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Introduction 

The following provides a number of aesthetics cases. These cases are intended for class 
discussion, but they also provide the subject matter for the first paper. For this paper you 
will select and address one of the cases. 

Each case consists of a description that provides some basic information about the case. 
The description is followed by the main issue or issues raised by the case. Next are hints 
for arguing for one side or another. These hints are intended to assist you in writing the 
paper. 

If you have any doubts or questions, be sure to ask me-in general, just guessing tends to 
have bad results. 
 
Case 1: Photography and Truth 

During the American Civil War photographer Matthew Brady and his assistants often 
moved the bodies of the slain as well as various objects on the battlefield before taking 
pictures. This was done to compose a specific scene that the photographer wished to 
capture but did not actually find on the field of battle. This practice of altering the scene 
for “better” shots has been followed by some photographers ever since.  
 
Issue: Is it aesthetically acceptable for a photographer to alter the scene before taking 
photographs? Since there are so many different types of situations, you will need to pick 
a particular type of situation to focus on. This needs to be a matter of reasonable 
controversy and not something with an easy or obvious answer. To be specific, a 
reasonable person should be able to make a plausible case for both sides. 
 
Examples of unreasonable cases-Do not do any of these: Is it acceptable for a 
photographer to pose a model while doing a magazine photo shoot or taking school 
photographs? Is it acceptable for a journalist to entirely create a fake situation and pass it 
off as “real” news?  
 
Examples of reasonable cases: Is it acceptable for a photographer to recreate a real event 
using the same people or things and setting so s/he can take a picture? Is it acceptable for 
a journalist to make changes in order to provide a more powerful or effective image?  Is it 
acceptable for a photographer to make changes in the “little” truths to convey a “greater” 
truth? 



 
Hints 
Arguing that such alterations are aesthetically acceptable: One approach is to argue that 
a photographer is an artist and that this justifies his/her alteration of the scene when it 
serves a higher purpose. The main task would be to argue that being an artist justifies 
taking such liberties with the truth. This could be done in a variety of ways, but two 
suggestions are as follows. First, it could be argued that as long as the artist is showing a 
greater truth by making the changes, they are acceptable. For example, a photographer 
might convey the horror of war better with a few minor changes on a battlefield. This 
could be justified by an appeal to the consequences. Second, it could be argued that 
artistic vision has no obligation to the truth-only to artistic vision. 

A second approach is to argue that the photographer is an artist and as such is free to 
make changes in his art-in this case, what s/he is photographing. One way to argue in 
support of this is to draw an analogy between photography and painting or sculpture with 
due focus on the relevant qualities. 
 
Arguing that such alterations are not aesthetically acceptable: One approach is to argue 
that the photographer is an artist and artists are obligated to present the truth. Perhaps the 
most fruitful approach in this vein is to argue that photography is a special type of art that 
includes an obligation, in certain circumstances, to capture reality without making 
alterations. Making such changes would be equivalent to lying, which would taint the art 
by making it a lie.  

Another, much more radical, approach is to argue that photography is not art at all and 
hence the question of being aesthetically acceptable or unacceptable does not even arise. 
This approach would be rather difficult as it would require presenting an effective and 
developed argument that photography is not art. 
 
Case 2 History & Hollywood 

Not surprisingly movies, novels and television shows often take great liberty with 
history. In some cases, the changes are relatively minor and the main events are 
presented with historical accuracy. One example of this is the film Juarez. This film is 
about the Mexican revolution and gets its name from the revolutionary Benito Juarez. 
Historically, Juarez never met his main opponent, Maximilian (who was sent by 
Napoleon III to be emperor of Mexico). The makers of the film decided to stick with 
history, despite the opportunity to create a dramatic confrontation between the two 
leaders. 

In many cases, historical events are changed for dramatic effect.  For example, the 
German poet Friedrich von Schiller penned a fictional meeting between Queen Elizabeth 
and Mary Queen of Scots in his work Maria Stuart. In this fictional event, Lord 
Shrewsbury attempts to reconcile the two, but is thwarted by the antagonism between the 
two women. In the poem, his attempt to reconcile the two serves, ironically, to seal 
Mary’s fate. While the encounter is entirely fictional, it is considered a powerful piece of 
literature. 

In many cases, especially in recent years, works have radically altered history by 
changing significant facts. For example, the writers of films such as The Last Samurai 
and Gladiator appear to have simply made up their own version of history.  



 
Issue: Should works of art such as films stick with the historical facts or is it acceptable 
to “change history” on aesthetic grounds? It is acceptable to narrow the focus of this issue 
to discuss specific types of changes. Be sure that if you do this that you present the issue 
in a way that can be reasonably argued for on both sides.  
 
Examples of unreasonable cases-DO NOT do these: Should an artist be allowed to make 
up history and claim that it is historically accurate? Should a film that is supposed to be 
historical mix in historical events out of order, setting WWII in 1805, for example, and 
following WWII with the American Civil War? 
 
Examples of reasonable cases: Is it acceptable to make major historical changes in a 
work of art when doing so creates a superior dramatic effect? Is it acceptable to make 
historical changes in a work to condense and simplify the narrative to allow a more 
interesting presentation? 
 
Hints 
 
Arguing that works of art such as films should stick with the historical facts and it is not 
acceptable to “change history” on aesthetic grounds: One approach is to make an 
argument based on consequences. The task would be to show that the negative 
consequences of “altering history” outweigh the positive consequences. For example, it 
might be argued that while entertainment is important, knowledge of history is more 
important and that films that “change history” can give people false beliefs about what 
really happened-while most of the audience would know they were watching a work of 
historical fiction, they might not know what is real and what was simply made up (this 
really happens-even to intelligent people). 

A second approach is to argue that by making an historical work the artists take on an 
obligation to be historically accurate and that failing to do so would violate bother artistic 
and historic integrity. The task would be to argue that such an obligation exists and that 
making such alterations would violate or break that obligation. 
 
 
Arguing that works of art such as films need not stick with the historical facts and it is 
acceptable to “change history” on aesthetic grounds: One approach is to argue that 
aesthetic concerns are, in the context of art, more important than concerns about 
historical accuracy. The tasks would be to make a case for what you consider to be the 
purpose of art (or a specific type of art), then to argue that achieving that goal is more 
important than historical accuracy, and then draw the relevant conclusion. For example, 
you might consider the main purpose of film to be entertainment and consider reasons 
given for making changes in actual works-creating a more dramatic effect, condensing or 
simplifying the narrative to make the work fit within the audience’s attention span or 
understanding (to avoid boring the audience), etc.  

A second approach is to argue that such changes are acceptable when it serves a higher 
purpose. The main task would be to argue that the fact that the work is art justifies taking 
such liberties with the truth. This could be done in a variety of ways, but two suggestions 



are as follows. First, it could be argued that as long as the artist is showing a greater truth 
by making the changes, they are acceptable. For example, a film might convey an 
historical clash of ideas by manufacturing a confrontational meeting between two 
historical figures that exemplified the ideas they fought for. Second, it could be argued 
that artistic vision has no obligation to the truth-only to artistic vision. 
 
Case 3 Forgery and Art 

Given that works of art can be worth thousands or even millions of dollars it is no 
wonder that people have attempted to forge works of art in order to pass them off as the 
real thing. Some forgeries are easily detected imitations, others have fooled experts for 
years and there are, no doubt, forgeries out there that have yet to be detected. 

There are many different types of forgeries. The best-known type is the outright 
creation of an imitation that is passed of as an original. Other types of forgeries include 
altering a genuine work in order to pass it off as something else (typically something of 
greater value) or taking pieces of genuine works (such as parts of various statues) and 
combining them in an attempt to pass of the composite as a complete original. Other 
forgeries are not originally intended to be forgeries. For example, it has long been a 
common practice for artists to learn their trade by imitating the works of past masters and 
years later some of these imitations are passed off as originals. There are, of course, 
unintentional “forgeries” that occur when a work is accidentally attributed to the wrong 
artist. 

One particularly interesting case took place shortly after WWII. The artist Hans van 
Meegeren was accused of selling a Vermeer to Hermann Göring. In response, van 
Meegeren declared that he had in fact acted as a patriot by selling the Nazi a forgery. His 
tale was doubted, but to the great surprise of the court he painted another “Vermeer” in 
front of them and the charge was dropped.  His skill was such that before he was 
exposed, his forgeries of Vermeer’s and Pieter de Hooch's works fooled the experts and 
were purchased by both collectors and museums.  

One of the most famous recent incidents in the realm of art forger is the case of the 
Kouros. Some experts regarded the marble statue as a genuine work of ancient Greece 
while others proclaimed it a truly brilliant modern forgery. Ironically, this controversy 
ensured the work a place in the Getty as a display intended to inspire people to think 
about forgery and the uncertainty endemic to attributing an author or time to a work of 
art. 

While forgeries that are intended to deceive are illegal, the question of their aesthetic 
value remains a matter of considerable debate.  
 
