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Art in Three Dimensions: An Introduction

1. OVERVIEW

Art in Three Dimensions is a collection of my essays in the philosophy of art,
written during the last decade of the 1990s and the first decade of the twenty-first
century. The animating idea behind this collection is that philosophers of art
should eschew the sort of aestheticism that often implicitly—but sometimes
explicitly, as in the case of aesthetic theories of art and of their commitments to
the notion of the autonomy of art—governs their methodology. Instead, I argue
that philosophers of art need to refocus their attention on the ways in which
art enters the life of culture and the lives of individual audience members. The
reference to ‘‘three dimensions’’ in my title refers to my view that philosophers of
art should look at art from multiple angles and treat it as a substantial participant
not only in society, but also as a significant influence upon the moral and
emotional experiences of audiences.

In this regard the book takes as its foil aesthetic theories of art, of which
formalism is perhaps the best known, as well as the ideas of art for art’s
sake and artistic autonomy—artworld positions that are often translated into
philosophical methodology under the rubric of a concern with art qua art. Let
us call this ‘‘art in one dimension.’’ In contrast, the view advanced and defended
throughout Art in Three Dimensions is avowedly pluralistic.

The first section of the book—‘‘Art’’—not only criticizes formalism and other
attempts to define art, but also attempts to develop an approach to identifying
art that is based on exploiting the resources of the tradition of art and which
supports the kind of pluralistic enterprise pursued throughout the rest of the
book, especially in Parts III, IV, V, and VI. Part II is devoted to the notion of
aesthetic experience since that notion, as it is presently deployed, is crucial to
the kind of aestheticism and suppositions of artistic autonomy to which I am
opposed. In its stead, I develop a deflationary conception of aesthetic experience
that is compatible with the project of interrogating art in three dimensions.

One tenet of formalism and even of weaker versions of the aesthetic theory of
art is the denial of the relevance of the relation of art to society, ethics, and politics.
Part III attacks not only the arguments that encourage the studious neglect of
these relations but attempts to initiate alternative philosophical approaches
to them.
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When considering the relation of art to the emotions, formalists, such as
Clive Bell, only countenanced the pertinence of what he called the aesthetic
emotion—an experience of elation divorced from the flow of life. In Part IV,
‘‘Art and Affect,’’ I attempt to demonstrate how much more diverse art is in
engaging the feelings of its audiences. Part V, ‘‘Narrative and Humor,’’ continues
the theme of art’s affective address by looking at the cases of the affect of comic
amusement and the feeling of narrative closure, while also rounding off our earlier
preoccupations with the relation of art and morality by means of an examination
of the contribution of narrative to the ethical life.

An underlying presupposition of aesthetic theories of art is that the philosophy
of art should develop a theory or a definition of what we might call Art with
a capital ‘‘A.’’ Indeed, the aesthetic theory of art is precisely such a theory
and, I will argue, many of the methodological exclusions it advocates, whether
conscious or unconscious, are a consequence of the philosophical commitment
to the ambition of essentially defining art qua art. However, in the absence
of such a definition, it may make more sense to focus upon the various
artforms and their effects as well as the special problems that they raise. This
is the project that Peter Kivy has called ‘‘The Philosophies of the Arts.’’¹
In this spirit, the last section of the book looks closely at certain individual
artforms—notably theater, literature, dance, and music—for the purpose of
broadening the scope of the philosophy of art in the direction of the philosophies
of the arts.

2 . BACKSTORY: FROM THE MODERN SYSTEM
OF THE ARTS TO THE AESTHETIC THEORY OF ART

Notions of the autonomy of the art, of which the aesthetic theory of art is one
of the most precise articulations, began to take hold in the eighteenth century
as a result of the established crystallization and subsequent vicissitudes of what
has been called ‘‘The Modern System of the Arts.’’ Thus, in order to understand
the way in which the philosophy of art has arrived at its current impasse,
it is instructive to review how the aesthetic theory of art emerged from the
presumption of a system of art, while questioning, along the way, the continued
viability of that assumption.

2.1. The Modern System of the Arts

As is widely known, Paul Oscar Kristeller has argued that it is only in the
eighteenth century that ‘‘Art’’ with a capital ‘‘A’’ decisively enlisted its core

¹ Peter Kivy, Philosophies of the Arts: An Essay in Differences (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997).



Introduction 3

membership.² That is, ‘‘Art’’ with a capital ‘‘A’’ is a modern idea. In premodern
times, the arts were any practice whose exercise required skill, based upon training,
rather than solely upon some innate capacity.³ So, carpentry was an art as was
medicine, rhetoric, statesmanship, archery, and navigation. This conception of
art was descended from the Latin notion of ars which itself was descended from
the Greek idea of techne. Often when these arts (with a small ‘‘a,’’ in the Latin
sense) were sorted into different categories, the categorizations would be made
on the basis of social status.

For example, the liberal arts, such as rhetoric and grammar (and by extension
poetry), were those associated with free men, while the contrasting practical or
mechanical arts, such as armature, building, and agriculture, were associated with
slaves or laborers. That is, the liberal arts were liberated—the arts to be cultivated
by those who did not have to work by the sweat of their brow as opposed to
menial workers.

Many of the arts that we presently think of as card-carrying members of the
Modern System of the Arts were previously classified as useful, or mechanical, or
practical arts; painting, for example, was sometimes grouped with saddle-making,
since saddles were painted. Even Vasari refers to painters as artificers rather than
as artists.⁴ If the liberal arts were cerebral and/or theoretical, the mechanical
arts, including painting, sculpture, and architecture, were manual and held in
diminished esteem for that reason.⁵

However, in the eighteenth century a consolidated way of grouping some of
the arts (with a small ‘‘a’’) took root. In 1747, Abbé Charles Batteux wrote a
treatise entitled Les Beaux Arts réduits à un même principe (The Fine Arts Reduced
to a Single Principle). Batteux wrote: ‘‘We will define painting, sculpture, and
dance as the imitation of beautiful nature conveyed through colors, through
relief, and through attitudes. And music and poetry are the imitation of beautiful

² Paul Oskar Kristeller, Renaissance Thought and the Arts (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1980). See also: W. Tatarkiewicz, ‘‘Classification of the Arts in Antiquity,’’ Journal of the
History of Ideas, 24/2 (April–June, 1963): 231–40; and Larry Shiner, The Invention of Art: A
Cultural History (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2001).

³ Following Raymond Geuss, I define a skill as ‘‘an ability to act in a flexible way that is
responsive to features of a given environment with the result that action or interaction is enhanced
or facilitated, or the environment is transformed in ways that are positively valued.’’ Moreover,
that ability is learned and rests upon the body of practice, know-how, and norms associated with
the art and acquired by training. See: Raymond Geuss, Philosophy and Real Politics (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2008), pp. 15–16.

⁴ See G. Vasari, Lives of the Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, 2 vols (London: Everyman’s
Library, 1996). This observation is corroborated by Catherine King, ‘‘Making Histories, Publishing
Theories,’’ in Kim Woods, ed., Making Renaissance Art (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
2007), p. 255.

⁵ Indeed, artists of the Renaissance who we count as Artists with a capital ‘‘A’’ were often also
engaged in pursuits that we would not readily count as Fine Arts such as military engineering,
casting armor, and designing sugar sculptures. That is, painters and sculptors of the period did not
regard those activities as utterly distinct from what—by the lights of the Modern System of the
Arts—we might consider their more mundane labors.
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nature conveyed through sounds, or through measured discourse.’’⁶ Here, of
course, the principle that unifies these practices under the same umbrella concept
is the imitation of beautiful nature or the imitation of the beautiful in nature.

The idea of the imitation of nature, on this view, derives from the Platonic-
Aristotelian identification of poetry and painting as essentially arts of imitation
or mimesis. But the beautiful in nature that the arts are intended to portray also
would appear to suggest a Platonic residue or, at least, a Neoplatonic one.

The beauty in question is most likely to be understood as the perfection,
or completion, or idealization of nature. It is that which, Plotinus maintains,
is accordant with the Ideal-Form which when stamped upon common shapes
‘‘gathers into unity what still remains fragmentary, catches it up and carries
it within, no longer a thing of parts, and presents it to the Ideal-Principle as
something concordant and congenial . . .’’⁷ The pertinent arts, on Plotinus’s
view, do not simply ‘‘imitate the visible world, but refer back to the emanation
(logoi) from which nature derives.’’⁸ The beautiful in nature is, so to speak, a
construct. As Alberti suggests, ‘‘excellent parts should be selected from the most
beautiful bodies and every effort should be made to perceive, understand, and
express beauty.’’⁹

The tree in my garden, in other words, will never exemplify the Idea of
tree-ness inasmuch as it will suffer the wavering material vicissitudes of wind,
weather, and water. But the artist can offer us a more perfect approximation
of the ideal. And that is what is involved in the imitation of the beautiful in
nature—it provides us with a glimpse of reality, with an intimation of the Ideal,
understood as that which really exists. Goethe says, for example: ‘‘The highest
demand made on artists is this: that he be true to nature, that he study her,
imitate her and produce something that resembles her phenomena,’’ where he
goes on to indicate that the resemblance pertains to the deep character of the
phenomena, not its surface appearance.¹⁰

The Fine Arts or the Beaux Arts—poetry (presumably including theater),
music, painting, sculpture, and dance—belong together conceptually on this
account, since they, by their different means, share this common function.
Moreover, insofar as this view assigns the relevant arts a cerebral or theoretical
mission—the disclosure of the true nature of reality—this approach hives those
arts off from the merely mechanical ones.

