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Philosophy 0847: Introduction to Aesthetics 
Section 301, Spring 2018|Wednesdays 1:30-4:00pm 

 
Professor August Gorman 

august.gorman@temple.edu  

  Office Hours: Wednesdays 11:15-1:15 and via Skype by appointment  

 

Required Textbook: The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics, Third Edition, Edited by Berys Gaut and Domi-

nic McIver Lopes. All other readings will be distributed at least 1 week ahead of time via Canvas. 
 
Course Description:  
Are video games art? Is The Room a cinematic masterpiece in its own right?  Should you trust your friend’s 

judgment about the latest Beyoncé album?  Is Louis C. K.’s comedy less funny in light of the allegations 

against him?  In this course, we will seek answers to all of these questions and more using the resources of 

contemporary aesthetics and the philosophy of art.  Each week we will tackle another conceptual question 

pertaining to art, charting out and evaluating potential positions.  By the end of the course you will have a 

greater awareness and understanding of the exciting and challenging theoretical space of the philosophy of 

art. You will also have made headway towards being able to defend your own positions within that space 

and applying these insights to your own interactions with art. 

 
Course Objectives: 

§ To understand and be able to evaluate potential answers to the major questions of contemporary aesthetics. 

§ To gain mastery of the tools of analytic philosophy to form and defend your own positions on questions of great 

and enduring interest. 

§ To attain a greater understanding of the value of art and its interrelations with other domains of life. 

§ To be able to bring the conceptual issues of aesthetics to bear on your personal experience and evaluation of art. 

Classroom Norms: 
*If an assignment is due in hard-copy form and you are absent on the due-date, you must e-mail me a copy 

by the start of class as well as turn in a hard-copy version on the next class period you attend for your as-

signment to be marked as on time. 

*Reading Guides must be turned in prior to class for full credit or may be completed after class for a grade of 

75%. Grades on all other late assignments will be deducted 5 points per day late, unless there are extenuating 

circumstances approved by me, prior to the due date. 
*Please be kind and charitable to one another in discussion, including being mindful of letting other people 

speak.  In order to make sure we are hearing from everyone, I will sometimes cold-call, but you are always 

welcome to say “pass.” 

*I will not tolerate slurs or name-calling of any kind in my classroom, nor will I tolerate overt racism, sexism, 

ableism, homophobia, or transphobia.  I believe that working together to actively foster an environment of 

mutual respect is a crucial precondition for productive and open dialogue. 

*Technology Policy: No laptops or tablets during class, unless I specify otherwise for a particular class peri-

od.  If this will pose a personal problem for you, please speak with me privately.  In terms of my cellphone 

policy, I recognize that we are all adults with rich and involved lives outside of class that sometimes necessi-

tate our ability to be reachable throughout the day.  Brief non-disruptive cellphone use in order to check the 

time, respond via text to others in emergency situations etc. is permitted, although I will change this policy if 

it becomes disruptive. 
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Grade Breakdown: 
25% Reading Guides 

20% Short Argumentative Paper 
20% Final Exam 

10% Artistic Appreciation Exercises 
10% Discussion Leadership  

8% Participation 
7% Attendance 

 

Assignments: 
Reading Guides: For most reading assignments I will post a reading guide on Blackboard.  These guides will 

consist of several questions to help you organize the way you read and process the challenging articles we 

will be studying.  I will be grading these assignments on completion only.  That means that I am not grading 

you based on whether or not you have come up with the correct answers to the questions, but merely on 

whether or not you have put in an honest effort and have clearly read the article in question.  These guides 

will help prepare you for in-class participation and provide structure to our class discussions.  You must 

bring two copies of your completed guide to each class to receive credit: one to turn in at the beginning of 

class, and one to hold on to and mark-up during discussion.  Reading Guides provide the backbone to the 

structure of this course and serve several functions: to encourage you to do the readings, to help you learn 

how to read philosophy, to help me understand which ideas are clear and which things I need to clarify, and 

to structure your notes for studying later on.   

 

Short Argumentative Paper: This will be a paper in which you will defend a position on an open question in 

aesthetics that we have covered in class, backing up your claims with your own arguments.  You will draw 

from the extant literature, but the goal is not merely to summarize or register agreement with the theorists 

you engage with but rather to develop your own position within the literature and to provide your own re-

sponses to potential objections. 

 

Final Exam: The cumulative final exam will test your understanding and ability to engage with the different 

questions and positions we have studied throughout the course.  You will not need to memorize theorists’ 

names, but you will need to know the names of various positions within the literature, and more important-

ly, how to evaluate them.  The format of the exam will include both multiple choice questions as well as 

short essay questions. 

 

Artistic Appreciation Exercises: Two times during the semester you will write a brief description of an encoun-

ter you have had with a work of art and relate it to any philosophical issue we have talked about in class so 

far.  At least one of these two times, you must leave home and go out into the world to experience a piece of 

art at a concert, gallery, museum, exhibit, etc. 
 
Discussion Leadership: You will be assigned a partner (or small group), a specific artistic medium that raises 

unique questions for aesthetics, and an article that explores these issues.  During your assigned class period, 

you will present this information to the class and lead a class discussion on the topic, including handouts or 

a Prezi/ PowerPoint presentation, and using examples from the medium to illustrate the issues. 
 

Participation: I take a broad view of what counts as participation.  It could be volunteering to answer ques-

tions in class frequently, having particularly helpful contributions to class discussion, taking a leading role in 

in-class activities, writing especially detailed reading guides, emailing me with follow-up questions after 

class, or coming to office hours.  For an A participation grade you will need to do at least a few of these 



.		

