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FOREWORD

The second half of our century has witnessed a remarkable revival of interest in
philosophical speculation centering on the fine arts. Not since the flowering of
German Romanticism have so many philosophers of the first rank taken aesthet-
ics and the philosophy of art as an area of special interest.

The publication of Arthur Danto’s The Transfiguration of the Commonplace, in
1981, ushered in a period in the aesthetic revival of which I speak that, at least
in Anglo-American circles, has been largely dominated by Danto’s philosophi-
cal presence.

The Transfiguration of the Commonplace is philosophy of art in the “grand man-
ner’: in the universe of the arts, a “theory of everything.” I myself think it will be
the last such grand speculative venture in the field for a very long time: how long
a time I cannot possibly guess. But we are, in any case, entering a new period in
the ongoing philosophical exploration of the fine arts. If the age of Danto was the
age of the hedgehog, who knows one big thing, we are entering, now, the age of
the fox, who knows a lot of little things. And the big fox on the block, at least from
where I sit, looks to be Noél Carroll. If the age to come in philosophy of art and
aesthetics is the age of the fox, it may very well be the age of Carroll.

I should say a word, though, about foxes. The philosophy of art has had,
over the past half-century, its little foxes. These have been people who have
found one area of the discipline particularly amenable to their efforts and tal-
ents: one has worked only on literary interpretation, another only on music, a
third specializes on problems of pictorial representation, and so on. The hedge-
hog knows one big thing, the little foxes one little thing. The little foxes are by
no means to be despised. They also serve, and have, together, made an enor-
mous contribution.

‘What makes the big fox big is that he knows not just one little thing but a lot of
little things. And if they are important, central things, then, like the hedgehog, he is a
master of the whole discipline. Noél Carroll is, by any standard, a very big fox.

The essays in your hands cover a wide range of topics in the philosophy of art
and aesthetics; and their range, of course, is one of the collection’s most impressive
features. But one can, after all, range over trivial and peripheral topics, as well as
over deep and central ones. It is the depth and centrality of the issues Carroll is
willing to confront that makes these essays such a substantial contribution to the
field, and their author one of its dominant figures. Issues that the faint of heart shy
away from for fear of their difficulty Carroll takes on with a kind of confident
common sense that makes us all wonder what there was to be afraid of, and why
we didn’t think of the answer ourselves.
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A look at the organization of this volume, the topics covered, and some of the
theses advanced will give the reader some small idea of what Carroll’s contribution to
the main issues in aesthetics and the philosophy of art has been, and why it has earned
him, in my eyes and the eyes of many others, such distinction in the field.

In Part I of this collection, Beyond Aesthetics, Carroll broaches what I take to
be one of the two most central questions in the philosophy of art since its found-
ing in the first half of the eighteenth century. The other of these central questions
is the definition of art, which Carroll takes up in Part II.

Although Kant did not use the word “aesthetic” in the ways we do, he never-
theless laid the groundwork for one of our two basic usages — namely, as a word to
describe certain formal and sensual properties of works of art, as well as of Nature.
The other way we tend to use it is simply as synonymous with “artistic,” “pertains
to art qua art”” When the two are conflated, it has the result that the only proper-
ties of art qua art that there are — the only properties of art that are relevant to art
qua art — are its “aesthetic,” which is to say formal and sensual properties. This view
of art, sometimes called “formalism,” has had a profound and baleful influence on
our thinking about art and the aesthetic. Carroll argues, convincingly, I think, that
this conflation should not be allowed to take place: that “(1) the philosophy of art
and aesthetics should be spoken of as two areas of inquiry since (2) failure to do so
has been and continues to be a source of philosophical confusion” (“Beauty and
the Genealogy of Art Theory”); and, further, he disputes “both the thesis that aes-
thetic responses are definitive of our responses to artworks and the thesis that art
is to be characterized exclusively in terms of the promotion of aesthetic
responses” (“Art and Interaction”).

In his claims about art and the aesthetic, Carroll exhibits a healthy philosoph-
ical pluralism that runs through all his work. I shall return to this theme in my
conclusion to these brief remarks.

Part II, Art, History and Narrative, as the title suggests, contains essays having
to do with the nature both of artistic and historical narrative structure. But the
three major essays have, rather, to do with the second of the two central issues of
modern philosophy of the arts, which is to say, the nature of art itself, with narra-
tive as the essential, defining idea.

The three dominant theories of art in our time have been George Dickie’s
“institutional” theory, Arthur Danto’s “aboutness” theory, and Morris Weitz’s
Wittgensteinian “no theory” theory. The options have been, then, the theory that
something is a work of art if and only if it has been enfranchised by the “art-
world”; the theory that something is a work of art if and only if it at least makes
sense to ask what it is about (and that it fulfills certain other conditions on its
“aboutness” too elaborate to go into here); and the theory (if you want to call it
that) that “art” is an “open concept” and therefore cannot be defined at all.

To these three approaches to defining art we must now add Carroll’s “narra-
tive” definition, the first new approach since Danto became the dominant figure
in the field. As Carroll sees the novelty of his suggestion, “the question “What is
art’ changes its thrust. ‘Art’ in our query no longer refers primarily to the art
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object; rather what we wish to know about when we ask “What is art?” predomi-
nantly concerns the nature and structures of the practices of art — things, I shall
argue, that are generally best approached by means of historical narration” (“Art,
Practice, and Narrative”).

Carroll’s idea, then, is that something is a work of art if and only if it can be
connected with other, bona fide cases of art by a convincing historical narrative.
As he puts the view,“I propose that ... we identify works as artworks — where the
question of whether or not they are art arises — by means of historical narratives
which connect contested candidates to art history in a way that discloses that the
mutations in question are part of the evolving species of art. I call these stories
‘identifying narratives’” (“Historical Narratives and the Philosophy of Art”).

On Carroll’s view, attempts to define art are driven, particularly in our century,
by the avant-garde, which continually challenges the reigning definitions with
“problem objects,” bizarre entities that it seems impossible to see as possessing
anything in common with art “properly so-called.” With regard to such objects of
the avant-garde, it is a virtue of Carroll’s account that we are looking not for some
common property in the object, even in Danto’s liberating sense of “something
the eye cannot descry,” but for something not belonging to the artwork at all —
rather, an art-historical narrative in which the problem object can, as it were, play
a believable role. It may also prove more effective than Danto’s approach with
“problem objects” not of the avant-garde but ones that have been around to
plague us since the very beginning of the art-defining project, which is to say,
works of absolute music.

Absolute music in the eighteenth century, as now, was a plague and a nuisance
to would-be art definers. Its at least apparent lack of representational or semantic
content, and the absence of consensus over whether its “expressive” features can
make up for that lack, are themselves “content,” have made it recalcitrant to any
theory of art that posits “content” of any kind as a necessary condition, even
Danto’s, with its subtle “aboutness” criterion, requiring merely that the “about-
ness” question can relevantly be asked. Carrolls theory sidesteps this problem,
requiring but that absolute music be worked into an “identifying narrative,” con-
necting it with other, standard cases of “art” properly so-called. What its “inner”
nature may be is not material for this narrative maneuver.

All prospective “definitions” of “art” must, in the event, steer between the
Scylla of exclusion and the Charybdis of inclusion: they must, that is, be so framed as
to not exclude from the precincts of art those problematic objects of the avant-
garde driving the enterprise, and, on the other hand, they must not, in so doing,
include objects no one recognizes intuitively as “art” It is my suspicion that
Charybdis is the danger to Carroll’s project. But the ultimate fate of that project is
yet to be played out.

The publication of a little essay by William K. Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley,
called “Intention,” in 1942, the theme of which was later developed more fully in
their “The Intentional Fallacy,” in 1954, had two important results: it made the
topic of literary interpretation a central one for the philosophy of art, and made
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the relevance of authorial intention the crucial question. Wimsatt and Beardsley
argued with great persuasiveness, and, indeed, succeeded in persuading many, that
the author’ intentions are irrelevant to literary interpretation; that, in fact, to treat
them as relevant is a “fallacy”: the “intentional fallacy,” as they called it.

Carroll takes on this long-debated issue in Part III, Interpretation and Inten-
tion. Characteristically, his position is commonsensical, and appeals to “everyday”
experience. “In the normal course of affairs,” Carroll writes, “when confronted
with an utterance, our standard cognitive goal is to figure out what the speaker
intends to say” (“Art, Intention, and Conversation”). If this is true in ordinary
conversation, he asks, why should it be any less true in our encounters with liter-
ary (and other) works of art that, Carroll suggests, can usefully be thought of as, so
to speak, “conversations” with their creators? As he puts the point: “When we read
a literary text or contemplate a painting, we enter a relationship with its creator
that is roughly analogous to a conversation. Obviously, it is not as interactive as an
ordinary conversation, for we are not receiving spontaneous feedback concerning
our own responses. But just as an ordinary conversation gives us a stake in under-
standing our interlocutor, so does our interaction with an artwork” (“Art, Inten-
tion, and Conversation”).

To many, this answer to the much debated question as to the relevance of
authorial intention to artistic interpretation will seem too simple to be true. Sim-
plicity of theory is much admired in the mathematical sciences, but not in philos-
ophy, where bogus profundity thrives on unintelligible complexity. My own
feeling is that Carroll’s answer to the question of authorial intention is too simple
not to be true.

The section of Carroll’s collection called Art, Emotions, and Morality takes on
two question about art that have only recently regained an importance they once
had.They are the questions of whether moral value is relevant to artistic value, and
how ordinary, garden-variety emotions like anger, hope, fear, sorrow, and so forth,
can be aroused in audiences to fictional works of art. The reason for their eclipse
has been, I believe, the general acceptance, in recent philosophy, of what is some-
times called the “autonomy of art,” or, more colloquially, “art for art’s sake.”
Fueled, certainly, by formalism, the belief has gained currency among “sophisti-
cated” lovers of art that its values, even where it seems to have reference to the
world beyond its boundaries, must be found within its world alone. Both the ideas
that we should evaluate fictional works even partly for their moral content, or that
it can be part of their function to arouse in us the ordinary emotions of our every-
day lives, ideas once accepted as a matter of course by experts and the laity alike,
were, until recently, considered discredited vestiges of Romanticism, not worthy
of philosophical notice.

Carroll is not alone in reconsidering these issues and, as a matter of fact, his
account of how fiction arouses the garden-variety emotions is a developed version
of a theory that others have propounded. The problem is that emotions are stan-
dardly aroused by beliefs about what are taken to be actual states of affairs. Thus, I am
angry at my landlord for raising the rent. But why, so the skeptical argument goes,
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should I get angry at a fictional landlord who raises the fictional rent of a fictional
lady in distress, since there is no landlord, no lady in distress, no rent to be raised?

The answer that Carroll and others have come up with is that mere
“thoughts” of things happening can arouse the garden-variety emotions. The
mere thought of my landlord’s raising the rent, even though I do not presently
believe the landlord is going to raise my rent, can make me angry, so this account
has it. As Carroll puts his point, “it seems indisputable that emotions can be
engendered in the process of holding propositions before the mind unasserted.
While cutting vegetables, imagine putting the very sharp knife in your hand into
your eye. One suddenly feels a shudder” (“Art, Narrative, and Emotion”). And
applying this conclusion to fictional works of art, “Fictions, construed as proposi-
tions to be imagined, supply us with the relevant, unasserted propositional con-
tent, and in entertaining that content, we can be emotionally moved by fictions”
(“Art, Narrative, and Emotion”).

Armed with this account of how fictional works of art can move us to the gar-
den-variety emotions, Carroll goes on, in Part IV, to investigate, among other
things, the role of these emotions in narrative in general, in horror, and in sus-
pense. He argues against both the ancient Platonic theory that emotions in fiction
are aroused in us by “identifying” with fictional personages, and its present-day
reincarnation, called “simulation theory,” which has it that “By simulating the
mental states of fictional characters, we come to experience what it would be like
— that is, for example, what it would feel like — to be in situations such as those in
which the characters find themselves” (“Simulation, Emotions, and Morality”).

With regard to the issue of moral value in art, Carroll advocates, characteristically,

2

a view he calls “moderate moralism.” [ say “characteristically” because here, as else-
where, Carroll exhibits his innate common sense and commonsensical pluralism. Of
course, the layperson, untainted with theory, wants to say that moral value is neither all
there is to artistic value; but nor is it nothing: it is part of artistic value, in some kinds
of artworks, some of the time. This, essentially, is the moderate claim.

Carroll’s argument is that narrative, at least as we know it, works, in part, by
engaging our moral concepts, attitudes, feelings, sympathies. “Part of what is
involved, then, in the process of filling in a narrative is the activation of the moral
powers — the moral judgments and the moral emotions of audiences” (“Moderate
Moralism”). And that being the case, “the moderate moralist also contends that
moral evaluation may figure in our evaluations of some art. For inasmuch as nar-
rative artworks engage our powers of moral understanding, they can be assessed in
terms of whether they deepen or pervert the moral understanding” (“Moderate
Moralism”). That sounds like common sense to me. I am not saying that common
sense always makes philosophical sense — but it is an encouraging start.

I said that what characterizes these essays of Carroll’s, and makes them such a
substantial contribution to aesthetics and the philosophy of art, is their wide-rang-
ing coverage of the central, most difficult, and most contested issues. The final sec-
tion, however, Alternative Topics, shows that there is yet another side to Carroll’s
impressive range of philosophical interests: a lighter side, shall we say, as evidenced
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by such essays as “On Jokes,” “The Paradox of Junk Fiction,” and “On Being
Moved By Nature.” That Carroll can interest himself not only in the core issues of
his field but in the peripheral ones as well makes him truly the “complete”
philosopher of art. There is no one I know who can come even close to him in
either breadth or depth.

