
Acknowledgments viii

Introduction 1

Criticism as Evaluation One 11

The Object of Criticism Two 48

The Parts of Criticism (Minus One) Three 84

Evaluation: Problems and Prospects Four 153

Notes 197
Index 202



Acknowledgments

The following have generously helped me in the preparation
of this book: Joan Acocella, Lorrie Moore, Susan Feagin,
Margaret Moore, Aaron Smuts, Kristin Gjesdal, Paloma
Attencia, Clyde Dunton-Gallagher, Sunwoo Choo, Kevin
Feaganes, Thomas Hilgers, S. Charles Zamastil, Oscar
Barragan, Oz Gurland-Blaker, Robert Clewis, Matthew Kieran,
Taffy Ross, Khachig Tololyan, Robert Scholes, Cheshire
Calhoun, Peter Railton, Geoff Sayre-McCord, Tamar Shapiro,
Thomas Hill, Jerrold Levinson, Michael Smith, Maggie Little,
Susan Wolf, Valerie Tiberius, Jesse Prinz, and Patrick Joseph
Carroll (senior). They are not responsible for the short-
comings to be found between the covers of this book. The
defects are wholly my contrivances.

vi
ii

A
c

k
n

o
w

le
d

g
m

e
n

ts



Introduction

This book is an exercise in the philosophy of criticism or, as
it was once called, meta-criticism. This is a branch of the
philosophy of art (or aesthetics) that takes as its object of
inquiry the criticism of the arts.

The heyday of the philosophy of criticism stretched from
the 1950s into the 1960s. At the time, some philosophers
of art believed that meta-criticism was the central topic of
philosophical aesthetics. For example, Monroe Beardsley’s
landmark treatise Aesthetics was subtitled Problems in the Philosophy
of Criticism.1 Perhaps one reason that meta-criticism flourished
in the 1950s and 1960s is that, at the time, skepticism reigned
about the prospects of the project of defining art. For, if
you couldn’t define art, how could you hope to develop a
philosophy of art? In its stead, the next best thing seemed to
be to construct a philosophy of criticism.

Of course, by the 1970s, definitions of art began to crop up
with increasing frequency, along with full-scale philosophies
of art, such as that of Arthur Danto. And since that time, the
philosophy of criticism has taken a back seat in aesthetics.

However, I think that the time has come to rejuvenate the
enterprise, since there is probably more art criticism being
produced and consumed now than ever before in the history
of the world. Moreover, I feel that we lose a great deal if we
neglect the philosophy of criticism, because it not only
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addresses virtually every major problem in the philosophy
of art, but it does so in a way in which what is at stake in
solving those problems is crystal clear, precisely because
it is connected straightforwardly with pressing conundrums
about criticism. Furthermore, the manner in which one
resolves the pertinent issues may open certain avenues of
critical investigation while foreclosing others. And this,
of course, is important, since criticism is an indispensable
lubricant of the practices of art in contemporary culture.

Indeed, it is just because criticism plays such a vital role
in contemporary culture that this is not simply a book for
philosophers. Literate consumers of the arts depend upon
critics to help them negotiate the avalanche of artworks on
offer across an array of different media. For, not only is there
more criticism than ever before; there is also more art
available now than in any other period of history. We look to
critics to recommend and guide our selection of what we
shall attend to, and to assist us in comprehending and
appreciating the vast amount of work that confronts us.
Sometimes criticism introduces us to new ideas. Sometimes
we feel the urge to debate with critical pronouncements.
But to assent to or to reject works of criticism, we need
a sense of what it is—a conception of its nature and function.
We—and by that I mean all literate consumers of the arts—
need a philosophy of criticism.

The philosophy of criticism patently belongs to the genre
of “the philosophy of x.” Unlike metaphysics, ethics, and
epistemology—which would appear to possess their own
subject matter—the philosophy of any x is a second-order
inquiry. First-order practices of whatever x it is the
philosophy of—such as mathematics in the case of the
philosophy of mathematics—comprise its subject matter.
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That is, a philosophy of x has as its topic some practice, like
criticism, and it attempts to articulate what makes that prac-
tice coherent—to illuminate the aims of the practice as well as
the concepts and patterns of reasoning that make the rational
realization of the aims of the practice possible.

By claiming the mantle of the philosophy of criticism, I
mean to signal that I am attempting to reconstruct rationally
the practice (or practices) of art criticism. My intention is to
try to develop a framework in which the practices of criticism
can be rendered intelligible and ordered—at least to the extent
that it is feasible to do so—while, in the main, also respecting
the ways in which criticism is actually conducted (as well as
taking seriously our abiding intuitions about it). I will not
attempt to impose upon the practice an ideal of criticism
hatched on the basis of some epistemological first principles
drawn from elsewhere.

Instead, a consistent effort will be made throughout to stay
as close as possible to the ways things are in the trenches—
whether those of academia, belle-lettres, or journalism. For, it
is against the practice of criticism as we know it that we
should test our hypotheses, since, if the truth be told, we have
no other touchstone.

