
 

In this seminar we will look at some of the major philosophers and their views of art and beauty, but the 

focus will be thematic as well as on these figures. A major theme will be the contrast between art 

understood in terms of imitation and in terms of creativity. 

In modern understandings of art the stress is primarily on originality and creativity, whereas in 

pre-modern thought the stress is primarily on imitation and representation. We will look at the 

philosophical significance of this contrast, and the shift to creativity, in light of the metaphysical status 

accorded to art in the wake of Kant's transcendental philosophy. The place of art in the wake of Kant’s 

transcendental philosophy is ambiguous and complex. Ambiguous: Hegel proclaims art, on its highest 

side, to be something behind us; yet a significant number of post-Kantian philosophers invest art with a 

metaphysical significance in some ways unprecedented in the Western tradition. Complex: while art is 

proclaimed as autonomous and for itself, the nature of its relation to philosophy, and the challenge it poses 

for the identity and practice of philosophy is notable. Our concern will be the relation of art and 

philosophy in light of this ambiguous and complex status. What significance has art in challenging 

philosophy with forms of otherness and singularity that seem to resist incorporation without remainder 

into a rational system of concepts? Against the background contrast of Kant's transcendental originality 

and Platonic transcendent originals, we will look at the legacy of transcendental originality in selected 

texts of Hegel, Schelling, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche. What happens when we try to absolutize human 

“creativity”? Is the notion of imitation unavoidable, imitation as a relation to something other to 

ourselves. What is the significance of the darker sense of origin that comes to emerge? What of the 

ambiguous status of otherness in light of the transcendental emphasis on self-activity? How do we view 

creativity? Has too much been expected of art? Has art taken the place of a formerly religious 

transcendence? Does it challenge philosophy to reformulate its own practice of thought? 

 

Required Texts 

Hofstadter and R. Kuhns (editors), Philosophies of Art and Beauty: Selected Readings in Aesthetics 

from Plato to Heidegger, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, latest edition (PAB) 

W. Desmond, Art, Origins, Otherness: Between Art and Philosophy, Albany: SUNY Press, 2003. 

(AOO) 

W. Desmond, The Gift of Beauty and the Passion of Being Wipf and Stock, 2018. (GBPB) 
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Our seminar will study major texts in philosophical psychology in medieval Islamic and Jewish philosophy.  Professor 

Makas specializes in Islamic thought and works in Arabic; Professor Klein reads Islamic and Jewish authors in 

medieval Hebrew and Latin.  Our collective reading list will explore works by authors who work in dialogue with 

ancient Greek philosophy, among them al-Farabi, Ibn Sina (Avicenna), al-Ghazali, Ibn Rushd (Averroes), Moses ben 

Maimon (Maimonides), Levi ben Gershom (Gersonides), and some who do not, such as As-Surawardi.  Key topics 

will include the reception and translation of Greek philosophy, the nature of the soul and its powers, the relation 

between matter and form, the relationship of imagination and intellect, and the borders of philosophy and mysticism.  

We will pay some attention to the transmission of our authors’ work to Latin readers, and, in the case of Gersonides, 

possible connections to the Christian tradition.  This seminar and Professor Humphreys’ seminar on Ancient Theories 

of the Soul would be an excellent combination. 
 

 
 

 
 



 

 

This course will investigate the philosophical theories and debates surrounding the socially and medically 

important concepts of disease, disability, and death, as well as the related concepts of health, wellbeing, 

addiction, aging, and personhood. Students will become familiar with competing explanatory and 

normative theories of each of these concepts and the practical impact of divergent theories in certain 

domains, such as in clinical medicine, psychiatry, and health policy. Students will critically engage in one 

or more of these themes through guided and collaborative research directed towards a presentation and 

paper. 