	~9~	

things on a regular basis.  

 

Attendance: Because our class meets only once a week, attendance is absolutely crucial.  I allow one unex-

cused absence with no penalty, but all further absences will be unexcused unless I grant you instructor ap-

proval before the start of class due to what I deem to be a legitimate and serious reason for you to miss class. 

 

 

 

PRELIMINARY SCHEDULE
 
Week 1: January 17th 

Syllabus, Getting to Know You, Philosophical 

Method 
 

Week 2: January 24th 

What even is art?  How do we make determina-

tions about what counts as art and what doesn’t? 

“Formalism,” Noël Carroll (Routledge) 
 

Week 3: January 31st  

Do our personal preferences for art follow coher-

ent principles? Should they? 

“On Consistency in One’s Personal Aesthetics,” 
Ted Cohen (Canvas) 
 

Week 4:  February 7th 

Of course there are culturally distinctive forms of 

art and traditions in art, but is art itself universal? 

“Aesthetic Universals,” Denis Dutton 
(Routledge) 
 

Week 5: February 14th  

People tend to think of art as being valuable, but 

what about it makes it valuable?  Does it offer us a 

distinctive kind of pleasure or knowledge? 

“Value of Art,” Matthew Kieran (Routledge) 
Artistic Appreciation Exercise 1 Due 
 

Week 6: February 21st  

Why do we enjoy things like tragedies and horror 

movies when they make us sad or frightened? 
“Art and Negative Affect,” Aaron Smuts (Can-
vas) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Week 7: February 28th  

Movies like The Room are famous for being so-

bad-they’re-good.  How can we make sense of this 

phenomenon? 

“Appreciating Bad Art,” John Dyck and Matt 
Johnson (Canvas) 
 

Spring Break, No Class:  March 7th  
 

Week 8: March 14th  

Do the artist’s intentions when creating a work of 

art play any role in the meaning of that artwork? 

“Interpretation,” Robert Stecker (Routledge) 
Artistic Appreciation Exercise 2 Due 
 

Week 9: March 21st  

Can we come to know a poem is beautiful just 

because someone we trust tells us it is?  In many 

domains of life it seems we can come to have 

knowledge of something via the testimony of oth-

ers.  Does the aesthetic realm provide any excep-

tion?  

“Aesthetic Testimony,” Jon Robson (Canvas) 
Group 1 Leads Discussion 
 
Week 10: March 28th 

It is sometimes said that what is most valuable 

about art is ineffable: it can’t be described in 

words.  What role does the ineffable play in what 

makes art distinctively valuable?  What role does 

it play in setting boundaries on artistic criticism? 

“Aesthetic Ineffability,” Silvia Jonas (Canvas) 
Group 2 Leads Discussion 
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Week 11: April 4th  

What is the relationship between aesthetics and 

ethics?  Is a work of art made worse (or better?) by 

its being immoral in some way, or are these 

realms wholly independent?  

“Art and Ethics,” Berys Gaut (Routledge) 
Group 3 Leads Discussion 

 
Short Argumentative Paper due April 8th  
 
Week 12: April 11th  

What makes something beautiful?  Is Beauty a 

high-minded ideal whose time has passed, or are 

there valuable ways in which we can wield the 

concept in contemporary life? Is it really true that 

“everyone is beautiful”? 

“The Perfect Bikini Body: Can We All Really 
Have It? Loving Gaze as an Antioppressive 

Beauty Ideal,” Sara Protasi (Canvas) 
Group 4 Leads Discussion 
 

Week 13: April 18th  

Are racist jokes funny but just morally wrong to 

tell, or are they made less funny due to the fact 

that they are racist? What role should an art-

work’s treatment of those who are oppressed 

serve in evaluating the piece as a whole? 

“Racist Humor,” Luvell Anderson (Canvas) 
Group 5 Leads Discussion 

 

Week 14: April 25th 

Review 

 

Final Exam:  May 8th

 
 
Plagiarism: 
All written work for the course must be your own.  Be sure to cite any works you use, including websites, 

books, and articles. Presenting anyone else’s work as your own is considered plagiarism. Please follow this 

link to see Temple University’s Policy on Student Conduct Code, which includes academic honesty: poli-

cies.temple.edu/PDF/398.pdf.  The Philosophy Department Plagiarism Policy mandates an "F" grade, and 

reporting to the Chair and the CLA Undergraduate Affairs Office, for plagiarized work. 

 

Disability and the Classroom: 
Any student who has a need for accommodation based on the impact of a documented disability, including 

special accommodations for access to technology, resources and electronic instructional materials required 

for the course, should contact me privately to discuss the specific situation by the end of the second week of 

classes or as soon as practical. If you have not done so already, please contact Disability Resources and Ser-

vices (DRS) at 215-204-1280 in 100 Ritter Annex to learn more about the resources available to you.  I will 

work with DRS to coordinate reasonable accommodations for all students with documented disabilities.  
Whether or not you have an officially registered disability, please let me know if there are other ways I can 

make my classroom more accessible to you.  For example: speaking louder, arranging the chairs and tables 

differently, printing articles with larger print, etc. 

 
Statement on Academic Freedom:  
Freedom to teach and freedom to learn are inseparable facets of academic freedom. The University has 

adopted a policy on Student and Faculty Academic Rights and Responsibilities (Policy # 03.70.02) which can 

be accessed through the following link: http://policies.temple.edu/getdoc.asp?policy_no=03.70.02 

  


