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in the theories of Dickie and Danto. But inasmuch as the theories of Dickie 

and Danto appeared to put to rest the strongest objections of the neo
Wittgensteinians, Dickie and Danto paved the way for others to try their 
hand at defining art. Marcia Muelder Eaton, Monroe Beardsley, Terry Dif
fey, Harold Osborne, Jerrold Levinson, Jeffrey Wieand, Richard Eldridge, 
Lucien Krukowski, Susan Feagin, James Carney, Richard Lind, William 
Tolhurst, and Robert Stecker, among others, began to field definitions of 
art, many of which are summarized and carefully examined in Stephen 
Davies' admirable book Definitions of Art.4 

Since the early nineties (and perhaps earlier) , interest in the question 
"What is art?" has slackened somewhat. It no longer commands the domi
nant position that it held in the relevant journals in the seventies through 
the eighties .  Other topics, such as the philosophy of music, have come to 
rival and maybe to surpass it. But even if the question of the definition of 
art is no longer the biggest game in town, it is still a very lively one .  Re
finements and criticisms of existing approaches continue to be produced at 
a regular pace, new theories are being formulated even now, and a better 
sense of what is involved in  the debate is continually evolving. Though no 
view commands the field at present, progress on the problem is being made. 

It is in this context that the present volume came to be . In it, I have 
assembled original contributions by some of the major players and by rep
resentatives of the leading positions in the ongoing conversation about the 
definition of art. But in this anthology the authors do not simply rehash 
old theories. In addition to refinements and adjustments of received views, 
the reader will also find new topics addressed - suc]1 as the relevance of 
feminism and tribal art to the definition of art. 

Not since Lars Aagaard-Mogensen's Culture and Art has an anthology 
like this one-devoted to theories of art- been published.s This volume, 
however, differs from Culture and Art. Whereas that book heralded the 
rebirth of the issue of defining art as a pressing topic for philosophi
cal research, this volume continues a well-established discussion. Now, 
more than twenty years later, what was at stake in  the debate dramati
cally posed by Culture and Art is becoming gradually more focused. The 
dialectical arena has become more complicated. With the great benefit of 
hindsight, more precise distinctions are being drawn, subtler conceptions 
of the project of definition are being proposed, and more detailed argu
ments are afield. The progress in evidence in this volume is incremental 
rather than monumental. But it is to be hoped that in its own way, Theories 
of Art Today will provide the solid footing for the next step in the debate . 
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SOME DIALECTICAL BACKST ORY: 
THE NEO-WITTGENSTEINIAN CHALLENGE 

As already indicated, the issue of the definition of art takes shape in large 
measure as a reaction to that species of mid-century skepticism that I have 
called neo-Wittgensteinism. Art theory of the end of the century is still 
laboring in the shadows of the fifties, since had it not been for the neo
Wittgensteinians the temptation to define art might never have appeared so 
inviting. For nothing taunts a philosopher so well as the claim that some
thing is impossible . It quickens the philosophical mind, turning dogmatic 
slumber into insomnia. 

According to thinkers like Morris Weitz, William Kennick, and Paul 
Ziff, art could not be defined.6 Various considerations were cited on behalf 
of this view, for example the past failure of previous theories of art and the 
fact that artworks belong to such diverse genres that the effort to find a 
common feature among them seems either futile or likely to come up with 
something vacuous. However, that past attempts failed does not guarantee 
a similar fate for future ones. Moreover, though the diversity of art may 
tax the wit of prospective definers, that in nowise shows that the task is 
beyond human ingenuity. No one can pronounce the race over before the 
last candidate is assessed and found faulty. 

Nevertheless, deeper considerations than these were also suggested. And, 
since I think that these were most forcefully articulated by Morris Weitz 
in his classic, much-reprinted article "The Role of Theory in Aesthetics," 
it is to this essay that I turn in order to adumbrate the neo-Wittgensteinian 
arguments mounted against art theory? 

On Weitz's view, art theory in the first half of the twentieth century, in
cluding his own, was primarily concerned to define art (by which Weitz 
meant: to provide necessary conditions that are conjointly sufficient for 
calling something an artwork, i .e . ,  to provide a real definition of art) . 
When Clive Bell identified art with significant form or when Susanne K.  
Langer claimed that an artwork is a form of  feeling, they were, according 
to Weitz, proposing a real definition of the conditions required of anything 
that is called artwork in the classificatory sense. But, Weitz argued, it is 
impossible to compose successfully a real definition of art. 

Weitz offered, it seems to me, two major arguments in favor of this con
clusion: the open concept argument and the family resemblance argument. 
Regarding the open concept argument, Weitz wrote: 

"Art" itself is an open concept. New conditions (cases) have constantly arisen 
and will undoubtedly constantly arise; new art forms, new movements will emerge, 
which will demand decisions on the part of those interested, usually professional 
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critics, as to whether the concept should be extended or not. Aestheticians may lay 
down conditions but never necessary and sufficient ones for the correct application 
of the concept. With "art" its conditions of application can never be exhaustively 
enumerated since new cases can always be envisaged or created by artists, or even 
nature, which would call for a decision on someone's part to extend or to close the 
old or invent a new concept. 

What I am arguing, then, is that the very expansive, adventurous character of 
art, its ever-present changes and novel creations makes it logically impossible to 
ensure any set of defining properties.8 

What Weitz appears to be arguing here is that art- the practice of art
is always, at least in principle, open to revolutionary change. This is not to 
say that art must always be expansive. Some artistic traditions will value 
stasis over change- a  classical Chinese painter may be valued more for his 
approximation of a preexisting, traditional paradigm than for his inno
vations. In fact, innovation may be discouraged in certain traditions . Art 
is not required to be original in order to count as art. Nevertheless, the 
practice of art- or our concept of the practice - is such that it must accom
modate the permanent possibility of change, expansion, or novelty. But if 
this is so, Weitz argues, then the attempt to arrive at a set of necessary 
conditions that are conjointly sufficient for determining art status is incom
patible with a conception of the practice of art as that which affords the 
permanent possibility of change, expansion, or novelty (since conditions, 
presumably, place limits on the range of innovation) . 

Setting out Weitz's argument as a reductio ad absurdum, we may inter
pret it roughly in the following way:9 

1 .  Art can be expansive . 
2. Therefore, art must be open to the permanent possibility of change, 

expansion, and novelty. 
3 .  If something is art, then it must be open to the permanent possibility of 

change, expansion, and novelty. 
4. If something is open to the permanent possibility of change, expansion, 

and novelty, then it cannot be defined. 
5. Suppose that art can be defined. 
6. Therefore, art is not open to the permanent possibility of change, 

expansion, and novelty. 
7. Therefore, art is not art. 

Moreover, since premise 5 appears to be the culprit in eliciting the 
contradiction here, let us infer that (5 )  is false . In other words, the suppo
sition that art can be defined is incompatible with the concept of art. 

In addition to the open concept argument, Weitz has another arrow in 
his quiver. As William Kennick points out, we are able to tell art from non-
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art in the ordinary course of affairs. How do we do this .? One hypothesis 
is that we possess a definition (a theory) of art, if only implicitly, that en
ables us to sort the art from the nonart. Here, supposing that we have such 
a definition has explanatory value- it explains how we go about classify
ing some things as art and others as nonart. So one argument in favor of 
there being a definition of art is that it has explanatory power. O ne might 
endorse the notion that art possesses a definition on the grounds that it is 
a hypothesis to the best explanation. 

But is  it  a good explanation at all and/or are there better explanations? 
For if it is an implausible explanation and/or if there are better explana
tions to be had, then the case for postulating that there is a definition of 
art will be undermined. This is where the family resemblance notion enters 
the picture. 

Kennick points out that not all concepts are ruled by real definitions, as 
does Weitz with his allusions to Wittgenstein's analysis of "game." So, why 
then suppose that the use of "art" is governed by a definition? And if it is, 
why is the definition so persistently hard to articulate ? Surely, it cannot be 
a very reliable hypothesis that we sort the art from the nonart by means 
of a definition, if no one can convincingly formulate what the definition is .  
Moreover, if the application of "art," like so many other concepts, can be 
explained without resorting to the dubious hypothesis of a definition, why 
not opt for the superior explanation? 

But what is the superior hypothesis?  Citing the authority of Wittgen
stein, Kennick and Weitz talk about family resemblances. When confronted 
with a new case about which we want to know whether it is art or not, we 
consider it in light of things already adjudged to be art and ask whether 
or �ot the new candidate appreciably resembles paradigmatic examples of 
what we are already convinced are artworks . Is Spalding Gray's Swimming 
to Cambodia like The Tempest (and other paradigmatic artworks )  and in 
how many respects ? And, likewise, does Yvonne Rainer's Trio A appre
ciably resemble Fokine's Les Sylphides (and other paradigms) ?  If the points 
of similarity in cases like these mount, we are inclined to decide to cate
gorize the new works as artworks. This' is· putatively how many concepts 
function. This is how Weitz and Kennick hypothesize "art" works. More
over, this approach segues nicely with the desideratum that art is an open 
concept- that is, open to the permanent possibility of change, expansion, 
and novelty. 