According to commentators like Kristeller, this way of organizing the arts was
not stable before Batteux.¹¹ Comparisons between the arts under discussion were

⁶ Abbé Charles Batteux, Les Beaux-Arts réduits àun meme principe, ed. Jean-Rémy Mantion
(Paris: Aux Amateurs de Livres, 1989), p. 101.

⁷ Plotinus, Enneads I.6.3. ⁸ Ibid., 5.8.1.
⁹ Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting, Book III (London: Penguin, 1991), p. 90.

¹⁰ Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, ‘‘Introduction to the Propyläen (1798),’’ in Goethe on Art,
selected, edited, and translated by John Gage (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1980),
pp. 6–7.

¹¹ It is true that in the beginning of his Poetics, Aristotle lists the arts that Batteux lists under
the rubric of mimesis and differentiates them. And there is no doubt that Batteux was influenced
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often only pairwise—as in the cases of Plato, and Horace. In the Renaissance,
comparisons between painting and poetry occurred, but often in the context of
attempting to bolster the social status of painters and painting.

Artist-writers like Alberti and da Vinci desperately wanted to garner respect
for their profession. To this end, they employed a number of strategies. They
showed, for instance, that the painter possesses the kinds of knowledge, like
knowledge of geometry, which was associated with the liberal arts, and, therefore,
presumably the painter should be counted among the gentle folk. Moreover,
artist-writers of the period produced theoretical treatises, another mark of the
liberal arts. And, of greatest significance for my purposes, painting was frequently
compared to poetry.

In his 1390 treatise Il libro del arte, the Florentine painter Cennino Cennini
argues that painting is only second to poetry among the arts because both painters
and poets have the power to reconstruct reality.¹² Da Vinci went further and
drew the comparison to the benefit of painting, rating painting higher than
poetry.¹³ In the pursuit of status, sculpture then followed the lead of painting.
In his 1504 treatise De Sculptura, Pomponio Gaurico links sculpture and poetry
by arguing ‘‘writers work in words and sculptors work with things: the former
narrate while the latter portray and exhibit.’’¹⁴

Of course, underlying these comparisons is the idea that if poetry has an
elevated cultural status as a liberal art, then so should the arts that are either
abundantly like it or that outdo it on its own terms. Comparison between
painting and poetry and between sculpture and poetry were ways of socially
enfranchising these visual arts as something more than mechanical or manual
arts and of raising the symbolic capital of the artists who practiced them.
Likewise when da Vinci semi-systematically compares painting not only to
poetry, but to music and to sculpture—finding painting superior to music
in virtue of being more permanent and superior to sculpture in terms of its
ability to represent more aspects of things—he is not attempting to work out
a principle that unifies these various endeavors; rather he is clamoring for social
recognition.

by Aristotle. But I think Kristeller’s point is not that the list was unprecedented but that it doesn’t
become canonical until the Enlightenment. In earlier days, as we’ve seen, various of the arts could
easily find themselves grouped differently—music with mathematics, for example—whereas in the
modern period this was less likely because the so-called Modern System had become stabilized, so to
speak. Similarly, Tatarkiewicz, in his ‘‘Classification of the Arts in Antiquity,’’ Journal of the History
of Ideas, 24/2 (1963): 231–40, emphasizes the fluidity of the alternative groupings of the various arts
in the ancient world. What happens in the eighteenth century is that the Arts with a Capital ‘‘A’’ are
finally gathered into a fixed category such that it comes to strike us in the West as counterintuitive
that these might be grouped in some other way. I think that this aspect of Kristeller’s argument was
neglected in the recent attack on Kristeller by James Porter in ‘‘Is Art Modern? Kristeller’s ‘Modern
System of the Arts’ Reconsidered,’’ British Journal of Aesthetics, 49/1 (January, 2009): 1–24.

¹² King (2007), p. 256 (see n.4).
¹³ Leonardo da Vinci, The Notebooks of Leonardo Da Vinci (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1990), p. 201.
¹⁴ King (2007), p. 274 (see n.4).
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But the creation of the Modern System of the Arts appears to be about
something more than achieving status (although, as my discussion of dance will
indicate, it was about that too). The Modern System was, in addition, presented
as a theoretical discovery. Poetry, painting, sculpture, music, and dance, it was
hypothesized, formed a kind unto themselves. Undoubtedly, previous ventures
in comparing the arts, especially in terms of poetry, paved the way for this
conjecture. I say this because poetry, as theorized by Aristotle and Plato in
terms of imitation, appears to have set the framework for yoking these particular
arts in a single category. Nevertheless, it took a philosophical leap to go from
those comparisons to the generalization that founded and stabilized the Modern
System of the Arts.

Furthermore, the generalization—that this group of arts specialized in imita-
tion—seemed approximately accurate, at least for a short time. That is, much of
the most prominent art around the time that the Modern System of the Arts was
erected fit the mimetic patent. For instance, most painting, sculpture, and poetry
were imitative, as were the dominant musical forms with words, such as opera
and song. Yet I only say ‘‘approximately accurate’’ here, because the very notion
that a condition for membership in the church of modern muses was imitation
also inspired some artists to reform and thereby transform their practices in that
direction in order to be taken seriously. Choreography is an excellent example
of this.

For Adam Smith, dance was merely ‘‘a certain measured step . . . which keeps
time with, and, as it were, beats the measure of Music which accompanies and
directs it . . .’’¹⁵ That is, for a philosopher like Smith, a country air or a social reel
counts as dance, although it imitates nothing. Professional choreographers like
Jean-Georges Noverre, however, realized that this conception of dance, given the
cultural context, lessened its stature. And, as a result, Noverre attempted to annex
the Aristotelian conception of poetry as a theory of dance. This highly revisionist
maneuver not only involves excluding much social dancing from the order of
ballet, but also cashiers from its ranks much of the non-imitative jumping and
scampering that audiences of Noverre’s own day would have considered the
epitome of theatrical dancing.

Nevertheless, in spite of popular opinion, Noverre wrote, in 1760, in his Lettres
sur la Danse et les Ballets that ‘‘I am of the opinion, then, that the name of ballet has
been wrongly applied to such sumptuous entertainments, such splendid festivals
which combine magnificent scenery, wonderful machinery, rich and pompous
costumes, charming poetry, music and declamation, seductive voices, brilliant
artificial illumination, pleasing dances and divertissements, thrilling and perilous
jumps, and feats of strength.’’¹⁶ Instead, Noverre argued that ‘‘A well-composed
ballet is a living picture of the passions, manners, ceremonies, and customs of
all nations of the globe . . .; like the art of painting, it exacts a perfection the

¹⁵ Adam Smith, Essays on Philosophical Subjects (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), p. 207.
¹⁶ Jean-Georges Noverre, Letters on Dancing and Ballets (New York: Dance Horizons, 1975),

p. 52.
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more difficult to acquire in that it is dependent on the faithful imitation of
nature.’’¹⁷

In his Letters, Noverre explicitly acknowledges his debt to Aristotle and the
reigning concept of imitation. At the same time, Noverre realizes that not
everything that might be called dance by his contemporaries fell into what might
be called the Art of dance with a capital ‘‘A’’, that is, the dancing that belongs
in the Modern System. In large part, that kind of dance remained to be created
in the very image of the Modern System of the Arts and, of course, Noverre,
himself, was a major agent in that project, inventing as he did the so-called ballet
d’action that served as the staple of the emerging Romantic Ballet which would
come to reign over the early nineteenth century. Noverre, in effect, broadcast a
self-fulfilling prophecy, using the defining feature of the Modern System of the
Arts as his touchstone, and thereby enfranchising theatrical dance as an Art with
a capital ‘‘A.’’