 
Issue : Can a forgery be art? Since there are so many different types of artistic forgery it 
is a good idea to focus on a particular type of forgery or even a specific case of forgery. 
This needs to be a matter of reasonable controversy and not something with an easy or 
obvious answer. To be specific, a reasonable person should be able to make a plausible 
case for both sides. 
 
Examples of unreasonable cases-DO NOT do these: If a person photocopies a painting, is 
s/he an artist?  



 
Examples of reasonable cases: Were the works of van Meegeren art? If an artist is able to 
skillfully recreate the style of a historic period and fool the experts is the work art? Can 
forgery itself be considered an art? 
 
Hints 
Arguing that a forgery can be art: One approach is to begin with the saying “a forgery of 
a masterpiece is a masterpiece.” Naturally, a saying does not prove a claim so an 
argument will be needed. One way to do this is to use an argument by analogy comparing 
a forgery to an original and concluding that if the original is art, so too is the forgery. 
This would be done by showing that the forgery and the original share the relevant 
qualities.  This can also be applied in the case of a forger who imitates the style of a 
particular time period. The analogy can also be more general-instead of comparing a 
forgery to an original, it might be compared to accepted works of art in general. 

Another approach is to argue that what makes a work a work of art is a set of qualities 
in the work itself and if a work has these qualities then it would be art. One way to argue 
for this is to use an appeal to intuitions: if a forgery is identical to the original then it has 
all the qualities of the original and intuitively if the original is art the forgery would also 
be art. Fully making this case would require arguing that what makes a work into art is 
something that could be duplicated by a forgery. 
 
Arguing that forgeries are not art: One approach is to argue that a direct forgery of a 
work is not art. Drawing an analogy between making such forgeries and photocopying 
could support this claim. Another approach is to draw an analogy between forging art and 
counterfeiting money-counterfeit money is not money, so forged art is not art. The task 
would be to show that counterfeit money and forged art are relevantly similar and that 
this precludes forged art from being art or having artistic value. 

Another approach is to argue that what makes a work a work of art is more than mere 
technical skill but also originality and developing technique-that the artist plays a role in 
making a work a work of art even if the differences cannot actually be detected. When 
arguing this, one thing to consider is that the forger is not working in her/his own style or 
conveying his/her visions, s/he is just imitating the style and vision of another. Making 
this case would involve considering what it is that makes a work a work of art. 

An approach that would be fairly radical is to argue that what makes a work into art is a 
quality or quality that cannot be duplicated. Taking this view would involve accepting 
that a forgery that was a molecule by molecule duplicate of the original would still not be 
art even though there would be no scientific means of distinguishing between the two. 
 
Case 4: But is it Art? 

While there are many works of art that are accepted universally as art, there are other 
works that are very controversial. There are even situations in which it seems ridiculous 
to label something as art-yet people still insist on applying the label.  Two examples of 
such “art”, taken from Funny Times (March 2003 p. 15) are as follows: 

Yugoslav performance artist Marina Abramovic,56, confined herself to three raised 
desks at a New York City gallery for 12 days, where she denied herself all external 
stimulation, subsisting on water, and carrying on all bodily functions in full public view 



so that, she said, she and the audience could more efficiently transmit energy between 
them. 

Art student Nathan Banks,22, painted randomly chosen words on about 60 meandering 
cows in order to see if they would inadvertently line up and form poetry. In England, 
writer Valerie Laws,48, did the same thing with sheep. An arts council granted her about 
$3,400 for this project which she said would break down the boundaries between 
literature and quantum mechanics. 

Two more examples, also taken from the Funny Times ( January 2004, p. 15) are as 
follows: 

An English family created a project “to challenge or confirm notions of the middle-
class family and domestic space.” This project involves allowing people to go through 
their house every Sunday to observe their normal behavior. This is supposed to help the 
audience “contemplate the modern family.” 

Two hunters found 70 pairs of butter filled shoes on a mountain in Sweden. It is 
suspected that the artist Yu Xiuzhen placed the buttery shoes on the mountain-in 1996 he 
had placed butter filled shoes on a Tibetan mountain.  

Dave Barry in the Funny Times (March 2004, page 3) provides several examples from 
his encounter with the Art Basel show in Miami, Fl. The first work was “Autofocus Slide 
Projector Dust” which consisted of a slide projector projecting light onto the wall, with 
the usual drifting dust creating tiny moving shadows. The second work consisted of a 
looping video showing a naked man rollerblading around. The third work, “chair,” was a 
ratty old chair the artist had found and wanted $2,800 for. According to artcritical.com 
“The chair offers not a weedy patina of desuetude but an apotheosis of its former 
occupant.” The fourth work, “Moonwalk” consisted of a container with white walls and 
ceiling speakers. Outside the work sat a person who would say “boop” into a microphone 
so those inside could experience it via the speakers. The fifth work consisted of weeds 
stuck into a hole that had been drilled into the floor. The artist wanted $6,000 for this 
work. 

Five more examples, from my own experiences at Ohio State: While running one 
morning I came across what I assumed was scaffolding that some drunken frat boys had 
deposited on the sidewalk, blocking my run. I tried to flip it over and then tried to take it 
apart-it is a good thing I failed since OSU had paid an artist a large amount of money to 
design this and other sculptures that were sections of wood bolted together. The 
sculptures tended to resemble construction scaffolding.  

In my second encounter with art, OSU had paid another artist a large amount of money 
to design a pyramid made out of cinder blocks. Once completed by workers, the pyramid 
was painted white. The local skate punks found the structure ideal for skating and one 
even claimed that he had made something like it back home, only much smaller, to do 
tricks on. 

In my third encounter I came across sheets of plywood leaning against various trees. I 
assumed that the plywood sheets, which had been painted blue, were being left out to dry 
as part of a set by the theatre department. It turned out that OSU had once again paid 
large sums of money for art-in this case blue painted plywood leaning against trees. 

In my fourth encounter, I came across an illuminated fish tank filled with inflated 
condoms. I assumed this was a prank, but once again it was art. 



In my fifth encounter I went to a show on art relating to AIDS. Though AIDS is 
serious, the art presented seemed much less so. One example that I vividly recall is a 
scene consisting of large sheets of packing Styrofoam “inhabited” by store bought stuffed 
seal toys. I considered rescuing the seals from their Styrofoam “ice” sheets , but thought 
that might be inappropriate. 

While the above presents a few controversial cases, there are thousands of other similar 
cases in which one feels compelled to ask: Is it art? 

 
Issue:  Is X art? Find and select an example of a particular work whose status as art or 
non-art is a matter of controversy. This needs to be a matter of reasonable controversy 
and not something with an easy or obvious answer. To be specific, a reasonable person 
should be able to make a plausible case for both sides. Be sure to pick a work that is 
recognized by some reasonable authority as a work of art-for example, something that 
was commissioned by a university or regarded as a work of art by part of the artistic 
community. Do not pick works that are universally accepted as paradigm cases of art-for 
example, do not pick the Mona Lisa, the Great Sphinx, or Hamlet. Also, avoid cases that 
seem to be too absurd even by the rather absurd standards that exist in the world of art. 
For example, arguing that a cat wheezing up a hairball is not art would not be much of a 
case.  
 
Hints 
 
Arguing that X is art: One approach to arguing that a work is a work of art is to use an 
analogy. This would be done by finding a relevant work that is accepted as art and 
arguing that the work in question is adequately similar and is therefore art. The main 
problem with this method is that it is very likely that a work similar to a controversial 
work will also be controversial.  

A second approach is to use an accepted theory of art and argue that the work in 
question fits the definition of art provided by the theory. This would involved finding and 
summarizing the relevant theory and then making the case that the work fits the 
definition. 

A third approach is to use an accepted principle of aesthetic value and argue that the 
work in question has aesthetic value. You would also need to provide an argument to 
support the claim that something that has aesthetic value is art. 

A fourth approach is to argue for a definition of “art” and show that the work in 
question fits the definition. 
 
Arguing that X is not art: One approach to arguing that a work is not a work of art is to 
use an analogy. This would be done by finding a relevant work that is not art and arguing 
that the work in question is adequately similar and is therefore not art. The main problem 
with this method is that it is very likely that a work similar to a controversial work will 
also be controversial.  

A second approach is to use an accepted theory of art and argue that the work in 
question does not fit the definition of art provided by the theory. Or, even more directly, 
use a theory that provided an account of what it is to not be a work of art.  This would 
involved finding and summarizing the relevant theory and then making the case that the 



work fails to meet the standards for being art or, alternatively, meets the standards for 
being non-art. 

A third approach is to build an argument using principles of aesthetic value. The task 
would be to show that the work lacks all aesthetic value. Naturally, an argument 
supporting the claim that something that lacks aesthetic value is not art would be needed. 
This effectiveness of this approach would depend on the number and quality of the 
aesthetic principles used. After all, even a great work of art would almost certainly fail to 
have aesthetic value as defined by certain specific principles. The most economical 
approach is to select what you consider to be the most important aesthetic principles, 
argue why they are the most important, and apply them.  

