
Philosophy of Popular Art       Summer 2016 

UCLA 
PHILOSOPHY 161: TOPICS IN AESTHETIC THEORY: PHILOSOPHY OF POPULAR ART 

Meetings: MW 1pm-3:05pm, Dodd 178 

Instructor: Jonathan Gingerich 

TA:  Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò 

Email: jgingerich@humnet.ucla.edu 

Cell: [see course website] (I’m unlikely to answer texts and calls after 7 PM) 

Office: Dodd 343 (but office hours will be held at Lu Valle Commons) 

Office Hours: MW 3:15-4:00 PM Lu Valle Commons and by appointment 
  
Website: https://ccle.ucla.edu/course/view/161C-PHILOS161-1  

Course Description 

When I choose what to watch on Netflix, I’m faced with a vast array of options: will I watch an 
arthouse film by Kurosawa or Tarkovsky? Or will I go for more fun and accessible fare, like the 
latest season of Orange Is the New Black? Implicit in choices like this one is a distinction 
between two categories of art: fine art versus popular art. Perhaps you have a vague notion 
that time spent watching the arthouse film is more edifying than time spent watching 
television. Maybe you’re even sympathetic to the thought that, all things considered, you 
should skip Netflix entirely and hightail it to the opera. But it’s also likely that on most nights 
you’d rather binge-watch House of Cards than try to make sense of a Wagner libretto. Most of 
us spend the majority of our time as cultural consumers picking the “popular” over the “fine”: 
we generally choose to spend our time on movies, TV, pop singles, video games, and internet 
memes rather than ballet, poetry, classical music, painting, and opera. 

This course will explore the distinction between high and low art.  First, we’ll  try to clarify just 
what the distinction amounts to: what is popular art, and how does it differ from fine art? Can 
the difference between these two categories can be explained in terms of their respective 
means of production and reproduction, their differing levels of difficulty, or their respective 
capacities to entertain? Is any sort of meaningful distinction between “high” and “low” art 
philosophically tenable?  Second, we’ll explore how we relate to popular culture.  Do we think 
about, or enjoy, “low” art in a different way than we enjoy “high” art?  Do we employ different 
aesthetic categories when watching TV than when watching complicated Shakespeare plays?  
Third, we’ll explore specific values realized by particular pop-cultural media, including street 
art, games, TV, and internet memes. 
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In order to provide an opportunity to improve your ability to read and understand difficult 
philosophical texts, this course will be heavy on discussion, and serious participation from 
students will be necessary.  

Texts 

All texts will be available on the course website.  Many of the texts we will be reading are 
dense, philosophical texts, and I strongly encourage you to read them at least twice.  

Screen Free Classroom 

In order to avoid distractions and to promote lively participation, thoughtful note taking, and 
good cheer,  I ask that you bring (1) a paper notepad, (2) a writing utensil, and (3) a paper copy 
of the reading to every class meeting, and refrain from using your cell phones, tablets, 
and laptops in class. Please notify me if special circumstances, such as an injury or a 
disability, require you to take notes electronically. Please also notify me if obtaining hard 
copies of the course materials poses a problem for you. 

Graded Coursework 

Philosophy is a conversational activity. This course will be discussion-based: every session will 
center around in-class discussion, and most will involve group work so that everyone has a 
chance to participate. Group work will be conducted in small groups of 4 or 5. We will assign 
the groups on the first day of class. If you join the class after the first day, please contact me 
ASAP so that you can be placed in and introduced to your group.  

In order for this collaborative endeavor to work, you must complete the assigned reading 
before class and arrive prepared to discuss it. You owe it not only to yourself, but to your 
fellow students, to come prepared, and to bring your energy and enthusiasm to share.  

All of the following course requirements must be completed in order to receive a passing grade 
in the course. If you are at all concerned that you may not be able to satisfy one of the course 
requirements on time, please get in touch with me as soon as possible.  

Class Participation 

Regular class attendance and active participation will be essential in this collaborative, 
discussion-based course. Consistently helpful contributions to class discussion may result in 
the raising of a student’s final grade by up to a third of a full letter (e.g. from a B to a B+). 
Likewise, I may lower the final grade by up to one third of a full letter (e.g. from a B to a B-) in 
case of spotty attendance or failure to contribute productively to class discussion.  

Note that philosophical conversation is more about listening and thinking than it is about 
speaking, especially when the conversation involves more than two people. I do not care about 
the quantity but rather about the thoughtfulness of your contributions to the discussion. A 
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thoughtful contribution is one that arises from the careful attention you will pay to your face-
to-face interlocutors and to the text.  

Weekly Reading Responses 

Throughout the term, I will ask you to write ten brief (approximately 2 pages, double-spaced) 
response papers to the reading assignment.   