The family resemblance approach differs sharply from the definitional 
approach. For there are no similarities between new candidates and the 
paradigms (and descendants of the paradigms) that are necessary and/or 
sufficient for counting a candidate to be an artwork. Furthermore, the 
similarities relevant to calling one candidate an "artwork" may be differ-
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ent from the similarities that form the basis for calling another candidate 
an "artwork." Swimming to Cambodia may be an artwork because, like The 
Tempest, it involves acting and a narrative, whereas we may decide that 
Trio A is art because, like Les Sylph ides, it compels intense concentration 
on movement for its own sake. Thus, in contrast to the real definition ap
proach, Weitz maintains: 

If we actually look and see what we call "art," we will also find no common prop
erties-only strands of similarities. Knowing what art is is not apprehending some 
manifest or latent essence but being able to recognize, describe and explain those 
things we call "art" in virtue of these similarities.1o 

That is, the definitional approach rests on tracking uniquely common 
properties. The family resemblance idea depends upon noticing strands 
discontinuous but interweaving strands - of resemblances. The family re
semblance approach reveals how it is possible for us to sort the art from 
the nonart without invoking the putative, but arguably unavailable, notion 
of uniquely common features. 

In the past, the open concept argument and the family resemblance argu
ment have seemed formidable to many. However, subjected to scrutiny, 
they appear less persuasive today than they did in the fifties. Moreover, it 
is the waning of these arguments that has made the contemporary interest 
in defining art historically possible.  

A major problem with Weitz's open concept argument appears to be 
that throughout his discussion of traditional theories of art, Weitz is  talk
ing about the attempt to craft necessary and sufficien� conditions for what 
counts as an artwork; but to show that this is impossible, he then adverts to 
the practice of art, the very concept of which he says must be open to the 
permanent possibility of expansion. Thus, Weitz is arguing that a closed 
concept of artwork is incompatible with an open concept of the practice of 
art, that is, with our practices of creating artworks over time - from gen
eration to generation, so to speak. But here the levels of generality of the 
two concepts of art ( " art" as artwork, "art" as practice ) ,  though related, 
are hardly the same. Why must an allegedly closed concept of art in the first 
(artwork) sense be incompatible with the putatively open concept of art in 
the second (practice ) sense? Weitz doesn't really say explicitly. Moreover, 
his failure to keep these two concepts of art apart suggests that an equivo
cation may be afoot in his argument. 

O ne way to pinpoint the problem may be to refer back to my partial 
quasi-formalization of Weitz's open concept argument. The conclusion is 
that art is not art. But " art" is not being used univocally here, so there is 
no genuine contradiction at issue . No real incompatibility is being demon
strated. 
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In premise 3 ,  when we say that something is art only if it is open to the 
permanent possibility of change, expansion, and novelty, we are talking 
about the practice of art. But in premise 5, when we suppose, in accordance 
with the context of Weitz's article, that art can be defined, we are talking 
about artworks ( i .e . ,  the issue is whether the concept of work of art can be 
defined). So, if we apply this insight to the conclusion of the argument, re
moving the ambiguity in Weitz's text and our earlier interpretation thereof, 
there is no formal contradiction in (7 ) .  For there is no inconsistency in say
ing that an artwork is not the practice of art- or that the concept of art is 
not the concept of the practice of art. The conditions that differentiate art
works from non artworks may differ consistently from the conditions that 
differentiate the practice of art from other practices ( like religion) .  

Why suppose, as  Weitz does, that there is  any real tension here ? Let us 
grant that the practice of art is open to the permanent possibility of change, 
expansion, and innovation. What does that have to do with the conditions 
requisite for the status of artwork? Talk of the permanent possibility of ex
pansion makes sense only with reference to the practice of art; it makes no 
sense to say of completed artworks that they need to be open to the per
manent possibility of change and innovation . If anything is open in Weitz's 
sense, it is the practice of art. In general, it would be a category error to 
maintain that completed artworks must be open to change (save perhaps in 
the special case of environmental-process artworks),  Thus, the open con
cept argument fails because it equivocates on the relevant concepts of art 
in play - it fails to find a logical connection between definitions of art and 
of the concept of the practice of art. 

This is an abstract counterargument. Some may remain unpersuaded, 
haunted by the residual suspicion that somehow if we "lay down" necessary 
and sufficient conditions for artworks, we may be stipulating limitations 
on the kinds of things that artists can do- on the kinds of experiments and 
innovations they may introduce into the practice. But there is no reason in 
principle to suppose this.  That artworks might possess defining properties 
does not logically preclude the invention of new works that instantiate the 
relevant conditions in innovative, unexpected, and unforeseeable ways . A 
definition of science would not preclude innovative, unexpected, and un
foreseeable research. 

Moreover, this logical point is  borne out in the theories of art that 
have been proposed by Arthur Danto and George Dickie. For although 
they propose definitions of art, their definitions are compatible with art
ists presenting any kind of thing as an artwork. For them, artworks can be 
indiscernible from their real-world counterparts . Anything could be trans
figured into an artwork in the proper circumstances, given their theories . 
This is not to agree that their theories are true, but only to make the logi-
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cal observation that if anything- any kind of thing - can be an artwork 
and their (Dickie's and Danto's) theories are real definitions of art, then it 
is hard to see logically how the mere suggestion of necessary and sufficient 
conditions for the concept of work of art can limit the practice of art or 
the scope of artistic activity and imagination. Thus, a real definition of art, 
pace Weitz, is compatible with the putative openness of the practice of art 
to change, expansion, and novelty. The examples of the theories of Dickie 
and Danto have shown at least that. 

Still, it might be argued that necessary and sufficient conditions must 
place certain limits on what can be an artwork even if no limits are placed 
on the kind of thing that can be an artwork. Several points need to be 
made here. Necessary and sufficient conditions are not incompatible with 
an immense latitude for expansion and innovation.  Moreover, though the 
concept of art (in the practice sense ) may be open, it is not wide open
not everything can be art at any time for just any reason. After all, even 
if we agree that the practice of art is open to change and expansion, the 
relevant changes and expansions must be related to what precedes them, 
or they would not be changes and expansions of the practice. That is, the 
phenomena in question cannot be utter non sequiturs . 

Thus, Dickie and Danto might argue that the only expansions their con
ditions block are putative "innovations" of the utter non sequitur variety. 
But this is not a problem since the proposition that any kind of thing can 
be art for the right reason is just as liberal and as open as anyone should 
want it to be. Their conditions (and other possible conditions ) in no way 
threaten the creativity of artists, since they allow tha� artists can traffic in 
any kind of thing, from urinals and bottle racks to rams with tires round 
their bellies, blocks of lard, and sections of sharks floating in formaldehyde. 

Moreover, approaching the open concept argument historically rather 
than logically, as the preceding dialectic suggests, the art theories of Dickie 
and Danto can be construed as growing out of a response to Weitz's argu
ment, insofar as their theories are, in effect, veritable counterexamples to 
Weitz's position. Both concretely exemplify that there need be no incon
sistency between defining art and respecting the permanent possibility of 
artistic expansion and creativity. Furthermore, at the same time, the linea
ments of the theories of Dickie and Danto can also be seen as dialectical 
responses to the family resemblance argument. In order to appreciate this 
point, it is instructive to review some of the pitfalls of the family resem
blance approach. 

According to the family resemblance approach, the way in which we go 
about identifying artworks - the way that we sort the art from the nonart
is by looking for similarities between works already regarded as artworks 
and new candidates. Ideally, the process begins by establishing a flexible 
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set of paradigmatic artworks -works everyone agrees are unquestionably 
artworks. On the basis of these, we then decide about the art status of fur
ther works. At any given, time, then, we will have in our possession a set of 
artworks composed of paradigms and descendants of paradigms . If, in the 
present moment, we are perplexed about the status of a new work, we are 
instructed to look at the body of works already adjudged to be artworks 
and to see whether the new work in question bears appreciable similari
ties with the items in our existing set of artworks . Perhaps the new work is 
similar to Yristam Shandy in its possession of an elliptical narrative struc
ture, like Oedipus Rex in its capacity to raise pity and fear, and resembles 
Beethoven's Ninth Symphony in its sublimity. As these correspondences 
accumulate, we decide to classify the new work as an artwork, though no 
established numerical criterion determines how many correspondences are 
required here. Rather, we reflect on the resemblances and make an all
things-considered judgment. 

But the problem with this method is that the concept of similarity upon 
which it relies is too slack. For it is a truism of logic that everything re
sembles everything else in some respect. An alien carburetor from another 
galaxy will resemble Rodin's Gate of Hell at least in respect of being a 
material object, as well as probably in a number of other ways . Thus, for 
any candidate work, it will resemble the paradigms in some ways, and, if 
we consider the descendants of the paradigms in addition, the number of 
similarities between anything and the items already counted as art will be 
compounded. That is, applying the family resemblance method today, we 
will be able to declare that everything is art by tomorrow, if not sooner. 
This is far too inclusive . 

It is more inclusive than the theories of Dickie and Danto, since, whereas 
they countenance the possibility that any kind of thing might be art under 
certain conditions, on the family resemblance approach we can arrive at 
the conclusion that everything is art now. Or, to put the matter differently, 
using the family resemblance model we will have to concede that every
thing is art, since everything is like everything else in some respect. Thus, 
the family resemblance model is not a viable competitor for explaining 
how we sort art from nonart because using the family resemblance method, 
there would be no sorting at all . But since Weitz and Kennick suppose that 
we can sort art from everything else, the family resemblance explanation 
must be flawed on its own terms. 

Of course, this argument may dispose friends of the family resemblance 
approach to object that not j ust any resemblances count when we are de
ciding what to count as art .  Only resemblances in pertinent respects should 
count. But what respects are pertinent respects - art-pertinent respects
and which are not? Here the intrusion of condition-talk seems unavoidable. 
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In order to halt the "here comes everything" effect, the proponent of 
the family resemblance approach will have to introduce the notions of 
either necessary similarities (conditions) -or of a disjunctive set of neces
sary similarities-or of sufficient conditions or sets thereof. But that is just 
to become engaged again in the project of defining art, the project that 
neo-Wittgensteinians claim is impossible. Thus, the neo-Wittgensteinians 
appear caught on the horns of a dilemma. If they persist in an unadorned 
version of the family resemblance model, the explanatory value of their 
approach looks worthless, while if they start adding constraints to the 
approach, they will find themselves back in the defining business again, de
signing conditions, and, thereby, undercutting their central claim that art 
cannot be defined. 