Although I think that my conjectures about criticism should
accord, for the most part, with the actual conduct of criticism,
this book should not be mistaken for sociology, since there is
a normative dimension to my investigation of criticism. I will
not simply be describing what critics do, since critics them-
selves do not always agree about what they do or even what they
should do. Inasmuch as I will be intervening in these debates
and ruling, so to speak, for one side rather than another, I
should not be regarded as a neutral onlooker (though I hasten
to add that I will maintain that I am an objective onlooker).
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Indeed, I will be arguing, for example, for certain standards
about what should count as criticism, properly so called, and
it will turn out that not everything folks are wont to call
criticism will meet the criteria that I defend. For, as I said, this
is a reconstruction of the practice, one governed by the norm
of rationality. That is, I will strive to preserve as much of
the practice and our intuitions about it as possible, while
simultaneously making it internally coherent.

I suspect that there are a number of differences worth
noticing between this book and other contemporary
endeavors to canvas the domain of criticism. One difference is
that many of those books are comprised of chapters devoted
to expounding the rudiments of various different theoretical
schools of criticism, such as Lacanian Psychoanalysis,
Frankfurt-style Critical Theory, or Derridean Deconstruction,
or Deleuzean Rhizome Theory. Each of these theories
proposes a general method of criticism, ostensibly applicable
to any work and alternative to each other. Books that
summarize critical approaches of this level of generality take
as their subject matter theories—theories about the way to
conduct criticism, including a specification of what to be on
the lookout for (e.g., sutures or aporias) when engaging in
criticism and how to interpret the pertinent features when
you find them.

In contrast, my book is neither a theory of criticism nor
a summary of fashionable critical theories. Rather it is a
philosophy of criticism. What’s the difference? It is an
attempt to excavate the foundations of any critical practice,
whether theory driven or otherwise. Perhaps one way to
understand the difference is this: a critical theory—like
Althusserian Marxism—tells you how to interpret any art-
work, whereas my concern is with, among other things,
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the nature of and constraints upon anything that we should
be persuaded is an authentic specimen of interpretation,
including ones that take their marching orders from theories.

As maybe already insinuated, the majority of critical
theories on offer today are primarily theories of interpretation.
They are about getting the meaning, including the sympto-
matic meaning, out of artworks. They take interpretation
to be the leading task of criticism. In contrast, I argue that
evaluation is of the essence of criticism, especially in terms of
the kind of artistic category or genre that the artwork at hand
instantiates. Whereas I maintain that evaluation is central to
the criticism of art, many of the reigning theories of criticism
today appear to treat interpretation as key. But I can even
envision examples of criticism sans interpretation, so long as
they do include evaluation.

Contemporary theoretical critics may scoff at the aforesaid
contrast. They will point out that they are quite often involved
in a very particular sort of evaluation, namely political or ideo-
logical evaluation. Their interpretations, that is, frequently
pave the way for negative evaluations of candidates in terms of
sexism, classism, logo-centrism, etc. And this is a fair rejoinder.

Yet there is still a difference between us, since, as indi-
cated above, I maintain that what might be called artistic
evaluation—evaluation in light of artistic categories—is
fundamental, whereas the ruling theories of criticism endorse
primarily political evaluation and are often even suspicious
of artistic evaluation. Of course, I would not contend that
political evaluation is never an appropriate dimension of
criticism. The difference here is more subtle. It is that I
maintain that artistic evaluation is always apposite when
criticizing an artwork, whereas many of the dominant
theories of criticism do not.
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Since my position puts me at odds with some of the most
fashionable claimants to the title of criticism today, readers
may feel that I have already betrayed my pledge to hew closely
to the ways in which criticism is actually practiced. However,
that commitment was not a promise to restrict my attention
to the prominent styles of criticism of the moment. Rather,
the pertinent data should come from a long view of the
history of criticism and not merely from snapshots of the
academic criticism of the last two decades or so. And in this
regard, I maintain that I am not the revisionist here; current
fashion is. For, historically, criticism has been generally
aligned with evaluation. Moreover, even with respect to the
contemporary scene, I am not convinced that criticism guided
by Theory represents the predominant form of criticism in
terms of either salience or the numbers. I suspect that even
most of the criticism being written today is still, first and
foremost, evaluative in my sense.

One last difference worth noting between the many
contemporary theories of interpretation and my view of
criticism is that generally those approaches focus on the
operation of sub-personal and sub-intentional processes—
such as the unconscious, the forces of production, or the
operation of language itself—as the royal road to the
meanings they are after. Instead, I place far more emphasis
on the artwork as the intentional production of the artist as an
individual creator of value. Thus, where many theorists of
criticism and their followers in the critical estate are engaged
in post-human or even anti-humanist criticism (i.e., criticism
not fixated upon personal agency), my conception of
criticism is resolutely humane or humanistic in that the
achievement of the artist, construed intentionalistically, is, on
my account, the pre-eminent object of criticism.
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This book is also describable as humanist insofar as it does
not recommend a general or theoretical approach to all
artworks, but advocates the evaluation of particular artworks
on their own terms—for example, in terms of their historical
context and category membership. In this sense, I am defend-
ing criticism as a humanistic discipline rather than as an arm
of some emerging, as it might be called, post-human science.

Lastly, this book may be described as an exercise in
humane letters or as humanistic inasmuch as I regard the
discovery of value as the primary task of criticism in contrast
to the championing of criticism as the almost clinical
dissection and interpretation of various codes or signifying
systems or regimes of power. Rather, I maintain that
evaluation is the crux of criticism and that this inevitable
connection to human value is the litmus test of membership
in the humanities (a.k.a. humanistic studies). That is, the link
with value marks my commitment to humanism.