The theme of Carroll’s work in aesthetics and the philosophy of art, I have
maintained, is a healthy kind of commonsensical pluralism: the tendency to avoid
those overarching theories that tell us art is all one thing, or never another, and to
say, rather, perhaps it is more things than one. In its favoring of practice over the-
ory it is Aristotelian rather than Spinozistic (to appropriate a distinction Stuart
Hampshire once applied to moral philosophy). For those who think philosophy
must be high and mighty, this philosophy is not for you. For those who think the
truths of art and the aesthetic could be right in front of your nose, where you sus-
pected all along that they were, Noél Carroll will give you the best arguments you
are ever likely to get for your intuitions. In the postmodern age of outrageous
paradoxes, you will find here an oasis of sanity.

Peter Kivy



e

INTRODUCTION

wThis volume is a selection of my essays on the philosophy of art and aesthetics
written between 1985 and 1999. The earliest essays in the volume coincide with
the beginning of my career as a professional philosopher while working at Wes-
leyan University; the more recent articles, composed at Cornell University and
the University of Wisconsin-Madison, seem as though they were written yester-
day — undoubtedly a flaw of memory attributable to advancing age. When I look
back at these essays, however diverse they may appear to the reader, they strike me
as being united by several recurring threads.

The most pronounced thread is a reactive one: an opposition to aesthetic the-
ories of art broadly and to its more distinctive variant, formalism, most particu-
larly. Tutored in its discipline as an undergraduate, I have spent much of my career
as a philosopher attempting to combat the limitations that aesthetic theories and
formalism impose on the philosophy of art. It is from this reaction formation that
the present volume derives its title — Beyond Aesthetics: Philosophical Essays. For,in a
nutshell, the dominant recurring theme in this book is that we much reach
beyond aesthetic theories of art and their various prohibitions.

That is, we must not identify the essence of art with the intended capacity of art-
works to afford aesthetic experiences. Nor must we agree with aesthetic theorists of
art and formalists that art history, authorial intentions, garden-variety emotions, and
morality are alien to proper commerce with artworks. My campaign against aesthetic
theories of art, in a manner of speaking, organizes the first four parts of this book.

The first section — Beyond Aesthetics — initiates the argument against aes-
thetic theories of art, while also propounding a genealogy of the ways in which
this theoretical disposition has shaped and distorted the evolution of the philoso-
phy of art. The next section, Art, History, and Narrative, argues (against aesthetic
theorists of art, like Clive Bell) for the the importance of art history to the philos-
ophy of art, while also advancing an alternative to aesthetic definitions of art for
identifying artworks.

Whereas aesthetic theorists of art typically question the relevance of authorial
intentions to interpretation, in the next section, Interpretation and Intention, I
defend the appeal to authorial intentions in the analysis of artworks. Likewise,
where aesthetic theorists of art tend to regard only aesthetic experience as consti-
tuting the essential, appropriate kind of response to art, I maintain in the section
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Art, Emotion, and Morality that garden-variety emotional responses and moral
responses are not only art-appropriate responses to art, but also that they are rele-
vant to the evaluation and analysis of artworks. Indeed, in this section I also
attempt to provide analyses of selected emotional responses of this sort, including
suspense, horror, and amusement.

Undoubtedly, part of my animus against aesthetic theories of art derives from
my having studied with George Dickie, to whom this volume is dedicated. From
him, I inherited my abiding philosophical interests in the concepts of “the aes-
thetic” and “art.” Like Dickie, or perhaps because of Dickie, I have always resisted
the idea that art can be defined in terms of the intended capacity of certain
objects to support aesthetic experiences as well as the idea that the aesthetic is best
conceptualized in terms of disinterestedness.

I have also always thought that Dickie’s classic article “The Myth of the Aes-
thetic Attitude”! can best be read as a demolition of the notion of “the aesthetic”
for the purpose, ultimately, of undermining aesthetic theories of art — thereby
paving the way for his own Institutional Theory of Art. That interpretation, more-
over, is borne out in his book Art and the Aesthetic, in which the best known can-
didates for “the aesthetic” this-or-that are successively derailed in the explicit
process of defending the Institutional Theory.>? And something like Dickie’s strat-
egy — challenging aesthetic theories of art as a first step in generating new theo-
ries — has become my own.

Part I: Beyond Aesthetics can be regarded as a continuation of Dickie’s project.
The first essay, “Art and Interaction,” criticizes the limitations of aesthetic theories of
art outright, specifically by emphasizing the way in which interpretation (in contrast
to aesthetic experience) is an art-appropriate response at least as significant as aes-
thetic experience. Here, as elsewhere, the implicit dependence on Arthur Danto is
evident, while my use of Monroe Beardsley, in this essay and others, as my leading foil
also shows the influence of George Dickie, since it was Dickie who taught me always
to consult Beardsley’s work for the most worked-out and authoritative position on
any subject in aesthetics, even if, in the end, I wound up criticizing it. There are more
ways than one to stand on the shoulders of giants.

“Beauty and the Genealogy of Art Theory” does not confront the aesthetic
theory of art directly, but instead attempts to disclose its subterranean influence on
the contours of the philosophy of art. If one accepts the arguments that I have
made concerning aesthetic theories of art, then, this essay functions as a debunk-
ing genealogy, one that traces various tendencies in the philosophy of art — such as
the prohibitions against art history, authorial intention, garden-variety (as opposed
to aesthetic) emotional responses, and moral responses — as flowing from historical
misinterpretations and prejudices that have remained unexamined for too long.

In “Four Concepts of Aesthetic Experience,’ I take a closer look at the concept of
aesthetic experience that serves as the fulcrum of aesthetic theories of art. I argue
against three well-known views of aesthetic experience: the pragmatic (Dewey’s), the
allegorical (Marcuse and Adorno’s), and the traditional account (almost everyone
else).? But this essay is not merely critical. It concludes with a positive characteriza-
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tion of aesthetic experience that I label the deflationary account. In the vocabulary of
my first essay in this volume, “Art and Interaction,” it is what I call a content-oriented
account. Unlike George Dickie, I do not contend that aesthetic experience is a myth,
but rather that something is an aesthetic response if it involves design appreciation or
the detection of aesthetic or expressive properties or the contemplation of the emer-
gence of formal, aesthetic, or expressive properties from their base properties, or a
combination of any or all of these responses.

Dickie, I have argued, parlayed his attack of aesthetic experience (and inti-
mately connected aesthetic theories of art) into the case on behalf of his Institu-
tional Theory. I have not traveled all the way with Dickie to embracing the
Institutional Theory. However, I agree with him that the putative failure of aes-
thetic theories of art puts pressure on us to find some other way to account for
how we go about identifying objects and performances as artworks.

In Part II: Art, History, and Narrative, my solution to this problem is the sug-
gestion that we achieve this result by means of historical narratives.* Just as the
biological concept of a species is a historical one, so I maintain, is the concept of
art. That is, we determine membership in the category of art by providing narra-
tives or genealogies of the descent or lineage of present candidates from their
established forebears.

The essay “Art, Practice, and Narrative” represents my first attempt to craft a his-
torical account for classifying artworks as artworks. As the result of criticism of it, I
produced two more overlapping essays — “Identifying Art” and “Historical Narra-
tives and the Philosophy of Art” — in order to refine and defend the historical
approach. Since the notion of narrative figures so importantly in this section, and
others, I have also included the essay “On the Narrative Connection” to provide a
clarifying account of what I mean by “narrative” in the most abstract sense. And
finally, since I uphold a realist account of historical narratives, including art-relevant
identifying narratives, I conclude this section with a defense against the relativist
view of narrative propounded in the influential writings of Hayden White.

As already noted, an opposition to the relevance of authorial intention to the
interpretation and evaluation of artworks is a recurring theme of aesthetic theo-
rists of art, such as Clive Bell and Monroe Beardsley. For them, it diverts attention
away from the artwork itself to something outside the work, namely, the author’s
intention. In Part III: Interpretation and Intention, I try to reinstate the accept-
ability of the relevance of authorial intention.

The opening essay, “Art, Intention, and Conversation,” attempts to refute the
major arguments of anti-intentionalists like Monroe Beardsley and Roland
Barthes, while also invoking what I call our conversational interests with respect
to artworks (which involve, among other things, certain moral considerations)
in order to say why authorial intentions are relevant constraints on our
interpretive practices. Since one of my complaints against the way in which
debates over the relevance of authorial intention usually proceed is that they are
overly focused on questions of linguistic meaning, I use examples from outside
literature where the lack of conventional semantic and syntactic structures
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clearly require hypothesizing authorial intentions as the royal road to interpre-
tation, due to absence of anything like conventions (rather than, say, merely rules
of thumb).>

In “Anglo-American Aesthetics and Contemporary Criticism,” I attempt to
defend intentionalism against recent critics who indulge in what is called the
“hermeneutics of suspicion.” In this essay, I show that rather than being antitheti-
cal to the aims of politicized criticism, intentionalism is not only compatible with
them, but even generally presupposed by them.

“Art, Intention, and Conversation” was attacked from two directions. First,
predictably enough, by anti-intentionalists; but also from a position within inten-
tionalism itself, called hypothetical intentionalism (the view that the correct inter-
pretation of an artwork corresponds to our best hypothesis of authorial intention,
even where the author’s actual intentions are known to deviate therefrom). I
address the anti-intentionalist challenge in “The Intentional Fallacy: Defending
Myselt” and the second attack in “Interpretation and Intention: The Debate
Between Hypothetical and Actual Intentionalism.”®

Garden-variety emotional responses (as opposed to the alleged aesthetic emo-
tions) and moral responses to artworks have been traditionally regarded as not part
of (and even at variance with) aesthetic experience and, therefore, have fallen out-
side the purview of the philosophy of art, notably as that is construed by the aes-
thetic theory of art. As a result, they have not received the philosophical attention
they deserve. Part IV: Art, Emotion, and Morality seeks to repair this lacuna. The
opening essay “Art, Narrative, and Emotion” sets out a framework for philosoph-
ically examining the relations that obtain between these terms, while the subse-
quent essays — “Horror and Humor” and “The Paradox of Suspense” — extend this
framework by considering several case studies.

Similarly, “Art, Narrative, and Moral Understanding” introduces a general frame-
work for discussing questions of art and morality, while “Moderate Moralism”
defends the moral evaluation of artworks as a legitimate form of artistic evaluation
against the aesthetic viewpoint that I call autonomism.” Part IV concludes with an
essay entitled “Simulation, Emotions, and Morality” that critically considers a frame-
work, simulation theory, that is a rival to the one developed in this section.

If the range of topics belonging to the catch area of philosophical aesthetics (or
the philosophy of art) has been narrowly circumscribed under the influence of an
aesthetic conception of art, my own view of our field of research is much wider.
Thus, in the last section of this book — PartV: Alternative Topics — I include a handful
of essays that examine a group of disparate topics I believe are worth pursuing once
we divest ourselves of our obsession with Aesthetics and Art (both with capital As).
My alternative topics include: jokes, junk fiction, visual metaphors, and the apprecia-
tion of landscape. Of course, further topics are readily imaginable. But my essays
about them, of course, remain to be written, let alone anthologized.



PART I: BEYOND AESTHETICS

)

ART AND INTERACTION

Ideas of the aesthetic figure largely in two crucial areas of debate in the philoso-
phy of art. On the one hand, the aesthetic often plays a definitive role in character-
izations of our responses to or interactions with artworks. That is, what is thought
to be distinctive about our commerce with artworks is that these encounters are
marked by aesthetic experiences, aesthetic judgments, aesthetic perceptions, and
so forth. Furthermore, the use of aesthetic terminology in such accounts of our
interactions with artworks is, most essentially, “experiential” or “perceptual”
where those terms are generally understood by contrast to responses mediated by
the application of concepts or reasoning.

Second, notions of the aesthetic are also mobilized in theories of the nature
of art objects; the artwork, it is claimed, is an artifact designed to bring about
aesthetic experiences and aesthetic perceptions, or to engender aesthetic atti-
tudes, or to engage aesthetic faculties, et cetera. Thus, these two claims — that
aesthetic responses distinguish our responses to art, and that art objects can be
defined in terms of the aesthetic — though ostensibly independent, can, never-
theless, be connected by means of a neat, commonsensical approach that holds
that what an object is can be captured through an account of its function. The
art object is something designed to provoke a certain form of response, a cer-
tain type of interaction. The canonical interaction with art involves the aes-
thetic (however that is to be characterized). So the artwork is an object
designed with the function of engendering aesthetic experiences, perceptions,
attitudes, and so forth.

The purpose of this essay is to dispute both the thesis that aesthetic responses are
definitive of our responses to artworks and the thesis that art is to be characterized
exclusively in terms of the promotion of aesthetic responses. It will be argued against
the first thesis that many of our entrenched forms of interaction with artworks —
what may be neutrally designated as our art responses or art experiences — are not
aesthetic in nature nor are they reducible to aesthetic responses or experiences. The
argument here proceeds by enumerating and describing several of our nonaesthetic
though eminently characteristic responses to art objects. That is, along with doing
things like attending to the brittleness of a piece of choreography — a paradigmatic

From: The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, XLV, No. 1 (Fall 1986), 57-68.
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aesthetic response — we also contemplate artworks with an eye to discerning latent
meanings and structures, and to determining the significance of an artwork in its art
historical context. These art responses, often interpretive in nature, are, it will be
claimed, as central as, and certainly no less privileged than, aesthetic responses in
regard to our interactions with artworks.! Moreover, if an expanded view of the art
response is defensible, then our concept of art, especially when construed function-
ally, must be broadened to countenance as art objects that are designed to promote
characteristically appropriate art responses or art experiences distinct from aesthetic
responses. And this, in turn, has consequences for attempts by theorists, armed with
aesthetic definitions of art, who wish to exclude such objects as Duchamp’s Fountain
from the order of art.