Peter Kivy has suggested that a similar story might be told about the evolution of
program music. Program music became increasingly important in the eighteenth
century, beginning with Johan Kuhnau’s publication of his six Bible sonatas in
1700. Later examples include Vivaldi’s Four Seasons and Couperin’s Apothéoses.
The development of program music was connected to the production of music
for the ballet. But by the mid-eighteenth century, program music was being
produced independently of the dance as in the case of Ignazio Raimondi’s Les
aventures of Télémaque dans l’isle de Calypso, which was based on an epic poem
by Fénélon. By taking on the function of narrative, Kivy speculates, composers,
heretofore held in lowly esteem, were attempting to elevate themselves to the
status of poets, a hypothesis perhaps partly confirmed by Liszt who in coining
the phrase program music spoke in terms of the articulation of a ‘‘poetic idea.’’¹⁸

With other of the relevant artforms, regimentation was perhaps less imme-
diately urgent than with dance and program music. Poetry, whether narrative,
dramatic, or lyrical, was generally representational, as, of course, was music with
words, including songs, hymns, and opera; likewise the most prominent painting
and sculpture was imitative. Thus, the notion that what unified these practices
was the imitation of the beautiful in nature seemed persuasive, by and large,

¹⁷ Ibid., p. 16.
¹⁸ The material on program music comes from Roger Scruton’s ‘‘Programme Music: 1. The

Form and its Meaning; and 2. History of the Concept,’’ in Grove Music online, available at:
<http://www.grovemusic.com>. Peter Kivy’s remarks were made at the Aesthetics Conference in
Honor of Gary Iseminger at Carlton College on October 20, 2007. Concerning the low repute
with which composers and instrumentalists were regarded, consider this quotation from Boethius’s
Consolations of Philosophy: he depreciates instrumentalists as ‘‘servants who do not make any use
of reason and are altogether lacking in thought’’ and composers as tune makers whose activity
originates ‘‘not so much by speculation and reason as by a certain natural instinct.’’ Boethius only
has fine words for music when it is connected to theory, as when philosophers contemplate the
music of the spheres. See: Oliver Strunk, ed., Source Readings in Music History, rev. edn by Leo
Treitler (New York: W.W. Norton, 1998), p. 142, and Tim Blanning, The Triumph of Music: The
Rise of Composers, Musicians, and Their Art, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009),
p. 11.
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while, at the same time, it also accorded these practices a certain dignity. For,
insofar as they were in the business of disclosing nature shorn of the cluttering
details of contingency, these practices could lay claim to subserving the quest for
knowledge in a way parallel to the sciences.

On the founding conception of the Modern System, the relevant practices
were committed to revealing reality, as were the sciences. There can be no
doubt, I think, that representation was the most important entry ticket into the
Modern System. For, even when theorists like Lessing and Dubos attend to what
differentiates the arts in the Modern System, what they focus upon is what the
different arts represent best. Moreover, the emphasis on representation fit well
empirically with the art that surrounded audiences in the eighteenth century,
while also, undoubtedly with the approval of da Vinci, placing these practices
alongside of the sciences in the knowledge game.

However, no sooner is the Modern System of the Arts gotten up and
running, then both of these advantages began to unravel. Internal to the
System, the growing popularization of absolute music, as explicitly distinguished
from program music, threatened the unity of the System, since most absolute
music imitates nothing. That is why it is called absolute music. Nor is this a
minor anomaly, like non-imitative folk dancing, since pure orchestral, non-
programmatic music quickly became a leading artform, one to whose condition
other artistic practices in the System were at least alleged to aspire. Thus, the
System appeared imperiled from the inside virtually upon its arrival on the scene.

But things were not working out in favor of the System externally either.
For, by tying the reputation of the Modern System of the Arts to its capacity
to deliver knowledge through representation, the arts were pitted in a losing
competition with the natural sciences whose breakthroughs from the seventeenth
century onwards, especially with reference to nature, manifestly dwarfed the
contributions of the arts. Thus, the Modern System of the Arts started teetering,
almost as quickly as it was erected.

On my view, much of the subsequent development of the philosophy of art
has most often involved the attempt to find a replacement for the notion of the
imitation of nature or of representation that first rationalized the Modern System
of the Arts. Most notably, there have been two recurring strategies for repairing
the unity of the Modern System. The first has involved versions of the expression
theory of art, including Hegel’s expression-of-history-theory-of-art, but, more
often than not, perhaps under the influence of Romanticism, these theories have
been about the expression of the various mental states of individual artists. The
second strategy is what I previously called the aesthetic theories of art.

It is my contention that both these approaches have failed to find some
principle of unity for the Modern System of the Arts. The reason is that the
Modern System of the Arts is no longer a system. Indeed, in my estimation,
it was a barely a system in the first instance, since it ignored various claimants
for theoretical attention, such as non-imitative dance, but, even in this unstable
state, it only lasted very briefly. And since that time, the prospects for repairing
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the incongruities amongst the practices thought to be within the ambit of Art
with a capital ‘‘A’’ have dwindled exponentially.

Rather, the so-called system is by now at best a collection of disparate practices
whose actual unity is historical. What we now recognize as members of the
Modern Collection of arts are practices that are genealogically related to those
practices which once at least fleetingly appeared to have a generally shared
function in the eighteenth century. Since that time, no other singular, shared
function of comparable persuasiveness has been identified. And that is a fact that
the philosophy of art needs to negotiate, in part, by re-tooling itself in terms
of the philosophies of the arts (where being one of the relevant arts is to be
determined by means of historical narration).

Yet before I say anything further about this, I need to indicate why I think
that neither expression theories nor aesthetic theories can make sense of what we
still call, if only honorifically, the Modern System of the Arts, which, to speak
frankly, might be better labeled ‘‘Our Inherited Collection of the arts.’’

2.2. The Autonomy of Art and Aesthetic Theories

According to Kafka’s parable of ‘‘The Leopards in the Temple,’’ ‘‘Leopards
break into the temple and drink to the dregs what is in the sacrificial pitchers;
this is repeated over and over again; finally it can be calculated in advance,
and it becomes part of the ceremony.’’ Likewise, since the eighteenth century
philosophers of art have been indulging in an obsessive return to the origin of
the Modern System which has become a ceremony, namely, the recurring search
for some principle to relieve the obsolescence of the representational theory of
art that founded the system and, thereby, to return order to the Modern System.
As Deleuze and Guattari might put it, our inherited collection of arts has shot
off rhizomatically in so many different directions—ones often chosen in explicit
defiance of the theories of art that would pretend to organize them—that our
almost compulsive reversion to the search for these theories has become effectively
ritualistic. The invention of new artforms, like the cinema, video art, conceptual
art, and so forth, and over a century of avant-garde attempts to outrage not
only the bourgeoisie, but the philosophers of art, have made a shambles of the
Modern System.¹⁹ We are living in its ruins.

Of course, as noted previously, developments within the inaugural artforms
had already challenged the Modern System, almost upon arrival. For it was
difficult to incorporate a great deal of the pure orchestral music by means of the

¹⁹ For example, many of the novel artforms that have arrived on the scene—such as cinema,
photography, and video—appear only to lay claim to art status, as in our earlier example of dance,
by aping artforms already in the System. Cinema at first apes theater; photography, painting; and
video, cinema. But, after this first stage of imitating pre-existing artforms, the new entries declare
their independence from the artforms they initially copied and they emphasize their differences from
their forebears, often by exploiting what are allegedly unique features of the relevant media. This
then leads to further refinements, revolutions, and counter-revolutions, branching off rhizomatically
into many different programs such that the artforms in question can only be related genealogically.
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concept of imitation. Thus, if the Modern System was to be sustained, it would
have to be founded upon some other principle.

The notion of expression was one option, one encouraged by Romanticism,
and, indeed, it is probably still the most popular opinion regarding the nature
of art among the lay audience. And it has also influenced many philosophers
for at least half a century. It even served, more so than any other theory, as
the philosophy of art that enfranchised film as an artform on all fours with the
original members of the Modern System.²⁰

However, much of the ambitious art of the twentieth century was created in
ways that aspired to defeat expression theories of art. Conceptual artworks, found
objects, and aleatoric art challenged the expression theory of art by devising
strategies predicated upon severing the connection between the relevant mental
states of the artist and his artworks. The Dadaist, Tristan Tzara, made poems by
cutting words out of newspaper articles, tossing them into a hat, and drawing
them out randomly. The resulting concatenation could scarcely count as an
authentic expression of his emotions, if, indeed, he was feeling any.

Nor could it help the expression theorist to protest that anything produced
by a human being cannot avoid being an expression of the feelings of its maker,
because (1) this is patently false and (2), if it were true, that would entail the
existence of far too many artworks.

I will not dwell on the shortcomings of the expression theory of art, since it
does not appear to be a pressing theoretical option at present.²¹ However, there
are a growing number of philosophers who still have faith that some form of the
aesthetic theory of art can put the Modern System back together again.

The aesthetic theory of art—and the corresponding idea of artistic auton-
omy—begins to take shape in the eighteenth century around the same time
that the Modern System of the Arts is being cobbled together, although the
theory does not emerge fully formed until the nineteenth century. The notion of
disinterestedness, introduced by Shaftesbury, is an initially important ingredient.
For Francis Hutcheson uses the idea of disinterested pleasure as the cornerstone
of what we might call, albeit with some strain, a proto-aesthetic theory of art,
although what it is, more precisely, is an aesthetic theory of beauty.