A related way of seeing the latter problem is to recall a famous argu
ment of Maurice Mandelbaum's.l1 Mandelbaum charged that people like 
Weitz i llicitly appropriated the notion of family resemblance for their 
camp. Real family resemblances-say, the similarity between your hair and 
your father'S, or your nose and your mother's-are not mere resemblances, 
mere correlations of features. Even if my eyes are exactly the same color as 
Gregory Peck's, they do not bear a family resemblance to Gregory Peck's � 

for the obvious reason that, no matter how great the similarity between my 
eyes and Peck's, we are not members of the same family-not members of 
the same gene pool. For resemblances to be genuine family resemblances, 
there must be some underlying mechanism-such as genetic inheritance. 
If a similarity is to count as a family resemblance, it must have been gen
erated in the appropriate manner. If Bill Clinton resembles a big teddy 
bear in certain respects, that is not a family resemblance, since presumably 
Clinton and the teddy bear don't belong to the same gene pool. Though 
they may look alike, the resemblance is not a case of family resemblance. 

In other words, family resemblances, properly so-called, are governed 
by conditions. It is a necessary condition of authentic family resemblances 
that they require a genetic foundation. Thus, the proponents of the so
called family resemblance approach reached for the label too quickly. For 
their procedure trades in mere resemblances, not family resemblances. If 
they had really hoped to exploit the analogy with family resemblances, they 
would have had to acknowledge the need for certain necessary parame
ters -certain necessary conditions-for the application of the concept of 
art. But this would have been antithetical to their aims, since it would have 
put them, by their own lights, back in the definition game. 

It is, of course, the lack of the kind of conditions that the analogy to 
family resemblance requires that brings about the "here comes everything" 
effect outlined above. The way to avert that effect would have been to take 
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the family resemblance analogy seriously. But that, of course, would incur 
a reversion to the project of defining art. 

Mandelbaum's criticisms of the family resemblance model not only dis
closed a disturbing oversight in the rhetoric of Weitz and Kennick. It 
also suggested a way in which intending art theorists might negotiate the 
gauntlet thrown down by the neo-Wittgensteinians. Echoing Wittgenstein, 
Weitz and Kennick maintained that in order to identify an item as an art
work, one just needed to look and see -look and see whether a candidate 
resembles the paradigms or descendants therefrom in terms of their mani
fest features . But Mandelbaum's discussion of genuine family resemblances 
alerted philosophers to the possibility that the relevant common features 
for defining art might not be manifest at all but rather underlying, non
manifest properties (in the way that it is genetic inheritance that makes for 
real family similarities and not just glancing ones) . 

That is, just as genesis plays the crucial role in defining family member
ship, perhaps genesis is also the key to defining art. Dickie and Danto can 
be seen to be exploiting this possibility in different ways: Danto, in many 
writings, argues that art status depends on the genesis of artworks in art 
theories and art narratives, while the genetic mechanism that accounts for 
art status on Dickie's view is the institution of art, later rechristened the 
art circle . 

Dickie has been quite explicit about his indebtedness to Mandelbaum. 
He observes that Mandelbaum suggested that on Weitz's view of past art 
theorists, philosophers considered only manifest properties of an item
such as expressive properties-that were perceptible in the item in iso
lation from its historical, social, or cultural conte?Cts as relevant to the 
project of defining art. These manifest properties are often described in 
the literature misleadingly as nonrelational, though it would be more accu
rate to call them "decontextualized." 12 And even the family resemblance 
approach attends to only the manifest, decontextualized properties of its 
objects of comparison. 

But perhaps this alleged oversight in both the traditional approach to 
definition and the family resemblance approach is that they "look" in the 
wrong place. Instead of searching for the common thread or threads be
tween artworks along the dimension of the manifest, decontextualized 
(relational) properties of the works in question, maybe the solution to the 
problem of identifying art, Dickie suggests, rests in exploring the nonmani
fest, context-informed (relational) properties of the relevant works. This is 
the moral that Dickie derived from Mandelbaum. An artifact is a work of 
art, for Dickie, just in case it possesses a certain nonmanifest property
that it emerge from the social context of an artworld in the right way.13 
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The rudiments of Danto's position were formulated before the publica
tion of Mandelbaum's argument. However, Danto's sentiments clearly run 
parallel to Mandelbaum's. If nothing else, Danto's slogan that art is not 
something that the eye can descry is a pithy way of encapsulating the idea 
that identifying arthood is not an affair of manifest decontextualized prop
erties- not a matter to be determined by eyeballing an item in isolation 
from its origins (in isolation from an artworld) .  

Moreover, Danto's use of the method of indiscernibles- his presentation 
of pairs of objects like Warhol's Brillo Box versus Procter and Gamble's 
concretizes Mandelbaum-type worries about the overreliance on manifest 
properties in the neo-Wittgensteinian agenda. For if we look at the perti
nent pair of indiscernibles, insofar as they are i ndiscernibles, we will find 
nothing to look at and see that will account for the difference between War
hol's boxes (which are artworks) and Procter and Gamble's (which are not 
art objects) .  Or, to put the point the other way around, if we employ the 
family resemblance method, we will have no way of differentiating ordi
nary Brillo boxes from Warhol's. The indiscernibility problem, in other 
words, shows that the family resemblance model is completely inoperable 
and for the very reason Mandelbaum articulated- because of its depen
dence on manifest, decontextualized properties of the works in question. 

Like Dickie, Danto realized that this shortcoming in  the approaches 
from Plato through Weitz at least suggested a productive line of rethink
ing the issue of defining art. Whereas Dickie attempted to work out this 
possibility in a way that might be called sociological- limning the social 
context requisite for creating art-Danto has emphqsized the importance 
of art history and art theory for identifying art.14 If Danto's artworld is a 
world of ideas , Dickie's is a world of people , of artists and their publics. 

Whether the founding insights of Danto and Dickie are ultimately ir
reconcilable-whether or not their disagreements are finally over matters 
of detail- it is, I think, nevertheless true that the move they both made 
away from emphasis on the manifest, decontextualized properties of art 
and toward the importance of nonmanifest, context-dependent (historico
social) features set the stage for subsequent developments in art theorizing. 
The parade of approaches to art theory that we have seen since Danto and 
Dickie initiated their response to the neo-Wittgensteinians -which ap
proaches include cultural, historical, intentionalist, and neo-institutional 
theories (and combinations thereof) - have proceeded through the breach 
in the neo-Wittgensteinian argument spearheaded by Dickie and Danto. 
Even various recent aesthetic theories of art, which might appear to in
volve nothing but a return to the kind of theory that exercised Weitz, have 
profited from the example of Dickie and Danto. For not only did these two 
embolden aesthetic theorists to rejoin the project of definition, they lent 
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aesthetic theorists the clue that nonmanifest properties- such as artistic 
intentions- might be the secret to solving the problem. 

Most of the positions defended in this anthology are not aesthetic theo
ries. Many show the influence of the more contextualized approaches of 
Dickie and Danto (and Margolis and Wollheim) . These theories are direct 
beneficiaries of the reactions I have sketched to neo-Wittgensteinism. It is  
a commonplace of philosophy that you don't really understand a position 
(including your own) until you have a sense of that to which it is a re
sponse or a reaction. To follow what is going on in a philosophy, you need 
some grasp of its rivals. In a profound sense, the deepest rival to most of 
the views in this volume is neo-Wittgensteinism. Had there been no neo
Wittgensteinian interlude, it is doubtful that most of the chapters to follow 
would have whatever urgency they possess. 

Of course, the story of rivals did not end with the confrontation with 
neo-Wittgensteinism, since even philosophers united in their skepticism 
about the open concept argument and the family resemblance approach 
remain divided among themselves about how to advance in the wake of 
neo-Wittgensteinism. Alternative definitions abound, as do new alterna
tives to the definitional approach. And with these new alternatives come 
new rivalries and new debates, whose crossfire is too intricate to narrate in 
a brief introduction like this one . 

Moreover, luckily, there is scant reason for such a narrative, since most of 
the contributors to this volume make unmistakably clear what their agons 
are and why. I have spent so much time elaborating the neo-Wittgensteinian 
episode and its immediate vicissitudes simply because it provides the per
vasive challenge which animates contemporaries to arrive at an account of 
ho'Y we go about identifying art. Contemporary attempts in this matter
whether they be definitional or not- must heed the lessons to be learnt 
from the philosophers who advanced neo-Wittgensteinism and those who 
resisted it. 

WHAT IS IN THIS BOOK 

Each chapter in this book is an original attempt to deal with issues that 
arise from the problem of defining art. There is  no common viewpoint 
shared by all the contributors. Some of the authors are explicitly at odds 
with others. However, it is fair to suggest that they all share a common 
problematic and a common conversation. Like many conversations, how
ever, this one is  marked by different perspectives and by dissension. 

In " 'Art' as a Cluster Concept," Berys Gaut returns to the philosophy 
of Wittgenstein in order to explore certain neglected resources for char
acterizing art. He points out that in emphasizing the notion of family 
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resemblance, neo-Wittgensteinians, like Weitz, ignored another alternative 
for identifying artworks that was available in Wittgenstein's philosophy of 
language-namely, the notion of a cluster concept. Thus, though refuta
tions of the family resemblance model defeat one kind of Wittgensteinian 
approach to the concept of art, they do not foreclose the possibility of a 
Wittgensteinian model of the concept altogether, since "art" may turn out 
to be a cluster concept. 