This essay is motivated by a recent development in the philosophy of art,
namely the popularity of aesthetic definitions of art. As is well known, the antide-
finitional stance of post-World War II philosophers of art provoked a reaction for-
mation called the Institutional Theory of Art.? Dissatisfaction with the
Institutional Theory has, in turn, elicited several countermoves of which the aes-
thetic definition of art is one species. For though the Institutional Theory has
been judged wanting in numerous respects, it has reestablished the respectability
of attempts to define art.

Examples of this development include articles such as “An Aesthetic Definition
of Art” by Monroe Beardsley and “Toward an Aesthetic Account of the Nature of
Art” by William Tolhurst.> These writers attempt to construct theories that dis-
criminate between art and nonart by reference to aesthetic experience, which is
taken as the canonical mode of our interaction with artworks. In this, I think that
these authors are symptomatic of the tendency within much contemporary philos-
ophy of art to equate the art experience with the aesthetic experience. Given this
propensity, both articles define an artwork as an object produced with the intended
function of fostering aesthetic experiences. Beardsley’s statement of the theory is
“An artwork is something produced with the intention of giving it the capacity to
satisfy the aesthetic interest.”* To have an aesthetic interest in an object, for Beards-
ley, is to have an interest in the aesthetic character of experience that a given object
affords. Simply put, our aesthetic interest in an object is predicated on the possibil-
ity of our deriving aesthetic experiences from the object.

Tolhurst’s statement of the aesthetic theory of art is more complex. As a rough
indication of the way in which an aesthetic definition might go, Tolhurst writes

A thing, x, is a work of art if and only if, there is a person, y, such that 1) y
believed that x could serve as an object of (positive) aesthetic experiences,
2) y wanted x to serve as an object of (positive) aesthetic experiences, and
3) y’s belief and desire caused y (in a certain characteristic way) to produce
X, to create X, or to place x where x s, etc.

Both Beardsley and Tolhurst are involved in the attempt to limit the range of
things we shall count as art. Broadly speaking, this attempt is carried out by two
maneuvers: invoking the condition that the producer of a putative artwork had an
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appropriate intention, which, in turn, is specified in terms of a plan to afford aes-
thetic experience. Given this twofold requirement, Beardsley believes that he can
deny the status of art to such things as Edward T. Cone’s “Poéme symphonique” —
a composition that involves one hundred metronomes running down — and to
Duchamp’s Fountain. In a similar gesture, Tolhurst thinks that Duchamp’s
L.H.O.0.Q. and L.H.O.0O.Q. Shaved are not art. With such cases, Beardsley and
Tolhurst believe that the artists could not possibly have been motivated by the
intention of promoting aesthetic experience.

For the purposes of this essay I shall put the issue of the intentional compo-
nent of the aesthetic theory of art somewhat to one side. I am more interested
in the job that the concept of aesthetic experience is supposed to perform in the
theories. It must be said that the commonsense approach of the aesthetic theory
of art is very attractive. It conceives of the artwork as an object designed with a
function, a function, moreover, that is connected with what a spectator can get
out of an artwork in virtue of its facilitating or promoting certain types of
responses or interactions. As a theory of art, it has the strength of acknowledg-
ing the mutual importance of the artist, the object, and the audience; it does not
emphasize one element of the matrix of art over others in the manner of a
Croce or a Collingwood with their preoccupations with the artist and his
expression of intuitions.

Also, this type of theory puts its proponent in a strong position to systemati-
cally tackle further questions in the philosophy of art, such as what is the value of
art and why are we interested in seeking out artworks? Clearly, the aesthetic the-
orist of art can answer that the value of art and the interest we have in pursuing
artworks reside in whatever positive benefit there is in having the types of experi-
ences and responses that art objects are designed to promote.

On the other hand, the delimitation of the relevant art experience to the aes-
thetic experience — the maneuver that gives the aesthetic theory of art much of its
exclusionary thrust — appears to me to be a liability. The aesthetic definition of art
privileges aesthetic experience to the exclusion of other nonaesthetic forms of
interaction that the art object can be designed to promote. I shall argue that there
is no reason for the aesthetic experience to be privileged in this way insofar as it
seems to me that we cannot rule out other, nonaesthetic forms of response to art
as illegitimate on the grounds that they are not aesthetic responses. Indeed, when
discussing these other responses to works of art. I think I will be able to show that
denying the status of art to such works as L.H.O.O.Q. and “Poé¢me sym-
phonique” is a mistake.

Before charting several forms of nonaesthetic responses to art, it will be help-
ful to clarify the notion of an aesthetic response to art. One problem here is that
there are a number of different, ostensibly nonequivalent characterizations avail-
able. Let a sample suffice to initiate the discussion. Tolhurst intentionally refrains
from characterizing aesthetic experience, though Beardsley, of course, has offered
a number of accounts. Writing on aesthetic enjoyment, which as I take it is noth-
ing but positive aesthetic experience, Beardsley has claimed that
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Aesthetic enjoyment is (by definition) the kind of enjoyment we obtain
from the apprehension of a qualitatively diverse segment of the phenome-
nal field insofar as the discriminable parts are unified into something of a
whole that has a character (that is, regional qualities) of its own.®

This account offers what might be thought of as a content-oriented characteriza-
tion of positive aesthetic experience. It is “content-oriented” because it stresses
the properties of the object, here “regional qualities,” to which attention is
directed. This approach corresponds to J. O. Urmson’s notion that what marks an
aesthetic reaction is its attention to how things look and feel especially in terms of
qualities such as appearing spacious, swift, strong, mournful, cheerful, and so on.”
I will take it that one major variation of the aesthetic response approach — the
content-oriented approach — designates a response as aesthetic when it takes as its
focus the aesthetic or expressive or “qualitative” appearances of the object. I will
argue that this leaves us with a particularly impoverished view of our customary
reaction to art that has extremely problematic consequences for any theorist who
would want to use aesthetic experience as definitive of the function, vis-a-vis the
spectators’ reaction, which artworks are designed to produce.

Beardsley has not always characterized aesthetic experience primarily by refer-
ence to content. Often he attempts to characterize aesthetic experience through
the analysis of its internal-feeling-structure, which we might call an aftect-oriented
account of aesthetic experience. In recent essays, Beardsley has placed more weight
than the previous quotation did on the affective features of aesthetic experience. In
a formal statement of his criteria for aesthetic experience, one mirrored informally
in What Is Art?, Beardsley says that an experience has an aesthetic character if it has
the first of the following features and at least three of the others. For Beardsley, the
five relevant features of aesthetic experience are: object directedness, felt freedom,
detached affect, active discovery, and wholeness, that is, a sense of integration as a
person.® Apart from “active discovery,” these criteria allude to affective attributes of
experience.And even in the case of “active discovery” the criterion is a case of both
content-oriented and affect-oriented considerations, for though said discoveries
are achieved through seeing connections between percepts and meanings, such
insights are to be accompanied by a sense of intelligibility.

There are many problems with this characterization of aesthetic experience.
First, it 1s possible that either there is no experience that meets this account or, if
this account can be read in a way that grants that some experiences meet it, then
other-than-aesthetic experiences, for example, solving theorems in nonapplied
mathematics, may also meet it. But, most important, it is clear that many of our
typical responses to art will, under a rigorous reading of Beardsley’s formula, not
stand up as aesthetic, with the consequence that objects that support only certain
typical but nonaesthetic interactions with art will not count as art. Of course, the
desiderata canvassed in what I've called the content-approach and the predomi-
nantly affect-oriented approach do not reflect every belief about aesthetic experi-
ence found in the tradition; other beliefs will be mentioned in the ensuing
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discussion of nonaesthetic responses to art. However, frequent return to these two
models of the aesthetic response will be useful in discussing typical nonaesthetic
interactions with art.

A great many of our typical, nonaesthetic responses to art can be grouped
under the label of interpretation. Artists often include, imply, or suggest meanings
in their creations, meanings and themes that are oblique and that the audience
works at discovering. Mallarmé wrote

To actually name an object is to suppress three-quarters of the sense of
enjoyment of a poem, which consists in the delight of guessing one stage
at a time: to suggest the object, that is the poet’s dream... There must always
be a sense of the enigmatic in poetry, and that is the aim of literature.

And in a similar vein, John Updike says “I think books should have secrets as a
bonus for the sensitive reader”. These statements are by writers but there are artists
in every artform who strive to incorporate oblique or hidden meanings or
themes, and nonobvious adumbrations of the oblique themes in their work.? In
Peter Hutchinson’s interpretation of Tonio Kroger, we find an example of an
oblique theme, that of the split personality, and of an adumbration thereof, the use
of the character’s name to convey, in a camouflaged way, extra inflection concern-
ing the nature of the split personality, Hutchinson writes

In Tonio Kroger, Mann’s most famous early story, the eponymous hero
bears features of two distinct qualities in his name: those of his artistic
mother, and the more somber ones of his self-controlled father. It is his
mother from whom Tonio has inherited his creative powers — she comes
from “the South,” a land lacking in self-discipline but rich in self-expres-
sion, and its qualities are symbolized in his Christian name (with its clear
Italian ring). His father, on the other hand, the upright Northerner, the
practical man of common sense and sound business acumen, bears a name
suggestive of dullness and solidity (it derives from the Middle Low Ger-
man ‘Kroger, a publican). The very sound of each component reinforces
those ideas and explains the split in Tonio’s character, the major theme of
this Novelle.1?

The presence of such obliquely presented themes and adumbrations occurs fre-
quently enough, especially in certain genres, that audiences customarily search for
hidden meanings that are likely to have been implanted in the artwork. Though
Hutchinson’s interpretation might be thought of as “professional,” I think that it is
reflective of one central way in which we, in general, have been trained to think,
talk, and in short, respond to art. This training began when we were first initiated
into the world of art in our earliest literature and art appreciation classes. More-
over, we have every reason to believe that our training in this matter supplies
dependable guidelines for appropriate art responses since our early training is
reinforced by the evident preoccupation with oblique meanings found in discus-
sions of art by critics, scholars, and connoisseurs in newspapers, journals, and
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learned treatises. And clearly our training and behavior regarding the search for
hidden meanings are not beside the point since artists, steeped in the same
hermeneutical traditions that spectators practice, have often put oblique meanings
in their works precisely so that we, excited by the challenge, exercise our skill and
ingenuity, our powers of observation, association, and synthesis in order to dis-
cover oblique themes and to trace their complex adumbrations.

With certain forms of interpretation, the spectator’ relation to the artwork is
gamelike. The spectator has a goal, to find a hidden or oblique theme (or an
oblique adumbration of one), which goal the spectator pursues by using a range of
hermeneutical strategies, which, in turn, place certain epistemological constraints
on his or her activity. This interpretive play is something we have been trained in
since grammar school, and it is a practice that is amplified and publicly endorsed
by the criticism we read. The obliqueness of the artist’s presentation of a theme
confronts the audience with an obstacle that the audience voluntarily elects to
overcome. How the artist plants this theme and how the audience goes about dis-
covering it — in terms of distinctive forms of reasoning and observation — are pri-
marily determined by precedent and tradition, though, of course, the tradition
allows for innovation both in the area of artmaking and of interpretation. Within
this gamelike practice, when we discover a hidden theme we have achieved a suc-
cess, and we are prone, all things being equal, to regard our activity as rewarding
insofar as the artwork has enabled us to apply our skills to a worthy, that is, chal-
lenging, object. But this type of interpretive play, though characteristic of our
interaction with artworks, and rewarding, exemplifies neither the content-ori-
ented form, nor the affect-oriented form of aesthetic response.

Though so far I have only spoken of the interpretation of obliquely presented
meanings, it should be noted that our interpretive, nonaesthetic responses also
include the discernment of latent structures. That is, when we contemplate art, we
often have as a goal, upon which we may expend great effort, figuring out the way
in which a given painting or musical composition works. In the presence of an
artwork, we characteristically set ourselves to finding out what its structure is as
well as often asking the reason for its being structured that way. Or, if we sense that
an artwork has a certain effect, for example, the impression of the recession of the
central figure in Malevich’s Black Quadrilateral, we examine the formal arrange-
ment and principles that bring this effect about.!! Again, this is something we
have been trained to do and something that pervades the discussion of art in both
informal and professional conversation. Indeed, some radical formalists might hold
that understanding how a work works is the only legitimate interest we should
have in art and the only criterion of whether our response to art is appropriate.
This seems an unduly narrow recommendation given art as we know it. My claim
is only that identifying the structure or structures of a work — seeing how it works
— 1s, like the identification of a hidden meaning, one criterion of a successful
interaction with art. Moreover, this form of interaction is not “aesthetic,” as that is
normally construed, but it should not, for that reason, be disregarded as a charac-
teristic and appropriate mode of participating with artworks.
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So far two types of interpretive play have been cited as examples of charac-
teristic responses to art that tend to be overlooked when philosophers of art
accord a privileged position to aesthetic responses as the canonical model of our
interaction with art. And if interpretation is ignored as an appropriate art
response while only aesthetic experience is so countenanced, and if art is iden-
tified in relation to the promotion of appropriate responses, then objects
devoted exclusively to engendering interpretive play will be artistically disen-
franchised. But, of course, one may wonder whether it is correct to claim, as I
have, that the philosophers of art tend to ignore the importance of interpreta-
tion. For much of the literature in the field concerns issues of intepretation.
This, admittedly, is true in one sense. However, it must be added that the atten-
tion lavished on interpretation in the literature is not focused on interpretive
play as a characteristic form of the experience of interacting with artworks but
rather revolves around epistemological problems, for example, are artist’s inten-
tions admissible evidence; can interpretations be true or are they merely plausi-
ble; and so forth. This epistemological focus, moreover, tends to take critical
argument as its subject matter. Thus, the fact that philosophers have such episte-
mological interests in interpretation does not vitiate the point that interpretive
play is an ingredient in our characteristic experience of artworks which
philosophers, by privileging the aesthetic, have effectively bracketed from the art
experience proper. Indeed, within the philosophical tradition, the kind of intel-
lective responses I have cited under the rubric of interpretation are not part of
the experience, proper, of art. Hume, for example, tells us that though good
sense is necessary for the correct functioning of taste, it is not part of taste.!2
Rather, the picture he suggests is that the prior operation of the understanding,
engaged in doing things like identifying the purpose and related structure of the
artwork, puts us in a position to undergo, subsequently, the central experience
of the work, namely, for Hume, a feeling of pleasure.