Although my focus is on criticism, as you will see, I do not
regard everyone who sports that label as a critic. For me, the
critic is a person who engages in the reasoned evaluation of
artworks.* That person may be an academic, a journalist, or
some other kind of art writer—so long as she is committed

* This is the primary task of criticism on my view. There are undoubtedly

others. For example, people may read criticism, even of works that they have

not encountered and will not encounter, in order to glean clues about the

way in which to engage and to appreciate the artworks that do come their

way. Moreover, critics play the useful role of the disseminators and circula-

tors of new ideas. Nevertheless, I suspect that these functions, and the other

functions that critics play legitimately, derive from their primary role of

evaluating artworks in terms of reasons (some of which may involve the

new ideas just mentioned).
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to backing up her evaluations with reasons. On the other
hand, I shall not count as a critic the pundit who simply
pronounces this or that to be good or bad. This, of course,
will discount many reviewers from the coterie of criticism.

One kind of “critic” who falls outside my purview is the
consumer reporter, the reviewer who records his or her likes
or dislikes so that readers can use them to predict what shows,
or books, or films, they will like or dislike. Another sort of
critic manqué, on my account, is the writer who uses the
artwork at hand as an occasion for ridicule and nothing else—
the writer, for example, who treats the debut of a new
television series as an opportunity for comic riffing. This is
satire, not criticism.

Admittedly, these sorts of behaviors are most likely to
appear in journalistic reviewing. However, I am no snob here.
I would not deny that reviewers can be critics in my sense. For
example, I think that Dave Kehr, the DVD reviewer for the
New York Times, is one of the most reliably level-headed and
accomplished motion picture critics in the business. And this
is due to the fact that, like all genuine critics, his evaluations
are grounded in reasons.*

The hypothesis that criticism is essentially evaluation
grounded in reasons is the idea that organizes this book. It is
defended in the first chapter. I attempt to offer a positive
argument in behalf of this position, but spend a large part of
the chapter fending off arguments to the contrary.

The second chapter concerns the object of criticism. The
leading idea here is that criticism, properly so called, assists
readers in discovering what is of value in the artwork before
them. What is of value in the artwork is, on my view,

* For example, Kehr is especially good at contextualizing motion pictures.
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connected with what the artist has achieved by means of her
work. I refer to this value as “success value,” and I defend the
priority of success value over what might be called “reception
value,” the value the audience derives from experiencing the
artwork.

According to me, the leading component of criticism is
the operation of evaluation. The other activities in which
critics engage—including description, contextualization,
classification, elucidation, interpretation, and analysis—are
hierarchically subservient to the purposes of evaluation.
Evaluation is first among equals when it comes to the parts of
criticism. The other activities that comprise criticism are
generally in the service of articulating the reasons upon
which sound criticism is based. The third chapter lays out the
components of criticism, minus evaluation, and explores
the nature of and the potential problems with each of these
critical activities.

Since evaluation is the primus inter pares of criticism, it
receives a chapter unto itself which examines its problems
and prospects. This is the fourth and final chapter. The
problems broached in this chapter primarily concern charges
that criticism cannot be objective. In response, I try to show
that some criticism can be objective and to explain the grounds
for objectivity with respect to the relevant critical practices.
Much of that defense hinges on establishing the possibility
of objective classifications of artworks—that is, of inter-
subjectively determining the categories to which artworks
belong, such as their membership in artforms, genres,
movements, styles, oeuvres, and so forth. For, when we fix the
category to which an artwork belongs, we avail ourselves
of the means for assessing whether or not the work is good of
its kind.
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Of course, although appraisal of an artwork in virtue of its
membership in a kind or class may be the most common
form of critical appraisal, sometimes we do issue cross-
categorical evaluations of artworks. Thus, the fourth chapter
concludes with a discussion of the ways in which cross-
categorical evaluations may, at least sometimes, be rationally
decidable and objective.
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Criticism as Evaluation

One

I. INTRODUCTION

The topic of this book is art criticism, by which I mean criticism
of any work within a certain group of artforms, including:
literature, drama, dance, music, the graphic arts (encompass-
ing photography), sculpture, architecture, and the moving-
image arts (film, video, and computer generated visuals). This
collection of artforms appears to have begun emerging as an
established set around the eighteenth century, and it has been
called alternatively the Modern System of the Arts or the
Beaux Arts or the Fine Arts (or, more simply, the Arts with
a capital A).

In the Middle Ages, an art was merely the correct way of
making or doing whatever one happened to be making
or doing. There could be an art of cobbling, or navigation, or
medicine, as well as the martial arts. These were simply skilled
or knowledge-based crafts or practices whose participants,
properly so called, were those who had mastered the tech-
niques for achieving the point of the practice at hand. Mastery
of pertinent technique (from the Greek techné which was then
translated into Latin as ars) was constitutive of art status in this
pre-modern sense.

Nevertheless, around the eighteenth century, a subset of
these arts (in the Latin sense) was separated off to comprise
what we think of as the arts proper (Art with a capital A)—
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i.e., literature, drama, painting, sculpture, dance, music, with
the addition, sometimes, of architecture and, more rarely, of
gardening. Later, photography, film, video, and computer
generated imagery were annexed to the republic of art, and,
undoubtedly, more technologies will be conscripted in the
future. Informally speaking, we may think of the pertinent
group of arts as those that live on the arts quad in universities
or are the recipients of awards from organizations like the
National Endowment for the Arts.

