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Aesthetics: the study of beauty and taste 
Below are the main ideas that define aesthetics, which arose in the class roundtable discussion on 
October 21. Aesthetics has been a topic of interest in nearly every philosophical system around 
the world, and this discussion touched upon many of the profound questions that aestheticians 
have grappled with over the past several millennia.  
 
Where to find beauty/aesthetic pleasure 

• Objects, people activities, experiences (i.e., non-materialistic things) can all be beautiful 
or pleasing 

• It is possible to find beauty in everyday activities 
 
The viewer’s gaze/perspective 

• The experiences you’ve had shape what you find to be beautiful or enjoyable 
• Our biases and stereotypes reveal themselves in our aesthetic principles 
• Our values inform our aesthetic principles 
• We are often drawn to (and find things to be beautiful or pleasing) that are most familiar 

to us 
• Our mental state, attitude, or expectations affect what beauty we are able to perceive or 

enjoy 
• A person’s personality (e.g., affinity for exploration, desire to try new things, willingness 

to be uncomfortable, willingness or ability to be open-minded) affect what things he or 
she might find to be beautiful 

 
Empathy and connection to others 

• There are many shared human experiences all over the world  
• Aesthetic understanding requires seeing things through another person’s eyes (or hearing 

them through another person’s ears) – aka, empathy 
• Observing (listening) to art can engage and allow us to practice empathy (with the person 

who made it, with other people who consume it) 
 
The effects of (pursuing) beauty 

• The social pressure to be “beautiful” or “attractive” 
• Catharsis – the feeling of renewal after experiencing deep emotions (e.g., the release of 

oxytocin following a good cry) 
 
The limitations of aesthetics and aesthetic inquiry 

• The study of aesthetics distinguishes between “real life” emotions and emotions set in 
motion by art –What’s the difference between feeling an emotion and feeling moved? Is 
there a difference? 

• Normative definitions of beauty are often exclusionary or imply that certain groups 
cannot access the “beautiful” (e.g., people who live on the “bad” side of town) 
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