This citation of Hume provides us with one reason why philosophers are
tempted to exclude interpretive play from the art experience proper.The essential
experience of art, for them, is a matter of feeling pleasure either of the undifferen-
tiated Humean sort or of the disinterested Kantian variety. Interpretive activity, on
the other hand, it might be said, has no obvious connection with pleasure. But I'm
not so sure of this.

I have asserted that art spectatorship is a practice, a practice linked with other
practices, such as artmaking, within the institution of the artworld. I follow Mac-
Intyre when he writes that

By a “practice” I am going to mean any coherent and complex form of
socially established cooperative human activity through which goods inter-
nal to that form of activity are realized in trying to achieve those standards of
excellence which are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of
activity, with the result that human powers to achieve excellence, and human
conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically extended.!3



12 BEYOND AESTHETICS

‘Within the practice of art spectatorship, among the goals of the enterprise, we find
the making of interpretations of various sorts. Finding hidden meanings and latent
structures are goods internal to the activity of art spectatorship. Pursuit of these
goals in our encounters with artworks occupies large parts of our experience of
artworks. Our interpretations can succeed or fail. They can be mundane or excel-
lent. When our interpretations succeed, we derive the satisfaction that comes from
the achievement of a goal against an established standard of excellence. That is, sat-
isfaction is connected with success, within the practice of art spectatorship, when
we are able to detect a latent theme or form in an artwork. Moreover, I see no rea-
son to deny that this type of satisfaction is a type of pleasure even though it difters
from the type of pleasurable sensation, or thrill, or beauteous rapture that theorists
often appear to have in mind when speaking of aesthetic experience. The exercise
of the skills of art spectatorship is its own reward within our practice. This is not
to say that interpretive play is the only source of pleasure, but only that it is a
source of pleasure. Thus, the worry that interpretive play is remote from pleasure
should supply no grounds for excluding interpretive play from our characteriza-
tion of the art experience proper.

Apart from the argument that interpretive play is not connected with pleasure,
there may be other motives behind the tendency not to include interpretive play
in the account of the art experience proper. One concern might be that interpre-
tive play is not essential or fundamental to the art experience because it fails to
differentiate the interaction with art from other experiences. In this context, the
putative virtue of the notion of the aesthetic experience of art is that it can say
how our experiences of art differ from other types of experience. The proponent
of the aesthetic experience approach might argue that the interpretive play I refer
to regarding the art response is not different in kind from that activity in which a
cryptographer indulges.

Of course, it is not clear that aesthetic-experience accounts can do the differ-
entiating work they are supposed to do. First, those versions of aesthetic experi-
ence that rely on notions of detachment and disinterest may just be implausible.
Second, even an account as detailed as Beardsley’s affect-oriented one doesn’t dif-
ferentiate the aesthetic experience of art from all other activities. For example,
assuming that there are acts of disinterested attention, Beardsley’s affect-oriented
account might not differentiate aesthetic experience from the mathematician’s
experience of solving a problem that is divorced from practical application. So if
the argument against including interpretive play in our account of the art experi-
ence is that interpretive play does not differentiate that experience from other
kinds whereas the notion of aesthetic experience does, then we can say that nei-
ther of the putatively competing accounts succeeds at the task of essentially differ-
entiating the art experience. Thus, essentially difterentiating the art experience
from others might not be a desideratum in our characterizations of it.

I suspect that since art evolved over a long period of time and through the
interactions of many different cultures, it may support a plurality of interests such
that the art experience is comprised of a plurality of activities of which having
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aesthetic experiences of some sort is one, while engaging in interpretive play is
another. There are undoubtedly more activities than only these two. Furthermore,
it may be the case that none of the multiple types of interactions that comprise
the art experience is unique to encounters with art. Of course, this might be
granted at the same time that the proponent of the aesthetic theory urges that
nevertheless aesthetic experience is a necessary component of any experience of
art whereas other responses, like interpretive play, are not. At that point, the aes-
thetic theorist will have to show that aesthetic experience is such a necessary
component. And, at least for those who hold an aesthetic definition of art, that will
not be easy to do without begging the question. Suppose my counterexample to
the notion that aesthetic experience is a necessary component of every art expe-
rience is Duchamp’s Fountain. I note that it is an object placed in a situation such
that it has an oblique significance that supports a great deal of interpretive play.
But it does not appear to promote the kinds of response that theorists call aes-
thetic. So it affords an art experience that is not an aesthetic one. Moreover, the
interpretive play available in contemplating Fountain involves an art experience of
a very high degree of intensity for its kind. The aesthetic theorist can attempt to
block this counterexample by saying that Fountain is not an artwork and that an
interpretive response to it, therefore, is not even an experience of art. But one can
only do this by asserting that aesthetic experience is definitive of art and of what
can be experienced as art.Yet that begs the question insofar as it presupposes that
a work designed to provoke and promote interpretive play cannot be art because
interpretive play is not a criterion of the kind of experience appropriate to art.
One might argue that interpretive play is not fundamental to the art experi-
ence in the sense that it is not the original purpose for which the works we call
art were created. But this faces problems from two directions. First, hermeneutics
has been around for a long time and may even predate our notion of taste. Sec-
ond, if one makes this argument with aesthetic experience in mind, can we be so
certain that promoting aesthetic experience was the original purpose for which
many of the more historically remote objects we call art were made? Moreover, if
it is claimed that many of the ancient or medieval artifacts we call art at least had
a potentially aesthetic dimension, it must be acknowledged that most of the self-
same objects also possessed a symbolizing dimension that invited interpretive play.
Perhaps it will be argued that interpretive play is inappropriate to the art
response proper. This tack seems to me an implausible one since all the evidence —
our training in art appreciation and the behavior of the majority of our leading
connoisseurs — points in the direction of suggesting that interpretative play is one
of the central and esteemed modes of the practice of art spectatorship. Indeed,
how would one go about showing that a behavior as deeply entrenched and as
widely indulged in a practice as interpretive play in art spectatorship is inappro-
priate to the practice? Practices are human activities constituted by traditionally
evolved purposes and ways of satisfying those purposes. The active traditions of
such practices determine what is appropriate to a practice both in terms of the
ends and means of the practice. Thus, in art, the continuing tradition of interpre-
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tation establishes the appropriateness of the kinds of hermeneutical responses that
we have been discussing.

One might try to show the inappropriateness of interpretive play as an art
response by arguing that it interferes with some deeper goal of the practice of art.
But what could that be? Perceiving aesthetic properties might be one candidate.
However, in some cases interpretive play may, in fact, enhance the perception of
aesthetic qualities. Nor does this suggest that interpretive play is subservient to the
goal of perceiving qualities. For in some further instances, perceiving qualities may
be valuable for the way in which it enables the discovery of a richer interpreta-
tion, while in other cases the interpretive play and the aesthetic response may
remain independent of one another, supplying spectators with separate focii of
interest in the work. Of course, proponents of the aesthetic approach may assert
that theirs is the only proper response to art, but that, as I have, I hope, shown, is
only an assertion.

I think that it is obvious that the types of activities I have used, so far, to exem-
plify interpretive play diverge from what was earlier called the content-oriented
version of the aesthetic approach. There the notion was that an aesthetic response
to art was one that was directed at the qualitative features of the object, such as its
perceptible or expressive features. And though interpretation may, in different
ways, sometimes be involved with aesthetic responses, it should be clear that inter-
pretive play is not equivalent to aesthetic or expressive apprehension both because
it is not evident that interpretation is an element in all instances of aesthetic per-
ception, and because the objects of interpretive play extend beyond aesthetic and
expressive qualities to themes and their adumbrations, and to structures and their
complications.

But what about the affect-oriented variant of the aesthetic approach? First, it
should be noted that many of the candidates in this area rely centrally on a char-
acterization of aesthetic experience that rests on notions such as disinterested
pleasure or detachment from practical interest. But one may successfully engage in
interpretive play without being devoid of practical interest — one may be a critic
whose reputation has been built on clever interpretations. So interpretive play dif-
fers from aesthetic experience as the latter is typically explicated.

But the Beardsleyan affect-oriented account of aesthetic experience is more
detailed than many of its predecessors and it seems to have room for interpretive
play. That is, in later versions of his account of aesthetic experience, Beardsley
includes a new feature to the characterization of aesthetic experience — namely,
active discovery — which is not included in previous accounts, either his own or,
to my knowledge, those of others. By the inclusion of active discovery, it may be
felt that interpretive play has been successfully wedded to aesthetic experience.

I disagree. For even in Beardsley’s new variant, a response still requires much
more than active discovery to amount to an aesthetic experience. It would also
have to be at least object-directed as well as meeting two of the following three
criteria: afford a sense of felt freedom, detached affect, or a sense of wholeness. But
surely we could, via interpretive play, engage in active discovery without felt free-



ART AND INTERACTION 15

dom — that is, the absence of antecedent concerns — and without detached affect
— that is, emotional distance. Imagine a Marxist literary critic, pressed by a dead-
line to finish her paper on the hidden reactionary meaning of a Balzac novel. Nor
does it seem likely that interpretive play often correlates with Beardsley’s criterion
of wholeness, that is, a sense of integration as a person. Indeed, I suspect that this
is a rather unusual concomitant to expect of many interactions with art. And, fur-
thermore, many instances of interpretive play may not meet the requirement of
object directedness. A work like Duchamp’s Fountain surely supports a great
amount of interpretive play although most, if not all, of this can be derived from
attention to the art historical context in which it was placed rather than to the
object itself.

Even Beardsley’s account of the element of active discovery, as it is involved in
the art response, has an affective component. For under the rubric of active dis-
covery, he not only has in mind that we actively make connections but that this be
accompanied by a feeling of intelligibility. One is uncertain here whether this
feeling of intelligibility is simply seeing a connection or whether it is something
more. If the former, then it is true of every interpretive insight. But if it is the lat-
ter, which is a more likely reading given Beardsley’s overall program, I am not sure
that a sense of intelligibility accompanies every interpretive insight. I may come to
realize that The Tirn of the Screw is structured to support at least two opposed
interpretations but that doesn’t result in a sense of intelligibility.

What these considerations are meant to show is that even with the inclusion of
active discovery in Beardsley’s formula, interpretive play remains a mode of response
to art that is independent of and not subsumable under aesthetic experience. Often,
instances of interpretive play will not amount to full-blown, Beardsleyan-type aes-
thetic experiences because they will not score appreciably in terms of the criteria he
requires over and above active discovery. And it may also be the case that instances of
interpretive play may not even count as examples of Beardsleyan active discovery
because they will not result in the appropriate sense of intelligibility.

But interpretive play nevertheless still remains a characteristic form of interac-
tion with artworks. And, pace aesthetic theorists of art, I think that if we encounter
an object designed to support interpretive play, even though it affords no aesthetic
experience or aesthetic perception, then we have a reason to believe it is an art-
work. Of course, an aesthetic theorist might try to solve this problem by saying
that interpretive play, sans any particular affect or perceptual focus, is a sufficient
condition for calling a response “aesthetic.” However, this move involves abandon-
ing not only the letter but also the spirit of the aesthetic approach, for the tradi-
tion has always used the idea of the “aesthetic” to single out a dimension of
interaction with objects that is bound up with perceptual experience, affective
experience, or a combination thereof. In short, to assimilate interpretive play as a
mode of aesthetic experience misses the point of what people were trying to get
at by use of the notion of the “aesthetic.”