It is not the point of this book to explain the way in which
this system of the arts arose and was initially rationalized or
how it has been expanded, though we will return later to its
origins in the eighteenth century, since that is when the
modern practice of criticism begins to take shape. However,
our only purpose now in reminding readers of the extension
of the Modern System of the Arts is to earmark the kinds of
foci of criticism that concern this book.

So far I have been concentrating on the art half of art
criticism. Now let me begin to clarify the other half of
the concept. Criticism as I am using the term is a genre of
verbal discourse. Perhaps there is a sense where one painting
might be said to “criticize” some other painting, or one piece
of pure orchestral music another. But I suspect that such talk is
most probably metaphorical. And, in any case, the criticism
that I will focus upon herein is linguistic—either spoken or
written criticism about artworks in the artforms cited above.

Criticism, needless to say, can come in many gauges. One
could take as the target of one’s criticism a single novel, such
as To the Lighthouse, or an individual play, like The Pillowman,
or one might make an entire stylistic movement, such as
Photorealism, the topic of criticism. In what follows, I will be
concerned mainly with the criticism of individual artworks.

1
2

O
n

 C
ri

ti
c
is

m



In part, this procedure has been adopted for the sake of
convenience. Examples of the scale of a single work will be
more manageable than ones of a more ambitious scope. Yet,
the choice is also embraced because I suspect that criticism at
this level is primary. That is, criticism of bodies of work of
greater magnitudes, it seems reasonable to presume, must
ultimately rest upon the criticism of the individual works that
make up those more extensive constellations. This is true of
negative assessments of the genres and/or movements in
question as well as of positive appraisals.

Art criticism is the verbal act of criticizing artworks.
Yet what marks such criticizing off from other forms of
discourse, notably other forms of discourse about artworks?
It is the argument of this book that the distinguishing feature
of the pertinent form of criticism is evaluation. Of course,
criticism, properly so called, is not merely a matter of
evaluating an artwork—of giving it a thumbs-up or thumbs-
down. Critics are expected to supply reasons—indeed, good
reasons—in support of their evaluations.

Criticism comprises many activities, including: the descrip-
tion, classification, contextualization, elucidation, interpret-
ation, and analysis of the artworks on the docket.* But in

* These operations will be described more rigorously in a subsequent chap-

ter. The meaning of most of the terms on this list is probably pretty obvious.

The two exceptions are elucidation and analysis. By elucidation I mean giving

the meaning of the conventional symbols in artworks such as words and

their combinations into sentences, as well as clarifying codified signs by

explicating the meaning of such things as the placement of an ostrich egg

in a medieval painting. By analysis I am referring to the operation of explain-

ing the ways in which the elements in the work function to realize the

points or purposes of the work, or how they cohere as a unified whole, or

the way in which they manage to embody whatever the work is about.
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addition to these procedures criticism also involves reasoned
evaluation. Indeed, these other activities are not generally
thought to be ends in themselves; they are characteristically
undertaken precisely for the purpose of providing the
grounds for the critic’s evaluation of the artwork in question.

The association of criticism with evaluation corresponds to
the origin of the concept. The term “critic” derives from the
Greek kritikos—one who serves on a jury and delivers a ver-
dict. Notice that, in contrast to certain everyday usages of
“criticism” in ordinary English, this notion of a critic as one
who delivers a verdict need not be narrowly construed
exclusively in terms of a negative verdict. A kritikos can issue a
positive as well as a negative verdict. Likewise, an art critic in
the relevant sense can offer constructive as well as destructive
criticism. Although in common speech there may be a greater
tendency to associate criticism with something negative (the
adolescent beseeching her mother to leave off criticizing her
is not asking for maternal praise to desist), ordinary language
also nevertheless recognizes that criticism is more than fault
finding. Critics may also commend and even recommend.

For me, the primary function of the critic is not to eviscer-
ate artworks. Rather, I hypothesize that the audience typically
looks to critics for assistance in discovering the value to be
had from the works under review.1 The common reader
expects guidance from the critic concerning what is worthy
in an artwork. We hope to grasp the value or significance that
the critic intends to point out to us. This is, in fact, our
leading reason for consulting critics, despite the fact that the
title sometimes carries more negative associations.

Therefore, it is my contention that rather than identifying
critics narrowly as those who carp about every artwork that
comes down the pike, the plain reader more fundamentally
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regards the critic as a skilled discriminator of quality in her
chosen domain—whether literature, painting, sculpture, or
whatever; that is, as someone who is capable not only in
evaluating artworks, but who is also expert in the sense that
she is adept at backing those verdicts up with reasons.*

Of course, what I have said so far may strike you as com-
pletely unobjectionable and bland. I have boasted that it is the
argument of this book to establish that criticism is, first and
foremost, evaluative discourse supported by reasons. Yet you
may be tempted to say that by calling this observation “the
argument of this book,” I am indulging in an inexcusably
pretentious and over-inflated gesture of self-congratulation.
Doesn’t everyone know that this is what criticism is? Haven’t
previous paragraphs established that this is what etymology
and common sense take criticism to be? Isn’t it blatantly
trivial—clear to all with eyes to see and ears to hear that
criticism is connected to evaluation?

