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PHIL 290 Capstone – Philosophical Approaches to Art   Clark University Fall 2017 

This seminar aims to bring together some of the contents and skills you have become acquainted with as a 
philosophy major. The focus is on elevating the level of engagement with philosophical argumentation 
and on improving academic writing. For the first half of the semester we will look at different topics in the 
philosophy of art, which connect to other subfields in philosophy. Questions we will focus on include the 
following: should we make art part of our lives? who is an art expert? what makes a work of art authentic 
or a forgery? what, if anything, can we learn from fiction and/or poetry? is everything exhibited in the art 
museum a work of art? how can music express emotions? is a morally problematic work of art also 
aesthetically problematic, that is a bad work of art? This should give us a starting point for the second half 
of the semester where the content is up to you. 

Logistics 

Meetings: Mondays 6-9PM (begin: Monday, 08/28; end: Monday, 12/11) in the philosophy seminar room (at 
11 Louden Street).  

My email: wdeimling@clarku.edu; this is usually the best way to get in touch with me. 

Skype: wiebke.deimling@gmail.com; Skype is a good way to meet with me when I am not on campus; 
please email me to set an appointment 

Office hours: Mondays 4-5PM, Wednesdays 4:15-5:15, and by appointment. 

Readings will be posted on the Moodle site for the class. 

Assignments and Evaluation  

Weekly short papers. These will be assigned in the first half of the semester. They should take up a 
question of interest to you in the reading for the upcoming class session. You could, for example, point out 
a problem with an argument the author is making, propose an interesting supporting example or a 
counterexample, help clarify the terminology used in the reading, suggest an alternative theory or a 
modification of a theory, provide an interpretation of a historical text, agree or disagree with an 
interpretation of historical text… The papers should be 1-2 pages (250-500 words). The assignment is due 
every Friday at noon starting on 09/08 and ending on 10/27. There will be no paper due before fall break on 
10/06 and you can skip submitting a short paper on one more Friday between 09/08 and 10/27 (this means 
you will submit 6 short papers total). With your permission papers will be distributed to everyone in the 
class after you submit them. The goal is to use them as starting points for our discussion.  

Final paper. The final paper should explore a question and develop an argument in depth. The goal is to 
produce a high quality piece of philosophical writing! You can use one of your short papers as a starting 
point (but this is not required). 

Two in-class presentations. They should help you in your research and in the writing process for your 
final paper. You will have the opportunity to lead discussion in two class sessions (for half of the class 
time, that is for about an hour and fifteen minutes). In the first session the class will read sources you are 
using in your research. This will give you an opportunity to discuss the material and to try out ideas for 
the paper. In the second session the class will discuss a draft of your paper.  

Academic Integrity: requires that work presented must be wholly one’s own and unique to that course. All 
direct quotations must be identified by source. Academic integrity can be violated in many ways: for 
example, by submitting someone else’s paper as one’s own; cheating on an exam; submitting one paper to 
more than one class; copying a computer program; altering data in an experiment; or quoting published 
material without proper citation of references or sources. Attempts to alter an official academic record will 
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also be treated as violations of academic integrity. If you have any questions about whether your work will 
meet standards of academic integrity, please get in touch!  

Attendance: is a required part of the class. To pass you should have fewer than three unexcused absences.  

Your grade will be based on: 
weekly short papers        30% (5% each/six total) 
final paper         40% 
in class participation        10% 
presentations          20% (10% each/two total) 

Credit hours at Clark 

Effort and commitment during your college career are measured in credit units and credit hours. The way 
these are calculated is complex and has mainly institutional reasons. At many colleges one credit unit is 
equivalent to three credit hours. And one credit hour is equivalent to one hour in-class time and two hours 
preparing outside of class. That means you are working about nine hours per week on a class that is worth 
one credit unit. Clark adopts a slightly different system to emphasize self-directed study, taking work 
outside the class room etc. One credit unit at Clark is equivalent to four (instead of three) credit hours. 
That means you will be working an additional three ours per week and credit unit: you will on average be 
spending twelve instead of nine hours per week on a one-credit-unit class. Since classes run for about 
fifteen weeks that adds up to 180 hours of total work for one class with one credit unit at Clark. The way 
you will be spending this time in PHIL 290 is roughly as follows. 