On Gaut's view, a cluster concept comprises a list of criteria such that 
if  a candidate meets all the criteria, then that is sufficient for identifying it 
as an artwork, though something may also be counted as an artwork if  it 
meets certain subsets of the relevant criteria. At the same time, cluster con
cepts may involve no individually necessary conditions, though the concept 
possesses disjunctively necessary conditions, insofar as some of the crite
ria must apply if a candidate falls under the pertinent concept. For Gaut, 
"a cluster account is true of a concept just in case there are properties 
whose instantiation by an object counts as a matter of conceptual neces
sity toward its falling under the concept." But Gaut stresses that a cluster 
concept account is not a definition in the sense of setting forth a set of nec
essary conditions that are conjointly sufficient, because a genuine cluster 
concept need not comprise a set of necessary requirements all of which are 
conjunctively sufficient. 

Some of the criteria that Gaut suggests might be relevant to art status 
include: the work's possession of positive aesthetic properties; its being 
expressive of emotion; its being intellectually challenging; its formal com
plexity; its capacity to convey complex meanings; its_ exhibition of a point 
of view; its being an exercise of the creative imagination; its being a prod
uct of a high degree of skill; its membership in an established artistic genre; 
its being the product of an intention to make a work of art. Gaut admits 
that this list may be open to criticism, but he emphasizes that his primary 
purpose is  not to establish a specific list of criteria, but to defend the clus
ter concept approach to characterizing art, which he regards as a viable 
alternative to approaches that advocate defining art. 

In his "Is It Reasonable to Attempt to Define Art?" Robert Stecker ad
dresses a question that cuts to the heart of this anthology, since for many 
years- at least since the 1950s has often been argued that it is impos
sible to define "art." Yet, as Stecker points out, the project of defining art 
has been pursued with renewed energy for the last three decades. Moreover, 
Stecker contends that there i s  an emerging consensus about the elements 
that need to be included in any adequate definition of art. These involve 
reference to the history and function of art, to artistic intention, and to the 
institutional context of the artworld. Furthermore, Stecker maintains that 
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these ingredients will have to be incorporated i n  definitions of art that are 
structured disjunctively. 

Thus Stecker believes that, though no one has so far developed a fully 
satisfactory definition of art, we do have a good sense of the shape and con
tent that any such theory is likely to take. Consequently, Stecker claims, it 
is reasonable to attempt to define art. 

Against recent skeptics, Stecker argues, on the one hand, that their anxi
eties are easily disposed of, or on the other hand, that several of them, such 
as David Novitz, frequently presuppose implicitly the sort of art theory 
already prefigured by what Stecker regards to be the emerging consensus . 
Stecker, for example, maintains that Gaur's cluster concept approach con
verges on this consensus, even though Gaut denies that he is defining art. 
According to Stecker, the most robust skepticism available nowadays with 
respect to defining art ironically confirms the prospects for devising a defi
nition of art, since it converges on the emerging consensus. Nevertheless, 
even though Stecker is unmoved by contemporary reservations about de
fining art, he does concede, provocatively, that there may be more than one 
adequate definition of art. 

In constructing his notion of an emerging consensus, one type of art 
theory that Stecker does not include is the aesthetic theory of art. How
ever, this sort of theory does recur regularly in the literature . Though most 
recent attempts at defining art have favored institutional or historical solu
tions, James C. Anderson propounds a sophisticated approach to defining 
art aesthetically in his "Aesthetic Concepts of Art." 

For Anderson, the key to the aesthetic definition of art is the notion of 
aesthetic appreciation, which he maintains occurs when someone regards 
his �r her experience of an object or a performance as possessing intrinsic 
value. Unlike formalist versions of the aesthetic approach, the requirement 
that the relevant experience here be regarded as possessing intrinsic value 
places no limitation on the content of such experiences and, therefore, 
represents an advance over notions such as Bell's idea of aesthetic emotion. 

Anderson argues for two concepts of art, a descriptive concept and an 
evaluative concept, both of which are aesthetic in nature, since they rely 
upon the notion of aesthetic appreciation. According to the descriptive 
conception, an artifact is art if it is created with the intention of being an 
object of aesthetic appreciation, while, according to the evaluative concep
tion, an artifact is art if it functions to provide for aesthetic appreciation .  
Using two concepts - or two aesthetic definitions of art-Anderson be
lieves that he can avert many of the problems that have beset past aesthetic 
theories of art. 

In this volume, a number of the pioneering figures in the debate about 
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art -including George Dickie, Joseph Margolis ,  Arthur Danto, and Marcia 
Muelder Eaton-revisit their earlier theories in order to clarify points of 
interpretation, confront recent criticisms, and refine their positions. 

As recounted earlier, the neo-Wittgensteinian arguments of philoso
phers like Weitz and Kennick discouraged attempts to formulate definitions 
of art. Perhaps the leading voice reacting to the arguments of the neo
Wittgensteinians was George Dickie. Among other things, Dickie showed 
that one could frame a definition of art in terms of necessary and suffi
cient conditions in a way that entailed none of the liabilities that Weitz 
predicted. In his contribution to this volume, "The Institutional Theory of 
Art," Dickie reviews the different stages of his theorizing about art, ex
plaining the adjustments that he has made along the way, setting out his 
motivations for alternative constructions of his theory, and clarifying at 
length the various component definitions that compose his theory of the art 
circle-Dickie's present considered view of the structure of the artworld. 

In his chapter, Dickie also intends to correct what he argues are long
standing misinterpretations of his theory. After confronting persisting criti
cisms of his institutional theory of art, Dickie then goes on to challenge 
recently developed criticisms, and he concludes with the suggestion of a � 

taxonomy for theories of art in terms of those which regard art making as 
a natural-kind activity versus a cultural-kind activity. 

If, as Dickie proposes, theoretical approaches to art can be classified 
as naturalist as opposed to culturalist, then Joseph Margolis'S program 
represents an extreme form of culturalism. In his chapter, "The Deviant 
Ontology of Artworks," Margolis defends a view for. which he has become 
well known -namely, that artworks are culturally emergent entities that 
are identified and individuated in the course of the historized drift of our 
ongoing interpretive activities. 

Central to Margolis's view is that it is a mistake to attempt to treat 
artworks reductively on the model of physical objects. Instead, artworks 
are enculturated objects; their properties and their identity are imparted 
to them through our consensual linguistic practices. We understand
or should understand-the nature of artworks relative to our practices, 
notably our interpretive practices . These practices are not algorithmic, but 
marked by what Margolis calls consensual tolerance. Thus, he surmises, 
if we model our conception of art in a way that is sensitive to or suitable 
to our interpretive practices, then the ontology of art, like our interpretive 
practices, will commit us to a species of relativism, which he calls robust 
relativism. 

It is here that Margolis's conclusions are most radical, and perhaps most 
distinctive. For though the majority of authors in this volume think of art as 
fundamentally social and, with suitable adjustments, are willing to accept 
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some form of  the doctrine that artworks are culturally embodied entities, 
few, if  any, are willing to embrace Margolis's view that the nature of art
the social nature of art- entails relativism or even robust relativism. 

Along with the work of George Dickie and Joseph Margolis, Arthur 
Danto's contributions have been seminal to the evolution of art theory in 
the second half of the twentieth century. His introduction of the indis
cernibility problem, discussed earlier, presented a decisive challenge to the 
family resemblance approach to identifying art. At the same time, Danto 
has deployed the indiscernibility method to generate a theory of art com
prising two necessary conditions. Danto argues that x is an artwork only 
if ( 1 )  x is about something, and ( 2) x embodies its meaning ( i.e . ,  what it 
is about) . "Embodiment" in this context means that the work in question 
presents whatever it is about in a form appropriate to its meaning (what
ever it is about) . In his chapter, "Art and Meaning," Danto iterates this 
theory of art and defends his view against recent objections. 

The first objection is that "aboutness" is not a necessary condition of 
art, since there are supposedly obvious examples of artworks that are not 
about anything, such as nonobjective painting. Danto, however, responds 
that when one attends to actual cases of so-called nonobjective paintings, 
one cannot find genuine examples of paintings that are about nothing. In
deed, Danto issues a challenge to would-be counterexamplers : for any real 
historical example, Danto bets that he can always show that it is about 
something . 

The second objection that Danto confronts involves the charge that his 
two necessary conditions fail to do what Danto has always maintained is 
the burden of a philosophy of art: to distinguish between artworks and 
real things. The problem here is that Danto's theory allegedly fails to dis
tinguish between two of his favorite examples-Warhol's Brillo Box and 
real Brillo boxes. Both will turn out to be art according to Danto's theory, 
since both are about something ( albeit different somethings) and both em
body their meanings appropriately. In response, Danto concedes this pair 
of examples may not have been as paradigmatic as he had hoped because 
of the problem of commercial art versus fine art, and he suggests that the 
way in which to get at the relevant distinction between different sorts of 
Brillo boxes here might be to look closely at the type of criticism suitable 
respectively to Warhol's boxes and Procter and Gamble's. 

Like Arthur Danto and George Dickie, Marcia Muelder Eaton, in her 
chapter in this volume, "A Sustainable Definition of 'Art,' " is involved in 
defending the core insights of a definition of art that she advanced some 
time ago. In 1983  in her book Art and Nonart: Reflections on an Orange 
Crate and a Moose Call, Marcia Muelder Eaton argued that something is an 
artwork if and only if  it is an artifact and it is discussed in such a way that 
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information concerning the history of its production directs the viewer's 
attention to properties that are worthy of attention.15 Though remaining 
committed to the outline of this proposal, in retrospect Eaton now wants 
to emend or adjust her theory in several important ways. 