A fourth approach is to argue for a definition of “art” and show that the work in 
question does not fit the definition. 
 
Case 5: Hanging Art 

In November of 2003 students and workers admired what they took to be a work of art 
that was hanging in a recently reopened building on the campus of Budapest’s University 
of Art. Eventually someone realized that the “art” was, in fact, the body of a man who 
had apparently hanged himself some time ago while the building was being renovated.  

While this situation is somewhat disturbing, it does raise interesting questions about the 
nature of art. 

 
Issue: Can a corpse be art? This can be answered by arguing for a straightforward “yes” 
or “no” but it is also possible to take a more complex position. 
Related Issue: Does being perceived as a work of art “transform” something, even a 
corpse, into art?  
Related Issue: In the case of a suicide, if the person intends to create a work of art by 
killing him/herself would his/her corpse become a work of art? 
 
Hints 
Arguing that a corpse can be art: The main approach is to use the hints presented in Case 
#3 with special focus on the fact that a corpse is involved. While this case can be seen as 
a specific example of Case #3, there is the special challenge of convincing the audience 
that a corpse can be art. 

In regard to the related issues, the tasks would be to show that what makes a work a 
work of art (at least in some cases) is being perceived as art (seeing is being) or arguing 
that it is intent that makes a work art (an analogy with communication might be useful). 
 
Arguing that a corpse cannot be art: The main approach is to use the hints presented in 
Case #3 with special focus on the fact that a corpse is involved. While this case can be 
seen as a specific example of Case #3, there is added feature that a corpse is involved. 
Some specific hints are that it could be argued that a corpse is not a suitable medium for 
art or that art must be created with intent to create art. 

In regard to the first related issue, the task would be to argue that perceiving something 
as art does not make it art. One way to do this would be to argue that this view would 
have absurd consequences or that it is too broad a definition of art. 



In regards to the second related issue, one approach is to argue that while intent might 
be relevant it is not sufficient to make something into art. The task would be to argue that 
even if the person has this intent to make his/her corpse into art, it still cannot be art. One 
way to do this might be to consider the morality of the act of suicide and look at the hints 
provided in Case #9 and Case #11. 
 
Case 6: Artists’ Rights 

In 1958 the owner of the mobile Pittsburgh donated it to Pennsylvania’s Allegheny 
County. The work, created by Alexander Calder, was to be displayed at the Pittsburgh 
airport. Though Calder was probably pleased that his work would be displayed in such a 
prominent manner, he was upset when he learned that the black and white mobile would 
be repainted to match the colors of the county, green and gold.  Despite his objection, the 
mobile remained green and gold during his life. 

In 1969 the sculptor Takis (Panayotis Vassilakis) attempted to remove his work from 
New York City’s Museum of Modern Art. Takis contended that as an artist he possessed 
the right to determine how his art was exhibited. He further contended that he, as the 
artist, retains this right even if the work in question has been sold.  
The November 12 Newsweek reported on artist David Phil’s conflict with the investment 
company Fidelity. Fidelity had hired the artist to create a sculpture park for one of their 
buildings in Massachusetts. When the work was completed, the company wanted to 
change the location of one sculpture and alter one path. Neither party was willing to 
compromise so Phillips sued Fidelity. His case is grounded in the federal Visual Artists 
Rights Act. The intent of this law was to protect artists in case the purchaser of their 
works decided to destroy the art.  Philips contention is that his work was designed 
specifically for the location and making these changes would mutilate the work. 

While all these cases raise legal and practical issues, the relevant concerns are 
philosophical concerns about aesthetics and the rights of artists as artists. Also of concern 
is the possibility that the works themselves might have a right not to be altered. While 
this case raises multiple issues, only one needs to be selected for the first paper. 
 
Issue: Do artists have the right to control the treatment of their work in terms of such 
things as the display or alteration of the work when they no longer own it? Alternatively, 
is it wrong for the owner of a work to display or change it against the artist’s wishes? 

Rather than taking a straightforward yes/no approach it is also possible to argue that 
artists have the right to control the treatment of the work but that these rights have 
specific limits. Alternatively, it can be argued that certain treatments of the work against 
the artist’s wishes would be wrong but others would be acceptable. 
 
Related Issue: Do works of art have a right not to be altered? Alternatively, it wrong for 
the owner of a work to alter the work even if the artists does not (or cannot) object? An 
unusual, but potentially very interesting approach is to argue that works of art have rights 
“against” even their creators such that even the artist should not change the work once it 
is completed. 
 



Hints 
Arguing that artists have the right to control the treatment of their work: One approach is 
to present a negative analogy. This would be done by showing that works of art are not 
analogous to other products that are sold without the creator retaining rights to the 
product. The task would be to develop the argument so that it shows that the artist retains 
the right to control the work even after it is sold. 

A second approach is to argue that artists have a special relation with their work that 
goes beyond the relation that holds between creators of commercial products and their 
work (like cars or refrigerators). One way to do this is to consider an analogy with 
another relevant relationship. One suggested area to consider is family relationships. 
Naturally, the argument would need to be fully developed. Another way is to argue 
directly for this special relationship-perhaps the artist “puts” a “part” of him/herself into 
the work, thus creating a special relationship. The task would be to argue for this 
relationship and to show how it grounds the right to control the way the work is treated. 
 
Arguing that artists do not have the right to control the treatment of their work: One way 
to argue that artists do not have the right to control the treatment of their work is to use an 
argument by analogy to argue that works of art are like other commercial products. The 
method would be to find something that the creator does not retain the right to control 
when it is sold and argue that works of art are analogous to this product. The conclusion 
would be that the artist does not retain the right to control the work once s/he accepts 
payment for the work. 

Another option is to not use an analogy but present a direct argument that works of art 
are products that are sold and that the sale results in the artist forfeiting his/her rights to 
control the work. 

Another approach is to argue that the relation between the artist and his/her work is the 
same as the relation between someone who manufactures a commercial product to be 
sold (like a chair) and his/her product. A negative approach would be to argue that there 
is no special relationship between an artist and his/her work that would give the artist a 
right to control the work after it is sold.  
 
Case 7 Censorship by the State or Others 

In the Republic, Plato presents what is perhaps the first philosophic argument for the 
censorship of the arts. Put simply, his main argument is that art needs to be censored 
because of its corrupting influence. Since Plato’s time variations of his argument have 
been presented in favor of censorship and in many cases these arguments have been 
implemented as policy by governments or other authorities. Even alleged free societies, 
such as the United States, practice censorship of the arts on a regular basis. The types of 
censorship most people are familiar with are the bleeping of words and the blurring of 
body parts. However, other forms of censorship exist, such as the banning of certain 
controversial books by school boards or when radio stations do not play certain songs.  

An example of radio censorship occurred when certain radio stations stopped playing 
the Dixie Chicks’ music after the Chicks expressed their view of the war in Iraq. In some 
cases the censorship was the result of a local decision and in other cases the 
conglomerates owning the stations ordered the songs pulled.  



  Outside of the United States, censorship is even more extensive and may involve the 
outright destruction of works of art by the government. One famous example of this is the 
destruction of the stone Buddhas by the Taliban in Afghanistan.  

While those who censor works typically claim they are doing so for the “good of the 
people” those who support freedom in the arts often contend that censorship does more 
harm than good. In any case, the matter of censorship has long been one of great 
controversy. 
 
Issue: Should art be censored? Since there are so many different types of censorship, you 
will need to pick a particular type to focus on. This needs to be a matter of reasonable 
controversy and not something with an easy or obvious answer. To be specific, a 
reasonable person should be able to make a plausible case for both sides. 
 
Examples of unreasonable cases-DO NOT do these: Should artists have total freedom to 
do anything to anyone or anything at anytime for any reason? Should the state kill all 
artists? Should the state control everything we see and hear in regards to art? 
 
Example of reasonable cases: Should the state have a role in censoring art? Should 
violent or sexual art be censored? Should works that children might be exposed to be 
censored? Should TV and radio censor movies and songs with “bleeps and blurs”? 
Should the work of artists who express unpopular views be censored?  
 
Hints 
Arguing for Censorship: One standard approach is to select a type of art or content of art 
(such as violence or sexuality) and show that it is harmful. The next step is to argue that 
harmful art should be censored-this can be done using an analogy to protecting people 
from physical dangers (like toxins or faulty products).  

Another approach is to use an argument based on the consequences of not censoring art. 
The idea would be to show that harms would arise and that these harms outweigh any 
benefits from not censoring the work. 

A third approach is to use the mixing norms method (the good method, not the flawed 
method) to argue from one normative area to another. The traditional approach is to use 
religion to justify censoring art (many pro-censorship people derive their views from their 
religious views). 

