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Benedict Anderson opens Imagined Communities (1983) by noting that all communities larger 
than small villages with face-to-face contact, “and possibly even those,” must be imagined. 
What matters is the “style” of imagining. Enter the aesthetic imagination. In this class we will 
explore the ethics of aesthetics, paying careful attention to the formal means by which 
different aesthetic modes put demands, or not, on the reader or spectator for the acts of 
abstraction, judgment, and reflection that might instantiate community. What are the forms of 
narration that move us toward ethical community, bound together by something that at once 
includes and exceeds the idea of the nation, or race, or class, or gender, or religion, or politics? 
For the eighteenth century, the beautiful was the aesthetic of community, that is, of common 
taste and a common sense of things, but that “common sense,” paradoxically, was an effect of 
satire. Irony, satire, and comedy are exemplary narrative modes because of the demands they 
make on judgment. The class begins with classical pastoral comedy and then moves to the 
eighteenth century, tracking its twinned invention of aesthetics and civil society focalized both 
in the debate between the beautiful and sublime, and in burgeoning genres and modes, 
including the country house novel, the gothic, the picturesque, the sentimental, and camp, 
modes we will track into the present. Throughout we explore the idea of a community of taste, 
pace Bourdieu, through the perennial questions of insiders and outsiders, as of high and low. 
Theoretical and philosophical resources include Shaftesbury, Kant, and Schiller on the 
aesthetics of the beautiful and the foundations of ethical judgment; Adam Smith on sympathy 
and sentiment; Raymond Williams and William Empson on “structures of feeling,” Pierre 
Bourdieu on communities of taste as class structures, and Sianne Ngai, Sara Ahmed and Lauren 
Berlant on the affective and ethical dimensions of the aesthetics of community.  
 
*Students are asked to read Austen’s Emma before the class begins. 
** This class counts for the pre-1800 requirement 
 
Key Texts 
Theocritus, Idylls (circa 270 BCE) 
Virgil, Eclogues (37 BCE) 
Peter Weir, The Truman Show (1998) 
Frances Burney, Evelina (1778) 
Uvedale Price, An Essay on the Picturesque (1794) 
Wordsworth and Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads (1798) (selections) 
Austen, Emma (1816) 
Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest (1895) 
Evelyn Waugh, Vile Bodies (1930) 
Nancy Mitford, Love in a Cold Climate (1945) 
Monica Ali, Brick Lane (2003) 



Zaide Smith, On Beauty (2005) 
 
 