First, she wants to correct what she takes to be her Eurocentric bias in 
regarding it to be an essential feature of artworks that they be objects of 
discussion. In other cultures, artworks may not be discussed at all. Thus, 
Eaton suggests that we drop the terminology of discussion and say instead 
that something is an artwork if and only if it is an artifact that is treated 
(rather than discussed) in such a way that someone fluent in the culture 
is thereby led to direct attention to properties of the artifact worthy of 
attention. 

However, this formulation itself remains somewhat vague about the 
properties toward which the relevant sort of serious treatment directs at
tention. These are, of course, aesthetic properties, but what exactly are 
those? Eaton proposes that something is an aesthetic property of an ob
ject if and only if it is an intrinsic feature of the object and it is culturally 
identified as a property worthy of attention (perception and/or reflection) .  
This yields Eaton's revised definition of  art, which maintains that 

x is a work of art if and only if ( 1 )  x is an artifact and (2) x is treated in aestheti
cally relevant ways, that is, x is treated in such a way that someone who is fluent in 
a culture is led to direct attention to intrinsic properties of x considered worthy of 
attention (perception and/or reflection) within that culture, and (3) when someone 
has an aesthetic experience of x, he or she realizes that the cause of the experience 
is an intrinsic property of x considered worthy of attention within the culture. 

Eaton's definition is social, since on her view art does not exist outside 
communities, communities that determine what kinds of features of art
works are worthy of attention. These communities are made up of artists 
and audiences, of creators and experiencers who act, react, and interact 
with each other in complex and mutually informing ways. This is a com
munity with roles and responsibilities where artworks call for interpre
tations and interpretations enrich artworks . Moreover, since the artwork 
sits within a framework of social roles and responsibilities, determining 
whether or not something is art is not idle, since so nominating a candidate 
invites certain kinds of appropriate responses from us- such as prepared
ness to explore a work interpretively for its possible point or meaning. 

Like Marcia Muelder Eaton, George Bailey aiso talks about responsi
bilities to artworks. His chapter "Art: Life after Death?"  falls squarely in 
the tradition of social conceptions of art. On his view, an artwork is the 
focus of certain rights and responsibilities that evolve within the context 
of social practices. For example, the work of an artist bears certain rights, 
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such as  the claim to be taken seriously, which, for Bailey, involves in large 
part being understood historically. Bailey maintains that a primary func
tion of an artwork is to engender consent ( to its art status - to its claim to 
be taken seriously ) for the right reasons (where the relevant right reasons 
will be determined by historical narratives- be they historically accurate 
ones or merely virtual) . The test of the viability of these narratives, and of 
the reasons they advance, is ultimately whether they enable art to survive. 
For the function of art, given Bailey's account, seems to be to endure, and 
the narratives that abet this are said to track the right reasons for acknowl
edging art's claim on viewers, listeners, and readers. 

Though many recent theories of art, like Bailey's, emphasize the impor
tance of history and social context, Peg Zeglin Brand argues in her contro
versial chapter, " Glaring Omissions in Traditional Theories of Art," that 
the reliance of such theories on past artistic practices may in fact perpetuate 
traditional prejudices against the art of women and persons of color. Where 
theories of art depend on historical precedents for their paradigms of pro
duction and reception, they are apt, Brand conjectures, to be restricted to a 
male, indeed a white male, perspective in such a way that attention to what 
is valued by other perspectives will remain ignored and even discounted. 

For this reason, Brand agitates for what she calls an unconventional 
feminist theory of art which, among other things, recognizes that the past 
has been dominated by a particular agenda, that authority roles in the art
world have no basis in objective fact, that art history is not linear, that sex
ist and racist assumptions have permeated philosophical aesthetics from 
the beginning, and that race and gender are part of the artworld context. 
This sort of theorizing is necessary, Brand contends, if the artworld is to 
become truly democratic. 

The art of "the other" is also at the center of the chapters by Stephen 
Davies and Denis Dutton. In "Non-Western Art and Art's Definition," 
Stephen Davies addresses a wide range of issues, and provides, among 
other things, a characterization of non-Western art. This characterization 
helps explain the ability of outsiders, including Europeans and Americans, 
to recognize non-Western art as art. 

To this end,  Davies argues that there is a transcultural aesthetic, rooted 
in aesthetic properties that command the interest of and appeal to humans 
in general. These transcultural interests, in turn, give rise to what might 
be called small a art, in contrast to the High Art of imperial cultures like 
our own. Whereas such High Art is often alleged to be for contemplation 
rather than for use, small a art- such as pottery-may be useful so long 
as it is also possessed of aesthetic properties that are integral to the work 
in the sense that the aesthetic character of work is essential to its function. 
Tribal art often meets this condition, as does much of the traditional and 
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folk art of the West. It is all small a art, and its emphasis upon integrally 
possessed aesthetic features accounts for its nearly universal, cross-cultural 
recognizability. 

Davies' chapter not only makes an instructive contribution to the theory 
of tribal art, but also offers an interesting hypothesis about the relation 
between the functional identification of artworks, on the one hand, and 
procedural and/or historical definitions, on the other hand. Though the 
artworks in advanced artworlds may require enfranchisement on proce
dural and/or historical grounds, artworlds themselves may be identified 
functionally in virtue of their production, in their early stages, of artifacts 
notable for their integral possession of aesthetic properties.16 

Davies writes:  

Initially if  not always, artworks in all cultures are projected for aesthetic regard
that is, for consideration of the aesthetic achievements they are created to display, 
where these effects concern the whole and are essential to the function the article is 
designed to serve. This is to say, there is a historically primary regard for which at 
least some artworks in all artworlds are intended. And this is such a striking feature 
of art making, viewed across the spread of human cultures, that it explains how we 
can perceive all cultures as art-making ones and, hence, as having artworlds. 

Like Davies, Denis Dutton also believes that art theorizing should pay 
attention to tribal art. However, he is worried that there is a way in which 
such discussions can go wrong. In debates about the concept of art, it is 
often charged that cultures other than our own either lack a concept of 
art or lack our concept of art. Furthermore, it is often supposed that these 
putative lacunae somehow compromise attempts at characterizing art. 

In his chapter " 'But They Don't Have Our Concept of Art,' '' Denis 
Dutton confronts these misgivings head-on, arguing that such claims ex
aggerate cultural differences, are often based upon false or inappropriate 
comparisons, and fail to appreciate the range of art and art theory avail
able in Western culture. 

Dutton maintains that "often when it is said that some other culture has 
a 'different concept of art' from ours, there is implicit in the claim an ex
tremely circumscribed and historically specific definition of the art denoted 
as 'our' " - indeed, a definition more narrow and less representative than 
the friend of difference indicates. Dutton further suggests that "the notion 
of 'a different concept' is stretched beyond intelligibility in most such con
texts, and I have yet to see it used validly in connection with art." 

Against the school of difference, Dutton believes that diverse practices 
of art can be related by analogues and homologies, and he defends a list of 
characteristic features which he says does a serviceable job of demarcating 
the domain of tribal, nonliterate art {perhaps, we might add, after the fash-
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ion of what Gaut calls "cluster concepts") .  Dutton's article, like Davies', is 
important for bringing analytic aesthetics in contact with the discourse on 
non-Western art that is so pervasive in enclaves of the humanities outside 
philosophy. 

The chapters in this volume, then, are diverse. They march to no single 
drummer. In fact, a number of them belong to different armies, and several 
are at war with each other. At the same time, the authors are aware of one 
another's work, and this impels them to a high level of precision in clari
fying what is distinctive about their own positions. Because the conceptual 
terrain is occupied by so many different theoretical redoubts, there are few 
new sweeping maneuvers here likely to radically reconfigure the field. The 
advances and retreats are careful in nature. The work in this volume may 
not be thought of as altogether revolutionary. Perhaps it is an example of 
ordinary philosophy ( to draw an analogy with Kuhn's notion of ordinary 
science) .  But it is necessary nonetheless. For without deliberate, patient 
spadework, there can be no philosophical progress-no great revolutions 
in thought. 
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"Art"" as a Cluster Concept 

B E RY S  G A U T  

The story of philosophers' attempts to define the concept of art has not 
been a happy one. Theories we have in plenty: functionalist definitions, in
stitutional definitions, historical definitions, and various hybrids of these 
have been proliferating of late.1 Less evident is any agreement about which 
of these radically different analyses is the correct one. Some will see in this 
failure of convergence yet another sign of the bankruptcy of analytic phi
losophy, and indeed if it be the sole aim of analytic philosophy to produce 
definitions, then the enterprise is deeply insolvent and in imminent danger 
of foreclosure. The history of post-Gettier attempts to define "knowledge" 
amply illustrates the difficulty of securing correct analyses, and if analysis 
has foundered on the notion of knowledge, what hope is there of securing 
success with so disputed and amorphous a notion as that of art? 