 
Arguing Against Censorship: One standard approach is to argue that censorship has 
harmful consequences and that the consequences outweigh any positive benefits that 
might arise from censorship. Harms to consider would be that censorship has a tendency 
to spread (but avoid committing the slippery slope fallacy-this occurs when it is claimed 
that something will inevitably result from taking a first step without providing an 
argument for that inevitability) and that the repression of creativity, etc. would have a 
negative impact on people. 

A second standard approach is to argue that artists have a right to express themselves 
and this right outweighs any right to censorship or consequences of allowing that 
freedom. It is possible to argue that while artists have the right to free expression there 
are some limits on this right. 



A third approach is to use the mixing norms method (the good method, not the flawed 
method) to argue from one normative area to another. The traditional approach in the 
United States is to argue from the legal right of the 1st Amendment to a moral or aesthetic 
right. Simply stating the 1st amendment is not enough-as just noted this is a legal right 
(and law is just the opinion of the person with the biggest gun) which is quite distinct 
from an aesthetic or moral right. 

A fourth and somewhat unusual approach is to argue that the works of art themselves 
have a right to exist uncensored. Perhaps an analogy between works of art and living 
creatures might be used to argue for this.  
 
 
Case 8 Self Censorship 

While artists sometimes claim that they cannot control what the “muses” inspire then to 
create, they can decide whether to reveal it to the public or not. They can also decide to 
modify the work while it is being produced or even after it is initially completed.  

In some cases artists might have concerns about their work-is it racist or sexist? Is it too 
violent? Is it too explicit? Is it demeaning?  Is it offensive? In other cases, an artist might 
not be concerned about her work, but others might be. In such cases it might be thought 
that while others should not censor the artist’s work, the artist should chose to censor her 
own work. 

For example, in 2001 Deborah Masters created a mural in NYC’s Kennedy 
International Airport depicting Jesus as nude during the crucifixion. Construction 
workers, offended by the mural, contacted the Catholic League for Religious and Civil 
Rights. The artist agreed to paint a loincloth on the figure of Jesus. The case was not 
brought up before the newly formed committee responsible for establishing a decency 
standard regarding city funded art. Hence, the artist chose to censor her own work. But 
should she have done so? 
 
Issue:  Do artists have a responsibility to censor their own artwork? One way to focus the 
issue further is to address a particular type of self-censorship, for example whether an 
artist should voluntarily alter her work if it offends others. 
 
Hints 
 
Arguing that artists have a responsibility to censor their own works: One way to argue 
for this position is to use an analogy: When an engineer produces a work or a company 
produces a product, they are held morally accountable for what they produce and it is 
expected that they should “censor” their own work to make sure it is not harmful. Also, 
when people are in public they are expected to “censor” their speech and behavior to 
avoiding harming or offending others. The task would be to develop an argument that 
involves establishing that outside of art people have a responsibility to “self-censor”, 
showing that the artist’s situation is relevantly similar (that being an artist does not 
exempt her) and then concluding that artists have a responsibility to censor their own 
work. Another way to argue for this position is to directly argue for such responsibility. 
One method might be to argue that, ironically, artists should self-censor to protect their 



freedom-if they do not “police” themselves, then others (such as the government) might 
step in and use a heavy hand. 
 
Arguing that artists do not have a responsibility to censor their own works: One way to 
argue for this position is to argue that artists have a right to express themselves and this 
relieves them of any responsibility to censor themselves. Another approach is to use an 
analogy: people are only obligated to restrain their behavior when it is harmful to others 
or when others cannot avoid contact with them (for example, people are not supposed to 
shout obscenities or go naked in public) but are not obligated to do so when no one is 
harmed or their exposure is voluntary (for example, a person can freely curse or go naked 
in her own home). The objectives would be to establish that there are cases in which 
people are not obligated to “self censor”, argue that art is relevantly similar to such cases 
and then conclude that artists do not have a responsibility to self censor. A third approach 
is to argue that such self censorship would interfere with the artists ability to create-the 
artist cannot be both creator and censor without stifling his work. The task would be to 
support this with a developed argument. A rather extreme method of arguing is to build 
an argument based on Plato’s view in the Ion that artists are “out of their minds” when 
creating art-hence they cannot censor their own work because they are not in control. The 
task would be to develop the argument. 
 
Case 9 Changing Art on “Practical Grounds.” 

Some years ago Joe Brown, a renowned sculptor of athletes was commissioned by 
Temple University to do a bronze statue. The completed statue consisted of a male 
figure, clad in shorts, holding a nude female figure over his head in a handstand. 
Naturally, feminists complained about the statue and alleged that Brown was being sexist 
for putting shorts on the male while presenting the female without clothing. In reply, 
Brown said that his original plan called for both figure to be nude, but on reflection he 
realized that a male statue with exposed “parts” would be a constant target for vandalism. 
So, on practical grounds he decided to add the shorts. He believed that the female 
figure’s location would protect it adequately from vandals. 

While this is a specific case, artists whose work is to be presented in public often have 
to think about what might happen to their work. In such cases artists, like Brown, might 
be inclined to detour from their artistic vision based on practical concerns. While this 
seems eminently practical, there is still the concern that giving in to such concerns is a 
betrayal of one’s artistic vision. 

 
Issue: Should an artist alter his/her work because of practical concerns? Because there are 
so many possible practical concerns, it might be useful to focus the paper on a particular 
type of concern (such as vandalism). Be sure to focus on a matter that is worthy of 
discussion and is a matter of reasonable controversy. In other words, be sure to focus on 
something for which a reasonable case could be made for either side. 
 
Example of unreasonable cases-DO NOT do these: Should an artist work in toxic 
materials that will kill him/her and other people who are exposed to the work? Should a 
sculptor attempt to make a statue that cannot bear up under its own weight and will 
collapse on him/her?  



 
Example of reasonable cases: Should an artist whose work will be displayed in public 
take into account the potential for vandalism when creating the work? Should a musician 
who is writing a song take into account whether it will be something that is likely to be 
popular or should s/he go with his/her artistic vision? Should an artist use cheaper 
materials in making a sculpture to save money when his/her artistic vision involved more 
expensive materials? Should a musician write patriotic songs solely to take commercial 
advantage of a surge in patriotism, such as that which occurred during the Iraq war? 
 
Hints 
Arguing that an artist should alter his/her work on practical grounds: One likely 
approach is to use an argument based on the consequences. The task would be to 
consider and compare the likely consequences of altering or not altering the work and 
showing that altering the work has the more positive or less negative consequences. For 
example, in the Brown case it might be argued that while adding shorts was a step away 
from his vision, this is better than having his work desecrated.  
 
Arguing that an artist should not alter his/her work on practical grounds: One approach 
is to use an argument based on the consequences. The task would be to consider and 
compare the likely consequences of altering or not altering the work and showing that not 
altering the work has the more positive or less negative consequences. For example, it 
might be argued that artistic integrity and honesty of vision is more important than 
practical concerns.  

Another approach is to draw and analogy between artistic integrity and moral integrity. 
It could be argued that one should not sacrifice one’s moral integrity on practical grounds 
(like lying or betraying a trust to make money) and then an analogy could be made with 
artistic integrity with the conclusion that an artist should not sacrifice his/her artistic 
integrity.  
 
 
Case 10 Evil Art? 

While it is not a widespread view, some artists and aestheticians, most famously Oscar 
Wilde, claim that art is beyond or exempt from morality. To be more specific, the claim 
is that art should not be subject to moral assessment. Some go even further and claim that 
artists should not recognize any moral limits in their work-they should go wherever there 
art takes them. 

One of the best known cases involves the Triumph of the Will. In 1933 Leni Riefenstahl 
was commissioned by Adolph Hitler to create documentaries of the Nazi Party rallies in 
Nuremburg. Riefenstahl was well known in Germany as an actress and a director, but it is 
believed that she was not a member of the Nazi party and it has been claimed that she 
was not particularly involved in politics. While she created three documentaries, only one 
of them has become truly famous-Triumph of the Will. This film of the 1934 rally in 
Nuremberg won numerous awards including the grand prize at the Venice Film Festival 
and the International Grind Prix at the 1937 Paris World Exhibition. 



Despite the awards and the exceptional quality of the work, the Triumph of the Will 
displays what many consider to be the greatest evil of the twentieth century. As such, the 
work is often regarded as evil. 

Robert Mapplethorpe is also well known as a controversial artist who portrayed things 
in his photographs that many people regarded as immoral. His works featured explicit 
displays of sexual organs and implements of bondage. On work that is regarded as 
perhaps the most immoral is a photo called "Rosie." This photo shows a rather shocked 
2-3 year old girl with her crotch exposed. While the works of Mapplethorpe are regarded 
by many as immoral and even evil, many others regard his works as brilliant works of 
art. 

Another famous example is Andres Serrano’s "Piss Christ.” This is a photograph of a 
crucifix bearing a crucified Christ submerged in the artist's urine. While some regard this 
as a brilliant work of art, many others (especially Christians) regard the work as immoral. 