One key feature of the notion of the aesthetic, mentioned by Beardsley and
others,!# is object directedness. In this light, having aesthetic experiences or aes-
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thetic perceptions is, in large measure, a matter of focusing our attention on the
artwork that stands before us. The implicit picture of spectatorship that this
approach suggests is of an audience consuming artworks atomistically, one at a
time, going from one monadic art response to the next. But this hardly squares
with the way in which those who attend to art with any regularity or dedication
either respond to or have been trained to respond to art. Art — both in the aspect
of its creation and its appreciation — is a combination of internally linked prac-
tices, which, to simplify, we may refer to as a single practice. Like any practice,'?
art involves not only a relationship between present practitioners but a relation-
ship with the past. Artmaking and artgoing are connected with traditions. As art-
goers we are not only interested in the artwork as a discrete object before us — the
possible occasion for an aesthetic experience — but also as an object that has a
place in the tradition. Entering the practice of art, even as an artgoer, is to enter a
tradition, to become apprised of it, to be concerned about it, and to become inter-
ested in its history and its ongoing development.Thus, a characteristic response to
art, predictably enough, is, given an artwork or a series of artworks, to strive to fig-
ure out and to situate their place within the tradition, or within the historical
development and/or tradition of a specific art form or genre. This implies that
important aspects of our interaction with artworks are not, strictly speaking,
object directed, but are devoted to concerns with issues outside the object. We
don’t concentrate on the object in splendid isolation: our attention fans out to
enable us to see the place of the art object within a larger, historical constellation
of objects. Nor is this attending to the historical context of the object undertaken
to enhance what would be traditionally construed as our aesthetic experience.
Rather, our wider ambit of attention is motivated by the art appreciator’s interest
in the tradition at large. Yet this deflection of attention from the object is not an
aesthetic aberration. It is part of what is involved with entering a practice with a
living tradition.

To be interested in the tradition at large is to be interested in its development
and in the various moves and countermoves that comprise that development. For
example, encountering one of Morris Louis’s Unfurleds, we may remark upon the
way in which it works out a problematic of the practice of painting initiated by
the concern of Fauvists and Cubists with flatness. The painting interests us not
only for whatever aesthetic perceptions it might promote, but also for the way in
which it intervenes in an ongoing painterly dialectic about flatness. To be con-
cerned with the significance of the painting within the tradition of modern art is
not inappropriate, but rather is a characteristic response of an appreciator who has
entered the practice of art. From one artwork to the next, we consider the way in
which a new work may expand upon the dialectic or problematic present in ear-
lier works. Or, a later work may, for example, amplify the technical means at the
disposal of a given artform for the pursuit of its already established goals. So we
may view a film such as Griftith’s The Birth of a Nation as the perfection of primi-
tive film’s commitment to narration. Such an interest in The Birth of a Nation is
neither the viewpoint of an antiquarian, a filmmaker, or a film specialist. It is
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rather the response of any film appreciator who has entered the practice of film
spectatorship.

Confronted with a new artwork, we may scrutinize it with an eye to isolating
the ways in which it expands upon an existing artworld dialectic, solves a problem
that vexed previous artists, seizes upon a hitherto unexpected possibility of the
tradition, or amplifies the formal means of an artform in terms of the artform’
already established pursuits. But a new artwork may also stand to the tradition by
way of making a revolutionary break with the past. A new artwork may emphasize
possibilities not only present in, but actually repressed by, preceding styles; it may
introduce a new problematic; it may repudiate the forms or values of previous art.
When Tristan Tzara composed poems by randomly drawing snippets of words
from a hat, he was repudiating the Romantic poet’s valorization of expression, just
as the Romantic poet had repudiated earlier poets’ valorization of the representa-
tion of the external world in favor of a new emphasis on the internal, subjective
world. Tzara’s act wasn’t random; it made perfect sense in the ongoing dialogue of
art history. Concerned with the tradition at large, we as spectators review artworks
in order to detect the tensions or conflicts between artistic generations, styles, and
programs. We interpret stylistic choices and gambits as repudiations and gestures of
rejection by later artworks of earlier ones. This is often much like the interpreta-
tion of a hidden meaning; however, it requires attention outside the work to its art
historical context. The significance we identify is not so much one hidden in the
work as one that emerges when we consider the work against the backdrop of
contesting styles and movements. Call it the dramatic meaning of the artwork. But
as participants in a tradition, we are legitimately interested in its historical devel-
opment and especially in its dramatic unfolding. Recognizing the dramatic signif-
icance of an artwork as it plays the role of antagonist or protagonist on the stage
of art history is not incidental to our interest in art but is an essential element of
immersing ourselves in the tradition. Following the conflicts and tensions within
the development of art history is as central a component of the practice of art
spectatorship as is having aesthetic experiences.

The “other directed,” as opposed to the “object directed,” interpretive play we
characteristically mobilize when interacting with art takes other appropriate
forms than those of detecting stylistic amplifications and repudiations. For exam-
ple, we may wish to contemplate lines of influence or consider changes of direc-
tion in the careers of major artists. These concerns as well are grounded in our
interests, as participants, in an evolving tradition. However, rather than dwell on
these, I would rather turn to a proposal of the way in which the detection of a
repudiation — insofar as it is an important and characteristic interpretive response
to art — can enable us to short-circuit the dismissal, by aesthetic theorists of art, of
such works as Duchamp’s Fountain.

Let us grant that Duchamp’s Fountain does not afford an occasion for aesthetic
experiences or aesthetic perceptions as those are typically and narrowly con-
strued. Nevertheless, it does propose a rich forum for interpretive play. Its place-
ment in a certain artworld context was designed to be infuriating, on the one
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hand, and enigmatic and puzzling on the other. Confronted by Fountain, or by
reports about its placement in a gallery, one asks what it means to put such an
object on display at an art exhibition. What is the significance of the object in its
particular social setting? And, of course, if we contemplate Fountain against the
backdrop of art history, we come to realize that it is being used to symbolize a
wealth of concerns. We see it to be a contemptuous repudiation of that aspect of
fine art that emphasizes craftsmanship in favor of a reemphasis of the importance
of ideas to fine art. One might also gloss it as a gesture that reveals the importance
of the nominating process, which George Dickie analyzed, of the institution of
the artworld. And so on.

Now my point against aesthetic theorists of art is that even if Fountain does
not promote an aesthetic interaction, it does promote an interpretive interaction.
Moreover, an interpretive interaction, including one of identifying the dialectical
significance of a work in the evolution of art history, is as appropriate and as char-
acteristic a response to art as an aesthetic response. Thus, since Fountain encourages
an appropriate and characteristic art response, we have an important reason to
consider it to be a work of art even if it promotes no aesthetic experience.

Aesthetic theorists hold that something is art if it has been designed to func-
tion in such a way as to bring about certain appropriate responses to art. This
seems to be a reasonable strategy. However, such theorists countenance only aes-
thetic responses as appropriate. Yet there are other characteristic and appropriate
responses to art. And if an object supports such responses to an appreciable degree,
then I think that gives us reason to call the object art.

One objection to my reclamation of Fountain might be that my model of the
standard artgoer is unacceptable. It might be said that someone involved in trying to
decipher the moves and countermoves of artists within the historically constituted
arena of the artworld is not the standard spectator but a specialist or an art historian.
My response to this is to deny that I am speaking of specialists and to urge that I take
as my model someone who attends to art on some regular basis, and who is an
informed viewer, one who “keeps up” with art without being a professional critic or
a professor of art. It is the responses of such spectators that should provide the data
for philosophers of art concerned to discuss the experience of art.

On the other hand, I am disquieted by the implicit picture that aesthetic theo-
ries project of the standard artgoer. For them, it would appear, the spectator is one
who goes from one encounter with art to the next without attempting to connect
them. Such a person, for example, might read a novel every year or so, hear a con-
cert occasionally, and go to an art exhibition whenever he or she visits New York.
But why should the casual viewer of art be our source for characterizing the art
experience? If we want to characterize what it is to respond to baseball appropri-
ately, would we look to the spectator who watches one game every five years? Of
course, this is an ad hominem attack. Aesthetic theorists don't say that we should use
such casual artgoers as our model of the standard spectator. Nevertheless, there is
something strange about their standard viewer, namely, that he or she responds to
each work of art monadically, savoring each aesthetic experience as a unitary event
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and not linking that event to a history of previous interactions with artworks. As a
matter of fact, I think this picture is inaccurate. Such an artgoer would be as curious
as the dedicated baseball spectator who attends games for whatever excitement he
can derive from the contest before him and who does not contemplate the signifi-
cance of this game in terms of the past and future of the practice of baseball.

The aesthetic theorist may, of course, admit that interpretive responses to the
hidden meanings, dramatic significance, and latent structures are appropriate
within the practice of spectatorship. But he might add that they are not basic
because the practice of art spectatorship would never have gotten oft the ground
nor would it continue to keep going if artworks did not give rise to aesthetic
experiences. Our desire for aesthetic pleasure is the motor that drives the art insti-
tution. These are, of course, empirical claims. Possibly aesthetic pleasure is what
started it all, although it is equally plausible to think that the pleasure of interpre-
tation could have motivated and does motivate spectatorship. But, in any case, this
debate is probably beside the point. For it is likely that both the possibility of aes-
thetic pleasure and the pleasure of interpretation motivate artgoing, and that
interacting with artworks by way of having aesthetic perceptions and making
interpretations are both appropriate and equally basic responses to art.

My dominant thesis has been that there are more responses, appropriate to art-
works, than aesthetic responses. I have not given an exhaustive catalogue of these
but have focused upon various types of interpretive responses. This raises the ques-
tion of whether or not something like the aesthetic definition of art, amplified to
incorporate a more catholic view of the appropriate experiences art avails us,
couldn’t be reworked in such a way that the result would be an adequate theory
of art. The theory might look like this:“A work of art is an object designed to pro-
mote, in some appreciable magnitude, the having of aesthetic perceptions, or the
making of various types of interpretations, or the undertaking of whatever other
appropriate responses are available to spectators.”

Attractive as this maneuver is, I doubt it will work. It does not seem to me that
any given type of response is necessary to having an appropriate interaction with
the artwork. With some artworks, we may only be able to respond in terms of aes-
thetic perceptions while with others only interpretive responses are possible. Nor,
by the way, does any particular response supply us with sufficient grounds for say-
ing something is a work of art. Cars are designed to impart aesthetic perceptions
but they are not typically artworks, while we might interpret one artist throwing
soup in another artist’s face as the repudiation of a tradition without counting the
insult as art. Likewise an encoded military document with a hidden message is not
art despite the interpretive play it might engender.

At the same time, if we are trying to convince someone that something is an
artwork, showing that it is designed to promote one or more characteristic art
interactions — whether aesthetic or interpretive — supplies a reason to regard the
object as art. Suppose we are arguing about whether comic book serials like The
Incredible Hulk, Spiderman, and the Fantastic Four are art. And suppose we agree that
such exercises do not afford aesthetic experiences of any appreciable magnitude.
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But, nevertheless, suppose I argue that these comic books contain hidden alle-
gories of the anxieties of adolescence, such that those allegories are of a complex-
ity worthy of decipherment. At that point, we have a reason to regard the comics
as art, and the burden of proof is on the skeptic who must show that the alleged
allegories are either merely fanciful concoctions of mine or are so transparent that
it is outlandish to suppose that they warrant a response sophisticated enough to be
counted as an interpretation.

)

BEAUTY AND THE GENEALOGY
OF ART THEORY

‘Within the analytic tradition, those of us who take art as our field of study call
ourselves either philosophers of art or aestheticians. From one perspective,
these alternative labels could be seen as a harmless sort of shorthand. For two
major concerns of the field, however it is named, are the theory of art, which
traditionally pertains to questions about the nature of the art object, and
aesthetic theory, which pertains primarily to certain dimensions of the experi-
ence of art (and also to the experience of certain features of nature). Thus,
rather than identifying ourselves longishly as philosophers of art and philoso-
phers of aesthetics, for economy’s sake, we may simply refer to ourselves as one
or the other, leaving the remaining label unstated, but understood. And where
this is the motive behind the alternations of title, the ambiguous labeling seems
quite harmless.

However, the ambiguity can also be understood to rest on a substantive and
controversial claim — namely, that the theory of art and the theory of aesthetics are
conceptually linked in such a way that the former can be reduced to the latter;
that, in other words, there are not two, generally independent areas of philosoph-
ical inquiry here, but one unified field. Thus, we are called either philosophers of
art or philosophers of aesthetics because, in most contexts of any significance,
those titles signal a concern with the selfsame issues.

The view that the philosophy of art and the philosophy of aesthetics are concep-
tually linked 1s explicitly stated in what have been called aesthetic theories of art. On
this approach, which is enjoying quite a resurgence nowadays,! the artwork is func-
tional; such works are designed to create a certain experience in spectators, namely, an
aesthetic experience. Thus, with aesthetic theories of art, our conception of aesthetic
experience is the most crucial feature in the identification of artworks. In effect, the
theory of art is virtually reduced to aesthetics, insofar as aesthetic experience is the

From: The Philosophical Forum, XXII, no.4 (Summer 1991), 307-34.



BEAUTY AND THE GENEALOGY OF ART THEORY 21

“first among equals” of the conditions the theory proposes to be necessary for dis-
criminating artworks from other things. (That such works be intentionally designed to
bring about said experiences is another, frequently invoked, condition.)

On the aesthetic theory of art, then, the philosophy of art and the philosophy
of aesthetics become roughly the same enterprise, thereby apparently making the
ambiguity of the name of the field a matter of indifference. And the reason for
indifference here is that the philosophy of art just is a branch of aesthetics. But
since the aesthetic theory of art is quite controversial, the ambiguity in the name
of our field may be problematic insofar as it masks an implicit allegiance to one,
highly disputed theory of the way our philosophical inquiries should proceed.
That is, the ambiguity facilitates confusing one rival philosophical position about
the field with the structure of the field itself.

Now I think that something like this confusion — which involves a conflation
of art and the aesthetic in decisive ways — occurs often. It appears overtly in aes-
thetic theories of art, but it also has covert ramifications that surface in supposed
intuitions about what is irrelevant to a proper philosophical consideration of art.
That is, the convictions that artistic intention, art history, morality, politics, and so
on are not germane to the theory of art are, in fact, subsidiary tenets of the reduc-
tion of the philosophy of art to aesthetics.

