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Brief course description
The course is an introduction to philosophical thinking about the visual arts. One part of the
course is devoted to issues concerning the visual arts in general. The other part is devoted to
issues concerning particular visual arts such as painting, drawing, sculpture, architecture,
photography, and film.

Aims
The aim of the course is to render students capable of understanding and evaluating
philosophical (and quasi-philosophical) theories about the visual arts.

Learning outcomes
On completion of the course, students will:
1. demonstrate a grasp of the concept of a visual art by providing suitable examples, a
rationale for inclusion in the visual arts, and making comparisons between visual arts;

2. be able to demonstrate understanding of key texts in the history of thinking about the
visual arts;
3. be able to explain and evaluate influential theories about the visual arts;
4. be able to relate philosophical theories to particular artworks and practices;
5. demonstrate the importance of philosophical thinking about the visual arts, by
explaining the purpose of philosophical thinking about the visual arts, and assessing
the relative merits of philosophical and non-philosophical approaches.
Indicative content
Issues concerning the visual arts in general include, first of all, their scope and limits, for
example: what are the visual arts? Do they include performing arts, and if so, which ones?
What artistic and other goals can be achieved in the visual arts that cannot be achieved in
(certain) other arts? Vice versa, what can be achieved in (certain) other arts that cannot be
achieved in the visual arts? Secondly, there is the issue of comparison: are all of the visual
arts equally important or do they constitute a hierarchy? How fundamental is the
singular/multiple distinction (distinguishing, for example, paintings from etchings)? How do
stories get told by paintings, photos, and films respectively? Do sculptures represent things
from a point of view, like paintings and photos? Finally, there are questions regarding
the evaluation of works in the visual arts, for example: how are visual designs to be evaluated?
Is the visual design all that matters in the evaluation of visual art? Can visual artworks
become better or worse after they have been completed, and if so, what are the implications
for restoration?
Issues that are less general and that are best discussed in connection with particular visual arts
include the nature of depiction (pictorial representation), realism, visual expression,
photographic images, seeing-in, design, and cinematic adaptation. In addition, there are
normative issues pertaining to particular art forms, such as the evaluation of architectural
designs. Naturally, the discussion of these issues will remain at an introductory level.

Teaching Method
Lectures are supplemented with more practical, tutorial-like sessions in which students have
to find answers to questions concerning the lectures and/or required reading.
Measurement of learning outcomes
Students’ engagement with the examples, lectures, and readings, and corresponding progress
towards the learning outcomes outlined above, will be measured principally by means of
examinations comprising both short-answer and more substantive, reflective essay questions.
• A student’s understanding of a key text will be measured by asking her or him to
rephrase a passage, to correct a misquotation, to draw inferences from what the author
is saying, to sum up his or her (main) claims, to reconstruct his or her arguments, to
find more examples supporting the author’s theory, to find counterexamples to the
author’s theory, to detect agreement or disagreement with other authors, and so on.

• A student’s grasp of the concept of a visual art will be measured by asking her or him
to give examples of visual arts, to provide a rationale for reckoning them to the visual
arts and for excluding others from this category, to provide a definition of ‘visual art’,
to compare the concept of a visual art to that of a fine art or a performing art, to make
comparisons between particular visual arts such as painting and sculpture, to compare
visual arts to non-visual arts such as poetry, and so on.
• A student’s awareness of the importance of philosophical thinking about the visual arts
will be measured by asking him or her to explain the purpose of philosophical
thinking about the visual arts, to assess the relative merits of philosophical and nonphilosophical approaches, to identify philosophical questions or presuppositions in
non-philosophical contexts, and more generally by observing his or her
responsiveness in class, for example, his or her readiness to raise and answer
questions.
Assessment
Mid-term exam: 40%.
The mid-term is an open-book examination. Students will be asked to assess definitions of
visual art, to provide a rationale for including specific examples in the relevant category, to
reflect on the importance of philosophical thinking about visual art, and to detect agreement
or disagreement between authors’ views on visual art. Outcomes 1, 2, and 4 are thus being
examined.
Final exam: 40%.
Before the final exam, students will receive feedback on their mid-term exam performance
and class participation.
The final exam is also an open-book examination. Students will be asked to make
comparisons between different visual arts, such as painting and sculpture, to explain and
evaluate influential theories about the visual arts, and to apply the relevant conceptions to
particular artworks and practices. Outcomes 3, 4, and 5 are thus being examined.
Participation: 20%.
Students are required to keep a reflective diary that articulates their current understanding of
the visual arts and expresses changes in that understanding over time. Students are to use
examples based on problems, texts, or visual art forms they encounter in the course to
explicate their own philosophical positions, critique them, and eventually render them more
robust. Eventually they will be expected to be able to defend the position they adopt, rather
than merely holding a position in an unexamined manner. Students will be encouraged to use
a range of media in order to support their arguments. Parts of the reflective diary may be
shared with fellow students for the purposes of peer development and feedback.
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Important Notes:
(1)

Students are expected to spend a total of 9 hours (i.e. 3* hours of class contact and 6* hours of

personal study) per week to achieve the course learning outcomes.
(2)

Students shall be aware of the University regulations about dishonest practice in course work,

tests and examinations, and the possible consequences as stipulated in the Regulations Governing
University Examinations. In particular, plagiarism, being a kind of dishonest practice, is “the
presentation of another person’s work without proper acknowledgement of the source, including
exact phrases, or summarised ideas, or even footnotes/citations, whether protected by copyright or
not, as the student’s own work”. Students are required to strictly follow university regulations
governing academic integrity and honesty.
(3)

Students are required to submit writing assignment(s) using Turnitin.

(4)

To enhance students’ understanding of plagiarism, a mini-course “Online Tutorial on Plagiarism

Awareness” is available on https://pla.ln.edu.hk/.

*

Numbers of hours are subject to adjustment for individual courses.