The short answer is “no.”
Throughout the twentieth century, there have been

numerous arguments designed to sever criticism from evalu-
ation. In our own day, in a recent poll of practicing art critics
(by which I mean critics of painting, sculpture, photography
and architecture), 75 percent of the respondents reported that
rendering evaluations—their own personal assessment on the
artwork at hand—was the least significant aspect of their
work.2 But, one does not need polls in order to confirm the

* That is, on my view, critics are beholden to the canons of reason. This is

not to deny that sometimes critics, properly so called, may fall short of

this ideal. Rather, I contend only that genuine critics are committed to

describing accurately and reasoning validly (even where their premises

may mislead them).
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reluctance of many critics to broadcast evaluations.* It is
evident in what they write. Indeed, an art critic as prestigious
as Arthur Danto of the Nation explicitly disavows that
evaluation is part of his job description.3 And turning from
the domain of fine art to those of theater and dance, Frank
Rich, formerly the drama critic of the New York Times, has said:
“For me, passing judgment on a play is absolutely the least
interesting part of the job”; while Deborah Jowitt, the lead
dance critic of the Village Voice, says that she does not like to sit
in judgment over others.4

In the next section of this chapter, I will attempt to refute
some of the most influential reasons offered by our
contemporaries in favor of jettisoning the work of evaluation.
However, before defending the view that criticism is
essentially evaluative negatively—that is, by taking on all
comers—let me suggest that there are some positive philo-
sophical considerations on behalf of my view, in addition to
those already advanced on the basis of the history of the idea.

I want to argue that criticism necessarily or essentially
requires evaluation, notably evaluation or appraisal grounded
in reason and evidence. But why think that? Well, because
otherwise art criticism is not really distinguishable from
comparable forms of discourse about art.5 For example,
certain forms of historical discourse about art will mobilize

* It may seem as though if 75 percent of practicing critics have so low an

estimation of their role as evaluators, that should count against the thesis

that criticism is essentially evaluation, especially for someone like me who

claims to be modeling the practice as it is. However, I would contend that

the phalanx of critics polled above is quite slight when weighed against

long-standing historical trends in the practice of criticism (not to mention

contemporary criticism of artforms other than the fine arts).
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description, elucidation, contextualization, classification,
interpretation, and/or analysis. For example, an economic
historian of art might describe and analyze Rembrandt’s
tendency to have large swaths of black in his pictures in order
to explain that in this way Rembrandt was able to undertake,
for the purpose of maximizing his profit margin, a very large
number of commissions, since those empty, unarticulated,
black spaces of canvas could be painted very quickly. Or, the
art historian might describe and analyze Otto Dix’s turn to
distortion as the result of his suffering a stroke to the right
hemisphere of the brain, or the diffuse detail and the
predominance of red in Rembrandt’s late painting as a
function of the inevitable aging of his eyes.

But what differentiates historical discourse of the pre-
ceding sort from criticism, properly so called? The notion
that, additionally, criticism engages in evaluation provides us
with a ready differentia or rationale, which suggestion is also
amply supported in everyday speech. Thus, the challenge that
confronts the skeptic regarding the claim that criticism is
essentially concerned with evaluation is to propose another
distinction—a more effective and more persuasive dividing
line between criticism and comparable modes of discourse—
than the one I am advancing.*

Under the rubric of criticism we include a number of
operations including the description of the artwork, its
contextualization, classification, elucidation, interpretation,
and analysis. But criticism is not the only form of verbal

* Of course, the skeptic might also wish to deny that there is a difference

between criticism and these other forms of discourse, but that would

appear to defy the intuitions readily available in ordinary usage.
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discourse that incorporates these activities. In our own times,
with the advent of semiotics (perhaps most decisively after
Roland Barthes’ popular book Mythologies), and the subsequent
emergence of cultural studies, performance studies, visual
culture studies and their vicissitudes, the procedures once
reserved for the discussion and illumination of artworks have
been aimed at everyday objects and practices, often in order
to divulge the operation and/or significance—frequently
said to be primarily ideological in nature—of quotidian
phenomena, such as the language and role-playing of the
female escorts at dating services.

Yet what distinguishes the application of the subroutines of
the art criticism of yesteryear from their deployment in the
arena of inquiries like cultural studies today?

The answer cannot be simply that art criticism takes art as
its object, and that semiotics, cultural studies, et al. do not,
since these latter-day inquiries sometimes do elect to focus
upon artworks of the sort stipulated above. Rather, the best
posit available in order to discriminate these genres of verbal
discourse from art criticism appears to be that, in addition
to description, elucidation, classification, contextualization,
interpretation, and/or analysis, art criticism, properly so
called, must involve something else, viz., evaluation.*

This is a positive defense of the notion of criticism as
quintessentially evaluation (appraisal backed by reasons). But
what are the arguments against this view?

* Evaluation appears to be not only the feature that sets criticism off from

comparable discourses. It would also seem to be the central aim of criticism

insofar as the other parts of criticism appear hierarchically subservient to it.