There are many other examples of art that is regarded as immoral. Naturally, since 
people vary greatly in their moral views, there is huge range of works that have been 
classified as immoral. For example, Elvis Presley’s performances were regarded as 
sexually immoral by some people in the 1950s (though they are utterly tame by today’s 
standards) and the works of Mark Twain have been branded as immoral. 

 
Issue: Should works of art be subject to moral assessment or only to aesthetic 
assessment? Should the moral content of a work of art affect its aesthetic value? It is 
perfectly acceptable and, in fact, desirable, to further refine the issue to create a tighter 
focus in your paper. For example, you might decide to address the specific issue of 
whether a work of art can be a great work of art yet also evil-the Triumph of the Will is 
often seen as being great art as a film, yet also evil. When addressing this issue, be sure 
to keep your discussion distinct from the related topic of censorship. Moral assessment 
often plays a role in censorship, but the two are quite distinct-someone could oppose 
censorship and still hold that art is subject to moral assessment.  

Some specific cases of art and morality are also presented below-consider one of these 
if this case seems too general or if you want something specific to address. 
 
Hints 
 
Arguing that works of art should be subject to moral assessment: One approach is to 
argue that the value of a work is not determined solely by one normative area but by its 
value in both the realms of aesthetics and ethics. The task would be to argue that overall 
value is a blend of these values, then conclude that works of art should be subject to 
moral assessment. 

A second approach is to argue that works of art are not exempt from moral assessment. 
One way to do this is to consider what would exempt something from moral assessment 
and then show that works of art do not meet these conditions. Or you might consider 
what would place something within the realm of moral assessment and show how works 
of art meet these conditions. 

A third approach is to argue that morality is more important than aesthetic value and 
hence works of arts should be subject to moral assessment because morality “trumps” 
aesthetics. The task would be to argue that morality is more important and then make the 



case that this justifies assessing art on moral grounds. One way to assess importance is by 
building an argument that considers the relative consequences in each field. As a hint, 
consider that it has been argued that morality is more important than etiquette because, 
for example, stabbing someone with a salad fork has more important consequences than 
using a salad fork to eat the main course.  
 
Arguing that works of art should not be subject to moral assessment: One approach is to 
argue that morality and aesthetics are distinct areas of assessment and draw the 
conclusion that works of art should be subject to aesthetic assessment and not moral 
assessment. One way to do this is to consider the differences between the two areas and 
perhaps build an argument from analogy. A fairly mild approach is to argue that works of 
art should be assessed on aesthetic grounds as works of art, yet can still be subject to 
moral assessment on other grounds-this could be done by distinguishing between artistic 
form/style/etc. and the content. For example, the Triumph of the Will is considered a 
brilliant work of film (the transitions, camera work, etc.) while its content and role as 
Nazi propaganda is considered immoral. 

A more radical approach is to argue that the realm of art is a realm that is beyond or 
exempt from morality. The task would be to show that this is the case. One way to do this 
is to argue that art is either more important than morality or superior to morality (or 
perhaps both). Perhaps this could be done by building an argument that claims that 
morality imprisons and limits people, while art frees them and hence art is superior.  
 
Case 11 Cruel Art? 

Years ago an artist purchased a number of white mice (sold as snake food at a pet store) 
and placed them within a pan. He then poured molten acrylic plastic over the mice. After 
the plastic solidified, he sliced the results into squares. While many regarded this as an 
immoral act of animal cruelty, he claimed that he had created art. 

While animal cruelty is common, cases of claiming that such cruelty is art are rather 
uncommon. Despite this, this situation raises questions relevant to aesthetics and 
morality. 

 
Issue 1:Can something like the acrylic mouse squares be art? This can be answered with 
a straightforward “yes” or “no.” Alternatively, it is possible to argue for a particular set of 
limits on what sort of “cruel art” counts as art. Be sure to choose limits that can be 
reasonably debated. 
 
Issue 2: Should artists be permitted to create such cruel works of art? It is acceptable to 
argue for particular limits on such cruel art. Be sure to choose limits that can be 
reasonably debated. 
 
Hints for Issue 1 
Arguing that something like the acrylic mouse squares can be art: One approach is to 
make use of the hints provided for Case #3 while also taking into account the cruelty. 
Part of the task would be to argue that the cruelty does not affect the work’s status as art. 
 



Arguing that something like the acrylic mouse squares cannot be art: One approach is to 
make use of the hints provided for Case #3 while also taking into account the cruelty. 
Part of the task would be to argue that the cruelty does affect the work’s status as art. 
 
Hints for Issue 2 
Arguing that artists should be permitted to create such cruel works of art: One approach 
is to use the hints in Case #6 or Case #7 with a special focus on cruelty. The task would 
be to show that the cruelty of the art does not warrant preventing its creation. 

Another approach is to argue that works of art should not be subject to moral 
assessment, even when the art involves great cruelty to animals. The hints for Case #9 
can be used here, with suitable modifications in the argument to focus specifically on 
cruelty. 

A third approach is to build an argument that focuses on the animals. One way to do 
this is to argue that the aesthetic value produced in a work of art can outweigh the 
suffering of the animals involved in its creation-this would be an argument from 
consequences. An ever more extreme approach would be to argue that animals have no 
moral status at all, so anything can be done to them for the sake of art (or for any other 
reason). If you take this approach, be sure to pay suitable attention to keeping the paper 
within the realm of aesthetics-don’t just write a paper on animals.  
 
Arguing that artists should not be permitted to create such cruel works of art: One 
approach is to use the hints in Case #6 or Case #7 with a special focus on cruelty. The 
task would be to show that the cruelty of the art does warrant preventing its creation. 

Another approach is to argue that works of art should be subject to moral assessment, 
especially when the art involves great cruelty to animals. The hints for Case #9 can be 
used here, with suitable modifications in the argument to focus specifically on cruelty. 

A third approach is to build an argument that focuses on the animals. One way to do 
this is to argue that the aesthetic value produced in a work of art does not outweigh the 
suffering of the animals involved in its creation-this would be an argument from 
consequences. If you take this approach, be sure to pay suitable attention to keeping the 
paper within the realm of aesthetics-don’t just write a paper on animals. 

A fourth approach is to use the method of mixing norms (the good method, not the 
flawed one). Such cruelty to animals is often illegal. The task would be to argue that the 
legal norms can and should be applied in the realm of aesthetics.  
 
Case 12: Can Murder be a Fine Art? 
 In 1827 the English writer Thomas De Quincey's wrote a satirical essay entitled "On 
Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts." While the essay was intended as satire, it 
does contain arguments for the claim that murder could be a fine art. Imagine that an 
artist is inspired by reading this work and sets out to create such fine works of art-artistic 
murders. While the artist will no doubt be held to be committing acts of grave immorality 
and will most likely have her artistic career brought up short by the police, there is still 
the matter of the aesthetic value of her works of art. 
 
Issue: Can murder or other harmful acts against people by an artist be art? 
 



Hints 
Arguing that murder or other immoral acts by an artist against people can be art: One 
approach is to make use of the hints provided for Case #3 while also taking into account 
that murder or other harmful acts are involved. Part of the task would be to argue that the 
murder or harm does not affect the work’s status as art. 
 
Arguing that murder or other immoral acts by an artist against people can be art: One 
approach is to make use of the hints provided for Case #3 while also taking into account 
the cruelty. Part of the task would be to argue that the cruelty does affect the work’s 
status as art. 
 
Case 13: Bloody Art 

In the 1960 and 1970s  a rather “interesting” phase in the history of performance art 
occurred. Chris Burden was shot in the arm with a .22 in his 1971 piece Shoot.  In 1973 
he performed Through the Night Softly by crawling, almost naked, through broken glass. 
In his 1974 work entitled Transfixed, he was nailed to the roof of a Volkswagen. A group 
of European artists calling themselves the Wiener Aktionismus topped Burden. One 
member, Schwarzkogler created what he described as "artistic nudes-similar to a 
wreckage." He created his art by mutilating himself and this included cutting his penis. 
The injuries he inflicted on himself eventually resulted in his death in 1969. 

While such behavior might be dismissed as mere masochism, some regarded it as art. In 
any case, these examples of rather bloody performance art raise interesting issues 
regarding art and morality. 
 
Issue 1:Can such performances be art? This can be answered with a straightforward “yes” 
or “no.” Alternatively, it is possible to argue for a particular set of limits on what sort of 
“bloody art” counts as art. Be sure to choose limits that can be reasonably debated. 
 
Issue 2: Should artists be permitted to create such “bloody” works of art? It is acceptable 
to argue for particular limits on such art. Be sure to choose limits that can be reasonably 
debated. 
 
Hints for Issue 1 
Arguing that such performances can be art: One approach is to make use of the hints 
provided for Case #3 while also taking into account the self harm. Part of the task would 
be to argue that the self harm does not affect the work’s status as art. 
 