On Hutcheson’s account, beauty is a sensation and the experience of beauty
in response to an artwork is a feeling of disinterested pleasure triggered by a
certain proportion of uniformity amidst variety in the stimulating object. Kant
agrees with Hutcheson that, with respect to judgments of free beauty, these
judgments rest upon a subjective experience of disinterested pleasure which arises
from the free play of the imagination and the understanding while attending
to forms of finality. From here it is but a short step—taken by popularizers,
perhaps beginning with Benjamin Constant, who understood Kant’s Critique

²⁰ See, for example, Rudolf Arnheim, Film as Art (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 1956).

²¹ For criticism of expression theories of art, see Noël Carroll, The Philosophy of Art: A
Contemporary Introduction (London: Routledge, 1999).
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of Judgment insufficiently—to an aesthetic theory of art, i.e., to the contention
that an artwork is such that it is intended to afford experiences of disinterested
pleasure.²²

This viewpoint is captured initially by the phrase l’art pour l’art which first
appears in an entry in Constant’s Journal intime. Constant uses the slogan to
summarize what he’s just been told about Kant’s aesthetics by Henry Crabbe
Robinson, a student of Schelling’s; apparently Robinson or Constant used the
expression l’art pour l’art as a synonym for Kant’s notion of disinterestedness.²³
For Constant, this appears to signify that art is not useful and that it has no
purpose other than to be beautiful. Art is, so to speak, for its own sake and not
for the sake of something else, like moral education or edification.

The view of ‘‘Art-for-Art’s Sake,’’ sometimes stated as l’art pur, initially
broadcast by Constant and Madame de Staël was disseminated in Paris where
it influenced people like the popular philosophy professor Victor Cousin, and
the writer Theophile Gautier, who spread the doctrine even more widely.²⁴ The
term was also used by the critic Saint Beuve to describe contemporary artistic
tendencies.²⁵ Throughout the nineteenth century, as witnessed by Tolstoy’s
vituperations against it, the idea of l’art pour l’art flourished, blossoming into the
aestheticism of Walter Pater, James McNeill Whistler, and Oscar Wilde.

This form of aestheticism corresponded neatly with changes in the patterns
of consuming art that occurred as the bourgeoisie became an important part of
the clientele for art. In premodern times, the primary consumers of art had been
imposing social players: the monarchy, the aristocracy, the Church, the guilds,
the municipalities, and so forth. These patrons commissioned artworks to serve
important social purposes: to honor the king, to instill loyalty or obedience,
to preach the commandments, to commemorate historical achievements and
sacrifices, etc.²⁶

In contrast, the rising bourgeois classes, with increasing amounts of leisure at
their disposal, frequently looked to the arts as a delightful way of passing time.
Although people continued to use the arts for ends other than amusement, the
association, that was evolving in theory, of the arts with beauty, of beauty with
pleasure, and of the arts as a source of that pleasure, also fitted the new patterns
of consumption nicely.

Of course, as a matter of definition, the connection between art and pleasure
was obviously inadequate.²⁷ Pleasure is not a necessary condition for art. Think
of all those altarpieces of the crucified Christ. They were not meant to instill

²² John Wilcox, ‘‘The Beginnings of l’art pour l’art,’’ The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism,
11 (1953): 363. See also: Irving Singer, ‘‘Aesthetics of Art for Art’s Sake,’’ The Journal of Aesthetics
and Art Criticism, 12 (March 1954): 343–59.

²³ Wilcox, ‘‘The Beginnings of l’art pour l’art.’’ ²⁴ Ibid. ²⁵ Ibid.
²⁶ As also noted by Terry Eagleton in his The Meaning of Life: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 21.
²⁷ Also, it should be noted that there is an obvious problem with the disinterestedness component

of the notion of disinterested pleasure with respect to artworks, since many artworks mandate
emotional responses and most emotions are underwritten by interests.
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pleasure in the hearts of the faithful, nor did they. Likewise, innumerable visions
of hell, though undeniably art, were clearly not intended to provoke gladness,
but horror. Nor was pleasure, even disinterested pleasure, sufficient for art status,
since so many other things, such as mathematics could be said to impart it.

Because disinterested pleasure was too narrow to cover the field, it was replaced
by a more elastic concept, namely that of aesthetic experience, understood as
experiences valued for their own sake. Moreover, crucially, where Hutcheson
and Kant had proposed disinterestedness as a condition for making judgments of
taste, subsequent theorists made having disinterested experiences—experiences
valued for their own sake—the very point of engaging with things like artworks.
Arthur Schopenhauer is a decisive moment in this transition, since for him
aesthetic experiences liberate one from the mundane world of suffering and are
occasioned by a feeling of release. This notion of aesthetic experience then is
given a less Wagnerian inflection by Clive Bell who domesticates it somewhat in
his book Art.

In Bell, someone unquestionably familiar with the aestheticism of Pater,
Whistler, and Wilde, one finds a distillation of the kind of thinking that we saw
emerging from the eighteenth century and its redeployment in an aesthetic theory
of art. For Bell, art is defined in terms of significant form (an echo of Kant’s
forms of finality), which is what gives rise to aesthetic emotion (aka aesthetic
experience), itself said to be a release from ordinary, garden-variety emotions and
the concerns and interests they serve. It remains for subsequent philosophers like
Monroe Beardsley to attempt to weave the basic eighteenth-century elements of
Bell’s theory into an effective aesthetic definition of art.

Although I am anything but a friend to this sort of theory, I do concede
that it is undeniably alluring. Its keystone is the concept of aesthetic experience,
experience valued for itself and not for any end that it might serve. By making
this the essence of art, the aesthetic theorist, in the same breath, separates art
from every other end (moral, cognitive, political, religious, etc.), since the aim
of art is an experience disconnected from everything else. Thus, the aesthetic
theorist appears to realize the goal of a successful analysis almost automatically
by the choice of his central, defining concept.

Moreover, the aesthetic theory of art offers an appealing, systematic set of
answers to some of the most nagging questions in the philosophy of art. For
example: what determines the degree of goodness of a work of art? The amount
of aesthetic experience it affords. And: what counts as a reason for commending
a work of art? Any feature of the work that contributes to its capacity to deliver
aesthetic experiences. And so on.

In fact, I would contend that, due to the undeniable attractions of the aesthetic
theory, it has come to function as something like the super-ego of the analytic
philosophy of art. For many of the unexplored, under-examined, or forbidden
aspects of art under the analytic dispensation—such as authorial intention,
art history, emotional arousal, morality, politics, etc.—have been exiled exactly
because they are irrelevant from the perspective of the aesthetic theory of art. Even
many philosophers who do not endorse the aesthetic theory of art explicitly,
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nevertheless seem persuaded by arguments subtly based upon it—arguments
with names like the intentional, genetic, and affective fallacies. Indeed, it is my
contention that it is the influence of the aesthetic theory of art that is responsible
for the kinds of exclusions—with regard to moral and cognitive value, for
example—that this book is partly devoted to recuperating.

Stated in one of its best-known formulations, the aesthetic theory of art
maintains that something is a work of art if and only if it is created with
the primary intention to afford aesthetic experiences. This theory combines the
eighteenth-century desire for a principle that defines art with a capital ‘‘A’’ by
means of a concept, here that of aesthetic experience, which concept, in turn,
also owes its provenance to the eighteenth century. Admittedly, this theory is
very elegant. But it doesn’t take much effort to show that this version of it is
misguided.

Much of what we call art was not created with the primary intention to afford
aesthetic experience. Many objects that we regard as art objects were originally
intended to be ritual objects, like the masks of the Dan tribe of Liberia; they were
not intended to be contemplated but to be utilized and were discarded after they
were used to wipe the blood off sacrificial blades after circumcisions.²⁸ Some of
what we recognize as art—like the images on tribal shields and war-paint on the
faces of warriors—are not meant to be delectated by invaders, but to scare them
away. The Maori invented a dance called the haka which involves stamping feet,
beating the chest, bulging one’s eyes, sticking out one’s tongue, and so forth for
the purpose of sending intruders running off for their lives rather than in order to
entrance them in experiences that they would value for their own sake. Indeed,
had they entranced invaders, these dances would have been self-defeating. Nor
do we have to go to remote, alien societies in order to find counterexamples to
the claim that a necessary feature of art is that it be primarily intended to support
aesthetic experiences. Innumerable religious paintings in our own culture were
created to assist devotion and their creators would have found it sacrilegious for
them to be treated otherwise.