But more on this in the next chapter.
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II. THE RETREAT FROM EVALUATION

The reasons on offer for eschewing the ineliminability of
evaluation for criticism are various and differ in their manner
of resistance to the notion that criticism is by its nature
evaluative. In some cases, the rejection of evaluation is based
upon the idea that it is not necessary or that it is redundant.
On other views, it is that there is something counter-
productive, suspect, illegitimate, or even impossible about
regarding criticism as essentially evaluative. I cannot hope
now to survey all of the reservations about the identification
of criticism with evaluation, though I will attempt to capture
a fair sample of them. Furthermore, some of these objections
will require more detailed and protracted engagement in later
chapters. In this section, by providing initial responses to
some frequent objections, I am only trying to defend a prima
facie case for the primacy of evaluation by shifting the burden
of proof to those who would deny it.

Perhaps one reason for rejecting the view—that an essential
feature of criticism, properly so called, is reasoned
evaluation—is that I have misplaced the moment of
evaluation. I have the evaluation emerging from various
supporting operations, such as description and interpretation.
But it may be urged that evaluation really comes way
before that and, more importantly, in a manner that fails to
differentiate criticism from neighboring forms of verbal
discourse. Consequently, evaluation is not sufficient to the
conceptual task I’ve assigned it.

This argument is based on the fact of selection. That is, the
critic must select an object of criticism and selection is a form
of evaluation. The critic in the act of criticizing is privileging
one object of attention over others. Evaluation is built into the
operation of directing our attention to one thing rather than
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another. Thus, the critic starts with evaluation. But, it may
be argued, so does the mere historian, the semiotician, etc.
Criticism does involve evaluation, but so does everything else
from which I had hoped to segregate it. So, my hypothesis
fails to provide us with a sufficient condition for differentiat-
ing criticism from adjacent forms of verbal discourse.

The problem with this view, however, is that the identi-
fication of selection with evaluation seems suspect on a
number of fronts. The critic need not have selected the work
she is criticizing. It may have been assigned to her, by her
editor if she is a journalist or by the curriculum if she is an
academic.

Moreover, the idea that selection is evaluation seems con-
nected to the idea that selection, inasmuch as it is evaluation,
is a matter of positively evaluating or privileging the work so
selected. But one may negatively evaluate what one has
elected to criticize, as well as what one has been delegated
to criticize. Thus, the notion that with selection comes
evaluation is specious and, therefore, the argument before us
does not evaporate the difference between criticism, properly
so called, and other genres of comparable verbal discourse.
Reasoned evaluation in my sense of evaluation—in contrast to
the dubious selection = evaluation viewpoint—is still viable.
Indeed, even if the premise that selection = evaluation were
true, that will still not logically preclude the reasoned
evaluation hypothesis, since reasoned evaluation could be an
additional and distinct form of evaluation, coming at the end
of the critical operation rather than at the beginning, as the
selection argument presupposes.

In response, it might be urged that whenever art historians
or practitioners of cultural studies elect a topic for study, they
are implicitly signaling that “This topic is worthy of study.”
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But it is a matter of equivocation to erase the distinction
between claiming that a topic is worthy of academic study and
asserting that there is something valuable about the work. The
Holocaust is worthy of study, but historians of the Holocaust
are not claiming that it was a vehicle of positive value.

It may also be suggested that evaluation is not a necessary
condition for criticism. That is, evaluation is not a requisite
element in criticism, since not all criticism involves evalu-
ation. One rarely finds an academic critic at a conference or
even in the classroom wrapping up a critical presentation by
saying: “And on the basis of my description, classification,
contextualization, elucidation, interpretation, and analysis,
we see that King Lear is a play that possesses genuine value, in
fact, a great deal of it.” Such a statement might strike listeners
as redundant and even pedantic.

This observation rings true, but it is not clear that it shows
what its proponent intends. Since it is through operations like
interpretation, description, analysis, classification, contextual-
ization, etc. that one grounds one’s evaluations, when it
comes to criticizing canonical works, if, for example, these
routines bring to readers a view of the unity, complexity,
sophistication, and wisdom of the work, then it may not be
necessary to round off one’s critical remarks with overt
commendation. The recommendation may be implicit. But
this only shows that the evaluative moment in criticism need
not be explicit. Such examples only indicate that it need not
always be voiced. Evaluation, that is, may be implicit in
context and, therefore, cases like the one involving King Lear
are not genuine counterexamples.*

* I think that when it comes to canonical works, the listener or reader’s

default assumption is that the interpretation, etc. presented by the critic is

2
1

C
r
it

ic
is

m
 a

s
 E

v
a

lu
a

ti
o

n



In a related vein, some critics, notably Arthur Danto, have
claimed that evaluation is not part of the critic’s job.6 It is
someone else’s responsibility. Following up on the previous
example, it may be alleged that it is the canon’s responsibility
to elect the good works. After the valuable works have been
so anointed, then the critic goes to work analyzing them,
interpreting them, etc.

Danto himself is primarily a critic of the visual arts. On his
view, it is not his job to evaluate the works he writes about.
Rather, institutions like museums, galleries, art fairs, biennials
and the like select certain works for attention and thereby
implicitly evaluate them. The curator is the decider, or, at least,
the evaluator. She exhibits pieces for our attention and for the
attention of the art critic. And then the art critic digs in,
contextualizing, analyzing, interpreting etc. The education of
the audience, it might be said, is the critic’s primary brief.