Arguing that such performances cannot be art: One approach is to make use of the hints 
provided for Case #3 while also taking into account the self harm being inflicted. Part of 
the task would be to argue that the harm does affect the work’s status as art. 
 
Hints for Issue 2 
Arguing that artists should be permitted to harm themselves creating works of art: One 
approach is to use the hints in Case #6 or Case #7 with a special focus on self harm. The 
task would be to show that the cruelty of the art does not warrant preventing its creation. 



Another approach is to argue that works of art should not be subject to moral 
assessment, even when the art involves self harm. The hints for Case #9 can be used here, 
with suitable modifications in the argument to focus specifically on self harm. 

A third approach is to build an argument that focuses on the harm. One way to do this is 
to argue that the aesthetic value produced in a work of art can outweigh the suffering of 
the person involved in its creation-this would be an argument from consequences. An 
ever more extreme approach would be to argue that people have a right to harm (even 
kill) themselves if they want, so they can do anything to themselves (or allow it to be 
done) for the sake of art. If you take this approach, be sure to pay suitable attention to 
keeping the paper within the realm of aesthetics-don’t just write a paper on a right to self 
harm or suicide.  
 
Arguing that artists should not be permitted to harm themselves to create  works of art: 
One approach is to use the hints in Case #6 or Case #7 with a special focus on self harm. 
The task would be to show that the self harm in the art of the art does warrant preventing 
its creation. 

Another approach is to argue that works of art should be subject to moral assessment, 
especially when the art involves a person being harmed. The hints for Case #9 can be 
used here, with suitable modifications in the argument to focus specifically on harm. 

A third approach is to build an argument that focuses on the artist. One way to do this is 
to argue that the aesthetic value produced in a work of art does not outweigh the suffering 
of the person involved in its creation (even if they do so willingly)-this would be an 
argument from consequences. If you take this approach, be sure to pay suitable attention 
to keeping the paper within the realm of aesthetics-don’t just write a paper on self harm. 
A fourth approach is to use the method of mixing norms (the good method, not the 
flawed one). Such self harm is often illegal. The task would be to argue that the legal 
norms can and should be applied in the realm of aesthetics. 
 
Case 14: Arts and Questionable Content 

Many historical and some modern works of art contain elements that are considered 
sexist, racist or otherwise questionable. Older movies, television shows and even cartoons 
abound with racial and sexual stereotypes. Many older literary works, including classics 
like Huckleberry Finn, contain or express racial and sexual stereotypes. The lyrics of 
some modern songs are full of derogatory terms for women and often present women as 
mere objects-just one more type of possession like money, houses or cars. 

While the influence of political correctness has inclined some people to reject such 
works across the board, such works often have some degree of artistic merit in addition to 
their questionable contents and this merit has inclined some people to want to preserve 
such works. Further, it has been pointed about that historic and even modern works are 
often accurate portrayals of times that were or still are sexist and racist. 

While modern political correctness might lead one to reject such works out of hand as 
pernicious, these works do raise serious philosophic issues. 
 
Issue 1: Can a work still be art if it contains sexist, racist or other questionable content? It 
is also acceptable to narrow the focus of the issue to specific types of art. Be sure that the 



focus is on a matter that is one of reasonable controversy and one that can be reasonably 
debated on both sides. 
 
Issue 2:  Does the artistic merit of a work, its historical status, or its accuracy justify it 
being preserved intact and being kept publicly available despite having sexist, racist or 
otherwise questionable content or should such works be sanitized, locked away or even 
destroyed? It is perfectly acceptable to choose just one of the options-that such works 
should be sanitized or locked away or destroyed. It is also acceptable to narrow the focus 
of the issue to specific types. Be sure that the focus is on a matter that is one of 
reasonable controversy and one that can be reasonably debated on both sides. 

 
Hints for Issue 1 
Arguing that a work that contains sexist, racist or questionable content can be art: One 
approach is to make use of the hints provided for Case #3 while also taking into account 
the sexism, racism or other questionable content. Part of the task would be to argue that 
the content does not affect the work’s status as art. 
 
Arguing that a work that contains sexist, racist or questionable content cannot be art: 
One approach is to make use of the hints provided for Case #3 while also taking into 
account the sexism, racism or other questionable content. Part of the task would be to 
argue that the content does affect the work’s status as art. 
 
Hints for Issue 2 
Arguing that such works should be left intact and publicly available:  One approach is to 
use the hints in Case #6 or Case #9 with a special focus on the content. The task would be 
to show that the content of the art does not warrant altering, restricting or destroying the 
work. 

A second approach is to build an argument that focuses on the content. One way to do 
this is to argue that the aesthetic or historical value of a work of art can outweigh the 
negative consequences of keeping the work intact and available. If you take this 
approach, be sure to pay suitable attention to keeping the paper within the realm of 
aesthetics-don’t just write a paper on sexism or racism.  

A third approach is to build an argument that focuses on truth-the idea would be to 
argue that such works should be kept as they are in order to convey the truth about the 
past or about current times. For example, songs that are sexist are sometimes defended on 
the grounds that they are just describing how things really are. It is also possible to make 
an argument that is based on the negative consequences of altering, concealing or 
destroying works that contain such content. One might also consider using an analogy to 
lying or otherwise concealing or altering the truth. Be sure that the paper stays within the 
realm of aesthetics-don’t just write a paper on truth or history. 

A fourth approach is to argue that such questionable content is acceptable provided that 
the creator of the work is a member of a specific group. For example, it has been claimed 
that as long as the artist is a member of a minority, the work cannot be racist. It has also 
been claimed by some rather radical feminists have claimed that while male created 
pornography should be eliminated, pornography created by women is art and hence 
should be allowed. The tasks would be to argue that whether the content is questionable 



or not depends on the artist and then argue that in such cases the works should be left 
intact and publicly available.  
 
Arguing that such works should be sanitized, locked away or even destroyed:  One 
approach is to use the hints in Case #6 or Case #9 with a special focus on the content. The 
task would be to show that the content of the art does warrant taking such action against 
the works. Be sure to address the matter of the historical status as well. 

Another approach is to argue that works of art should be subject to moral assessment, 
especially when the art involves questionable content The hints for Case #9 can be used 
here, with suitable modifications in the argument to focus specifically on such content.  

A third approach is to build an argument that focuses on the consequences. One way to 
do this is to argue that the aesthetic value produced in a work of art does not outweigh the 
negative consequences of leaving such work intact and/or publicly available. If you take 
this approach, be sure to pay suitable attention to keeping the paper within the realm of 
aesthetics-don’t just write a paper on sexism or racism. 
 
 
Case 15: Evil Artists 

While most moral or aesthetic concerns about a work of art focus on the content of the 
work, there are also cases in which works are regarded as immoral or less aesthetically 
valuable or are  even censored because of the character, actions or beliefs of the artist. 

For example, Israel has long had an informal ban on the playing of the works of 
Wagner and many Jewish musicians and conductors also refuse to perform or conduct his 
works.  This is because Wagner was an anti-Semite and his musical works were 
embraced by the Nazis and played at their rallies (although Wagner died long before the 
Nazis came into power).  

As another example, after one of the Dixie Chicks expressed her views on the Iraq 
situation, some radio stations and media conglomerates stopped playing the Dixie Chicks’ 
music. 

There are also countless other cases of people regarding works as immoral or lacking in 
aesthetic value or even refusing to experience the works because of their negative view of 
the creators of the works. For example, a person might refuse to listen to an artist’s music 
and consider it of inferior quality after s/he finds out that the artist is a homosexual. 

While it seems reasonable to believe that people do have a right to avoid art they dislike 
(regardless of the reason for the dislike), the question remains as to whether the character, 
beliefs of actions of the artist should play a role in assessing the work morally or 
aesthetically. 
 
Issue: Should the character, beliefs, or actions of the artist be taken into account when 
assessing a work of art morally or aesthetically?  
 
Hints 
 
Arguing that the character of the artist is relevant to the assessment: One approach is to 
use an argument by analogy that compares a person’s actions with art. One moral theory, 
namely virtue theory, includes the view that people generally perform actions based on 



their moral character. Using this as a starting point, it could be argued that a work of art, 
like a person’s actions, is a reflection of their character. Hence, if the artist has negative 
qualities, they would also be present in the work.  

Another approach is to build an argument that builds on the view that some of an 
artist’s qualities have an influence on the work. For example, in recent years it has been 
popular to argue that the “race”, gender or economic background of the artist affect the 
work of art. The task would be to find a theory that presents that view (using it in an 
argument by authority) and then arguing that the same reasoning can be applied to the 
qualities relevant to this case. 

A third approach is to argue that looking at the work alone is not enough to truly 
understand the work or assess the work. The task would be to support that view and then 
argue that this supports the claim that the character of the artist is relevant to the 
assessment of the work. 
 