In response, the aesthetic theorist might dilute the definition by dropping
the qualification ‘‘primary.’’ But then it may be hard to exclude very many
contemporary, manufactured items from the order of art, since most of them are
designed to afford, one way or another, some inkling of the sort of experience
the aesthetic philosopher would accept as meeting his requirements. Even toilet
plungers are designed nowadays. I have one that looks like an abstract sculpture.
So, jettisoning ‘‘primary’’ from the formula would entail a grievous loss of
definitional sufficiency. It would not only admit a flood of manufactured goods,
but also mathematical theorems that are elegantly contrived intentionally.²⁹

²⁸ Roy Harris, The Necessity of Art Talk (London: Continuum Books, 2003), p. 114.
²⁹ At this point, it might be argued that my victory here over aesthetic theories of art is too easy,

since I have not tackled a very sophisticated version of the theory. A more sophisticated version,
it might be maintained, would be able to stand its ground. To my mind, the most sophisticated
version of an aesthetic theory is Gary Iseminger’s The Aesthetic Function of Art (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
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Furthermore, the concept of aesthetic experience that the aesthetic philosopher
typically relies upon so heavily is also problematic. Clearly, it is not sufficient
to pick out only art-relevant experiences, since, if one accepts the notion
of intrinsically valued experiences, there are many sources for them besides
artworks, including ones involving controlled substances and sex.

Nor is it evident that aesthetic experiences must necessarily be experiences
valued for their own sake. The classic case here is the student who attends to
a work of art qua the kind of work it is, noticing all of its pertinent artistic
features and understanding their relationships perfectly, but who does so solely
in order to pass an examination. He values the experience, in other words,
instrumentally rather than for its own sake. Yet it would appear arbitrary to say
the student did not have an aesthetic experience of the work. If he is focused
with understanding upon the relevant patterns in the music, if he is following
the music as it unfolds, then what kind of experience could he be having, if not
an aesthetic experience?

However, an even deeper worry about the version of aesthetic experience on
the table is that it is so empty and impoverished. Imagine trying to tell someone
how to go about having one. I can assist another person’s understanding of a
piece of dance by calling her attention to certain recurring patterns of figures and
movements. I can show what there is to look for and, thereby, how to absorb
herself in the choreography. But telling her to try to value the experience for its
own sake is about as unhelpful a piece of advice as I can imagine.

Although putatively pertaining to an appropriate mode of attention to art-
works, the ruling notion of aesthetic experience supplies no substantive guidance
regarding how one might do it. It is even less helpful than Bell’s notion that
such experiences are grounded in attention to significant form. In short, from
the perspective of explaining how to appreciate art, the concept of aesthetic
experience is nearly vacuous. Nor would it be of any service in attempt-
ing to design experiments regarding our responses to artworks, since it is so
elusive.

Thus, given the liabilities of the notion of aesthetic experience that gen-
erally fuel aesthetic theories of art and corresponding affirmations of artistic
autonomy, it should be no surprise that the time has come for a reinvention
of the philosophy of art. The natives are restless. Instead of the autonomy
of art, we need heteronomy; instead of a definition of art, like the aes-
thetic definition, we need genealogies; instead of the philosophy of art with
a ‘‘Capital A,’’ more attention should be paid to the philosophies of the
arts, their effects, and the special problems they raise; rather than search-
ing for uniformity across all the arts, respect differences. In short, let us
endorse not merely pluralism, but pluralisms. Let a wealth of research programs
bloom.

University Press, 2004). For my objections to this view, see my review of Iseminger’s book, in The
Philosophical Quarterly, 58/233 (October 2008): 732–40.
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3. MY AGENDA

The eighteenth century evolved and refined the concept of aesthetic experience,
which subsequently suggested to many philosophers a key for solving the problem
of defining art, namely: art is something that is produced with the intention
to promote or afford aesthetic experience. This view whose prototype perhaps
makes a fledgling appearance in Hutcheson’s theory of relative beauty has been
distilled and defended in the contemporary philosophy of art from the nineteenth
century into the present.

However, throughout this book, I argue that even the most sophisticated
versions of the aesthetic theory of art have failed. Moreover, it is not even clear
that the question such theories appear to be designed to answer are still pressing.
For even if there were a System of the Arts, rooted in a coherent principle, in
the eighteenth century, that system has since broken down under the pressure
of history. Among other things, its walls have been breached by readymades and
found objects. At this juncture, it makes more sense to recalibrate our inquiries in
terms of the various arts (with a small a) which command our attention, asking
about their functions and purposes, their means of discharging them, and the
special problems these practices raise. In other words, as Peter Kivy has urged,
let us transform the philosophy of art into the philosophies of the arts. We have
no reason to worry that we will be mistaken for philosophers of law, if we give
up the title of philosopher of art and call ourselves philosophers of music or
of literature. All we will be forswearing is the responsibility we never mastered
anyway, the definition of art with a capital ‘‘A.’’³⁰

Along with the idea of art with a capital ‘‘A,’’ aesthetic experience, conceived
of as an experience valued for its own sake, is also a dead end. Appearances
notwithstanding, I do not think that it helps us construct a serviceable definition
of art. Even less does this concept enhance our understanding of the nature of
our engagements with works of art.

For it is too thin a conception to do so. It has virtually no substance. It
is too elusive to operationalize. I can tell you how to look at an impressionist
painting in a way that will enable you to experience it appropriately. I can design
experiments to ascertain which structures in musical works correlate with certain
feelings rather than others. But I cannot tell you how to go about having an

³⁰ Another advantage in speaking of the philosophies of arts, rather than of Art, is that it
will dissolve the perplexing question of the identification of so-called first-art that bedevils the
family-resemblance approach, as well as other approaches, to the question of sorting the Art from
the Non-art. For, even if there is a problem in principle with naming the first work of Art with
a capital ‘‘A’’ on some theories, the problem is not so daunting when it comes to identifying
the earliest sculptures or proto-sculptures. Needless to say, I am not claiming that this can be
accomplished empirically; I am only suggesting that it is not a theoretical impossibility as it might
appear to be on certain proposals regarding the application on the concept of art with a capital ‘‘A’’
to the relevant objects and performances.
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aesthetic experience of any unspecified kind of work of art whatsoever, nor can I
test for variations in aesthetic experience when it is defined so abstractly, or, less
charitably, amorphously. Just as it may be more instructive to speak of categories
of artworks rather than Art with a capital ‘‘A,’’ I suspect that we will learn a great
deal more by focusing upon our responses to specific kinds of artworks rather
than artworks bereft of functional and structural differentiation—that is to say,
in terms of aesthetic experience, as that notion has come down to us from the
eighteenth century.

Of course, we need not focus exclusively upon the nature, effects, or responses
that pertain to all and only singular artforms. Some problems (like the paradox of
fiction) and some of our responses to artworks (such as comic amusement) may
cross artforms and be comparatively studied with profit. Likewise some artistic
practices (such as narrative) may occur in several artforms, and it will be useful to
compare and contrast the way that they function in different contexts. Moreover,
clearly some artistic functions (such as moral acculturation) span many artforms,
and the ways in which those artforms perform such functions deserve to be
theorized, not only in isolation but in tandem.

My point is not that we should never compare the arts or that we should
never philosophize across them. Rather, my point is that we should not proceed
under the assumption that the pertinent philosophical problems and practices
will apply to all the arts that concern us; nor should we presuppose that there is
some single affective state, or experience, that every artform is designed to deliver.
That is, if we endeavor to make statements across a range of artistic practices
and responses they engender, we should proceed from the bottom up rather than
from the top down.

Furthermore, by severing the notion of aesthetic experience, as experience
valued for its own sake, from the concept of art, the possibility opens up of re-
appropriating as topics for the philosophy of art all of those purposeful relations
that the aesthetic theory of art bracketed in principle—including the relation
of art to morality, politics, religion, sociality, the garden-variety emotions, and
so forth. If Clive Bell, that arch-aesthetic theorist, advocated art as a means to
escape the stream of life, it is the ambition of this book to plunge it once again
back into the flow of our vital personal and cultural concerns.



PART I

ART



This page intentionally left blank 



1
The Descent of Art

In this chapter, I will introduce what is called analytic philosophy in the Anglo-
American tradition; I will discuss the relevance of analytic philosophy to certain
questions about art, especially how one identifies something as a work of art;
I will rehearse several ways in which analytic philosophers have attempted to
answer this question; finally, I will suggest that such questions, like questions of
species membership in biology,¹ might be best thought of in terms of descent.

1 . INTRODUCING ANALYTIC PHILOSOPHY

Theoretical positions or schools of thought like analytic philosophy are difficult
to summarize because there is intense controversy—often among their own
practitioners—over what their central tenets really are. Often people supposed
to be card-carrying members of the tradition challenge what are thought to be its
fundamental presuppositions or regard them as false. In this respect, a tradition
such as analytic philosophy is more like an ongoing conversation—often in the
sense of a spirited debate—than it is like a list of essential doctrines or unrevisable
theses.

To offer a simplified description of analytic philosophy, one may begin by
saying what many—but not all—once took it to be. A natural first question about
analytic philosophy is: ‘‘what exactly does this form of philosophy analyze?’’ We
might say it analyzes concepts. That is why it is also sometimes called conceptual
analysis. Many would argue that this is not all that analytic philosophy does,
but, for the purposes of this chapter, I think it fair to say that this is what many
analytic philosophers have attempted to do in the past and what many, at least
part of the time, continue to do today. They analyze concepts.