Moreover, if the aesthetic theory of art and the “intuitions” that accompany it
are false, then the easy slippage from talk of the philosophy of art to talk of aes-
thetics is not so innocent, since it at least helps to obscure and possibly encourages
confusions about some of the deepest controversies in the field: the status of artis-
tic intention, of art history, of the role of morality and politics in art, and so on.
That is, the question of “What’s in a name?,” in this case, could have substantial
repercussions for philosophical progress.

My own view is that we should be sticklers in talking about the philosophy of art,
on the one hand, and about aesthetics, on the other. Nor, I shall argue, is this simply a
matter of standing on ceremony. For since I believe that aesthetic theories of art and
the “intuitions” that issue from them are misguided, I would like to discourage usage
that may, in part, be motivated by a tacit or unrecognized acceptance of them. So,
central among the points that I would like to make in this essay are that: (1) the phi-
losophy of art and aesthetics should be spoken of as two areas of inquiry since, (2) fail-
ure to do so has been and continues to be a source of philosophical confusion.

Furthermore the ambiguity between the philosophy of art and the philosophy
of aesthetics — where that is facilitated by the explication of the concept of art by
means of the category of the aesthetic — penetrates the discourse of the field quite
profoundly. For when the philosophy of art becomes aesthetics, the agenda of what
philosophers in this area will and will not talk about is subtly set. Art history and
the relation of art to morality, politics, and, indeed, to the world at large — topics of
deep concern to theorists of art in nonanalytic traditions — for example, are pri-
marily ignored or even actively denied to be issues of philosophical interest. At the
very least, I think that anyone familiar with the analytic tradition will acknowl-
edge that questions about art history, and of the moral and political status of art,
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have not received a great deal of attention. Where these topics do receive attention
is often in the context of showing that they are irrelevant to the proper concerns
of the field. Part of the purpose of this essay is to diagnose how and why this
blindspot, whether maintained complacently or through explicit argumentation,
afflicts the analytic tradition.

My hypothesis is that there is a major tendency in the tradition — implicit on
the part of many, explicit in aesthetic theories of art — to systematically subsume
the concept of art under the category of the aesthetic. Moreover, I think that one
strategy for curing these afflictions is to show how this tendency originates in an
error that is only further compounded by the passage of time.

I do not claim to be the first philosopher to have noticed the danger of link-
ing the theory of art with aesthetic theory. Some such recognition provides an
underlying principle for much of George Dickie’s work in the field. One reading
of George Dickie’s overarching project might note that his classic dismissal of aes-
thetic attitudes and experiences as myths and phantoms? functions as the key
move in a dialectical argument in favor of his Institutional Theory of Art and its
successor, the theory of the Art Circle.? That is, one way to read Dickie is to con-
strue him as operating in opposition to skepticism about the possibility of art the-
ory (Weitz et al.), on the one hand, and opposition to aesthetic theories of art —
conceived of as the most persuasive candidates for art theory — on the other. He
defeats the skeptical, open-concept view of art after the fashion of Maurice Man-
delbaum?®; and he attempts to dismiss aesthetic theories of art by challenging a
representative sample of the ways in which its central defining term, the aesthetic,
has been construed. Thus, with respect to the latter strategy, if there is no viable
concept of the aesthetic, then there can be no aesthetic theory of art. And if, pace
skeptical proponents of the open-concept approach, art theory is possible, and the
aesthetic theory of art has been removed as a serious contender, then the logical
space has been secured to at least advance something like an Institutional Theory
of Art, modified as a theory of the Art Circle.

If this interpretation of Dickie is correct, then his famous attacks on the aesthetic
are an integral and coherent part of the project of defending institutional-type the-
ories. That Dickie’s rejection of the various notions of aesthetic faculties/atti-
tudes/experiences comes prior to his proposals concerning the theory of art can be
seen as part of an argumentative, ground-clearing operation, one devoted to dis-
missing aesthetic theories of art as viable contenders in the realm of art theory by
calling into question the acceptability of any characterization of the correlative state
in spectators that artworks putatively engender. This, of course, severs the bond
between the philosophy of art and the philosophy of the aesthetic, though it remains
somewhat unclear, given the skeptical nature of Dickie’s arguments about anything
aesthetic, what Dickie thinks remains for aestheticians to study.

I believe that Dickie’s objections to aesthetic theories of art and to the various
formulations of the idea of the aesthetic attitude or experience are sound. What I
want to do in this essay is to develop an alternative line of argument against the
reduction of art to aesthetics that, while rejecting that reduction, also shows how
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this tendency emerged, why it seemed and, for some, continues to be seen to be
plausible, and what some of its consequences are in terms of the supposed intu-
itions that it reinforces.

In order to do this, I will tell a narrative or genealogy about the evolution of
the field that discloses how it happened that aesthetic theory came to be confused
with art theory. This will be a highly selective narrative but not, I think, a distor-
tion. For the figures it singles out as seminal — Francis Hutcheson, Kant, Clive
Bell, and Monroe Beardsley — are already central characters in the field’s narratives
of itself, and, therefore, one surmises, are major influences on the shape philo-
sophical conversation has taken.

The story that I want to tell has a point and to make the story flow smoothly,
it is useful to state that point from the outset. The most important concern of early
aesthetic theorizing (and here I have Hutcheson and, with certain qualifications,
Kant in mind) is the analysis of the beautiful — the beautiful in the narrow sense of
the term, such as it figures in locutions like “a beautiful sunset.” Indeed, the best
candidates for the subjects of early aesthetic theorists, it seems to me, were natural
beauties. Thus, when later theorists attempt to exploit the findings of earlier aes-
thetic theorists in their characterizations of the nature of art, they are, in effect,
transposing the theory of beauty onto the theory of art. Stated more tenden-
tiously, later theorists are treating art as if it was a subspecies of beauty. Of course,
stated this way proponents of the aesthetic theory of art would undoubtedly claim
that they are being unduly caricatured. So the burden of my little story will be to
show that this is not a caricature.

I am presuming here that if it is the case that it can be shown that aesthetic
theories are reducing art to beauty, narrowly construed, then those theories are
clearly false. Much art may correlate with beauty, but much may not, and, there-
fore, much need not. The issue of caricature here is especially important, for if it
can be shown that aesthetic theories of art essentially reduce art to a matter of
beauty, then they are certainly wrong.

Moreover, hypothesizing that there is a strong tendency in the tradition to
reduce art to beauty, at the theoretical level, has the advantage of explaining cer-
tain of the “intuitions” one finds in the tradition, such as: the irrelevance of artis-
tic intention, the irrelevance of art history, the irrelevance of the moral and
political dimension of art, and so on. For a plausible case might at least be made
that these things are irrelevant to an experience of beauty — for example, the
experience of a beautiful landscape — in the narrow sense of beauty. And if art is
conceptualized as an instrument for bringing about the experience of beauty, then
it may seem to be plausible to regard such things as intention, history, morality, and
politics as irrelevant to our intercourse with it. Or, at least, it will seem plausible to
those who accept, either implicitly or explicitly, the reduction of art to the aes-
thetic. The rest of us, however, are unlikely to see anything wrong or conceptually
confused about responding to the political or moral commitments of a novel,
thinking about a painting as a product of a historical context or evolution, or
speculating about an author’s intentions. With respect to the relevant sorts of art-
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works, we will take these to be appropriate responses. That is, by attributing a
powertul tendency to reduce art theory to beauty, and, correspondingly, to reduce
art to a subspecies of beauty, we can explain why certain deep philosophical “intu-
itions” seem so counterintuitive.

The charge that art theory has been reduced to beauty theory requires some
clarification, since the term beauty is notoriously ambiguous and, in addition, there
are a wide variety of beauty theories. The sense of beauty that I have in mind is
very narrow. It appears to have been introduced by the Sophists, who defined
beauty as “that which is pleasant to sight or hearing,’® a notion that I think that
later theorists, in the dominant tradition that concerns us, attempted to further
refine by means of ideas like disinterested pleasure. This concept of beauty should
be distinguished from an even narrower one that is said to originate with the Sto-
ics and that specifies the relevant source of pleasure in proportion.” That is, for our
purposes, beauty is a concept that applies to such things as pleasing shapes, sounds,
and colors, and, most important, to their combinations in pleasing forms: however,
these forms need not be associated with classically identifiable proportions such
as, for example, the Golden Section. The sense of beauty at issue here should also
be separated from broader, expressionist or romantic usages in which one might
speak of the manifestation of a beautiful spirit in a given poem or painting. And,
likewise, the notion of beauty I will discuss, because it is the one that I think has
had the most material impact on the analytic tradition, does not see the good as a
direct constituent of the beautiful.

‘We may profitably begin our story about the reduction of art theory to beauty
theory by considering Francis Hutcheson’s Inquiry Concerning Beauty, Order, Har-
mony, Design. This treatise is not concerned with defining art, but it does popular-
ize a conception of beauty that will supply central ingredients to those theorists of
art who attempt to define art in aesthetic terminology. Indeed, it is pretty clear, I
think, that Hutcheson himself would not have concocted what we are calling an
aesthetic theory of art, for he notes quite explicitly that beauty is not the only rel-
evant property in this neighborhood. Objects, presumably including artworks,
might please because they project grandeur, novelty, and sanctity, among other
things.® That is, for Hutcheson, artworks can engender important experiences
other than that of beauty, and there is no reason to suppose that he believes that
beauty is an essential correlative of artworks.

Hutcheson’s project is twofold: to define what beauty is, on the one hand, and to
ascertain what causes it, on the other hand. Expanding upon the empiricist psychol-
ogy of Locke, he regards beauty as a sensation, one for which we have a faculty of
reception, namely, the faculty of taste. What kind of a sensation is it? Most important,
it is an immediate and distinterested sensation of pleasure. What causes this sensation?
Objects that possess the compound property of uniformity amid variety.

In order to follow Hutcheson’s treatise, it is important to realize how very nar-
row its focus really is. He is attempting to characterize one very particular dimen-
sion of experience, the experience of beauty that paradigmatically accompanies
our positive response to things such as “the moonlight reflecting like gems off the
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bay on an otherwise dark night.” It is a characterization, in the spirit of Lockean
empiricism, of that sort of feeling that his theory is primarily designed to analyze.
And of that feeling, he says that it is pleasurable, immediate, and disinterested.
That such experiences, all things being equal, can be sources of pleasure is,
think, uncontroversial. But Hutcheson also says they are immediate. He writes:

Many of our sensitive perceptions are pleasant, and many painful, immedi-
ately, and that without any knowledge of the cause of this pleasure or pain
or how the objects excite it, or are the occasions of it, or without seeing to
what farther advantage or deteriment use of such objects might tend. Nor
would the most accurate knowledge of these things vary either the plea-
sure or pain of the perception, however it might give a rational pleasure
distinct from the sensible; or might raise a distinct joy from a prospect of
farther advantage in the object, or aversion from an apprehension of evil.?

and

This superior power of perception is justly called a sense because of its
affinity to other senses in this, that the pleasure does not arise from any
knowledge of principles, proportions, causes or of the usefulness of the
object, but strikes us first with the idea of beauty. Nor does the most accu-
rate knowledge increase this pleasure of beauty, however it may superadd a
distinct rational pleasure from prospects of advantage, or from the increase
of knowledge.!?

The leading notion in these quotations is that beauty is a feeling in the subject,
like a perception, that is felt as pleasurable and that is immediate in the sense that
it is not mediated by knowledge — neither the knowledge of what in the object
causes the sensation of pleasure, nor knowledge of the potential uses to which the
object might be put, nor knowledge of the nature of the thing. That is, a response
to the beauty of a forest vista in foliage season is not a function of knowledge of
an ecological structure of the forest, of the economic uses to which it might be
put, or even explicit knowledge of the variables that cause the sensation of beauty
in us. We look at the forest and we experience beauty just as we taste sugar and
experience sweetness.

Sugar does not taste sweeter to us if we know its subatomic structure or if we
know that the sugar we are tasting is very expensive or if some special variety has
a beneficial medicinal effect. These may be reasons to be interested in the sugar or
to desire to possess more of it. But they do not make the sugar literally taste
sweeter. Similarly, Hutcheson wants to say that with respect to the beautiful, we
are consumed by a feeling of pleasure immediately, that is, independently of the
knowledge we have of the object. We see or feel that x is beautiful without any
inference based on knowledge of the nature or use of the object and, furthermore,
knowledge of these things does not make the object feel any more beautiful.

For example, we may be struck by the beauty of the ornamentation of a tribal
costume without knowing that it is an article of clothing, without knowing how
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it is made or what it symbolizes, and without knowing that it is a very valuable
artifact. Nor will learning any of these things make it more beautiful. Of course,
this knowledge may make the artifact more interesting or it may prompt a wish to
acquire it. But it doesn’t make it more beautiful. Beauty it might be said, though
Hutcheson doesn’t state it this way, is closer to the surface of the experience.

Clearly, Hutcheson wants to contrast the feeling of beauty with knowledge, a
contrast that portends subsequent contrasts, within the tradition, between the aes-
thetic and the cognitive. Hutcheson contrasts the feeling of beauty with knowl-
edge in two ways, maintaining that it is both a feeling and that it is immediate, that
is, not involving further inferences. It is a sensation of pleasure unmediated by
inferential reasoning. We don’t look at an object, for example, note that it has a
compound ratio of uniformity amid variety and surmise that it is beautiful. We
look at a sunset and, all things being equal, we undergo a sensation of beauty. That
there are such experiences seems fair to suppose. It also seems correct to suppose
that they are very special and need not exclusively constitute our only appreciative
response to objects, including art objects. As Hutcheson admits, objects, including
art objects, may also have other sources of pleasure, such as independent rational
pleasures, that will reward our attention to them.

