
Contemporary Analytic
Philosophy of Art

Philosophy FI164MB (Semester IIa, 2017)

Instructor: Max Bialek Email: m.bialek@rug.nl
Lecture: Monday 15:00-18:00 Office Hours: by appointment
Location: 1131.0105 (Alpha) Office Location: 1136.0117

Course Description. The “Analytic” tradition in in philosophy only began to con-
sider philosophy of art and aesthetics in the second half of the 20th century, but in that
short time the work has been rich. This course provides a broad survey of four major
lines of inquiry in contemporary analytic philosophy of art. There is the definitional
question: What is it to be a work of art? Questions of aesthetic value: What is, and
what determines, the value of a work of art? The question of interpretation: What is
the meaning of the work of art? And last, but not least, questions of ontology: What is
a work of art? What is the critical piece of a sculpture or painting, a symphony or an
improvisational jazz performance?

In answering these questions, analytic philosophers of art have been influenced by
the work of their colleagues in metaphysics, epistemology, philosophy of language, and
more. Philosophers in these fields (and others, such as the philosophies of science and
mind) have recently begun drawing on work in philosophy of art to address longstanding
questions of their own. These exchanges ensure that the problems of philosophy of art
should be of interest to those studying philosophy beyond any immediate interest in art
itself.

Materials. The only required text for the course is Mimesis as Make-Believe by
Kendal L. Walton. All other reading will be posted on the course’s site on Nestor.

Format. Each week we will discuss the assigned readings in detail as a group. The
discussions will be lead either by the instructor or a student assigned to the particular
reading. The discussion leader will begin by offering a short overview of the paper that
covers its major points and flagging broader concerns with the text. After the overview,
the group will systematically go through the text, with every discussant being given the
opportunity to raise their particular comments and concerns.

Discussion leaders should turn in notes or a handout for their assigned reading.
Students will have to complete a final paper (3000-5000 words) on a topic related to the
course. Alternatively, students may write two shorter papers (1500-2500 words) focused
on individual readings from the course.

The course will be conducted entirely in English.

Assessment. 20% Weekly Participation, 30% Discussion Leadership, and 50% Final
Paper.

Schedule. A tentative schedule is on the next page.
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Feb 6. Introduction
- Hume’s Of the Standard of Taste
(available at: http://www.econlib.org/library/LFBooks/Hume/hmMPL23.html)
- Mothersill, M. (1997). In Defense of Hume and the Causal Theory of Taste. The
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 312-317.

Feb 13. Definitions of Art
- Danto, A. (1964). The Artworld. The Journal of Philosophy, 571–584.
- Levinson, J. (1979). Defining Art Historically. British Journal of Aesthetics, 19
(3), 232–250.
- Gaut, B. (2005). The cluster account of art defended. British Journal of Aes-
thetics, 45 (3): 273–288.

Feb 20. Definitions (Cont.) and Interpretation
- Zangwill, N. (1995) Groundrules in the Philosophy of Art. Philosophy, 70:274,
533-544.
- Hirsch, E. D. Jr. (1967). In Defense of the Author. In Validity in Interpretation,
1–23.
- Tolhurst, W. E. (1979). On What A Text Is and How It Means. British Journal
of Aesthetics, 19 (1): 3-14.

Feb 27. Aesthetics
- Sibley, F. (1959). Aesthetic Concepts. The Philosophical Review, 421–450.
- Walton, K. L. (1970) Categories of Art. The Philosophical Review, 334–367.
- Irvin, S. (2008). Scratching an Itch. The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism,
25–35.

Mar 6. Ontology of Music
- Levinson, J. (1980). What a musical work is. The Journal of Philosophy, 5–28.
- Davies, D. (2011). Philosophy of the Performing Arts, Chapters 1 and 5

Mar 13. Mimesis as Make-Believe
- Chapters 1 and 2

Mar 20. Mimesis as Make-Believe
- Chapters 3 and 4

Mar 27. No weekly meeting; time to write!

Apr 3. No weekly meeting; time to write!

Apr 10. Final paper due.
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