Concepts, of course, are fundamental to human life. Concepts organize our
practices. The concept of a person, for example, is central to myriad practices,
including those of politics, morality, the law, etc. The concept of a number is
fundamental to mathematics, while the concept of knowledge is indispensable
throughout the widest gamut of human activities. A rough and ready way to
characterize analytic philosophy is to say that it is concerned with the analysis of

¹ For an introduction to the issue of biological speciation, see Sober (1993).
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concepts that are key to human practices and activities, including not only those
of inquiry, like science, but, as well, of pragmatic endeavors, such as governance.
Analytic philosophers in this regard may trace their heritage back to Socrates
who walked the streets of Athens asking ‘‘what is knowledge?’’ and ‘‘what is
justice?’’ in ways that undermined commonplace and often complacent answers
to these questions, thus paving the way, the analytic philosopher might say (in a
self-congratulatory tone of voice), for more rigorous analyses.

Much Anglo-American philosophy takes the form of ‘‘the philosophy of —’’
where the blank is usually filled in by a name, such as biology, or history, or
law, or art. The name that fills in the blank is the name of some practice of
inquiry or practical affairs, and what the philosophy of the practice in question
investigates are the concepts that are central to or fundamental to the arenas
under discussion—the concepts that organize the practice in question and that
make activities within the practice possible (or, to say it another way, the concepts
that constitute the practice).

The philosophy of law, for example, examines the central concepts of jurispru-
dence. Of course, one of the central concepts of this area is indeed the very notion
of a law. So a major question of the philosophy of law is ‘‘What is a law?’’ That
is, under what conditions do we classify an injunction as a law? Is a law whatever
a duly constituted assembly endorses as a law in accordance with established
procedures? Or does a law, properly so called, have to follow from or at least be
consistent with deeper principles—maybe deep constitutional principles or even
the claims of human rights? Analytic philosophers also attempt to identify the
criteria we use to categorize things one way rather than another. Sometimes this
is dismissed as merely playing with words. However, when one considers how
much can ride on questions of categorization, it seems that analytic philosophers
are generally less naive than those who disparage them as ‘‘mere logic choppers.’’

Much Anglo-American philosophy has thus increasingly become a ‘‘second
order’’ form of inquiry. It is the philosophy of this or that—of physics, or of
economics, or of art. That is, analytic philosophy has taken significant forms of
human practice as its domain, not in terms of discovering within them recurring
patterns of social behavior, as a social scientist might, but in terms of clarifying
the concepts that make activities within the relevant domains of practice possible.

Of course, art is a significant form of human practice, one that deploys a wide
range of concepts that make the activities of artmaking, art appreciation, art
history, and art criticism possible. Some of these concepts include representation,
expression, aesthetic experience, authorial intention, fiction, interpretation, aes-
thetic quality, style, and the like. An analytic philosopher of art analyzes concepts
such as these.

Wollheim, for example, has advanced a very important account of the concept
of representation, notably of pictorial representation, in terms of what he has
called ‘‘seeing-in’’ (1987: Ch. 2). He has also offered a penetrating analysis of
perceptual meaning (1998). In both cases, he is involved in the prototypical
activity of analytic philosophers, namely the analysis of concepts. Periodicals
such as The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism and the British Journal of
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Aesthetics—which are the leading venues for the analytic philosophy of art
in the English-speaking world—specialize in articles that analyze not only the
aforesaid concepts but many others, including dance, metaphor, ugliness, musical
meaning, beauty, aesthetic properties, and so on.

Of course, one of the concepts fundamental to the practice of art is the very
notion of ‘‘art’’ itself. This gives rise to the question ‘‘What is art?’’ However, this
question can be taken in at least two ways. It can be a question about the practice
of art as a whole in contradistinction to other practices like sports. What is the
difference between the artworld and the sportsworld? Or it can be a question
about individual works of art—what makes this item, a painting by Georgia
O’Keeffe, an artwork, in contradistinction to my kitchen sink, which cannot be
subsumed under the concept of an artwork? Or what leads us to classify certain
things rather than others as artworks?

I will now be concerned with what analytic philosophy has to contribute
to answering this variation on the question ‘‘What is art?’’—i.e., to the issue
of articulating the conditions under which something counts as an artwork.
Though the question may seem academic, a little reflection should reveal that
it is absolutely foundational to our participation in the practice of art. For
instance, for those of us who make up the audience, how we respond to
an object—interpretively, appreciatively, emotively, and evaluatively—hinges
crucially upon whether or not we categorize it as an artwork. If a scattering of
debris on the floor is categorized as an artwork—an installation, for example,
by Robert Morris—then an interpretation of the meaning of the work will be
appropriate, including, perhaps, recondite allusions to art history; but if it is an
ordinary mess, a cleaning up is probably what’s called for. Whereas cleaning up
a Robert Morris installation might be tantamount to vandalism, not cleaning up
my garage is merely shiftlessness. In short, classifying something as an artwork
makes possible or is essential to many of the other artworld activities that
preoccupy us.

Perhaps in days gone by the question of how we go about classifying objects
and performances as artworks was not so pressing. For centuries, it seemed that
many people could do this with a high degree of accuracy and consensus, almost
intuitively, even across cultures. That is not to say that people understood the
art of other cultures intuitively, but only that cross-cultural recognition of the
artifacts different cultures regard as falling into the category Westerners call ‘‘art’’
obtained at rates that were anything but random.

Nevertheless, the emergence of avant-garde art in the West, at least, prob-
lematized whatever easy, general convergence in identifying art might have
existed hithertofore. Readymades, such as Marcel Duchamp’s notorious Foun-
tain, thwarted ordinary expectations about what counted as art rather than
non-art in such a way that, if Fountain were to count as art, the concept of art
that enfranchised it would have to be made explicit and defended. The days
of intuitive consensus, if they ever truly existed, were over and the practices of
the avant-garde artworld made the clarification of the concept of art an almost
existential question.
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It is no accident that the analytic philosophy of art has expanded most
dramatically during what we might call the age of the avant-garde, since
developments in avant-garde art, like hard cases in the law, have grievously taxed
us to become aware of what is and is not presupposed by our concept of art.
The evolution of the avant-garde has forced us to regard certain familiar features
of artworks—like beauty and verisimilitude—as contingent, and to refine ever
more expressly the conditions in accordance with which we classify something
as art. One way to understand the analytic philosophy of art is as an attempt
to come to terms with avant-garde art—specifically, to explain how the initially
strange mutations of the avant-garde fit within the concepts that regulate already
existing artistic practices.

2 . THE ANALYTIC PHILOSOPHY OF ART

One might say there have been three major movements in the analytic philosophy
of art. I will call them: unselfconscious essentialism, the neo-Wittgensteinian
interlude, and self-conscious essentialism.

Unselfconscious essentialism, as represented by Clive Bell in the early years
of the twentieth century, attempted to explicate the concept of art by means of
what we might call the classical theory of concepts. On this view, concepts could
be explicated by sets of necessary conditions that were jointly sufficient.

A necessary condition for x, is a feature that x must possess in order to count as
an x. For example, maleness is a necessary condition for bachelorhood, femaleness
is a necessary condition for being a princess. X is a princess, only if x is female;
if x is a male and x is unmarried, then that is sufficient for x being a bachelor;
so being male and being unmarried are each necessary conditions for being a
bachelor and together they are jointly sufficient—x is a bachelor if and only if x
is male and x is unmarried. For the classical theory of concepts, to analyze or to
explicate a concept is to advance the necessary and sufficient conditions for its
application.

Clive Bell offers such an analysis or essential definition of art: x is an artwork if
and only if x possesses significant form. Significant form, then, was the essential
feature of art, that which distinguished art from everything else. I call Bell’s
position ‘‘unselfconscious essentialism,’’ for he thought that this approach to the
analysis of concepts was unproblematic.

Bell’s theory was open to many criticisms—not the least of which was that the
notion of significant form was woefully unspecified. Bell offered little indication
of what constituted significant form and, with no idea of that, there was no
way of using it as a sign of art status. However, by mid-century, another type
of criticism was directed not at the content of theories like Bell’s, but at their
underlying presupposition that art was the type of concept that could be analyzed
in terms of essential definitions—that is, in terms of sets of necessary conditions
that were jointly sufficient.
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Since this sort of criticism claimed to be influenced by the later writings of
Wittgenstein, it is often referred to as neo-Wittgensteinian.²Neo-Wittgensteinian
aesthetics contained at least two components: first, a critical component that
argued that all previous attempts at art philosophy, which all allegedly relied on
the application of the classical theory of concepts, were mistaken; and, second,
a constructive component which proposed an alternative means—referred to as
the method of family resemblances—for identifying candidate works as artworks.