TlIe thought that "art" cannot be defined is not of course a new one: 
it was the central claim of several aestheticians in the 1950s who drew 
in varying ways on Wittgenstein's notion of family resemblance to sup
port their case.2 Yet their negative claim that art cannot be defined, in the 
sense of giving individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions that 
uniquely specify it, has with few exceptions been denied,3 while their posi
tive claim that a correct characterization (rather than definition) of the 
concept is in family resemblance terms has been even rp.ore widely rejected.4 
The reasons for this are familiar: if we characterize works of art as those 
which resemble certain paradigms, then, first, the account is incomplete (it 
needs to state which objects are paradigm works) , and, second, the notion 
of resemblance is sufficiently vacuous ( anything resembles anything in some 
respect or other, since it shares some property with it) that the character
ization would count anything as art. Nor were the arguments the Wittgen
steinians advanced for their position particularly compelling: the failure to 
find a definition might be explained by the attempt to define "art" in in-

25 
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trinsic, rather than relational, terms (hence the subsequent popularity of 
institutional and historical theories) , while the claim that "art" resists defi
nition because art is fundamentally creative fails because practices can be 
pursued in original ways yet be definable (chess and physics are examples) ,  
or it might be part of the definition of "art" that its products be originaLS 

Yet the subsequent failure of relational definitions to secure general 
assent ought to revivify the thought that "art" has not been defined be
cause it cannot be defined, and a spirit of caution ought to encourage the 
thought that a view of art rooted in a philosophy as powerful as Witt
genstein's cannot be so simply dismissed. I shall argue here that it is not 
a resemblance-to-paradigm construal, but a cluster concept construal, of 
family resemblance that gives the correct characterization of art, and that 
the argument for this construal rests not on the importance of originality 
in art, but chiefly on an inspection of what we would say about actual and 
counterfactual cases of putative art objects. 

THE LOGICAL FORM OF THE ACCOUNT 

Wittgenstein as part of his discussion of family resemblance develops-- a 
cluster account of the meaning of proper names : "By 'Moses' I understand 
the man who did what the Bible relates of Moses, or at any rate a good 
deal of it. But how much? Have I decided how much must be proved false 
for me to give up my proposition as false? "  Based on this account, Searle 
also defended a more detailed and explicit cluster account of the sense of 
proper names.6 These examples bring out the main features of cluster ac
counts. There are multiple criteria for the application of such concepts, 
though none of them are necessary. There is also a great deal of indetermi
nacy in how many of these criteria must apply if an object is to fall under 
the concept, though at the extremes there are clear cases where it does and 
clear cases where it does not. We can formulate the view more carefully as 
follows. 

A cluster account is  true of a concept just in case there are properties 
whose instantiation by an object counts as a matter of conceptual necessity 
toward its falling under the concept. These properties are normally called 
criteria, but it is important not to associate all the connotations which this 
term has acquired with its use here: a criterion is simply to be understood 
as a property possession of which counts as a matter of conceptual neces
sity toward an object's falling under a concept. (Nothing would be lost by 
referring to these properties as characteristics, giving a characterization of 
an object, rather than as criteria . )  7 There are several criteria for a concept. 
How is the notion of their counting toward the application of a concept to 
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be understood? First, if all the properties are instantiated, then the object 
falls under the concept : that is, they are jointly sufficient for the application 
of the concept. More strongly, the cluster account also claims that if fewer 
than all the criteria are instantiated, this is sufficient for the application of 
the concept. Second, there are no properties that are individually neces
sary conditions for the object to fall under the concept: that is, there is no 
property which all objects falling under the concept must possess. These 
conditions together entail that though there are sufficient conditions for 
the application of a cluster concept, there are no individually necessary and 
jointly sufficient conditions. Third, though there are no individually neces
sary conditions for the application of such a concept, there are disjunctively 
necessary conditions: that is, it must be true that some of the criteria apply 
if an object falls under the concept. This clause is required, for otherwise 
we will merely have shown that there are sufficient conditions for a con
cept to obtain, rather than showing it to be a cluster concept. 

Take the case of art. Suppose we can construct some set of properties, 
for instance, of being beautiful, being expressive, being original, and being 
complex and coherent. And suppose it can be shown that if various sub
sets of them obtain, then an object is art, that none of these properties has 
to be possessed by all artworks, but that all artworks must possess some 
of them. Then we cannot define "art" in the sense of giving individually 
necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for it, but we can offer a char
acterization of an account of what it is in terms of criteria or char
acteristics. Note that this account allows a great deal of indeterminancy in 
whether the obtaining of a particular subset of properties is sufficient for 
something to be art :  there will be many cases where it is not clear whether 
this is so; what is important is that there are some subsets the obtaining of 
members of which is sufficient for something to be art. 

There is an important difference in logical form between cluster accounts 
and resemblance-to-paradigm accounts. Whereas the latter specify the rele
vant features in terms of  resemblance to some particulars, the former spec
ify .them by general properties .  In the case of art, a cluster account refers 
to properties such as those referred to above, whereas a resemblance-to
paradigm view would hold that something is a work of art if and only if it 
resembles at least one of some specified paradigmatic works of art. Cluster 
theories thus avoid the first difficulty with the resemblance-to-paradigm 
view, there being no incompleteness in the account, since no appeal is made 
to paradigms. And they also avoid the second objection. Resemblance is a 
matter of properties being possessed in common, and is consequently vacu
ous without further specification: cluster theories make substantial claims 
by specifying what the properties are that are relevant to determining 
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whether something is art. Failure to distinguish these two distinct constru
als of the family resemblance approach-a failure of which even some of its 
supporters have been guilty 8 - has led to a too swift dismissal of the view. 

How do we decide what properties are part of the cluster? Wittgenstein 
says, "Don't think, but 100k ! " 9  This is not an injunction to count only 
visible or intrinsic properties as part of the cluster, as has sometimes been 
supposed by critics of the family resemblance approach: it is a plea to see 
how the concept in question is used in the language. Thus, we make a dis
tinction between art and entertainment; so art must give more than just 
pleasure, must be in some way challenging or exploratory. We tend to re
gard things in certain genres such as painting or music as artworks, because 
these art genres are well established. On the other hand, if an object, even if 
outside these genres, excels in beauty or creative originality, then that gives 
us reason to judge it to be art ( "that dress is a work of art" ) .  And, conversely, 
we tend to regard the absence of features such as skill as counting against 
something's being art ("my child could do that ! " ) .  Many of these criteria 
have been adopted by the would-be definers of art (in terms for instance of 
the expression of emotion, or of creative imagination),  and are thus famil
iar in aesthetics. The novel point about the cluster theory is that it a�cepEs 
them as criteria, without holding them exhaustively to specify the notion of 
art.  A particularly useful source for discovering what are the criteria for art 
springs from examination of disputes about whether objects ( for instance, 
Duchamp's readymades) are works of art, since in such cases disputants are 
most explicit in giving their reasons for judging something to be art or not. 

Here are some properties the presence of wl].ich ordinary judgment 
counts toward something's being a work of art, and the absence of which 
counts against its being art: ( 1 )  possessing positive aesthetic properties, 
such as being beautiful, graceful, or elegant (properties which ground a 
capacity to give sensuous pleasure) ;10 (2) being expressive of emotion; 
(3 ) being intellectually challenging ( i .e . ,  questioning received views and 
modes of thought) ;  (4) being formally complex and coherent; ( 5 )  having a 
capacity to convey complex meanings; ( 6) exhibiting an individual point 
of view; (7)  being an exercise of creative imagination (being original) ;  
( 8 )  being an artifact or  performance which i s  the product of a high de
gree of skill; (9 )  belonging to an established artistic form (music, painting, 
film, etc . ) ;  and ( 10 )  being the product of an intention to make a work of 
art. Some of these properties are themselves specified in terms of art, and 
the account thus ex hi bits a degree of circularity. But there is nothing amiss 
with circular accounts (nor even with circular definitions) ,l1 provided they 
are informative, and the account is informative not only because of the 
presence of noncircularly specified properties, but also because there are 
substantive constraints on the application of the circular criteria-we can 
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know whether someone intends to make a work of art by consulting him, 
and if he does not, that counts against the object's being art. 

Clearly, one may wish to dispute these particular criteria, or add others. 
My main aim here is to defend the cluster account of art per se, rather than 
any particular theory about which properties should be part of the cluster. 
However, these criteria are good prima facie candidates for those which 
should appear in a cluster account, and I will defend the form of the ac
count in terms of these specific features. 

The form of the account requires one modification. An artwork is the 
product of an action, preeminently of a making (an artifact), or a perform
ing (a performance) .  It is artworks that are involved here, since something 
is in each case done. Hence being the product of an action is the genus of 
the artwork and is thus a necessary condition for something'S being art. It 
might be thought that this is denied by those who acknowledge the exis
tence of found art, but in fact it is not. Such art is selected, and selection is 
an action. Selection adds to the range of properties  that can be possessed by 
objects, and thus alters them, even if not physically. A piece of driftwood 
in nature cannot express despair, nor can it be about anything (since it 
lacks even derived intentionality) ,  but when selected for display in a gallery 
it can express desuetude and be about failure and decay. Being the prod
uct of an action is, however, a very thin generic condition, which does not 
distinguish artworks from any of the other products of action (philosophy 
papers, chairs, pay freezes, angry words, etc . ) .  Thus the modified cluster ac
count holds that there is one necessary condition for something'S being an 
artwork, but that is because of the notion of a work ( the product of action) ,  
rather than because of the notion of art. I shall take this modification to be 
understood in all subsequent references to "art" as a cluster concept. 