In discussing the response to beauty, Hutcheson not only contrasts the sensa-
tion of beauty to that of knowledge but also contrasts it to pleasure instilled
through the prospect of advantage.!' He writes:

And farther, the ideas of beauty and harmony, like other sensible ideas, are
necessarily pleasant to us, as well as immediately so. Neither can any resolu-
tion of our own, nor any prospect of advantage or disadvantage, vary the
beauty or deformity of an object. For as in the external sensations, no view
of interest will make an object grateful, nor view of detriment distinct
from immediate pain in perception, make it disagreeable to the sense. So
propose the whole world as a reward, or threaten the greatest evil, to make
us approve a deformed object, or disapprove a beautiful one; dissimulation
may be procured by rewards or threatenings, or we may in external con-
duct abstain from any pursuit of the beautiful, and pursue the deformed,
but our sentiments of the forms, and our perceptions, would continue invari-
ably the same.

Hence, it plainly appears that some objects are immediately the occa-
sions of this pleasure of beauty, and that we have senses fitted for perceiv-
ing it, and that it is distinct from the joy which arises upon prospect of
advantage.!?

The point Hutcheson is after here is often summarized by saying that the pleasure
involved in the sensation of beauty is disinterested. If I see the cornfield as beauti-
ful, I do so independently of my knowledge of its use to the community for nour-
ishment or its value to me as its owner. The look of it enraptures me: it would be
no more enrapturing in terms of its look, if I were suddenly to learn that it is
mine. Personal advantage is irrelevant to the perception of beauty. I can be taken
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with the beautiful pattern on the skin of a deadly snake, and knowing the disutil-
ity of such snakes will not diminish its beauty. The beauty of such things is a mat-
ter of the pleasure derived from the look of them apart from their advantages and
disadvantages for humans in general or me in particular. Emphasizing the disinter-
ested nature of this pleasure is a way of signaling that the pleasure is derived from
the look or sound or pattern of the thing apart from other concerns. Indeed,
whether the pleasure involved in an experience is disinterested could in fact be
regarded as the test of whether or not one’s feeling was one of beauty. If something
seems more attractive to me because I own it than it does when it is contemplated
independently of considerations of ownership by anyone, including myself, then
my pleasure is not rooted in a sensation of beauty.

Hutcheson wants to separate our sense of beauty from our desire for beautiful
objects. If we know a beautiful object is also valuable or advantageous, that may
enhance our desire for it, but not our sensation of beauty. Knowing the diamond
is valuable, or that it is mine, doesn’t make it look more beautiful to me, though
knowing it has these attributes may make it more desirable to me. This is not to
say that beautiful things qua beautiful things are not desirable, and that we do not
seek after them, perhaps aided by formulas like Hutcheson’s idea of uniformity
amid variety. However, the sensation of beauty is independent from the desire for
it, and we cannot will something either to be beautiful or to be more beautiful
than it is. Our desires in all cases leave the status and degree of beauty untouched.
Genuine experiences of beauty are independent of our desires and interests; they
are disinterested.

Whether or not we can agree that there are experiences of beauty may be con-
troversial, but, if we agree that within the range of human experience, there is a
certain feeling of pleasure that is a function solely of the appearance and forms of
things, then some such notion of disinterest, as specified nominally by Hutcheson,
at least initially seems like a plausible, if rough and ready, way to ascertain whether
the pleasure we derive from a flower is, on a specific occasion, exclusively derived
from the look and the configuration of the object. This is not said in order to
endorse the notion of disinterest, but only to admit that it is not implausible to
hypothesize that it may be the marker of a very narrow band of human experience
— call it the experience of beauty and agree that it can occur in nature as well as art.

However, though Hutcheson’s suggestion that considerations of knowledge
and interest are somehow bracketed from the experience of pleasure associated
with beauty may have some plausibility as a mark of that type of experience, it
should be evident that if his conception of beauty is taken as a model for a defin-
ition of art and a measure of what can be appropriately contemplated with respect
to artworks, then it is quite clear that many characteristic features of artworks and
their standard modes of appreciation and evaluation are likely to go by the board.
If the origin of an object is irrelevant to its identification as a beautiful thing, and
knowledge of the origin in no way enhances its appreciability qua beauty, then, by
extension, knowledge of art history will be irrelevant to the identification and
appreciation of artworks. If the moral and political disadvantages of an atomic
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mushroom cloud are irrelevant to an assessment of its degree of beauty, then, by
analogy, considerations of the moral and political consequences of a novel are
irrelevant in its evaluation.

Again, I hasten to add that Hutcheson, himself, does not make these moves.
For he is analyzing beauty rather than art in general, and he does not appear to
think that these are coextensive, not only because the class of beautiful things also
includes natural objects and geometrical theorems, but, furthermore, because he
does not appear committed to maintaining that beauty is the only or even the
essential feature of art. However, in introducing a characterization of beauty as
divorced from interest and cognition, he, perhaps inadvertently, laid the seeds for
the aesthetic theory of art.!3

Before leaving the discussion of Hutcheson, it is important to underscore that
his theory of beauty is not only empiricist but also functionalist and formalist.
Beauty is an experience that is a function of the form — the compound ratio of
uniformity and variety — in the object of our attention. Furthermore, that the
experience is brought about in the percipient, without any knowledge of the pre-
cise mechanism that causes it, fits nicely with Hutcheson’s opinion that the expe-
rience is universally available. That is, despite the strain that this would appear to
put on some of his examples, banishing knowledge from the experience of beauty
appears to support the view that the experience of beauty is available cross-cul-
turally (insofar as the variability of knowledge between cultures is discounted as
relevant to the experience).

Kant is the next stage in our survey of the evolution of art theory. His is an
immensely complicated theory. I will not attempt to characterize its richness, but
only to make some points about his view of what is called free, as distinct from
dependent, beauty. I will talk about free beauty, even though it seems that art as we
know it is generally more a matter of dependent beauty, first, because I think that
his account of free beauty has had more influence on the tradition than his
account of dependent beauty, and second, because his account of dependent
beauty is in some ways inconclusive and ambiguous (which is, perhaps, why it has
been less influential on the tradition).

Before delving into the substance of Kant’s position, it pays to note one signif-
icant divergence in vocabulary between Kant and Hutcheson. Whereas Hutche-
son speaks of taste and beauty, Kant adds to this terminology the notion of
aesthetics, a terrain of judgment concerned to a large extent with beauty (along
with the sublime). This term, of course, was introduced by Baumgarten to demar-
cate the realm of perception in general, and, in Kant’s third critique, it is used as a
label for judgments of taste in general. This change in terminology I think may be
significant to our story because in referring to beauty by means of the concept of
the aesthetic, one may come to think that the two are distinguishable when one is
really only talking about beauty, narrowly construed, rather than something more
encompassing. Thus, when J. O. Urmson tells us what makes a situation aesthetic,
his criteria primarily targets forms and appearance that favorably address the
senses — in other words, beauty as Hutcheson conceives it (although to be fair,
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Urmson’s use of aesthetic is also a bit broader, since it also includes negative appre-
ciative judgments in terms of ugliness).*

With respect to beauty, Kant’s focus in the Critique of Judgment is on aesthetic
judgments such as “x is beautiful.” In terms of such judgments of free beauty, Kant
wants to explain how these judgments can be universal and necessary — com-
manding the assent of all — despite the fact that they are based on no more than
the particular sensation of pleasure that we, responding as a single individual to a
subjective state, feel in response to an object. Summarizing drastically, Kant’s view,
with regard to free beauty, is roughly that “x is beautiful” is an authentic judgment
of taste (or an aesthetic judgment) if and only if it is a judgment that is: (1) sub-
jective, !5 (2) disinterested, (3) universal,!¢ (4) necessary,!” and (5) singular,'8 con-
cerning (6) the contemplative pleasure that everyone ought to derive from (7)
cognitive and imaginative free play in relation to (8) forms of finality.!”

In terms of our narrative, the important elements in this account are that aes-
thetic judgments are disinterested and contemplative, that they are rooted in cog-
nitive and imaginative free play, and that they are directed at forms of finality.

Kant unpacks the notion of disinterestedness by means of the apparently radi-
cal idea of indifference to the existence of the object. He writes:

Now, where the question is whether something is beautiful, we do not
want to know whether we, or anyone else, are, or even could be concerned
in the real existence of the thing, but rather what estimate we form of it on
mere contemplation (intuition or reflection). ... All one wants to know is
whether the mere representation of the object is to my liking, no matter
how indifferent I may be to the real existence of the object of this repre-
sentation. It is quite plain that in order to say that the object is beautiful,
and to show that I have taste, everything turns on the meaning which I can
give the representation, and not on any factor which makes me dependent
on the real existence of the object. Every one must allow that a judgment
on the beautiful which is tinged with the slightest interest, is very partial
and not a pure judgment of taste. One must not be in the least prepos-
sessed in favour of the real existence of the thing, but must preserve com-
plete indifference in this respect, in order to play the part of judge in
matters of taste.?’

Here, as in Hutcheson (and possibly in response to Hume’s failure to distin-
guish pleasure in the moral from pleasure in the beautiful), we find disinterested-
ness being used as a test of whether the response concerns the beauty of
something. The idea seems to be that such a response, if authentically aesthetic, is
a matter of pleasure in reaction to the appearance of a thing. Whether the thing
exists, then, is irrelevant to its beauty. Our feeling of the magnificence of a divinely
appointed palace would be no less one of beauty were the palace an hallucination.
The notion of indifference to the existence of the object seems to be a way to get
at the idea that beauty, narrowly construed, is pleasure taken in the appearance or
configuration of the object.
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Kant also makes the point that our judgments of beauty will be tainted if
guided by our practical interests in the object — interests we can only plausibly
sustain if we take the object to exist. But, at the same time, the notion of exis-
tence-indifference is an attempt to locate the aesthetic response, the response to
beauty, as taking as its object the perceptual appearance and form of things. Thus,
the aesthetic response, on this account, is targeted at what might be thought of as,
first and foremost, the phenomenal properties of objects. Though perhaps not cor-
rect, this is at least a reasonable hypothesis to conjecture, if what one is interested
in is a conception of the phenomenon of beauty very narrowly construed.?!
Whether it can be extrapolated, across the board, to the far more complicated
phenomenon of artworks in general, rather than to simply artworks marked by
beauty, is another question, one that will be forced upon us when we recall theo-
rists like Monroe Beardsley who attempt to classify all artworks within the broad
category of phenomenal fields.??

Kant’s view of free beauty is formal in a number of obvious and important
respects. The objects of aesthetic judgments are forms of finality. That is, the sense
of beauty is raised by a sense of the purposiveness or design of a configuration,
rather than through a comprehension of the purpose that the object might serve.
If one is genuinely struck by the beauty of the crenelations of the turrets of a
medieval castle, this will be a function of perceiving the orderliness, design, and, in
this sense, the purposiveness of the pattern, and not by a recognition of the prac-
tical purposes of fortification that the architectural structure serves. One, of
course, might appreciate the ingenuity and utility of the structure from a military
point of view; but such a judgment is not an aesthetic one.The aesthetic judgment
focuses on the configuration — and the feeling of purposiveness and pattern it
affords — without regard to the actual purpose or utility of the object. Here, the
notion of a form of finality does much of the work that the interaction of unifor-
mity and variety does in Hutcheson’s theory, and that significant form will do in
Bell’s argument.

In respect to our response to form, the application of our cognitive and imag-
inative capacities in the contemplative act is one of free play since tracking unfold-
ing designs and their interrelations is not governed by comprehending how the
design serves some practical purpose or utility. The play of our faculties of imagi-
nation and the understanding is harmonious because it is directed at forms of
finality that impart purposiveness, and that play is free because it is not subservient
to a consideration of practical concerns. The play of cognition and imagination
might also be thought of as free in the sense that the object of its attention is sin-
gular — that is, not subsumable under a rule or concept — as would be the case
with the object of a rational judgment. And the free and harmonious play of cog-
nition and imagination, independent of the claims of purpose, practicality, and
knowledge, gives rise to a special form of pleasure, aesthetic pleasure, pleasure in
the purposive rather than the purposeful configuration of the object of attention.
Again, even if it is not ultimately compelling, this type of formalism may appear at
least initially appealing if one wishes to analyze the type of pleasure encountered
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in tracing out the exfoliating design of a Persian rug, something which, though it
may be art, is hardly paradigmatic of art as we know it.

Though Kant and Hutcheson say a great deal about art, their theories are not
theories of art. They are theories of beauty — and, in Kant’s case, of the sublime as
well. Their observations can be extended to beautiful art, to sublime art, and to the
role of what Kant calls aesthetic ideas in art. But they do not propose anything
remotely like definitions of art. Nevertheless — and here the plot thickens — many
of their claims, especially about beauty, become the basis of attempted definitions
of art, and this importation of the vocabulary and conceptual framework of
beauty theory, as developed by Hutcheson and Kant, into art theory has vast
repercussions, virtually initiating art theory as a branch of aesthetics (conceived of
as the philosophy of taste).