On the negative side, the neo-Wittgensteinians argued either that no concepts
were analyzable by means of the classical theory of concepts, or, at least, that very
few were. We are able to identify the instances of many concepts (such as chairs)
for which we lack essential definitions in terms of necessary conditions that are
jointly sufficient. Why suppose that art is not like this?

It was also argued that art was not the sort of concept that could be analyzed in
this way because art was an open concept, a label denominating a field of activity
where originality and invention were, so to say, permanent possibilities. But if
art could be defined by sets of necessary conditions that were jointly sufficient,
then allegedly that implied that there were limits to what could be art—limits
beyond which creativity could not extend—and this was held to be strictly
incompatible with the notion that art was an open concept. The presupposition
that the concept of art could be explicated in virtue of sets of necessary conditions
that were jointly sufficient, according to the neo-Wittgensteinians, contradicted
central features of the concept of art. Therefore, unselfconscious essentialists like
Bell were methodologically wrong in the way they attempted to sort artworks
from non-artworks.

But if one does not distinguish artworks from non-artworks on the basis of a
formula or definition, how is this to be done? Neo-Wittgensteinians, often citing
Wittgenstein’s analysis of games in his Philosophical Investigations, suggested the
idea of family resemblances. Basically, the approach worked like this. There
are many different kinds of games. Some involve equipment, some don’t; some
involve competition, some don’t; some involve boards, some don’t, etc. For any
perceptible feature of some games that you can mention, there will be other
games that lack them. There are no perceptible features of games that represent
necessary conditions that all games must possess; nor is there some set of such
conditions that pick out all and only games.

How, then, do we determine whether some yet unencountered activity is a
game? By taking note of whether or not it resembles in significant respects some
things that we already regard as paradigmatic games. When certain computer
activities arrived on the scene, we counted them as games because of their many
similarities to things that we already took to be paradigmatic cases of games: they
involved competition, scoring, turn-taking, counters, leisure time, etc. There was
no fixed number of similarities required. Rather, when the similarities mounted,
the weight of reflection upon the correspondences gradually led us to decide in

² Perhaps the best-known statement of this position can be found in Weitz (1956).
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favor of the game status of the computer arrays. Moreover, when confronting a
skeptic about the status of a recent candidate for gamehood, we would point to
resemblances between our game paradigms and new arrivals as the appropriate
way of arguing on behalf of something like Donkey Kong.

According to the neo-Wittgensteinian, we do not classify objects and perfor-
mances as artworks by means of an essential definition, for this is putatively
incompatible with the open concept of art. We identify artworks in terms of their
resemblance to paradigmatic artworks. We start with some things that everyone
agrees are artworks—e.g., King Lear, The School of Athens, Citizen Kane, Water
Music, Ulysses, etc. Then when inspecting a new candidate for art status or when
arguing on its behalf, we note similarities between it and various features of
our paradigms. The new work is not an exact replica of any of our pre-existing
paradigms. It shares some similarities with some of our paradigms in some
respects and other similarities with other paradigms in other respects. Just as a
family member may recall his mother’s coloring and his grandfather’s nose, so a
candidate artwork may correlate with some of the expressive potentials of King
Lear and the architectonic unity of The School of Athens. No correspondences
are necessary or sufficient, yet the accumulation of family resemblances between
a candidate and the standing family of art supply the grounds for calling a new
work, including an avant-garde work, an artwork.

The neo-Wittgensteinian approach held sway for almost two decades. A
moratorium on definitions of art was virtually in effect throughout the fifties and
the sixties. But eventually both the positive and the negative dimensions of the
neo-Wittgensteinian program became objects of criticism.

Negatively, the neo-Wittgensteinians argued that art could not be defined
essentially in terms of necessary conditions that were conjointly sufficient
because this closed the open concept of art, thus presumably precluding artistic
experimentation.

This worry was questionable in at least two ways. First, definitions of art—such
as George Dickie’s Institutional Theory of Art—were proposed that involved
the invocation of necessary conditions that were conjointly sufficient, but which
did not in principle foreclose on any sort of conceivable artistic experimentation.
Dickie’s theory functioned as a counterexample to the neo-Wittgensteinian
assertion that an essential definition of art would perforce obstruct, if only
theoretically, artistic innovation. Second, given clearcut counterexamples to the
assertion, commentators began to wonder why the neo-Wittgensteinians ever
thought that necessary and sufficient conditions were inconsistent with artistic
experimentation. How, indeed, does the possibility of innovation figure in what
neo-Wittgensteinians call the concept of art in such a way that the concept of art
is incompatible with the very idea of an essential definition of art? Apart from
some vague notions of openness and closure, the argument has never been made
out rigorously and clearly.

If the negative claims of neo-Wittgensteinianism have been treated roughly, the
positive program is in even further retreat. Supposedly, the family resemblance
method supplies the means for sorting the art from the non-art. But the method is
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hardly reliable, since, if used as recommended, the approach will count everything
as art. The problem here is with the logic of resemblance. It is a law of logic
that everything resembles everything else in some respect. Artists and asteroids
resemble each other, if only with respect to being physical objects. Thus, if we
start, as the neo-Wittgensteinian advises, with a package of paradigmatic artworks
with an indeterminately large number of features, then with any candidate object,
we should be able to find some ways in which it resembles some of either the
paradigms or, at least, some other objects (descendants of the paradigms) that
resemble the paradigms in some respects.

On its own, similarity, unqualified, is just too broad a relationship to employ
to pick out artworks. One might try to argue that the similarities between
candidates and our paradigms are of a certain required sort, but, if we speak of
required sorts of similarities, then it sounds as though we are speaking about
necessary conditions for art status, something that most neo-Wittgensteinians
eschew. Nor is it open to neo-Wittgensteinians to talk about what might be called
disjunctive sets of relevant artistic similarities because that reintroduces the notion
of sufficient conditions, another commitment that most neo-Wittgensteinians
suspect in the way that Methodists distrust gin.

Thus, neo-Wittgensteinianism is caught in a dilemma: on the one hand, given
the logic of resemblance, the family resemblance method cannot discriminate
artworks from anything else, unless, on the other hand, the method is supple-
mented with the kinds of qualifying conditions that, as a matter of principle, the
neo-Wittgensteinian believes is incompatible with the concept of art. Paradox-
ically, the neo-Wittgensteinian might have to become non-Wittgensteinian in
order to make the family resemblance method serviceable.

Because of these problems and others, the last two and a half decades have
witnessed a return to essentialist definitions of art. Dickie and Danto are two
of the best-known representatives of this return to the essentialist project, but
there are numerous other workers in these fields, including, among them,
Eaton, Levinson, and Stecker (see References and Further Reading). I call
this self-conscious essentialism, since these authors are well aware of the neo-
Wittgensteinian position and come prepared with arguments designed to refute
it. It is impossible to summarize all of the different maneuvers and subtleties that
the self-conscious essentialists have introduced into the discussion. However, it is
feasible to note some of the nagging problems that still plague essentialist attempts
to articulate the conditions in accordance with which we classify artworks.

Two well-known theories of art in the self-conscious essentialist mode are
those of Dickie and Danto. The early versions of Dickie’s Institutional Theory
of Art argued that x is an artwork if and only if (1) x is an artifact (2) upon which
some person or persons, acting in behalf of a certain institution (the artworld),
confers the status of candidate for appreciation (1974). This definition of art is
quite complex, however simple it may appear on first reading. Nevertheless, for
all its complexity, as a definition, it contains a very evident flaw, namely it is
circular, inasmuch as it uses the notion of an artworld to define art. But then
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how will one characterize an artworld, without referring to art in a viciously
circular way?

Dickie, himself, has not tried to rid his theory of circularity in subsequent
versions, but instead has attempted to convince readers that it is not viciously
circular. Moreover, one version of Danto’s characterization of art is also beset
by circularity, since Danto has, until very recently, regarded enfranchisement by
an art theory to be a necessary condition for art status. But how, one wants to
know, can one define art in terms of art theories without already presupposing a
notion of art sufficient to tell art theories from other sorts of theories?

Circularity, then, is one problem that continues to dog essentialist definitions
of art. Other problems include the fact that most candidates for necessary
conditions of art are heavily contested, while no sets of putative necessary
conditions advanced so far have been jointly sufficient. A brief review of Danto’s
theory of art (1997) may illustrate both these points (see Carroll, 1997).