 

 
 

 

 

The title for this seminar casts a wide net. What I hope to deliver under that title is an aesthetics of motion 

pictures. Before getting to the thorny question about aesthetics, I say “motion pictures” rather than “film,” 

because “cinema,” short for cinematograph, refers to the machinery used to capture and project movies as 

well as to the art of motion pictures (motion pictures taken together as an artform) and because not all 

motion pictures are made on the celluloid medium associated with the term “film.” What I mean by 

“aesthetics” can be put simply. It is a critical exposition of how we esteem something, of how we measure 

that something’s value. To do aesthetics so described, we must become as expert as possible about the 

elements that contribute to that something’s value. 

 
In this seminar, we will examine several elements of motion pictures that contribute to the value of 

motion pictures, namely, language, realism, the gaze, spectatorship, auteur theory, and genre. We will 

achieve this goal by viewing so-called classic, commercial, avant-garde and experimental motion pictures 

as well as motion pictures that challenge social and cinematic stereotypes about race and gender. 

Alongside these views, we will read from a broad range of writers who have commented on motion 

pictures in general and about particular movies. 

 
TEXTS (the short list) 

Bazin, What is Cinema? (two volumes) 

Braudy and Cohen (eds.), Film Theory and Criticism (8th edition) 

Carroll, The Philosophy of Motion Pictures 

Cavell, The World Viewed (enlarged edition) 

Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement Image and Cinema 2: The Time Image 

Elsaesser and Hagener, Film Theory: An Introduction Through the Senses 

Flaxman, The Brain is the Screen: Deleuze and the Philosophy of Cinema 

Flory, Philosophy, Black Film, Film Noir 

Herzogenrath, Film as Philosophy 

Mulvey, Afterimages: On Cinema, Women and Changing Times 

Pisters, The Neuro-Image 

Rancière, Film Fables 

Rich, Chick Flicks: Theories and Memories of the Feminist Film Movement 

Youngblood, Expanded Cinema 

 



 

Since Descartes, philosophical psychology has been dominated by questions concerning how thinking could be 

embodied, what must be true of the mind for one to have knowledge of the world, and whether cognition in general 

can be represented by a finite number of determinate rules. When one turns to ancient Greek texts, however, one 

discovers no concept of mind that obviously answers to these descriptions. 

Instead, one finds a series of arguments and discussions about the psyche, which is said to constitute life 

and, in human beings, thinking. This conception of the psyche as a principle of life and thinking has been 

alternatively criticized as pre-scientific and celebrated as a way of understanding ourselves that is not 

susceptible to the problems of post-Cartesian philosophy. This seminar returns to the ancient texts on the 

psyche, not to mine them for insights about contemporary debates, but to approach the topic of cognition 

within a setting quite different from our own. As such, it will examine the conception of the psyche 

developed in the works of Aristotle and his predecessors, as well as the tradition of commentaries that 

clarify and expand upon this theory. 

 
 

 

In this seminar, we explore the idea that mind and cognition are not (merely) inside the head but 

‘distributed’ across brain, body, and the wider world such as tools, artifacts, language, media, cultural 

practices, norms, group structures, and social institutions. The first part of our course is organized 

around Andy Clark’s flagship presentation of the ‘extended mind’ thesis, introducing contemporary 

debates over ‘distributed cognition’ (DC) as part of a larger trend to regard mental phenomena as 

embodied, embedded, extended, enactive, and affective (4EA). The DC framework offers an opportunity 

to integrate sciences and humanities through illuminating accounts that combine biologically and 

culturally situated aspects of mind – and thus erode traditional separations between ‘inner vs. outer’, 

‘nature vs. nurture’, and ‘active mind vs. inert matter’. We engage this approach in the middle part of 

our course by working, selectively, though a 4-volume series on the history of distributed cognition 

ranging from antiquity to the 20 th c. (http://www.hdc.ed.ac.uk/). In the final part, we use DC as a 

platform to drill more deeply into speculative questions about the role technology in the formation of 

the human condition, such as its increasing ‘cyborganization’ and potential transition into a 

post/transhuman era. For example, is it an apt variation on the ‘homo faber’ theme to say we make 

‘things’ as much as they make us? And will posterity consider the ‘mind-technology’ problem as a 

historical successor to the early modern ‘mind-body’ problem? 

http://www.hdc.ed.ac.uk/)