You will do a careful reading of the text before the session for which it is assigned on the schedule. While 
working through the theories and arguments, you should formulate questions and reactions you have and 
bring them to class. You will also prepare you weekly short papers. Generally you should expect that for 
every hour in class you spend roughly two additional hours preparing: (3 hours of meeting time + 6 hours 
of prep time) x 15 weeks = 135 hours. 

You will put in additional time doing research for your final paper, preparing the presentations, and finally 
writing. Expect to put in another 30 hours for that.  135 hours + 30 hours of work on your final paper = 165 
hours. 

Finally, philosophy is about argument and discussion! I hope that you spend a fair bit of time discussing 
the material in a less official setting outside of class. We will try to have a few meetings outside of class. 
But discussion can also be in office hours, while working together with others, or over coffee/dinner. Plan 
to spend another 15 hours or so in dialog: 165 hours + 15 hours of philosophical socializing = 180 hours.  

Students with Disabilities 

Clark University is committed to providing students with documented disabilities equal access to all 
university programs and facilities. If you have or think you have a disability and require academic 
accommodations, you must register with Student Accessibility Services (SAS), which is located in room 
430 on the fourth floor of the Goddard Library.  If you have questions about the process, please contact The 
Director of Accessibility Services, Emily Tarconish, at etarconish@clarku.edu or (508)798-4368.  If you are 
registered with SAS, and qualify for accommodations that you would like to utilize in this course, please 
request those accommodations through SAS in a timely manner. 
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Schedule 

Monday, 08/28 – Introduction  
Your favorite piece of philosophy.  

*Labor Day* 

Unit 1: What makes something beautiful or otherwise aesthetically valuable? 

Monday, 09/11 – History of Philosophy 1: The Value of Art and Censorship 
Plato: Republic, Book X 
Alexander Nehamas: “Plato and the Mass Media” 
Sarah Jansen: “Audience Psychology and Censorship in Plato’s ‘Republic’” 

Monday, 09/18 – History of Philosophy 2: Art Criticism 
David Hume: “Of the Standard of Taste” 
Reed Winegar: “Good Sense, Art, and Morality in Hume’s »Of the Standard of Taste«” 
Elisa Galgut: “Hume’s Aesthetic Standard” 

Monday, 09/25 – Art and Metaphysics: Authenticity and Forgery 
Dennis Dutton: “Artistic Crimes – The Problem of for Forgery in the Arts” 
Sherri Irvin: “Appropriation and Forgery in Contemporary Art” 

Monday, 10/02 – Art and Epistemology: Learning from Fiction and Poetry  
Susan Feagin: “»How Could You?« – Deeper Understanding Through Fiction.” 
Richard Eldridge: “Truth in Poetry – Particulars and Universals.” 

*Fall Break* 

Monday, 10/16 – Art and the Philosophy of Language: Making Meaning 
Arthur Danto: “The Artworld” 
Nicholas Riggle: “Street Art – The Transfiguration of the Commonplaces” 

Monday, 10/23 – Art and the the Philosophy of Mind: Expression of Emotions 
Leo Tolstoy: “What is Art?” 
Jenefer Robinson: “Can Music Function as a Metaphor of Emotional Life?” 

Monday, 10/30 – Art and Ethics: Aesthetic and Moral Value 
Berys Gaut: “The Ethical Criticism of Art” 
Matthew Kieran: “Forbidden Knowledge – The Challenge of Immoralism” 
Anne Eaton: “Robust Immoralism” 
(suggestion for next week’s reading due if you are presenting on 11/06) 

Monday, 11/06 Jess,  
presentations: introduction to your topic 
(suggestion for next week’s reading due if you are presenting on 11/13) 

Monday, 11/13 Alex,  
presentations: introduction to your topic 
(suggestion for next week’s reading due if you are presenting on 11/20) 

Monday, 11/20 
presentations: introduction to your topic 
(paper draft due if you are presenting on 11/27) 
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*Thanksgiving break* 

Monday, 11/27 
final paper presentations  
(paper draft due if you are presenting on 12/04) 

Monday, 12/04 
final paper presentations  
(paper draft due if you are presenting on 12/11) 

Monday, 12/11 
final paper presentations 

Short Disclaimer: The instructor reserves the right to make changes to any information contained in this 
syllabus at any time during the semester. Changes will be announced, and an updated version of the 
syllabus will be posted on Moodle and/or distributed to students.
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