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Southeastern Student Conference in Aesthetics.  College of Charleston, Charleston, SC. 
 March 18, 2017.  Organizing Committee Chair:  Jonathan Neufeld. 

From film to found objects; from the ontology of American Sign Language poems to the ontology of 
paper architecture -- the Southeastern Student Conference in Aesthetics, which took place on March 18, 
2017 at the College of Charleston (Charleston, SC) provided a unique opportunity for students to share 
their work on a diverse array of aesthetic topics. Sponsored by the American Society for Aesthetics, the 
Aesthetics Working Group at the College of Charleston, and the Philosophy Department at the College of 
Charleston, this was the first conference that was organized and received funding from the American 
Society for Aesthetics since they began sponsoring student conferences. Ten undergraduate and graduate 
students presented their work during three panels. Although there was a large representation of student 
presenters from institutions in the southeast, presenters traveled from as far as California and New York. 
The day was capped off by a pair of intriguing and creative talks by two distinguished plenary roundtable 
speakers Sherri Irvin (University of Oklahoma), who discussed using aesthetic exploration to resist body 
oppression, and Julian Dodd (University of Manchester), who discussed a new model for determining the 
authenticity of musical works.  

Even though it was eight o’clock in the morning, the conference started on a high-energy note. 
Before the coffee even arrived, conference attendees and presenters were eagerly discussing, of all things, 
the aesthetics of emojis, among a variety of other topics. These early morning pre-coffee and pastry 
conversations set the collaborative and friendly tone for the entire conference. Attending the conference 
were a mix of faculty members from the College of Charleston as well as curious students from a variety 
of disciplines. This collaborative and philosophically stimulating environment accomplished what the 
ideal conference environment should be: to be a place where ideas are shared and critically discussed with 
genuine curiosity.   
 Perhaps the greatest strength of the conference as a whole was the plurality of art forms, 
philosophers, and philosophical approaches represented. Presenters discussed Gottlob Frege, Martin 
Heidegger, Merold Westphal, and even Julian Dodd himself (he signed speaker Tyler Pugeda’s book). No 
one type of issue dominated: there were papers on ontology, phenomenology, and social justice. 
Moreover, approaches to tackling aesthetic issues were similarly diverse. Some presenters used art to 
illustrate how theoretical notions of time or human consciousness function. Others thought about the 
social implications of how we relate to art made by certain people (such as prisoners), and how aesthetic 
judgments of bodies have their own social consequences. Perhaps the most exciting part of the conference 
was the fact that no one domain of art dominated the presentations either. There were papers on more 
traditional aesthetic topics such as the visual arts and music, but also papers that explored art forms that 
have been less represented in aesthetic conversations, such as found object sculptures, American Sign 
Language poems, and paper architecture.  
 The first panel of the day tackled phenomenological issues in aesthetics. Sydney Harvey 
(University of Missouri, Kansas City) presented a paper about how the diegetic and non-diegetic elements 
of film can help us understand the processes of the conscious human mind. Melani Shahin (Fordham 
University) presented a paper about how playing music gives an explicitly bodily account of Heidegger’s 
notion of ecstatic temporality. Adam Grimes (Warren Wilson College) showed how what is “street” in 
street art is intimately tied to the viewers’ “familiar expectations” of what street is.  
 The second panel tackled ontological issues related to a very interesting set of rarely discussed art 
forms. Joshua Myers (University of Miami) argued that a distinction between plays, productions, and 
performances gives the best account ontological account for theatrical artworks (including non-traditional 
and improvisatory works). Tyler Pugeda (California State, Northridge) presented a paper that modified 
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Julian Dodd’s token-type theory in order to give an ontological account of American Sign Language 
poems. Nicolas Delgado Alcega (University of Miami) modified Roman Ingarden’s ontology of 
architecture to account for paper architecture (architectural works that are created only in paper, but are 
not simply drafts). Reagan Petty (Wofford College) concluded the session by discussing the philosophical 
differences in the use of “found objects” by self-taught artists, particularly those in the African-American 
Birmingham-Bessemer School, such as Thornton Dial, with the use of everyday objects in the combines 
of artists formally trained in the western tradition such as Robert Rauschenberg and Marcel Duchamp.  
 After lunch, the third and final student panel dealt with the intersection of aesthetics with social 
issues, and our experience of others (including nature). Will Kidder (University at Albany) presented on 
the paradox of why we empathize with anti-heroes in television by focusing on the intersection of moral 
sentimentalism, imagination, and empathy. Stephanie Holt (UNC Charlotte) presented on how artistic 
representations of the prison-industrial complex offer a less hegemonic and more critical perspective on 
the multilayered complex system. Maia Wellborn (Furman University) presented on the limitations of 
aesthetic objectivist accounts of nature to account for subjective experiences of the natural sublime.  
 Sherri Irvin (University of Oklahoma) and Julian Dodd (University of Manchester) rounded out 
the day with a pair of excellent talks. Irvin presented on how body oppression (which occurs when 
educational and medical opportunities are limited to individual based on aesthetic judgments of 
appearance) can be resisted through the process of aesthetic exploration. Aesthetic exploration opens up 
new ways for us to engage with the embodiment of others, and challenge our perceptions of ugly and 
beautiful bodies. Julian Dodd (University of Manchester) discussed a new model of authenticity in 
performances of Western classical music. Dodd argued that “interpretive authenticity” might be a better 
way of understanding what we mean by “authenticity” when we talk about the performance of musical 
works. Interpretive authenticity emphasizes that the performance of a work is authentic when the 
performer shows an understanding of the work that is revelatory.  
 Overall, the conference was a great opportunity for students writing on aesthetics to share their 
work and receive critical feedback, and to make new philosophical connections with scholars and other 
students from across the country. Jonathan Neufeld and the program committee (Anthony Garruzzo, 
Caroline Requierme, and Harper Richards) did an excellent job organizing the event. The variety of topics 
presented on and approaches to aesthetics represented in this conference opened up new spaces for 
aesthetic dialogue, and allowed for connections to be made across topics that otherwise would seem 
unlikely. I can only hope that more student conferences of this caliber will be hosted in the future.  
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