Danto’s view is also connected to his philosophy of art.
Like Hegel, Danto thinks that something is an artwork only if
1) it is about something and 2) it embodies whatever it is
about in a form appropriate or fitting to its content. This
supplies Danto with his critical agenda. First establish what
the work is about by means of description, classification, con-
textualization, and interpretation and then analyze the ways
in which the form in which the content is embodied is
suitable or appropriate. Putatively, for example, the gallery
elects the work as valuable and then the critic explains why.

supposed to support a positive evaluation. With a canonical work, if the

critic means her interpretation or analysis to count against the work, she

will usually have to make that explicit. Moreover, with recent and/or

otherwise non-canonical works, analyses of the work are advisably accom-

panied with explicit, positive evaluations.
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Explanation not evaluation is the critic’s job. The critic
explains how the work works.

Yet not only does one find evaluative terms incidentally
peppering the writings of Danto and of others who deny that
evaluation is part of their job description. In at least one
respect, normativity seems essential to Danto’s enterprise.
Recall that part of the critic’s task for Danto is to demonstrate
that the form in which the content of the work is embodied is
appropriate to whatever the work is about. Consequently, it
would appear that the critic must assess whether the form is
appropriate as well as explaining how it manages to be so. But
surely, pace Danto, determining whether the form of the work
is appropriate to its content is evaluative. It is tantamount to
declaring the work a success.

Moreover, Danto’s conception of the institutional structure
of the art world runs into some problems that are not
unrelated to the selection-as-evaluation idea. It is not
self-evident that in merely selecting certain paintings for
exhibition, the curator or gallery owner is evaluating them
positively. It may be that what is intended is an exhibition of
egregious art akin to anthologies of bad poetry,7 or it may be
that the art on display is work of questionable value by an
influential artist or patron which must be shown for
economic or even political reasons. Indeed, turning to the art
of film, a producer may release movies in a certain genre not
because he evaluates them positively, but because he needs
product for a hungry market.

Of course, one might say in defense of Danto’s view that
usually when a gallery, or a museum, or for that matter a
publisher or a film producer, presents an artwork to the
public, the default assumption is that he is recommending it
as a candidate for positive evaluation. But the presenter in
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simply presenting the work is not typically grounding claims
about the goodness of the work in reasons and reasoning.
That remains the critic’s task.*

Danto himself discharges that responsibility when he
shows the reader the appropriateness of the form of the work
to its content (to what it is about). Even if he refrains from
stamping the work outright with his seal of approval, his
demonstration of the appropriateness of the form is one way
in which he implicitly signals his conviction concerning the
artistic value of the work.

Artists often complain about evaluative criticism. You often
hear that evaluative criticism is not productive. It doesn’t
support the arts. This, of course, is to think of evaluative
criticism solely in negative terms. But there is positive and
constructive evaluative criticism as well. Moreover, even
negative criticism may be productive, since it may lead
to improvement. One reason that we engage in reasoned
criticism with people is that people, even artists, unlike rocks
and the insects that live underneath them, can be influenced
by it. Criticism, even negative criticism, can encourage
change for the better.

Artists also question evaluative criticism because they
think it is mean-spirited. From their viewpoint, the critic
pontificates by leveling witty barbs at hapless artworks at the
expense of the artists. Of course, there are so-called critics
who specialize in savagely ridiculing whatever they review
and there are readers who relish these public tongue-lashings.

* Although a presenter could also be a critic, were she, for example, to

accompany the presentation with a pamphlet explaining the value of the

work. That is, there is no reason that one person could not perform both

roles, even though the two roles remain distinct.
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But buffooneries hardly count as reasoned evaluations. They are
often more of the nature of comedy routines.

Also, some artists dismiss critical evaluations on the
grounds that since the critic is not an artist, she cannot
possibly be in a position to assess the work. But there is no
reason to suppose that critics are uninformed about the
artworks they contemplate. It is only mean-spiritedness on
the part of artists that suffers this charge to persist.

Sometimes artists claim that evaluative criticism is pre-
scriptive and that prescription has no role in the realm of art.*

That is, no prescriptions should stand in the way of the
explosion of artistic creativity. For the moment, I will leave
to one side the question of whether prescription is ever
appropriate with respect to artistic creativity. It is more
important to confront the notion that a critical evaluation is
equivalent to a positive prescription or directive.

A critic may judge a specific artistic choice to be ineffective,
but that does not entail mandating another choice, i.e.,
making a positive prescription. The critic may find the last
chapter, “Bellerophoniad,” of John Barth’s book Chimera
to be flawed because it is overly complex without thereby
prescribing an alternative way that it ought to have been
written.8

* Here, the notion of prescription amounts to the claim that the critic

is telling the artist what he should be doing. The complaint is about

the critic putatively issuing a positive directive. It may be a truth of

language that negative criticism generally appears to carry the prescriptive

implication that whatever the artist has done should have been done

differently. However, I hasten to add, the critic typically does not spell

out any preferred alternative in a way that would count as a positive

directive.
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A related objection to evaluative criticism is the observation
—again, often voiced by artists—that there are no rules of art.
Artists, working under the imperative of creativity, abide by
no fore-ordained, general principles. As Kant put it, artistic
genius does not follow rules but gives the rule to nature.
Indeed, for many artists, notably avant-gardists, it is their
self-appointed responsibility to flout anything that might
pose as a rule of art.* But, then, the artist surmises, if there are
no rules of art, there can be no evaluative criticism. Here the
assumption is that evaluative criticism would be a matter of
umpiring—of determining whether artists were playing by
the rules or not.

