
Syllabus for Scientific Research Seminar - “18
th

 Century Aesthetics and Early Modern 

Theories of Sociability” 

A course for the third year undergraduate students on specialization “Philosophy” 

 

The course “18
th

 Century Aesthetics and Early Modern Theories of Sociability” is a one-month 

compulsory course for the third year undergraduate students of the School of Philosophy. The 

course is focused on the points of intersection between moral theory, aesthetics and civil sciences 

in the oeuvre of the most prominent representatives of the so-called English “empirical 

aesthetics”: Thomas Addison, Francis Hutcheson, Edmund Burke, and David Hume. Taking as 

its starting point the 17
th

 century theories of sociability (socialitas), common sense and universal 

natural right, developed in the civil sciences by Thomas Hobbes, Giambattista Vico, Samuel 

Pufendorf et al., the course proceeds examining the new conceptual network introduced by the 

18
th

 century theorists of aesthetics (notions of taste, sympathy, imaginative association, fine arts). 

One of the central topics to be studied is to demonstrate how the aesthetic and moral themes 

merged with the pivotal epistemological issues, such as the scientia de singularibus aporia, the 

application of the geometrical method to the universe of the arbitrary action (mathesis politica, 

ethica more geometrico demonstrata), the state of nature as an absolute social other.    

 

1 Learning Objectives. The course aims at reconstructing the genealogy the of the Kantian 

thesis, put forward in his “Critique of the judgment of taste”, according to which the 

aesthetic are completely distinct from the moral ones. The attendees of the course are 

supposed to:   

 scrutinize the historical-philosophical background of the central  

 

2 Learning Outcomes  

 

3 Course plan  

1. The first two seminars deal with the epistemological background of the early modern 

theories of sociability: taking as a starting point the ‘prudential theorems’ from the sixth chapter 

of Hobbes’ Leviathan, they set out in consecutive order the Cartesian foundations of sociability 

in Samuel Pufendorf’s theory of the natural right, the sensualist scienza del commercio of 

Celestino Galiani, and the refutation of both Cartesian ‘hypothetical metaphysics’ and ‘politics 

of merchants’ on the grounds of ‘practical Platonism’ by Paolo Mattia Doria. 

 

a Required 



 Hobbes Th. Leviathan: Revised Student Edition / R. Tuck (ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1996. P. 24–36. 

 

b Optional 

 

Hont I. The Language of Sociability and Commerce: Samuel Pufendorf and the 

Theoretical Foundations of the ‘Four-Stages Theory’ // The Languages of Political Theory in 

Early-modern Europe / E. Pagden (ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987. 

Palladini F. Pufendorf Disciple of Hobbes: The Nature of Man and the State of Nature: 

The Doctrine of socialitas // History of European Ideas. No 34 (2008). P. 26 – 60.  

 

2. Subsequent workshops examine the English-Irish empirical aesthetics against the 

background of the French conception of Fine Arts (Abbé Charles Batteux, the “je ne sais quoi” 

principle as the foundation of taste) and German “aesthetics” as a general “science of sensitive 

cognition” (scientia cognitionis sensitivae), comprising three branches: heuristic, methodology 

and semiotic; its representation as gnoseologia inferior (A. G. Baumgarten). Moses Mendelson's 

Spinozistic opposition to Baumgarten.  

 

Mirbach D. Magnitudo aesthetica, Aesthetic Greatness. Ethical Aspects of Alexander 

Gottlieb Baumgarten's Fragmentary Aesthetica (1750/58) 

https://ojs.statsbiblioteket.dk/index.php/nja/article/viewFile/2799/2420  

Wallenstein S.-O. Baumgarten and the Invention of Aesthetics 

http://www.academia.edu/8499549/Baumgarten_and_the_Invention_of_Aesthetics  

Ahlberg L.-O. The Invention of Modern Aesthetics: From Leibniz to Kant. http://hs.zrc-

sazu.si/Portals/0/sp/hs4/13-HS_4_web_Ahlberg.pdf  

Gordon D. Citizens Without Sovereignty: Equality and Sociability in French Thought, 

1670 – 1789. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1994.  