You may turn in a reading response paper through the course website the morning of each 
lecture by 9:00 AM.  You should also submit a hard copy of your reading response paper in 
lecture. 

The purpose of the reading response papers is to get you thinking about the readings before we 
meet and discuss them, let you practice and improve your philosophical writing, and provide 
you with a chance to try out ideas and arguments that you may wish to develop in your final 
paper. 

We will have twenty-seven lectures with assigned reading over the course of the term. You are 
free to choose which ten times you submit reading response papers, but because you only need 
to submit reading response papers before ten lectures of your choice, late submissions of 
reading response papers will not be accepted except in extraordinary circumstances. I strongly 
recommend that you not wait until the middle of the course to begin submitting papers so they 
don’t pile up.  

A few pointers for writing reading response papers: 
• You don’t need to do any additional reading or research to write these papers; you simply 

need to read the assigned texts and think about questions that emerge from them. 
• You should avoid merely summarizing the reading.  Instead, you should look for thoughts 

in the readings that excite, confuse, intrigue, or infuriate you and write about them.  If you 
do this, you are likely to write about important interpretative (what does the author mean?) 
or critical (is the author right?) issues.  Comparative points (what is the relationship 
between one author and another?) may also arise over the course of the term. 

• You don’t have to write on everything in the reading for a particular day.  Indeed, it would 
be best to select a narrower topic, because if you try to write about everything, you’re 
likely to end up merely summarizing. 

• You don’t need to try to be original in your reading response papers.  The aim is just for 
you to think critically and clearly about the text and try to understand it. 

• Reading responses may serve as a good staring point for our discussion in class.  If there is 
something you’d like to talk about in class, consider writing about it in a reading response 
paper. 

• Reading response papers may also serve as a good starting point for a term paper: if our 
reading addresses a topic that you think you might want to write your term paper about, 
consider writing about it in a reading response.  

Term Paper 
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The final paper should be approximately 10 pages, double-spaced, on a topic of your choosing 
that grows out of one of our meetings or readings. A proposed paper topic is due Friday of 
week 6, a rough draft is due Friday of week 8, comments on another student’s paper are due 
on Friday of week 9, and the final paper is due on Friday of exam week. 

Paper Topic: A copy of a proposed topic is due through the course website by 5:00 PM on 
Friday of week 6. The proposed topic should be a one-paragraph abstract or statement of a 
question that you plan to discuss in your term paper. This topic is not a commitment, and you 
may change your mind about your paper topic, but you will receive feedback on your proposed 
topic to help you improve your final paper.  

Rough Draft: Another way in which you will develop your paper ideas is by helping one 
another with feedback on a rough draft of the paper. Giving feedback on your peers’ writing 
also helps you to take up the perspective of the reader in thinking through what makes for a 
good philosophy paper. To be ready for the collaborative editing process, you will submit a 
rough, partial draft of your final paper (around 7-8 pages long), due on the course 
website by 5:00 pm on Friday of week 8. Please also bring two hard copies to class for 
the first lecture of week 9. This draft will not be letter-graded: everyone who turns in a 
satisfactory draft by the deadline will get full credit, whereas those not turning in a draft will 
receive a zero for this portion of the grade. It is crucial that you complete your draft on time so 
that you can participate in the peer editing exercise.  

Peer Editing Exercise: We will have a collaborative editing exercise in class at the beginning of 
week 9, shortly after rough drafts are due. In addition to the in-class exercise, you will submit 
written comments on another student’s paper by 5:00 pm on Friday, of week 9. You 
will email your comments to your partner in addition to submitting your comments 
though the course website. Because your partner will rely on your comments in revising 
their paper, extensions will be granted only in extraordinary circumstances.  

Final Draft: The final paper is due on the course website by 5:00 PM on Friday of exam 
week. Aside from last minute emergencies, extensions must be arranged at least 24 hours in 
advance.  

Final Grades 

The course grade will be based on three components: short writing assignments, participation 
in course discussion, and the final paper.  The breakdown of the final grade is: 

50% Short writing assignments (x10) (approximately 2 pages each) 
50% Term paper (approximately 10 pages) 
Breakdown of Term Paper Grade: 

•  5% Rough Draft (pass/fail) 
•  10% Peer Editing Comments 
•  85% Final Draft 
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Final grades may be adjusted up or down by up to a third of a letter grade on the basis of 
participation. 

Academic Integrity 

You are expected to abide by UCLA’s policies on academic misconduct. I recommend that you 
read through the flyer on academic misconduct that has been prepared by the Dean of Students 
at https://www.deanofstudents.ucla.edu/portals/16/documents/studentguide.pdf.  