The mistake here, of course, is to assimilate the evaluative
critic to the umpire with his rule-book in hand. The evalu-
ative critic is not calling strikes or fouls. If rules of art are
pertinent at all, they pertain to artists. They belong, again, if at
all, to the production side of things. On the reception side, it
is the effect that gets evaluated, and not in terms of whether
it obtains by following certain rules, but, rather, in terms
of whether it is moving, funny, informative, etc., irrespective
of whether or not those effects were generated by certain
tried and true routines. It is the taste of the pudding the critic
cares about, not its adherence to an established recipe.

Moreover, the kinds of considerations that the evaluative
critic brings to bear on evaluating artworks are nothing like
what one supposes rules of art would be like. Rules of art,
were there such, would be guides to action. But the things
that lead critics to evaluate artworks as successful or not are
quite often too general to serve as guides to action.

* Although if one lives by this imperative, it would appear, oxymoronically

enough, that one believes there is at least one rule of art.
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I favorably assess Fra Angelico’s predella The Beheading of Saints
Cosmas and Damien for its compositional unity due to its
rhyming the execution of five saints on a landscape with five
cypress trees before a cityscape with five towers. In making
this judgment, I am commending the painting for its
compositional unity, but compositional unity hardly constitutes a
rule that might guide the action of painters; there must be
an indeterminately large number of ways—say millions—
whereby an artist might secure compositional unity. Critical
terms of appraisal are characteristically too generic, in other
words, to serve as rules of art, at least where one conceives of
a rule as a reliable and informative guide to action.*

Undoubtedly connected to the complaint about rules of art
is the rejection of evaluative criticism on the grounds that
every artwork is unique. If every artwork is unique in a
non-trivial sense—one that amounts to something more
impressive than that the artworks are numerically distinct
individuals—then evaluative criticism is inoperable, since
evaluation presupposes comparison, but comparison is
conceptually infeasible where everything is unique and,
therefore, strictly incommensurable.

My objection to this, perhaps needless to say, is that the
alleged utter uniqueness of artworks is sorely exaggerated.
This is simply a Romantic and then Modernist fantasy.
Artworks fall into genres, stylistic movements, artistic
oeuvres, artforms, and so on, and, as members of the relevant
class or category, they can be placed and then assessed in

* Obviously it would also be crazy to take the “rule” underlying my critical

pronouncement about the Fra Angelico to be: wherever you have five saints

in the process of being executed, have five trees and five turrets. That’s far

too particular to be a creditable rule of art.
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terms of the ways in which they realize or fail to realize the
points and purposes of the kinds of artworks they are.

Moreover, where artworks do not obviously fall into estab-
lished genres, it is still possible to construct reference classes
of comparable works—as French movie critics did with the
category of film noir—in such a way that one can get a handle
on the point of the work at issue by thinking about the other
members of the constructed comparison class.* And more
recently, David Denby has isolated the slacker-romantic com-
edy with reference to movies like Knocked Up.9 In short,
although most artworks are numerically particular, they are
not so absolutely incommensurable that they cannot be
appraised in terms of the way in which they implement the
purposes of the category or categories to which they belong.

A less easily dismissed argument than the one based on
artistic uniqueness is that there can be no authentic critical
evaluation because there are no general evaluative criteria
when it comes to artworks. It is presupposed by almost all
contemporary commentators, except nowadays perhaps by
the friends of the aesthetic theory of art, that there is no one
general criterion of artistic value, nor even a set of general
criteria, that pertains to all artworks across every category.
And if there are no such general criteria, then there can be
no reasoned critical evaluation of artworks. For, such reasons
would have to be connected to some general criteria.
Reasoning, that is, presupposes general premises. And
consequently evaluative reasoning presumes the existence of
general evaluative premises, such as general criteria of artistic
excellence.

* How one might go about doing this objectively will be discussed in a

subsequent chapter.
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This is a complicated issue that will be addressed at greater
length in a later chapter. Nevertheless, an opening rebuttal is
at least possible. There may not be general evaluative criteria
when it comes to art—that is, criteria applicable to every
work of art of every sort. However, as noted in the preceding
rejoinder to the uniqueness argument, artworks can be placed
in categories—such as genres, styles, movements, oeuvres,
etc. and, in addition, combinations thereof. Furthermore,
these categories are linked constitutively to certain points or
purposes. These points and purposes are not perfectly general
across the arts. But they are general enough to ground evaluative
criticism of the work at issue relative to the category or class
that it inhabits.

That is, a genre, for instance the mystery story, has certain
points or purposes, and realizing those points and purposes is
criterial to the success or failure of any example of the genre,
its value or disvalue qua mystery story. If, after the first
paragraph, every reader knows the parlor maid did it, then the
critic has reason enough to rebuke the novel. For, one of the
central points or purposes of a mystery story is to sustain the
reader’s curiosity from beginning to end. That supplies the
critic with a criterion that is general with respect to mystery
novels, though not, of course, general for all artworks. With
other kinds of artworks, such as artworks in other genres,
curiosity may be inapposite—something else, like awe or
terror, might be what is called for.

Yet, even though curiosity may not be criterial for success
in every artistic category or kind, it is undeniably pertinent
for success in the mystery genre. So if critical reasons have
to make contact with general evaluative criteria, there are
criteria that are general enough, relative to the category or
categories the artwork instantiates, for the critic to mobilize
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