bron 
van kennis en ook de recente (romantische en formalistische) ontwikkelingen binnen 
de kunsten lijken de epistemische waarde van kunstwerken ter discussie te stellen. Dit 
hoofdstuk stelt opnieuw de vraag naar de epistemische status van de kunsten aan de 
orde, met de bedoeling hun pedagogische potentie als bronnen van kennis in het 
algemeen en van moreel inzicht in het bijzonder te verhelderen en te verdedigen. Met 
name worden enkele bezwaren ten aanzien van de morele waarde van de kunsten 
kritisch beoordeeld, namelijk (i) ‘autonomistische’ claims dat kunst alleen 
‘esthetische’ waarde heeft; (ii) ‘non-cognitivistische’ argumenten dat kunsten geen 
echte epistemische inhoud kunnen hebben; en (iii) argumenten die op grond van de 
ogenschijnlijk ‘immorele’ aard van vele kunstwerken tot de conclusie komen dat 
kunst vaak mensen bederft of corrumpeert in plaats van pedagogische waarde heeft. 
Hoewel gepoogd wordt deze claims te ontkrachten, eindigt dit hoofdstuk met het uiten 
van enige Platonische zorg over de waarde van sommige vormen van kennis en begrip 
waartoe veel moderne en hedendaagse kunst ons heeft willen overhalen. 
Hoe het ook zij, het derde hoofdstuk laat zien hoe grote literaire verhalen – hier 
geïllustreerd met de Arthur- en heilige graallegendes van Malory, Tennyson en 
anderen – rijk materiaal leveren voor de Aristotelische studie van de complexiteiten 
van een deugdzaam (alsook ondeugdzaam) karakter. Hedendaagse morele en sociale 
theorieën, en dan vooral die van meer communitaristische en/of deugdethische 
signatuur, hebben het positieve potentieel van grote culturele verhalen voor de morele 
en spirituele vorming en opvoeding sterk benadrukt. Volgens deze theorieën valt van 
de belangrijke mythen en legendes uit ons cultureel erfgoed veel te leren over de 
natuur en aard van de mens, alsook over de menselijke strijd tussen goed en kwaad. 
Vanuit dit perspectief is het ook opmerkelijk dat de Aristotelische ethiek, die een 
belangrijke bron van inspiratie vormt voor deze nadruk op het morele belang van 
verhalen, eveneens de oorsprong vormt van een veelal veronachtzaamde uitleg van de 
psychologische structuur en dynamiek van een deugdzaam karakter. Dit hoofdstuk 
poogt daarom te laten zien hoe een Aristotelische analyse van het karakter een 
bijdrage kan leveren aan een grotere waardering van de morele en spirituele waarde 
van één van de meest krachtige en adembenemende mythes van de westerse 
christelijke cultuur.   
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Hedendaagse sociale theorieën onderstrepen de sleutelrol van culturele en 

andersoortige verhalen voor het begrijpen van het morele zelf en het morele handelen. 

In het vierde hoofdstuk wordt er echter op gewezen dat voornamelijk het geschreven 

woord traditioneel toegang verschaft tot zulke verhalen: degenen die goed zijn 

ingevoerd in het culturele erfgoed zijn de mensen die het meest belezen zijn. Maar in 

een tijdperk waarin communicatie in hoofdzaak verloopt via elektronische media als 

radio, film, televisie en computer, moet de vraag worden opgeworpen of en in 

hoeverre de traditionele literaire toegang tot culturele verhalen is ingehaald door 

moderne technologische middelen. Hoofdstuk vier onderzoekt daarom de 

mogelijkheden van de filmkunst om bij te dragen aan een beter begrip van verhalen 

die in moreel en spiritueel opzicht belangrijk zijn.  

Hoofdstuk vijf onderzoekt de mogelijke bijdrage van kunst aan natuur- en 

milieueducatie. De natuur wordt in verschillende opzichten belangrijk gevonden voor 

educatie in het algemeen en morele opvoeding in het bijzonder. Sommige pedagogen 

zijn van mening dat de natuurlijke omgeving een belangrijke plaats is voor de 

ontwikkeling van het karakter, terwijl anderen in een wereld van wijdverbreide 

milieuvervuiling de aandacht voor het behoud en de duurzame ontwikkeling van de 

natuur als een urgente moreelpedagogische aangelegenheid beschouwen. Dit 

hoofdstuk argumenteert echter dat natuur- en milieueducatie die louter bestaat in 

karakteropvoeding of in aandacht voor milieuethiek tekort kan schieten in het 

bereiken van haar centrale doelstelling, namelijk de bevordering van intrinsieke 

waardering van de natuur en de omgeving. Daarom wordt een alternatieve strategie 

onderzocht, die gericht is op het in contact brengen van jongeren met kunst. 

Hoofdstuk zes beziet de aloude claim dat muziek moreel en spiritueel potentieel heeft. 

Hoewel men zou kunnen denken dat in vergelijking met andere kunstvormen het 

moreelpedagogisch belang van muziek het minst waarschijnlijk is, wordt muziek 

morele waarde toegekend door filosofen (van Plato tot Scruton) die verdedigen dat 

deze kunstvorm een centrale rol kan spelen in de regulering of juist ontregeling van 

het karakter en de gevoelens van mensen. Toch is het bijzonder lastig om de morele 

relevantie van kunst in het algemeen en muziek in het bijzonder aan te geven vanuit 

meer rationalistische (kantiaanse en utilistische) ethische theorieën die ten grondslag 

liggen aan moderne handelingssturende opvattingen van moraliteit. In dit hoofdstuk 

wordt betoogd dat dit probleem omzeild zou kunnen worden door een meer 

Aristotelisch of deugdethisch perspectief op morele opvoeding in te nemen, waarin 
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wordt aangenomen dat muziek, net zoals andere kunstvormen, van belang kan zijn 

voor bredere ethische verkenningen van deugd en ondeugd als met emoties 

doortrokken karaktertrekken. Het hoofdstuk eindigt echter met een verkenning van 

manieren waarop muziek die niet thematisch of expressief is in deugdethische zin – 

die ‘louter muziek’ wordt genoemd – toch ook enige morele waarde kan hebben.  

In het slothoofdstuk wordt gepoogd om enkele aanvullende onderwerpen en 

problemen betreffende de kunsten als mogelijke middelen van deugdopvoeding te 

identificeren en te exploreren. Eén onderwerp uit deze dissertatie wordt nader belicht, 

namelijk het probleem dat filosofen nog altijd geen helder of volledig bevredigende 

theorie over emoties hebben ontwikkeld – of althans nog geen overeenstemming 

hebben bereikt over de manier waarop in moreel gepaste emoties gevoelens zijn 

verbonden met cognities. In dit concluderend hoofdstuk wordt ook nader onderzocht 

in welke opzichten de pedagogische veronachtzaming van de kunsten – niet in de 

laatste plaats het evident verminderde geloof in de epistemische waarde van kunst – 

ook versterkt kan zijn door een onbevredigende opvatting over het pedagogisch 

belang van kennis in het algemeen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