It might be supposed that the substantiality of the generic condition can 
be enhanced : the action must be part of a social practice, such a practice 
being a kind of complex cooperative activity, employing skills and knowl
edge, characterized by an evolving and developing tradition, with its own 
internal goods, reasons, goals, and evaluative standards.u It is certainly 
true that all art-actions known to us are undertaken as part of a cultural 
practice. And this is an important truth about art, from which we can hope 
to learn a great deal, by seeing to what extent it shares features in com
mon with other cultural practices, in respect of their openness or resistance 
to multiple interpretations, the ontological peculiarities of their products, 
their relationship with the associated practices of using their products, and 
so forth. But for the notion of a cultural practice to be part of the generic 
condition, it must be not merely a contingent truth but a necessary one that 
any action of producing an artwork is undertaken as part of a practice. And 
that is not so:  consider a possible world in which there is no art, except one 
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day an individ ual goes off on her own and models in wood an elephant, pay
ing attention to the beauty, elegance, and grace of the work, using her cre
ative imagination to enhance the complexity and coherence of the design, 
skillfully putting in details to create interesting textural and color effects. 
She tells no one of this, and neither she nor anyone else ever does this kind 
of thing again. Has she produced art? It seems so; and if so, it is not nec
essary that an art-action be part of a cultural practice (unless we trivialize 
the notion by holding that one action can constitute a cultural practice ) .  So 
while it is an important fact about the activity of art that it is part of some 
cultural practice or other, it is a contingent, not a necessary fact.B 

One final point should be noted about the theory. "Art" has two dis
tinct, but related, meanings: it is used as a mass noun for artworks ( "there 
is a lot of art in this room")  and also to refer to a kind of activity ("art is 
a demanding career" ) .  The cluster account proposes that artworks are the 
products of actions, which products possess some indeterminately large 
number of the listed properties. And it holds that art as an activity is the 
producing of such artworks.14 

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

So far I have merely explicated the cluster account and argued that it avoids 
the problems to which the resemblance-to-paradigm account succumbs. 
But why should one believe it? To answer this question, we need to deter
mine first what are the constraints on the adequacy of an account, that is, 
a purported definition or characterization, of sQme concept; then we can 
determine whether the cluster characterization meets these constraints. 

First and most obvious, the account of the concept should be adequate 
to intuition. That is, it must agree with our intuitions about what we would 
say about actual and counterfactual cases : if the account claims that some 
object satisfies the concept, but it intuitively doesn't (or vice versa), then 
that is one strike against the account. Particularly important test cases here 
are those that are problematic for rival accounts of the concept, since a 
proposed account should at least be an improvement on its rivals. And 
if there are some objects to which the application of the concept is gen
uinely, irresolubly, indeterminate, then the account should reflect this too, 
rather than simply stipulating that the concept applies, or stipulating that 
it does not. 

Second, and related to the first constraint, the account must be norma
tively adequate. The process of matching the account to intuitions is un
likely simply to leave all intuitions as they stand. Our linguistic intuitions 
about particular cases may be flawed in resting on confusions,  on igno
rance about the language, or on many other factors. Thus some intuitions 
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that do not fit the proposed account may be rejected : there will be a re
flective equilibrium between the account and intuitions, just as there is be
tween principles and intuitions in moral and political philosophy. To avoid 
begging the question, this normative dimension must inciude a theory of 
error: some account must be offered of why people have the mistaken intu
itions they do, of why these intuitions seem plausible to them. Ideally, this 
theory of error should also explain why rival accounts of the concept have 
enjoyed some popularity. This normative dimension is particularly impor
tant when there is a degree of interpersonal disagreement about whether a 
concept applies to particular cases, since the price of failing to adjudicate 
the dispute is likely to be that each disputant has to be ascribed a different 
idiolect, and hence it would follow that, contrary to their understanding of 
the dispute, they are not really disagreeing. 

Finally, any proposed account should have heuristic utility: that is, it 
should be such as to figure in true or at least promising theories about the 
object to which the concept applies. This is particularly evident for sci
entific concepts, where definitions are formulated so as to figure in true 
theories of the relevant phenomena. In such cases it is often stipulative 
definitions that are at issue . But the claims of heuristic utility also apply, 
though less demandingly, to concepts in common usage, since these will 
also figure in explanations in the relevant domain .  Hence any account of a 
concept should ideally fit into a larger heuristic package about the domain 
concerned. 

ADEQUACY TO INTUITION 

The simplest and most direct way to argue for the cluster account is to 
show that our candidate properties do indeed count toward an object's 
being art, that is, that they are adequate to our linguistic intuitions . Recall, 
however, that these properties are offered only as candidates : if objections 
are raised to what follows it may be possible to substitute other criteria for 
the ones offered in order to circumvent them. What mainly matters here is 
to give the cluster account itself some plausibility, rather than to defend an 
account of which particular criteria are involved . 

Earlier we saw that three conditions must be satisfied for a concept to 
be a cluster one. I begin with a defense of the second condition, that the 
criteria are not individually necessary for something to be art. ( 1 )  Not all 
works of art are beautiful, elegant, or graceful: some twentieth-century art 
pursues "anti-aesthetic" policies, uninterested in sensuously pleasing, but 
deeply interested in challenging, provoking, scandalizing, using ugliness 
and discord as a disruptive strategy (Picasso's Les Demoiselles d'Avignon is, 
I would argue, such a painting) .  (2) Not all art is expressive of emotion: 
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1960s hard-edged abstraction is interested in formal relations between 
color properties (e .g. ,  Josef Albers 's Homage to the Square series ) ,  not in the 
expression of emotion, and an interest in the combinatorial possibilities of 
patterns of movement characterizes much of Merce Cunningham's work, 
rather than a striving after emotional effect . ( 3 ) Not all art is intellectu
ally challenging: traditional religious art is chiefly concerned, for instance, 
with representing well-known religious views, rather than with seeking to 
probe, question, or extend them. (4 ) Not all art has a complex and coherent 
form: some of Malevich's paintings , for instance,  Black Square on a White 
Ground, have an extremely simple form, as do some Cycladic sculptures; 
some modernist films pursue a deliberate strategy of incoherence (e .g . ,  
Bunuel and Dali 's Un Chien Andalou) ,  and art has been at  times concerned 
with a movement toward greater simplicity (e .g. ,  early Baroque music with 
respect to Renaissance polyphony) . ( 5 )  Not all art has a complex meaning: 
Aesop'S fables and the allegorical structure of A Pilgrim's Progress come to 
mind here. (6 )  Not all art has been concerned with originality: most art
works are derivative, and if a tradition is to continue most have to be fairly 
derivative; and some traditions, such as the ancient Egyptian, eschew origi
nality. ( 7) Not all artworks express an individual point of view: the ancient 
Egyptian case is relevant here too. ( 8 )  Not all artworks are the products of 
a high degree of skill : Duchamp's readymades were not a product of such 
skill (certainly not on his part, at least) ,  nor are Alfred Wallis 's pic tures the 
products of great pictorial skill. (9 )  Not all artworks are in established art 
genres: indeed, they could not be, for if they were, no new art genres could 
have emerged. ( 10)  Last, not all artworks are the. products of an intention 
to make art: "primitive" societies tend not to have anything like our con
cept of art, but we accept some of their products as art, and probably much 
that we now accept as "folk art"  was never intended by its makers as art .  

It may be objected in general to these claims that if none of these con
ditions are necessary, that is only because they are irrelevant to an object 'S 
being art : it would be as if I should list as a criterion, "being a granite 
block," and then triumphantly proclaim that this is not a necessary condi
tion, since not all artworks are granite blocks .  Perhaps the irrelevance of 
some of the criteria might be argued for: but could they all be irrelevant 
could there be a work of art lacking all of these properties? Inspection of 
possible cases strongly suggests that there could not be: we can make sense, 
for instance, of a piece of minimalist painting as art, even though it lacks ex
pressive content, because we recognize it as being in an established artistic 
genre (painting ), as being the product of artistic intention, perhaps as being 
beautiful. There is no evident way that an object lacking all of the criteria 
could be a work of art;  and even if a plausible counterexample could be 
produced, the friend of the cluster account could respond by adding what-
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ever seems the relevant criterion to the cluster-that is, she can respond by 
modifying the content of the account, rather than its form. Hence there is 
reason to think that the listed criteria, or some extension of them, are dis
j unctively necessary for an object to be an artwork - that is, that the third 
condition for the application of the cluster account to art is true. Far from 
undermining the cluster account, this objection to the second condition 
actually provides the basis for considerations favoring the third condition. 

A more pressing objection is that some of the criteria really are neces
sary. Many of the examples given were drawn from modernist art, or from 
early art. But many lay people object to counting the more hyperventilat
ing modernist efforts as art, and some anthropologists reject talk of the 
products of the societies they study as art. Some philosophers, such as 
Beardsley and Hanfling, have similar objections or doubts about counting 
conceptual works as art.15 If these kinds of examples were disallowed, sev
eral of the criteria would be converted into necessary conditions, and we 
would be striding confidently toward a definition of art. 

This objection is interesting, since it throws into relief the extent to 
which developments in the twentieth century have rendered a cluster ac
count of art plausible : the acceptance of anthropological objects as works 
of art, and the wide variety of art-making practices in the twentieth cen
tury have created an explosion of diversity in art objects that glaringly 
illuminates the problematic status of definitions. However, modernist and 
"primitive" examples are not needed to show that the conditions are not 
necessary, as can be seen by reconsidering those criteria where such ex
amples alone were given . So, ( 1 )  an ugly nineteenth-century painting may 
still be a work of art, though likely not a very good one; (2) much of archi
tecture and music is not concerned with the expression of emotion; (7 )  the 
lack

-
of an individual point of view is evident in much of the great mass 

of derivative art that languishes in museum basements and some of that 
which glowers on their walls; ( 8 )  consider the possibility of a fluke master
piece, that is, a work of great value produced by an artist of little skill, 
who happened to strike it lucky; and ( 10 )  an artist might do some practice 
sketches, in order to keep up his skills or record a view, with no inten
tion to make art, but they may be of sufficient merit for us to count them 
as art;16 or consider early pioneers of a new medium, who may not intend 
to produce art, but merely think of their work as technical experiment or 
entertainment, but who produce work of sufficient merit that we judge it 
art ( Georges Melies's work in cinema seems to be of this kind) .  