In After the End of Art, Danto says that in order to be a work of art, x must
(1) be about something and (2) must embody its meaning, where ‘‘to embody
a meaning’’ amounts to discovering ‘‘a mode of presentation that is intended to
be appropriate to its meaning’’—i.e., is intended to be appropriate to whatever
subject it is about. As Danto knows, these two putatively necessary conditions
are not conjointly sufficient. Danto himself draws a distinction between ordinary
Brillo Boxes—what he thinks of as mere real things—and Andy Warhol’s.
Warhol’s are supposedly art, whereas ordinary Brillo Boxes are not. However,
Danto’s theory of art will not draw this distinction, for ordinary Brillo Boxes
are about something, namely, Brillo—about which their colorful iconography
has a lot to say by means of appropriate expressive devices. The wave on the box
suggests a rush of cleanliness, just the sort of thoughts Proctor and Gamble, the
manufacturers of Brillo, wish to instill in the minds of prospective customers.
Nor is this a problem merely with Brillo Boxes. Danto’s theory of art will have
systematic problems differentiating artworks proper from all sorts of expressive
cultural artifacts ranging from chewing-gum wrappers to bell-bottom trousers.

However, Danto’s conditions do not just fail to be jointly sufficient. It is not
clear that they each constitute necessary conditions for art status. The notion of
embodiment is at best obscure. At least in one sense, disjunction between the
mode of presentation of a work and its subject seem possible in art, unless these
terms are so interconnected that they always correspond by definition. But if that
is how matters stand, then it is hard to see how any distinction is being drawn,
since anything that presents its subject will embody it. On the other hand, it
does seem doubtful that every work of art is about something, even under a very
generous construal of about-ness. Surely, there is art that is purely decorative and
not about anything, and art designed solely to stimulate delight without, in any
sense, being about that delight. Thus, Danto’s most straightforward candidate as
a necessary condition for art status appears to fall far short of doing the job.

Essentialist definitions of art continue to be propounded by analytic philoso-
phers. At the same time, these accounts continue to fall afoul of certain problems.
As we saw from our brief look at some of the views of Dickie and Danto, existing
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essentialist accounts of art court circularity, or they fail to identify successfully
necessary conditions for art, let alone ones that are jointly sufficient. Of course,
the repeated failure of theories like these does not show that no one will ever be
able to solve these problems. However, rather than ending this chapter by taking
note of the continued frustration of analytic philosophers of art of an essentialist
bent, I would like to suggest another alternative for explicating the way in which
we apply the concept of art in order to categorize new works, especially new
works of the often intentionally bewildering and enigmatic variety that hail from
the avant-garde.

3 . ART AND NARRATIVE

The neo-Wittgensteinians mistakenly thought they had an argument showing
that a definition of art in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions was
impossible in principle. Although repeated failure does not show the impossibility
of the project, it may suggest the advisability of rethinking the way to solve it.

Essentialists like Dickie and Danto remain committed to what I referred to
as the classical theory of concepts. However, this approach has been challenged
by competing views, including prototype theory in psychology and the causal
theory of reference in the analysis of natural kinds (see Griffiths, 1997: Ch. 7).
Thus, there is no reason to believe that all concepts behave in the way presumed
by the classical theory. Perhaps we apply the concept of art to objects in virtue of
factors other than necessary and sufficient conditions.

But if we do not sort artworks from other things by means of essential
definitions, how do we do it? My suggestion is that we do so by means of
narratives (see Carroll, 1986, 1993, 1994). Consider how we assuage the disbelief
of spectators who are convinced that the latest avant-garde offering is not art. Such
accusations have echoed throughout the twentieth century, leveled at different
times at Duchamp’s readymades, Pollock’s drip paintings, Merce Cunningham’s
choreography, and the works of Damien Hirst and Matthew Barney. How are
such challenges met?

Generally, the proponent of the work in question responds by telling a
story that links the contested work to preceding art, and artmaking practices
and contexts, in such a way that the work under fire can be seen to be the
intelligible outcome of recognizable modes of thinking and making already of
a sort commonly adjudged to be artistic. This mode of proceeding, of course,
presupposes that we already know that some objects are art, that we understand
what is important about these objects, and that there is agreement about this. Then
we attempt to show how new work evolves from works already acknowledged to
be artistic activities guided by concerns regarded as central to the practice. Thus,
the figural distortion of German expressionist painters is not dismissed as an
inept attempt at verisimilitude and, therefore, as defective or pseudo art, but as
an intelligible and well-precedented artistic response—a revolt—against realism
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for the sake of securing a widely and antecedently acknowledged artistic value,
namely expressivity.

It is an expectation of artists that they be concerned to make original
contributions to the tradition within which they work. These contributions
can range along the creative scale from slight variations in established genres
to wholesale revolutions. In certain respects, art history is analogous to a
conversation in which each artist-discussant makes, or at least is expected to
make, a contribution. However, as in a conversation, the contribution must also
have some relevance to what has gone before—otherwise, there simply is no
conversation. In relation to their predecessors, artists must be posing or answering
some question, amplifying what someone else has proposed or disagreeing with
or even repudiating it, or demonstrating that some neglected option is possible
and the like. In such ways as this, the artist’s contribution should be relevant to
the already existing practice of art—to its abiding concerns and interests.

Of course, the problem frequently presented by avant-garde art is that some
of the artist’s interlocutors—aka the general public—often fail to catch onto
the relevance of the artist’s ‘‘remark’’ to the ongoing conversation in its artistic
context. The audience may discern the ‘‘originality’’ of the work, but not its
relevance. There is, in a manner of speaking, a gap or a glitch in the conversation.

But if this is the problem, there is an evident way to repair it: reconstruct
the conversation in such a way that the relevance of the artist’s contribution is
perspicuous—bring perhaps unremarked or unnoticed presuppositions into the
open, point to overlooked features of the context, make the intentions the artist
means to convey explicit, show that the said intentions are intelligible in terms
of the conversation and context, and so on. Reconstructing the conversation in
this way amounts to a historical narrative. Where something is missing from the
conversation—some connection—it is supplied by a retelling of the conversation
that historically reconstructs it. I claim that, with suitable qualifications, where
we can produce a genuine historical narrative of this sort, we have sufficient
grounds for categorizing a candidate work as an artwork.

This narrative approach to classifying artworks establishes the art status of
a candidate by connecting the work in question to previously acknowledged
artworks and practices. In this regard, it may appear to recall the family
resemblance approach. However, the narrative approach is not merely an affair
of similarities between past and present art. The pertinent correspondences must
be shown to be part of a narrative development—to track processes of cause and
effect, decision and action, and lines of influence. Unlike the neo-Wittgensteinian
method for identifying artworks, the narrative approach links present art to past
art not in terms of some unspecified notion of similarity, but in terms of descent.
Contemporary avant-garde works are classified as artworks in virtue of their
ancestry, where that ancestry is explained by means of a narrative or genealogy.

Undoubtedly, the suggestion that we sort objects into a kind by means of a
historical narrative will strike some as bizarre. Often we derive our models of
kindhood from physics and chemistry where an element is grouped in virtue
of some intrinsic, micro-physical property that explains its other projectible
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properties. But not all kinds, even in the sciences, are like this. For example,
species are historical entities—they are groups of organisms that are sorted
together by virtue of their common history rather than by virtue of intrinsic
resemblances that they bear to each other (see Sober, 1993: Ch. 6).

The reason for this is that species, by their nature, evolve, typically showing
variations not merely in some of their peripheral characteristics, but, in principle,
in all of their features. No particular feature, no matter how central to our
stereotype of the species, to its genotype or its morphology, is essential for an
individual organism to be a member of the species in question. What is crucial,
as Darwin already indicated, is descent.

Indeed, within the branch of biology called systematics, one important debate
was between pheneticists, who proposed to sort species in terms of putatively
essential similarities between organisms, versus cladists, who argued that taxa are
unified historically by the mechanism of common descent. In certain respects,
this debate in biology repeats themes rehearsed in the analytic philosophy of
art, including not only the problem of fixing the essential properties of a kind
that is essentially evolving, but also the problem of the slackness of similarity as
an organizing principle. Of course, there are also important differences between
questions of art classification and speciation. I am only drawing attention to
selected, suggested analogies. However, the fact that cladism is regarded as a
respectable solution to the problem of speciation at least indicates history can
supply the grounds for membership in a kind in certain cases. And if descent is a
viable condition for classifying an organism as a member of a biological species,
there need be no problem, at least in principle, with supposing that candidates
are also classified under the concept of art in virtue of descent as explicated by
the appropriate types of historical narratives.

Since I am arguing that we identify artworks by means of narratives rather
than of definitions, the problems of circularity that confront essentialists such as
Dickie are not a problem for narrativist solutions to the problem of identifying
artworks. For circularity is a problem for definitions, but not for narratives.

Similarly, the narrativist may remain neutral with respect to the question of
whether art possesses any necessary conditions, since narratives of the evolution of
art can be told without presupposing that there is any one feature or combination
of features that all artworks must have. It is enough to recognize that there are
prevailing goals, interests, and preoccupations of art in a given context, or even
that they endure over long periods of time, and that new work can be shown to
evolve from them by way of intelligible processes of making and thinking already
regarded as artistic.

4 . CONCLUSION

I began by claiming that analytic philosophy specializes in the examination of
concepts and that the analytic philosophy of art has been greatly exercised by