Reiss H. The Rise of Aesthetics from Baumgarten to Humboldt // The Cambridge History 

of Literary Criticism: Volume 4, The Eighteenth Century. Cambidge: Cambridge UP, 2005. P. 

658–680. 

 

3. Sociability and theory of taste as pivotal topics of the Scottish Enlightenment 

constitute the main focus of the next four hours of study. Francis Hutcheson stance of the 

common source of morality and aesthetics; De naturali hominum socialitate (1730) and An 

Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (1725) as the earliest manifestos of 

https://ojs.statsbiblioteket.dk/index.php/nja/article/viewFile/2799/2420
http://www.academia.edu/8499549/Baumgarten_and_the_Invention_of_Aesthetics
http://hs.zrc-sazu.si/Portals/0/sp/hs4/13-HS_4_web_Ahlberg.pdf
http://hs.zrc-sazu.si/Portals/0/sp/hs4/13-HS_4_web_Ahlberg.pdf


the new tendency in both social theory and aesthetic reflection. The opposition to Hobbes and 

Mandeville on the ground of the common sense (Hutcheson, Shaftsebury); linguistic relativity of 

the taste. Overcoming the Cartesian dualism: physiological foundations of affects and social 

instincts, the speech as mediation between the body and the soul. Use of scientific rhetoric in the 

moral world: stoic (Ciceronian) oikeiosis in Newtonian clothes (Berkeley's concept of gravity as 

a metaphor for the innate sociability; Turnbull's Principles of Moral Philosophy, 1740). The 

problem of experiment in the judgments of taste (David Hume's On the Standard of Taste). The 

chapter Sensus Communis, an Essay on the Freedom of Wit and Humour from the first volume of 

Antony Ashley Cooper's Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times: natural teleology 

and the aporia of the formal principle of morality. Criticism of “hidden qualities” starting from 

Descartes and the problem of the objectiveness of the moral categories. 

 

a Required 

Hume D. Of the Standard of Taste 

http://www.econlib.org/library/LFBooks/Hume/hmMPL23.html  

Labio C. Origins and the Enlightenment: Aesthetic Epistemology from Descartes to Kant. New-

York, 2004. 

 

 

4. Genealogy of sublime and beautiful: from Vico's sublime to Kant's das Erhabene. 

Edmund Burke's On the Sublime and Beautiful: the Sublime as a social-building principle; its 

provenience from the Hobbes' terrour. Genius and ingenium: from the Baroque “aesthetic 

epistemology” to the romantic conception of geniality. “Crude metaphysics”, sublime poetry and 

common sense in Vico. Ingenium in natural philosophy in Vico, Grazian and Cartesian physics 

and Kantian idea of ingenium as an instrument of nature in art and dissection of ingenium from 

natural investigation (46 of the Third Critique). Iucundum, pulchrum, sublime, honestum before 

and in Kant. 

 

a Required 

Ps. Longinus. On the Sublime / transl. by W. Rhys Roberts 

http://classicpersuasion.org/pw/longinus/  

The New Science of Giambattista Vico. Unabridged Translation of the Third Edition (1744) with 

the Addition of “Practic of the New Science” // transl. by Th.G. Bergin and M.H. Fisch. Ithaca; 

New-York: John Hopkins University Press, 1976. P. 100; 114-120; 124-142. 

Th. Burnet, The Sacred Theory of the Earth, London, 1697, Preface, s. p. 

http://www.econlib.org/library/LFBooks/Hume/hmMPL23.html
http://classicpersuasion.org/pw/longinus/


Kant I. Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime / transl. By J. T. Goldthwait. 

Berkeley: California UP, 2003.  

c Optional 

The Sublime: From Antiquity to the Present / Costelloe T. M. (ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 

2012 (Part One).  

A. Coppola, Imagination and Pleasure in the Cosmography of Thomas Burnet's Sacred Theory 

of the Earth, in World-building and the early modern imagination, ed. by  A. B. Kavey, New-

York, 2010,  

 

3 Grading System  

 Attendance of the classes: 20%  
 Participation in discussions 40% 

 Take-home assignments and class presentations 40% 

4 Methods of Instruction: seminars with the special emphasis on reading sources; take-

home assignments and presentations 

 

 

 


