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ABSTRACT

This article examines central debates in aesthetics and the philosophy of art, focusing on beauty, representation, expression,
interpretation, and the definition of art. It first discusses Kant’s account of aesthetic judgment as subjective yet claiming
universal validity, then reviews major theories of art, including mimesis, expression theory, formalism, and institutional
theory. By comparing these approaches with key counterexamples such as abstract art, conceptual art, and readymades,
the article highlights the difficulty of defining art through fixed perceptual or emotional criteria. It also considers aesthetic
experience, interpretation, and the ontology of artworks, concluding that contemporary aesthetics must address new
challenges posed by digital and Al-generated art.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Aesthetics—the philosophical investigation of art, beauty, and aesthetic experience—addresses questions that combine
philosophical rigor with sensitivity to particular works and their effects: What is art? What distinguishes aesthetic from
non-aesthetic properties and judgments? What makes something beautiful? How do works of art communicate or express
meaning? How should we interpret them? These questions connect to philosophy of mind (what is aesthetic experience?),
epistemology (can there be aesthetic knowledge?), ethics (do aesthetic and moral judgments interact?), and metaphysics
(what is the ontological status of artworks—types or tokens?).

Kant’s (1790) ‘Critique of Judgment’ provided the most influential analysis of aesthetic judgment, proposing that
judgments of taste (‘this rose is beautiful”) are neither merely subjective expressions of pleasure (like ‘I like this wine”)
nor objective descriptions of natural properties (like ‘this rose is red’): they are subjective but with a claim to universal
agreement—we assert that everyone who perceives the rose correctly will find it beautiful, even though we cannot prove
this from objective properties. This ‘subjective universality’ of aesthetic judgment—grounded in the free play of
imagination and understanding in response to the aesthetic object—distinguishes genuine taste from mere preference while
explaining why aesthetic disagreement is possible and sometimes reasonable.

2. THEORIES OF ART
2.1 Representation, Expression, and Form

The history of Western aesthetics has been dominated by three major theories of what makes something art: representation
(mimesis—art imitates reality), expression (art expresses the artist’s emotions or inner states), and form (art is defined by
its formal properties rather than its content or the artist’s states). Plato criticized mimesis for being three removes from
truth (art imitates particular things, which are themselves imitations of Forms). Aristotle defended mimesis by arguing that
poetry achieves a kind of truth beyond particular fact by depicting not what happened but what would happen according
to probability and necessity. Collingwood (1938) developed expression theory: genuine art is the artist’s activity of
clarifying and expressing emotion—distinguishing art from craft (producing a predetermined product) and from
amusement (producing emotional discharge without clarification).

2.2 Institutional Theory

Danto’s (1964) ‘The Artworld’ responded to Andy Warhol’s Brillo Box—visually indistinguishable from commercial
Brillo packaging—Dby arguing that what makes something art is not any perceptual property but the ‘atmosphere of artistic
theory’ and ‘knowledge of art history’ that constitutes membership in the artworld. This institutional approach—formalized
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by Dickie (1974) as ‘a work of art in the classificatory sense is an artifact upon which some person(s) acting on behalf of
the artworld has conferred the status of candidate for appreciation’—explains how conceptual art, found objects, and
performances can be art despite lacking traditional formal properties. Critics note that the institutional theory risks
circularity (what defines the artworld?) and provides no normative criterion for evaluating art.

Table 1. Major theories of art and their classic counter-cases.

Theory Definition of Art Classic Counter-Case

Mimesis/Representation  Art represents or imitates reality Abstract art; non-representational music; instrumental

music
Expression theory Art expresses artist’s emotions or  Art produced without emotional intent; collaborative
inner life works
Formalism Art defined by significant formal ~ Conceptual art with no formal distinctiveness;
properties Duchamp readymades
Institutional theory Conferred status by artworld Circularity; no normative criterion; anything can be
art

3. AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE

Dewey’s (1934) “Art as Experience’ proposed that aesthetic experience is not limited to encounters with fine art but is a
heightened form of ordinary experience: any experience that achieves wholeness, integration, and consummation has
aesthetic quality. This experiential account—grounding aesthetics in the phenomenology of engaged experience rather
than in formal properties of artworks—has been influential in environmental aesthetics, everyday aesthetics, and the
aesthetics of natural beauty. Schopenhauer’s (1819) account of aesthetic experience as temporary liberation from the will—
achieving a disinterested contemplative state that suspends the usual subject-object relationship—influenced both Kant
interpretation and later expressionist aesthetics.

4. INTERPRETATION AND ONTOLOGY

The question of how artworks should be interpreted has generated debate between intentionalism (the correct interpretation
is what the artist intended), anti-intentionalism/’New Criticism’ (the work’s meaning is determined by the text alone,
independent of authorial intent), and reader/viewer response theories (meaning is constructed in the encounter between
work and audience). Wimsatt and Beardsley’s (1946) ‘The Intentional Fallacy’ argued that authorial intention is neither
available nor desirable as a criterion of interpretation—’the poem belongs to the public.” Hirsch (1967) defended
intentionalism as the only way to give interpretation a determinate object. The ontological question of what artworks are—
what type-token structure musical works, literary works, and performances have—has generated sophisticated analysis by
Wolterstorff (1975), Goodman (1968), and Levinson (1980).

5. CONCLUSION

Aesthetics combines philosophical analysis of general concepts (beauty, representation, expression, interpretation) with
attention to the particular properties of specific art forms and works. The institutional theory’s dissolution of formal criteria
for art has opened aesthetic theory to conceptual art, digital art, performance, and relational aesthetics—but at the cost of
normative criteria that distinguish art from non-art. The question of what makes art valuable—its expressive, cognitive,
formal, or social dimensions—connects aesthetics to ethics (whether moral defects of artworks constitute aesthetic defects)
and political philosophy (how art participates in cultural politics and power). Future research should examine how Al-
generated art challenges traditional aesthetic categories—particularly expression theory (does Al express anything?),
authenticity (can Al art be genuine?), and interpretation (what intention does Al art express?).
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