Arguing that the character of the artist is not relevant to the assessment: One approach is 
to build an argument based on consideration of the ad homimen. An ad hominem is a 
fallacy (a mistake in reasoning) in which a person’s claim is rejected because of some 
alleged fact about the person that is actually logically irrelevant to the truth (or falsity) of 
the claim. The task would be to show, perhaps by analogy, that when someone assesses a 
work of art based on facts about the artist they are making an aesthetic mistake 
comparable to the logical mistake made in the ad hominem.  

Another approach is to consider the distinction between the morality of an action and 
the morality of the agent (the one who performs an action). In ethics, it is generally 
accepted that the two can be distinct. For example, a person who is generally good might 
commit an evil act out of ignorance or in a moment of weakness. The task would be to 
argue that same sort of reasoning would also apply in the aesthetics (suitably modified, of 
course). 

A third approach is to directly argue that works of art should be assessed without taking 
into account facts about the author. There are many ways to do this. One way might be to 
use an analogy-one would not examine facts about the artist to determine whether a 
sculpture is made of bronze or iron-one would examine the work. By analogy, one would 
not examine facts about an artist to determine whether a work is immoral, lacks aesthetic 
value or should be censored.  
 

 
Case 16: Portraying Evil 

In some cases artists create works of art that are regarded as morally questionable or 
even evil, yet they deny that they themselves are immoral for creating the work. Perhaps 
the most famous example of this type of situation is that of the Triumph of the Will. In 
1933 Leni Riefenstahl was commissioned by Adolph Hitler to create documentaries of 
the Nazi Party rallies in Nuremburg. Riefenstahl was well known in Germany as an 
actress and a director, but it is believed that she was not a member of the Nazi party and 
it has been claimed that she was not particularly involved in politics, though she did say 
she admired Hitler. While she created three documentaries, only one of them has become 
truly famous-Triumph of the Will. This film of the 1934 rally in Nuremberg won 



numerous awards including the grand prize at the Venice Film Festival and the 
International Grind Prix at the 1937 Paris World Exhibition. 

Despite the awards and the exceptional quality of the work, the Triumph of the Will 
displays what many consider to be the greatest evil of the twentieth century. As such, the 
work is often regarded as evil. 

Riefenstahl, who died in 2003 at the age of 101, was never charged with war crimes, 
though she did serve four years in prison for her work in Nazi propaganda. She 
maintained that she had created the film for the sake of art and not out of political 
motivations. According to an interview with BBC News Online, she said: "I was only 
interested in how I could make a film that was not stupid like a crude propagandist 
newsreel, but more interesting" and that "It reflects the truth as it was then, in 1934. It is a 
documentary, not propaganda.”  

While her character was in doubt, no one questioned the fact that her films were 
groundbreaking-she pioneered film techniques, such as the use of cranes, tracking rails 
and multiple cameras, methods that are still in use today.  

Works such as the Triumph of the Will raise many questions, one of which is whether 
an artist can distance him/herself from the evil that is portrayed in his/her work. 
 
Issue: Can an artist distance him/herself from the evil portrayed in his/her work such that 
s/he is not accountable for its content? It is acceptable to focus your paper more 
specifically. For example, you might want to focus your argument on documentaries or 
you might take into account the role the artist plays or the attitude the artist expresses. 
 
Hints 
Arguing that artists can distance themselves from the evil portrayed in their work so they 
are not accountable for its content: One approach is to use an argument by analogy that 
compares the artist to a reporter. The tasks would be to argue that a reporter and an artist 
are relevantly similar, that (in general) reporters are not accountable for the evil they 
report on, and then to draw the relevant conclusion. This approach works best when 
discussing artists who capture the actions of others, such as photographers and those who 
create documentaries. 

A second approach is to argue that one of an artist’s responsibilities is to convey truths 
to the world and that one of these truths is that evil exists. One way to support this is to 
consider an analogy with scientists-it is often claimed that scientists merely discover and 
present things (such as how to create an atomic bomb) and are not accountable for the 
truths they find.  

A third approach is to argue that artists can distance themselves from the evil they 
portray by the role they play in portraying it and the attitude expressed in their work. The 
task would be to argue that an artist can present evil in an artistic, positive and 
sympathetic way without being accountable for the evil they portray.  
 
Arguing that artists cannot distance themselves from the evil portrayed in their work so 
they are not accountable for its content: One approach is to argue that the nature of artists 
is such that they are responsible for the content of the work. This can be done by 
considering the relation between the artist and his/her work. For example, it can be 
argued that artists are not like reporters-reporters are supposed to merely present the 



facts, even those relating to evil events. In contrast, artists take an active role in the way 
the evil is presented. One might consider an analogy between an artist and a baker-the 
baker does not create the materials s/he works with, but s/he is responsible for the final 
product. The task would be to argue that artists must take an active role in the creation of 
their work and that this makes them accountable. 

Another approach is to consider an analogy between artists and scientists. It is often 
argued that while scientists do discover truths that are “out there” they are still 
accountable for presenting those truths and the consequences that they might have. The 
task would be to provide an argument that scientists are accountable and then draw an 
analogy to artists. 
  
Case #17 Remakes of Films 

While there is some debate over why films are remade (beyond the obvious desire to 
make money) it is evident that recent years have seen an increase in the number of films 
being remade. Some examples, in various genres, include The Time Machine, The 
Haunting, and Freaky Friday. In some cases remakes substantially improve on the 
original film, such as in the case of the remake of Evil Dead as Evil Dead 2. In other 
cases, excellent films are remade as horrid travesties of the original, as was the case with 
the sad desecration of the original The Haunting by those who remade the film. In other 
cases, the remake is merely very inferior, as with The Time Machine and 20,000 Leagues 
Beneath the Sea. 

Advances in technology have also seen partial remakes of films-most famously the Star 
Wars films that were made in the 1970s and 1980s were redone with some new special 
effects in the 1990s. 

Such cases raise the question of when and if remakes should be made. 
 
Issue: Is it aesthetically acceptable to remake films? Keep in mind that while you can 
(and should) use specific examples, the issue is not whether a particular film should be 
remade or not. It is perfectly acceptable to narrow the focus of the issue to address a 
specific type of remake, for example a paper might focus on partial remakes as in the 
case of Star Wars. Be sure that the specific issue you address is one that reasonable 
arguments could be given for either side. 
 
Hints 
Arguing that remakes are acceptable: The most straightforward approach is to consider 
the conditions under which you think a film should be remade and then present and 
defend those conditions. For example, one condition might involve changes in special 
effects or film technology-a remake of a special-effect intensive film might be justified 
by improvements in the relevant technology (as occurred in the three original Star Wars 
films). Another condition might involve changes in society, values, or culture. For 
example, a film might be remade to be more politically correct.  

Another condition might be to “keep up with the times.” Many past films, such as 
Freaky Friday targeted the notoriously style and time conscious teen set so it was remade 
again to fit modern times and appeal to the current set of teens.  

Be sure to keep in mind that you need to defend the conditions by arguing that they 
justify remaking a film on grounds that are relevant to aesthetic consideration. Making 



money is not really relevant (unless, of course, you can come up with an argument that it 
is). As a relevant example, an earlier film might have implemented a very good idea 
poorly, but it could be argued that it should be remade on the grounds that a good idea in 
the arts should be implemented properly to create something of greater aesthetic value.  
 
Arguing that remakes are not acceptable: One approach is to build an argument based on 
the integrity of a work-that once a work is done it should be respected and not remade. 
The task would be to argue that works deserve such respect, that a remake would show a 
lack of respect for the work and that, hence, a work should not be remade. It is reasonable 
to limit this to good films.  

A second approach is to focus on the aesthetic rights of the creator(s) of the work to 
their work. The task would be to argue that remaking the film of a director, actors, etc. 
would be analogous to repainting a painting or redoing a sculpture, etc., arguing that this 
should not be done in the case of paintings, etc. and concluding that it should not be done 
in the case of films. 

 
Case #18 Remaking Songs 

Like films, songs are often remade by new artists (such as Limp Bizkit’s remake of the 
Who’s classic “Behind Blue Eyes”). While cover bands perform other people’s music all 
the time, this case is focused on professional remakes of songs in which a band or artist 
takes a song that has been already released by another artist or band  and remakes it to 
release as their own song.  

While this practice is often driven by economic motivations (a remake of a hit is more 
likely to be a hit and a remake band is often cheaper than the original) the important 
concerns in this context must be aesthetic. 
 
Issue: Is it aesthetically acceptable to remake songs? Keep in mind that while you can 
(and should) use specific examples, the issue is not whether a particular song should be 
remade or not. Also keep in mind that this issue is not about an artist or band re-recording 
their own music and it is not about literally stealing music from other artists. It is 
perfectly acceptable to narrow the focus of the issue to address a specific type of remake, 
for example a paper might focus on remaking a song for a movie. Be sure that the 
specific issue you address is one that reasonable arguments could be given for either side. 
 
