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AESTHETICS AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF ART, 

1840-1900 

Gary Shapiro 

The question can be raised whether the category or discipline of philosophical 
aesthetics existed before the eighteenth century. Unlike "logic:' "ethics:' and 
"physics:' a traditional Stoic division of philosophy with great staying power, 
"aesthetics" is clearly a product of modernity. As Paul 0. Kristeller demonstrated 
in "The Modern System of the Arts:' it was in the eighteenth century that the 
idea of the aesthetic as a distinctive human capacity and the parallel consolida­
tion of the notion of the fine arts crystallized in the writings of (mostly) French, 
German, and English philosophers and critics.1 The modern concepts of art 
and aesthetics emerged together. Any history or genealogy of aesthetics will 
have to confront the possible tensions between an orientation to the arts and 
one to aesthetic subjectivity; it should take account of the canon of the fine 
arts that the new field of aesthetics inherited from the eighteenth century as 
well as its conflicts, margins, and exclusions. We should be aware, for example, 
that the very notion of literature (in contrast to earlier traditions of poetics 
and rhetoric) arose around 1800, and almost immediately generated the idea of 

1. Paul Oskar Kristeller, "The Modern System of the Arts," in Renaissance Thought II, Paul Oskar 
Kristeller (ed.) (New York: Harper & Row, 1965); Kristeller's essay originally appeared in 1950, 
anticipating the analogous contextualization of Kant's aesthetics by Hans-Georg Gadamer (in 
Truth and Method) by ten years (both were students of Martin Heidegger). Cf. Larry Shiner, 
The Invention of Art: A Cultural History (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2001 ), 3-16. 
The first modern use of the term "aesthetics" is generally credited to Alexander Baumgarten 
(1714-62), in suggesting that there could be a general logic of sensibility. While Baumgarten 
drew on Christian Wolff's (1679-1754) Leibnizian notion of sensibility as confused cogni­
tion, he gave this formulation a new direction by considering the arts as forms of perfecting 
and clarifying thought in sensible form. 
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world literature (which, as Marx observed in 1848, is a recent invention of the 
bourgeoisie). 2 

There is, then, only a modern aesthetics. The Greeks and Romans were 
concerned with the power of poetry and music and the beauty of the kosmos, 
but had no "aesthetics;' and nor did the medievals, despite their hermeneutic 
fascination with the meaning of biblical narrative. For the development of 
aesthetics in the specifically modern sense two things were required: (i) the 
discovery of "man" in the meaning that Michel Foucault gives to that term, that 
is the being who understands that his entire construction of the world is possible 
only through his own finite powers, and who sets himself the infinite and, as 
it turns out, impossible task of clarifying the nature of these powers, including 
aesthetic sensibility or taste; and (ii) the critical and practical formation of a 
system of the fine arts, in which poetry, painting, sculpture, architecture, music, 
and others (including some later marginalized, e.g. gardening and landscape 
architecture) were understood as having fundamentally similar aims and roots.3 

The arts became a philosophically crucial form for the self-understanding of the 
finite human being at the time when it became possible to speak of art in some­
thing like the usual modern sense. This understanding was pursued in settings 
and institutions such as museums and concert halls where the arts had both a 
privileged and a newly isolated place. Aesthetics was the experience of beauty, 
sublimity, and art in which the human being manifests its universal capacities, 
coming to a knowledge of itself as reflective subject (Kant) or as participating 
in the work of Geist (Hegel). 

Both Kantian and Hegelian aesthetics are centered in the concept of a 
universal humanity that comes to understand some of its deepest powers 
through aesthetic experience, including that of the arts.4 The Kantian form 
revolves around the power of reflective judgment (Urteilskraft) by which the 
mind becomes aware of the free play of its other powers and claims universal 
validity for its judgment. This power of reflective judgment can be exercised 
either in regard to the beauty and sublimity of nature or with respect to the 
productions of fine art. This harmony of the faculties that we glimpse in the 
judgment of taste is one that involves a certain indeterminacy; it does not accom­
plish a fully articulated understanding of either the meaning of the aesthetic 
object or, more importantly, of the roots and unity of the three great human 
powers. Hegelian aesthetics envisioned the achievement of a self-conscious 
human universality as a historical process that could actually be completed; the 

2. The earliest occurrence of"literature" documented by the Oxford English Dictionary is 1812; 
the word does not appear in Grimm's Wiirterbuch. 

3. Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (New York: Vintage, 1970). 
•4. For discussions of Kant's and Hegel's aesthetics, see the essays by Thomas Nenon and Terry 

Pinkard, respectively, in The History of Continental Philosophy: Volume I. 
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