There are also other reasons to think that a criterial approach was 
needed well before this century to capture the notion of art. In a classic 
article Paul Kristeller argued that the notion of the fine arts, covering the 
arts of painting, sculpture, architecture, poetry, and music, coalesced only 
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in the early part of the eighteenth century, receiving its first unequivocal 
statement by Charles Batteux in 1 746,17 What before had been regarded 
as very diverse kinds of art were now separated off from the other arts and 
grouped together as the fine arts . But while Batteux's grouping was widely 
accepted, it was not at all obvious what all these different objects had in 
common that made them art. Certainly, Batteux's test of the imitation of 
beautiful nature is inadequate, signally failing to cover much of music and 
architecture. And it should be evident that appeal to beauty on its own 
can not differentiate the fine arts from the others, since there are beau
tiful craft products. Appeal to their function of giving pleasure and not 
being useful won't do either, since the arts have many uses (for instruction, 
for ethical improvement, for conveying a sense of dignity and civilization, 
for swelling national pride, for helping people to work in time together, 
simply for living in, and so on) .  The cluster account can explain this state 
of affairs easily: different arts were grouped together as fine arts on the 
grounds of several overlapping considerations, rather than by one principle 
which could be formulated in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions. 
Hence it carne to seem obvious to most that the fine arts belonged together, 
although it was mysterious what grounded this commonalty. The historrof 
the concept of art after this period, with its various inflections in the hands 
of the Romantic movement and later theorists, deposited more conceptual 
residues, further extending the criteria for counting something as art.1S 

Finally, does the first condition apply the instantiation of fewer than 
all the listed criteria by an object sufficient for it to be a work of art, that is, 
is obtaining the members of a proper subset of the complete set of proper
ties sufficient for an object to be art? Certainly, it is not true that the obtain
ing of any subset of the complete set is sufficient: a philosophy paper may 
be intellectually challenging, have a complex and coherent form, a complex 
meaning, and be original, but it is not (sadly ) thereby a work of art. But the 
cluster account does not claim that the obtaining of simply any subset is  
sufficient for something to be art. Yet there are several subsets that are suffi
cient, as should be made evident by considering objects that lack only one of 
the criteria mentioned. To take just one example, a painting which lacked a 
complex meaning, being a simple celebration of a country scene, but which 
was the product of an artistic intention, was graceful and elegant, and pos
sessed the other criteria mentioned, would be a solid example of a work 
of art. There are even plausible examples of sufficient subsets which lack 
several criteria. Consider again ancient Egyptian art : it lacked a concern 
with individuality and originality, was not the product of an artistic inten
tion in the modern sense of "artistic," nor was it intellectually challenging 
(that would have been political or religious subversion ) ,  but we count it 
as art because of its great beauty, its u se of forms that are like our artistic 
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forms (painting, sculpture, architecture, etc. ) ,  its considerable expressive 
force, complex and coherent form, complex meaning, and the great degree 
of skill involved. And, on reflection, the obtaining of these last-mentioned 
six criteria seems sufficient for making an object art. If we came across ob
jects which had these six properties on some alien planet, it would be hard 
to see why one should deny that we had discovered that the aliens had art. 
But suppose that we did find a case where the obtaining of the criteria was 
insufficient to make something art; then we could again change the con
tent of the account, rather than abandon it : we could add to our present 
criteria the criteria which were sufficient to make the object art. The ex
panded set would still have a subset lacking at least four criteria, a subset 
which would be sufficient to make something art. (Note that challenging 
the content of the account [the particular criteria used] need not show that 
the form of the account [the appeal to criteria per se] is incorrect. ) 

An important part of showing adequacy to linguistic intuition is show
ing that a proposed account of a concept can avoid the problems to which 
its rivals succumb. The cluster account easily sidesteps pitfalls into which 
functional, institutional, and historical definitions stagger and stumble . To 
simplify greatly, a leading problem with functionalist definitions is that the 
functions of art are of too great a variety and too open-ended to be cap
tured by a definition. Functionalists have generally responded by seeking to 
identify one master function, normally in terms of the provision of aesthetic 
experience, pleasure, or interest.19 But these terms have themselves proved 
notoriously resistant to definition, and however much one weakens their 
content, it will not cover Duchamp's readymades. The cluster account, in 
contrast, actually stresses the plurality of factors that make something art, 
so is unembarrassed by the variety of art's functions. Institutional defini
tions of art hold (roughly) that what makes something art is its having its 
status as art conferred on it by some member of the artworld, a concrete 
social institution.2° Besides the problem of whether there really is such 
an institution with appropriate powers, such definitions face a crippling 
dilemma: if representatives of the artworld have good reasons for confer
ring art status on some object, then it is whatever grounds those reasons 
notably, the object's having certain properties- that justifies the claims of 
the object to be art, and hence the institutional conferring of status drops 
out as irrelevant. Or, alternatively, if representatives of the artworld have 
no good reasons for conferring the status on the object, then we have 
no good reason to recognize this conferral, in which case their conferral 
powers are also irrelevantP The cluster account avoids these problems by 
avoiding use of the notion of an artworld institution, and also by citing cri
teria giving grounds for the object's being art.  Historical definitions, again 
very roughly, define art objects in terms of some art-historical relation to 
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some epistemically privileged art objects. They thus are structurally simi
lar to resemblance-to-paradigm accounts, in having to account for how 
we identify the epistemically privileged art objects, and thus are subject 
to similar challenges. More pressingly, their account of an art-historical 
relation is insufficiently projectable : there could be art objects which are 
recognizable as such, but which stand in no art-historically significant re
lation at all to any of our art. On a distant planet we could dig up objects 
which looked very much like our art and had similar functions, but which 
were produced by a long-dead civilization that never interacted with our 
own. Depending on how the art-historical relation is specified, historical 
definitions have either to count them not as art, or to hold that the aliens 
could not know that they were making art.22 The cluster account allows us 
to count such objects as art, since it does not appeal to the notion of an 
art-historically significant relation. (And even if it did, since such a relation 
would be just one criterion, we could still count the alien objects as art. ) 
Hence the cluster account avoids with ease the problems that the current 
leading candidates for definitions encounter. 

Finally, it is worth noting one further support for the linguistic ade
quacy of the account : the cluster account explains why some activities. 
(such as cookery) seem to lie somewhere near the borders of art without 
being clearly art, since they share several properties of art (being the exer
cise of individual creativity, having a capacity to give sensuous pleasure) ,  
while also lacking other relevant criteria (since they have difficulty in ex
pressing emotion and conveying complex meanings, and are not generally 
the product of an artistic intention) . It is a signal �dvantage of the cluster 
account over the more straightforward definitions of art that it can pre
serve the hardness of such cases, and allow us to explain what it is that 
makes them hard; such cases can be shown to be genuinely borderline and 
indeterminate. 

NORMATIVE ADEQUACY 

The second condition for adequacy is the normative dimension. The appeal 
to linguistic intuition has already involved reflective equilibrium, testing 
principles against intuitions, and rejecting those intuitions possessed by 
some people that modernist and "primitive" art are not really art. Such re
jections, if they are not to be question-begging, must be grounded, as we 
saw, on an adequate theory of error. 

As noted already, one role of a theory of error is to explain why rival 
definitions are attractive . The cluster account can explain very simply why 
many definitions of art have enjoyed their appeal: they fasten onto a par-



"Art" as a Cluster Concept 37 

ticular criterion and inflate it into a necessary and sufficient condition. 
Expressivist definitions treat the criterion of the expression of emotion in 
this manner; formalist definitions so treat the criterion of complex and co
herent form; functionalist definitions that appeal to aesthetic experience 
draw upon the first criterion . More indirectly, the cluster accoWlt can ex
plain the appeal of the institutional and historical definitions as arising out 
of a perception of the inadequacy of previous attempted definitions, and 
trying to make room for the greater variety of factors that the cluster ac
count directly acknowledges. 

I noted earlier that there is a fair amount of disagreement over what 
things are art: the claims of "primitive" art, of conceptual art, and of 
popular music, for instance, are disputed. The cluster account can give a 
simple explanation of this fact of disagreement: at least one side in the dis
pute is misapplying the concept of art by converting criteria into necessary 
conditions. (Compare someone denying that solitaire is a game- to use 
Wittgenstein's original example - because all games involve at least two 
participants: here what is perhaps a criterion for gamehood is incorrectly 
converted into a necessary condition.) The cluster accoWlt can also explain 
the particular nature of the disagreements in each case. Because there is a 
plurality of criteria, conversion of different criteria into necessary condi
tion yields conflicting judgments about what objects are artworks. Those 
who deny the claim of readymades or found objects to be art may claim as 
a necessary condition the use of great skill, or the obtaining of significant 
aesthetic properties. Those who deny that "primitive" art is art may claim 
the necessity of the intentionality criterion, noting that tribal cultures lack 
the concept of art. Those who deny that rock or dance music is art may 
also stress intentionality as a necessary condition (many of these objects 
are meant simply as disposable accompaniments to dancing) ,  or formal 
complexity and coherence. In all three cases, supporters of the arthood of 
these objects deny that the features mentioned are individually necessary 
conditions, and can hold them to be merely criterial. Thus the cluster ac
count can explain both the existence and the structure of disagreements in 
such cases. Perhaps sufficiently complex and open-ended definitions of art, 
such as historical ones, may also be able to explain these disagreements, 
but they would have to do so in more indirect ways, such as by appealing 
to different ways in which to understand a narrative thread in the history 
of art. But in any case, the cluster account passes this test. 

Besides explaining why the different sides disagree, an adequate theory 
of error must be able to show that at least one of the sides is wrong (that 
is, it has to be a theory of error, not merely of disagreement) . Yet it may be 
thought that a cluster account cannot possess this normative dimension: 