Hints 
Arguing that it is acceptable to remake songs: The most straightforward approach is to 
consider the conditions under which you think a song should be remade and then present 
and defend those conditions. For example, one condition might involve changes in music 
technology-an older song might be remade to provide a much clearer digital recording. 

Another condition might involve changes in society, values, or culture. For example, a 
song might be remade with some changes in the lyrics because certain phrases are now 
acceptable or are no longer acceptable.  

Another condition might be to “keep up with the times.” Music styles change and hence 
a song might be remade with the same lyrics but in a different style.  

Be sure to keep in mind that you need to defend the conditions by arguing that they 
justify remaking a song on grounds that are relevant to aesthetic consideration. Making 



money is not really relevant (unless, of course, you can come up with an argument that it 
is). As a relevant example, it could be argued that a work could be remade if the 
remaking artist can present the song in a new and aesthetically valuable way. For 
example, Johnny Cash remade the Nine Inch Nails song “Hurt” in his own way, to great 
acclaim. 
 
Arguing that it is not acceptable to remake songs: One approach is to build an argument 
based on the integrity of a work-that once a work is done it should be respected and not 
remade. The task would be to argue that works deserve such respect, that a remake would 
show a lack of respect for the work and that, hence, a work should not be remade. It is 
reasonable to limit this to good songs.  

A second approach is to focus on the aesthetic rights of the creator(s) of the work to 
their work. The task would be to argue that remaking the song would be analogous to 
repainting a painting or redoing a sculpture, etc., arguing that this should not be done in 
the case of paintings, etc. and concluding that it should not be done in the case of songs. 
 
Case #19 Pages to Stages: Changing Art 

It has long been a common practice to make novels and short stories into films and 
some of the most successful films came from literature. 

In some cases films stick as close as possible to the works they are based on. For 
example, the Lord of the Rings trilogy is very close to the original books and most 
changes were necessitated by realistic concerns about how long an audience can remain 
seated for a film.  

In other cases the film includes major changes from the original book or story. For 
example, the works of Shakespeare have often been made into movies set in alternative 
times and places (in some cases, some are tempted to classify the resulting films as 
science fiction because they effectively create alternative universes). As another example, 
the works of Philip K. Dick have been made into films such as Total Recall, Blade 
Runner, Minority Report and Pay Check. In all of these films, the movie bears very little 
resemblance to the original work (compare, for example, Total Recall to the very short 
story it is based on-“We Can Remember it For You Wholesale”). 

In some rare cases the film and the literary source have nothing in common but the 
name. For example, the film Lawnmower Man and the Stephen King story “Lawnmower 
man” share the same title and nothing else at all. 

Such changes or lack of change raise a variety of questions about changing a work 
when taking it to the big screen. 
 
Issue: Is it aesthetically acceptable to alter literary works when they are made into films? 
Keep in mind that while you can (and should) use specific examples, the issue is not 
whether a particular work should be changed when made into a film or not. It is perfectly 
acceptable to narrow the focus of the issue. Be sure that the specific issue you address is 
one that reasonable arguments could be given for either side. For example, a paper on 
whether it is acceptable to make the minimal changes needed to convert a book to a 
movie would not be a very reasonable paper and should not be done. 
 
Hints 



Arguing that such alterations are acceptable: The most straightforward approach is to 
consider the conditions under which you think a work can be altered and then present and 
defend those conditions.  

One condition might be to “keep up with the times.” For example, a story with a strong 
message might be set in an earlier time period and it might be remade in a modern setting 
to convey the message in a clearer manner without the distraction of an historical setting. 

Another condition might be based on situations in which a literary work had a good 
idea but did not develop it as well as it could have been developed. For example, many 
people consider Blade Runner to be better than the book (Do Androids Dream of Eclectic 
Sheep) it is based on. 

Be sure to keep in mind that you need to defend the conditions by arguing that they 
justify remaking a song on grounds that are relevant to aesthetic consideration. Making 
money is not really relevant (unless, of course, you can come up with an argument that it 
is). For example, it might be argued that changing the setting of a work in the film 
version would be acceptable if the director did this, in part, to make the point that the 
truths in the work apply to any time.  
 
Arguing that such alterations are not acceptable: One approach is to build an argument 
based on the integrity of a work-that once a work is done it should be respected and not 
significantly changed when made into a film. The task would be to argue that works 
deserve such respect, that a remake would show a lack of respect for the work and that, 
hence, a work should not be altered. It is reasonable to limit this to good stories and 
books.  

A second approach is to focus on the aesthetic rights of the creator(s) of the work to 
their work. The task would be to argue that altering the work would be analogous to 
repainting a painting or redoing a sculpture, etc., arguing that this should not be done in 
the case of paintings, etc. and concluding that it should not be done in the case of a 
literary work. 
 
Case #20 Who is the Artist? 

The March 2004 issue of Smithsonian (pages 39-40) described  the approach of 
conceptual artist Sol LeWitt. While regarded as an artist, LeWitt takes a somewhat 
unusual approach to his art: he hires other artists to implement his designs. He claimed in 
1967 that “The idea or concept is the most important aspect of the work.” (page 30) He 
even goes so far as to claim that the art lies in the planning and decision making while 
“the execution is a perfunctory affair.” (page 30) This view has been echoed by curator 
Phyllis Rosenweig who says, “in my opinion, the real work of art is the idea.” (page 30) 

While the artists who are licensed to do the “perfunctory” task of implementing the art 
receive a plan that is quite similar to a paint-by-number kit, the license allows them to 
make changes to the work. One artist who has implemented LeWitt’s work regards the 
implementation as “a very democratic process” (page 39) in that the various 
implementers decide how to best implement the work. 

Another interesting aspect of LeWitt’s approach is that rather than selling the physical 
manifestation of his idea, he sells a license or deed for his plans. The owner can then 
have the work implemented and destroyed as desired. 
 



Issue: In situations in which artists implement the ideas of another artist, is the true artist 
the implementer(s)or the creator of the idea…or is there another alternative? 
 
Hints 
 
Arguing that the creator of the idea is the artist: One approach is to develop the analogy 
LeWitt uses, namely that he is to his implementers like an architect is to the builders. The 
task would be to develop the analogy and show how this supports the claim that creator 
of the idea is the artist and the implementers are not. Similar analogies could also be 
developed, such as comparing the artist to a military leader and the implementers to the 
common soldiers. It is acceptable to use more than one analogy, but it is better to 
effectively develop one analogy rather than weakly developing two or more. 

Another approach is to support the claim that “the real work is the idea.” This could 
involve arguing that the creation of art takes place within the mind as opposed to the 
physical world of paint, instruments, metal, stone and wood. Ironically, one way to 
develop an argument is to consider Plato’s discussion of the degrees of reality in the 
Republic. Be sure to develop the argument so it connects to the issue rather than just 
summarizing what Plato claims.  

Another approach is to consider a definition of art and use this to support the claim that 
the creator of the idea is the true artist. The task would be to briefly defend a definition of 
art and then show that this account supports your position. Although Tolstoy focuses 
mainly on emotion, his theory is worth considering in this context. Be sure that the 
argument is clearly connected to the issue-do not just present or summarize an account of 
art. Also, be sure to avoid begging the question. For example, the definition of art should 
not simply state that the artist is the creator of the idea. 

 
Arguing that the implementers are the artists: One approach is to consider a definition of 
art and use this to support the claim that the creator of the idea is the true artist. The task 
would be to briefly defend a definition of art and then show that this account supports 
your position. Naturally, the account would need to focus on the physical aspects of the 
art. Be sure that the argument is clearly connected to the issue-do not just present or 
summarize an account of art. Also, be sure to avoid begging the question. For example, 
the definition of art should not simply state that the artist is the one who implements the 
work. 

Another approach is to develop an analogy that supports your position. The point of the 
analogy would be to show that it is the implementation that matters, not the creating of 
the mere idea. For example, an analogy might be drawn to cooking with the creator of the 
idea being the one who creates the recipe while the one who prepares the food is the 
implementer. The task would be to develop the analogy so that it shows the key quality is 
implementing ideas rather than simply coming up with the idea. 

A third approach could be based on likely intuitions about art. For example, a plausible 
and intuitive view is that creating art is not just thinking of the idea, but implementing the 
idea. One way to support this might be by developing an analogy. For example, if one 
person came up with a plan for running better and another person actually ran and won 
the race, the creator of the idea would not be the winner. The runner would be the winner. 
The task would be to show that the analogy holds. 



 
Arguing for an alternative: One reasonable alternative would be to argue that the creator 
of the idea and the implementers together compose “the” artist. One way to support this 
view would be by using an analogy. One analogy worth considering would be that of a 
team. The coach comes up with the ideas, the players implement them, yet the whole is a 
team. The task would be to develop the analogy fully. There are many other possible 
alternatives as well. 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
  
 
 