A few important reminders about academic integrity are relevant to the writing assignments 
for this course:  
• Write your own papers and properly attribute other people’s ideas and words that you 

include in your writing.  
• If you copy someone else’s words into your assignment word for word, indicate that these 

words are a quotation by enclosing them in quotation marks.  
• Provide a citation if you paraphrase someone else’s idea in your own writing.  
• Whenever you cite something, provide a citation that includes enough information that your 

reader could locate the material that you’re citing. (For our course materials, you can just 
give the author’s last name and a page number.)   

• If you have any questions about whether what constitutes academic misconduct, please ask. 

Accessibility 

Students needing academic accommodations based on a disability should contact the Center 
for Accessible Education (CAE) at (310) 825-1501 or in person at Murphy Hall A255. When 
possible, students should contact the CAE within the first two weeks of the term as reasonable 
notice is needed to coordinate accommodations. For more information visit www.cae.ucla.edu. 

Schedule of Readings 

I. Unit 1: Historical Background 
A. Week 1: High and Low 

1. Lecture 1 
a) John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism (excerpt)  

2. Lecture 2 
a) Matthew Arnold, Culture and Utopia, (excerpt) 
b) Ted Cohen, “High and Low Thinking about High and Low Art” 

B. Week 2: Art and Amusement 
1. Lecture 3 

a) Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment §§ 43-47 
2. Lecture 4 

a) Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment §§ 48-53 
II. Unit 2: The Critique of Mass Culture 

A. Week 3: Technology and Avant-gardism 
1. Lecture 5 

a) Alex Ross, “The Naysayers” 
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b) Luigi Russolo, “The Art of Noise” 
2. Lecture 6 

a) Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” 
B. Week 4: Marxism 

1. Lecture 7 
a) Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” 

2. Lecture 8 
a) Dwight Macdonald, “A Theory of Mass Culture” 

C. Week 5: More Marxism 
1. Lecture 9 

a) History Lessons (film, dir. (Jean-Marie Straub and Danièle Huillet) (a screening 
will be arranged late in week 4 and the film will be available on reserve in the 
library) 

2. Lecture 10 
a) Max Horkheimer & Theodor Adorno, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as 

Mass Deception” 
b) OPTIONAL: Theodor Adorno, “Free Time” 

D. Week 6: Mass Culture and Society  
1. Lecture 11 

a) Hannah Arendt, “The Crisis in Culture” 
2. Lecture 12 

a) Raymond Williams, “Art and Society” 
3. Proposed Paper Topic Due Online by 5:00 PM on Friday 

III. Unit 3: Mass Culture Viewed from the Inside 
A. Week 7: How We Experience Popular Culture 

1. Lecture 13 
a) Sianne Ngai, “Our Aesthetic Categories” 

2. Lecture 14 
a) Susan Sontag, “Notes on ‘Camp’” 

B. Week 8: Remix Culture 
1. Lecture 15 

a) Vito Campanelli, “Toward a Remix Culture” 
b) Eduardo Navas, “Culture and Remix” 

2. Lecture 16 
a) Anthony Cross, “Internet Memes and the Image Macro as Aesthetic Medium” 
b) Selected internet memes [course website] 

3. Rough Draft of Term Paper Due Online by 5:00 PM on Friday 
C. Week 9: Freedom in Mass Culture 

1. Lecture 17 
a) Peer Editing Workshop in Class (Bring two hard copies of your rough 

draft to class with you) 
b) Optional: T.J. Clark, “Capitalism without Images” (video) 

2. Lecture 18 
a) Hundertwasser, “Mouldiness Manifesto against Rationalism in Architecture” 
b) C. Thi Nguyen, “Games and the Aesthetics of Instrumentality” 
c) Jonathan Gingerich, “Freedom and the Value of Games” 
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3. Comments on Another Student’s Paper Due Online and by Email by 5:00 
PM on Friday 

D. Week 10: Countercultures and Aesthetics 
1. Lecture 19 

a) Stuart Hall, “Notes on Deconstructing ‘the Popular’” 
2. Lecture 20 

a) Nick Riggle, “Street Art” 
IV. Unit 4: Mass Culture and Politics 

A. Week 11: Wednesday, 9/7 Black Aesthetic and Politics 
1. Lecture 21 

a) W. E. B. Du Bois, “Criteria of Negro Art” 
b) Paul Taylor, “Beauty to Set the World Right: The Politics of Black Aesthetics” 

2. Lecture 22 
a) Beyoncé, Lemonade (video) 
b) Oscar Wilde, “The Poets and the People” 
c) Tricia Rose, “Prophets of Rage” 

B. Examination Week 
1. Term Paper Due Online by 5:00 PM on Friday
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