A crucial figure here is Clive Bell. Bell’s project is explicitly concerned with
the proposal of an essential definition of art. He regards the central problem of the
philosophy of art — specifically of painting, but with ramifications for other media
as well — to be to identify the common feature or set of features of the field’s
objects of study. He approaches this task with a predisposition to empiricism and
functionalism. That is, he searches for the answer to his problem by looking for a
certain invariant experiential or feeling state that always accompanies art (the
empiricist component?3) as a way to isolate the invariant feature of artworks that
causes or functions to bring about the invariant responses that all and only art-
works educe (the functionalist component). As is well known, Bell calls our char-
acteristic experience of art aesthetic emotion and he regards significant form to be its
causal trigger.

In striking respects, Bell’s theory of art resembles Hutcheson’s theory of
beauty, with Kantian elements thrown in for added effect. Roughly, significant
form plays the role that uniformity amid variety plays for Hutcheson, while in
place of the feeling of beauty, Bell has the notion of having an aesthetic emotion.
The latter is an experience that Bell does little to specify, but, whenever he does,
it is in language that is unmistakably derivative from the kind of beauty theory we
have been discussing. For example:

...to appreciate a work of art we need bring with us nothing from life, no
knowledge of its ideas and aftairs, no familiarity with its emotions. Art
transports us from the world of man’s activity to a world of aesthetic exal-
tation. For a moment we are shut oft from human interests; our anticipa-
tions and memories are arrested; we are lifted above the stream of life.24

Bell repeatedly asserts that this rapturous emotion is independent of concerns of
practical utility,?> and cognitive import (see particularly his caustic remarks on the
Futurists).2® The aesthetic emotion is a state brought about in percipients as a
function of attention to significant form. Significant form pertains to the combi-
nation of lines, colors, shapes, and spaces. It is a matter of pure design that elicits a
response, that, like its object, significant form, contains no residue of ordinary
experience. In all likelihood, like Kant, Bell believes that one cannot antecedently
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supply rules for what forms will be the significant ones. Rather, the only test for
whether an object is an instance of significant form is that it engenders an aes-
thetic experience, a sense of rapture divorced from practical life and its interests,
or, in the language with which we are already familiar, a sense of rapture that is
disinterested.

Bell, himself, rejects labeling this emotion in terms of the feeling of beauty. He
maintains that the term “beauty” has too many misleading connotations in ordi-
nary language. However, it is quite clear that his conception of aesthetic emotion
is a derivative from the technical conception of beauty that we have seen devel-
oping in Hutcheson and Kant. Caused by the appearance of things and their
forms, the aesthetic emotion is nothing but the feeling of beauty in the technical
sense. And using the mark of beauty to isolate art is to commit oneself to the view
that art is a subspecies of beauty, technically construed.

Of course, Bell’s view is not exactly that of Hutcheson’s. Not only does Bell
attempt to reject beauty talk, he also refuses the idea that the experience in ques-
tion is quintessentially one of pleasure. Bell, again unlike Hutcheson, regards it to
be a function exclusively of art, and not of nature. Bell also parts company with
Hutcheson insofar as Hutcheson, in his account of relative beauty, believes, per-
haps inconsistently,?” that representation qua representation can sustain this disin-
terested sensation, whereas Bell is famous for claiming that representation is
altogether irrelevant to the aesthetic emotion.

However, what is more important is the way in which Bell appears to appro-
priate some of the leading concepts of aesthetic theory, or, as I prefer to call it.
beauty theory, to conceptualize art. Clearly, he is exploiting the tradition of beauty
theory that emphasizes the appearance of things, as well as exploiting the notion
of disinterestedness to flesh out this conception. This leads him to assert the irrel-
evance of a great many things in the appreciation of art. Artworks are not to be
appreciated for their practical utility, nor as sources of knowledge, whether moral,
political, social, or otherwise. For these things are irrelevant to having aesthetic
emotions, which are emotions, that, by definition, do not take such things as their
objects. The ideal spectator stays riveted to the surface of the art object; that is the
appropriate object of the emotion in question. Among other things, this is
thought to entail that considerations of art history and authorial intent are out of
bounds when one talks about genuine responses to art, since they are not part of
the appropriate object of the aesthetic emotion, which, in turn, is thought to iso-
late the art object.

In effect, Bell endorses what has come to be known as the genetic fallacy, of
which the intentional fallacy is the best known example. He writes: “To appreci-
ate a man’s art I need know nothing whatever about the artist; I can say whether
this picture is better than that without the help of history’?® Furthermore, he
continues: “I care very little when things were made, or why they were made; I
care about their emotional significance to us,”?® where by “emotional signifi-
cance” he is, of course, speaking of aesthetic emotion, or what I would call disin-
terested rapture, that is, the sense of beauty.
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For Bell, the only relevant dimension of interaction with art qua art is sensibil-
ity, the conduit of aesthetic emotion. Art is that which engages this emotion by
means of significant form. Knowledge of art history, concern with authorial
intent, the practical consequences of the object, its contributions to knowledge —
moral, social, or otherwise — are all bracketed from the operation of sensibility. As
noted earlier, perhaps a case could at least be made for all these exclusions when
one is explicitly talking about the experience of beauty, narrowly construed.
However, under Bell’s dispensation, by assimilating beauty theory to art theory,
art, despite its multiplicity of functions, traditions, and levels of discourse, is effec-
tively reduced to nothing more than the contemplation of beauty.

One way in which Bell appears to me to differ in his invocation of disinterested-
ness from Hutcheson and Kant is that they seem to regard disinterestedness as a test
of whether the sensation in question is aesthetic, that is, a feeling of beauty, whereas,
for Bell, disinterestedness is the very result sought after in interacting with artworks.
With Hutcheson and Kant we feel pleasure that is disinterested. But with Bell we
seek out aesthetic emotions because when we are in their thrall we are released from
or detached from the stream of everyday life. Where for Kant and Hutcheson disin-
terest is the mark of the state in question, for Bell, disinterested or detached experi-
ence would appear to be the whole point of having the aesthetic experience. Where
in Kant the play of our faculties is free because it is unconstrained by concepts and
purposes, in Bell the very value of art seems to be liberation from purpose; that is
what is good about having the aesthetic emotion. In this respect, Bell’s theory of art
recalls Schopenhauer’s insofar as the very point of art seems to be identified with
bringing about a divorce from everything else, rather than this sort of detachment
being a concomitant of a certain form of contemplation.

(Of course, if art is identified with separating ourselves from everything else by
restricting the art object qua art to its form, itself conceived to be divorced from
everything else, then Bell’s essentialist view of art is guaranteed, since art and our
responses to art have been isolated, by definition, from everything else. In other
words, an essentialist conclusion almost falls out, so to speak, from Bell’s theoriza-
tion of aesthetic emotion.)

Insofar as Bell regards disinterestedness or detachment to be the point of art
appreciation, things like concern with art history, morality, authorial intent,
knowledge, and utility are distractions. They stand in the way of securing aesthetic
emotions. On Bell’s functionalist model of the aesthetic stimulus, attending to
these sorts of things draws attention away from its appropriate focus, upsetting the
causal conditions that guarantee the production of aesthetic emotions. Centering
attention on anything but significant form destroys or dilutes aesthetic emotion.
This, moreover, would appear to be predictable because if one takes things like
morality as the content (or part of the content) of one’s appreciative response, then
one is unlikely to become entirely detached from the stream of life.

In order to ensure that detachment or disinterestedness is the output of our
interaction with art, the input has to be gerrymandered. In Bell’s case this is done by
reducing the artwork qua art to significant form, while in Beardsley the artwork
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becomes a phenomenal or perceptual field, separated from its conditions of produc-
tion and isolated from all its potential consequences, save the provocation of aes-
thetic experience. In both cases, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that these theorists
are extrapolating from the view that the locus of beauty is the appearance or form
of the object, independent of its nature, its genesis, and its consequences.

It is this very “phenomenalist” or “perceptualist” bias in art theory — developed
perhaps from the notion of existence-indifference, found in Kant, and rooted in one
traditional theorization of beauty — that Arthur Danto, in effect, rejects when he
argues that art is not something that the eye could descry, and that art theory is to be
built on the method of indiscernibles. If art were significant form, it could be “eye-
balled,” and art history would be irrelevant to the identity of the work of art. That
the method of indiscernibles points to the importance of art history to answering
the question, “What is art?,” is of a piece with Danto’s rejection of aesthetic phe-
nomenalism. Similarly, Danto’s tendency to regard the response to art as cognitive,
rather than aesthetic (in the traditional sense) — a matter primarily of thought rather
than simply feeling — also distinguishes him from aesthetic theorists of art.3!

Bell’s theory of art confronts many frequently rehearsed problems of detail,
such as its inability to specify significant form independently of aesthetic emotion,
and its difficulty in making sense of the notion of bad art.>? This is not the place
to recount all of the theory’s failings. However, one critical point is worth
dwelling upon with respect to the aesthetic emotion. Namely, it is not clear that
there is any reason to believe that a state, like the one Bell discusses, appropriately
characterizes our responses to art.

When we look at a painting or read a book, we may be intently preoccupied by
it. We may, for the time being, leave off worrying about our own troubles, and put
thoughts of making money on the back burner along with anxieties about current
events and moral outrages. That is, we may be intently absorbed and closely attentive
to an artwork. But this need not be described in terms of some total, principled
detachment from ordinary concerns. Rather, it is a matter of focusing our attention,
or of the artwork’s holding our attention, and nothing more.

There is no special, disinterested state here, just rapt absorption. In fact, our
absorption and interest in a novel or a picture can be enhanced by noting that it
reflects upon pressing political and social issues, makes a novel observation about
life, strikes a courageous moral stance, and so on. That is, in order to hold our
attention in the way described above, there is no need for facilitating disinterest in
the sense we have used that term in this essay. There is no need to be lifted out of
the concerns of our common life. Indeed, attentiveness can be quickened in art-
works by means of reference to the world, by imparting knowledge about it, and
by encouraging us to think of moral, practical, and political consequences. Disin-
terest is not a fruitful notion with which to attempt to characterize the preoccu-
pied attention we lavish on artworks.

Though it may be true (or at least not implausible) to think that considerations
of knowledge and utility do not enhance our sense of beauty in an object, there is
no reason to suppose that those things will not accentuate our interest and atten-
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tion in other contexts, contexts not restricted to assessments of the beautiful,
including the context of the art gallery. Thus, if disinterestedness and detachment
are proftered as concepts that capture our focused attentiveness to art, they are oft
the mark. For this indiscriminately transposes frameworks of thought that are (at
best) possibly relevant to the perception of the beautiful, but not to the reception
of art as we comprehensively know it.33

Given the role that significant form plays in Bells theory, he is often referred to
as a formalist. Aesthetic emotion is triggered by form, which, since it is bereft of ref-
erence to life, detaches us from quotidian concerns. Just as Bell’s essentialism is tied
to his characterization of aesthetic emotion — that is, since it is separate from every-
thing else, art or the only relevant aspect of it is essentially distinct from every other
enterprise — so Bell’s formalism is tied to the account of aesthetic emotion. The
object needs to originate in appearance or form disconnected from knowledge, util-
ity, and so on, lest the emotion have content of a “nondetached” variety.

If Bell’s theory can be seen as an updated version of Hutcheson’s, Beardsley’s
work is an extremely sophisticated development of Bell’s. Where Bell is weak on
specifying the nature of significant form, Beardsley, in his book Aesthetics, spends over
one hundred and fifty pages reviewing the formal structures of literature, fine art, and
music for the purpose of showing how these practices can be spoken of in terms of a
uniform language of unity, intensity, and complexity, the formal features of artworks
that, on Beardsley’s view, give rise to aesthetic experience.>* That is, where Bell is crit-
icized for lacking an independent account of significant form, Beardsley gives a
painstaking enumeration of the constituent elements of artistic form.

These formal arrangements, in turn, cause an aesthetic experience, a state that
Beardsley has variously characterized in the course of his career. At first Beardsley
thought of it as composed of (1) attention firmly fixed upon a phenomenal field
(2) that yields an intense, (3) coherent, (4) complete, (5) complex experience that
(6), as a result of the preceding conditions, is detached or insulated from practical
action.®> Because of this aura of detachment, Beardsley calls aesthetic objects,
objects manqués,3° though one wonders whether the language here is not mislead-
ing. Is it not the case that the objects in question do not spur us to immediate
practical action because they are generally fictions or representations that call for
no pressing practical response, rather than that they cause some special state of
contemplation that is insulated from practical concern?

Unlike Bell, Beardsley tells us what the relevant features of the art object are —
they are unity, complexity, and intensity, which cause unity, intensity, and com-
plexity in our experience. But, like Bell’s, Beardley’s theory is functionalist, regard-
ing the aesthetic object as a causal instrument, and empiricist, regarding
experience as the key to an object that itself is explicitly called phenomenal. Fur-
thermore, again like Bell, the detached affect is an effect of the aesthetic interac-
tion, one that is a constituent of the value of the experience, and not merely a
mark or test of the aesthetic, as it is in Hutcheson and Kant.

Toward the end of his career, Beardsley proposed another characterization of
aesthetic experience that does not explicitly deploy the language of unity, com-
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plexity, and intensity, but which from our perspective is even more telling for its
outright use of the elements of beauty theory. In “Aesthetic Experience,” he
writes: “an experience has aesthetic character if and only if it has the first of the
following features and at least three of the others.” The features are: object direct-
edness; felt freedom (a sense of release from antecedent concerns); detached affect
(emotional distance); active discovery (a sense of intelligibility);>” and wholeness
(contentment, and a freedom from distracting and disruptive impulses).38

The conditions of felt freedom, detached affect, and wholeness seem some-
what repetitive and, as well, rehearse the test for beauty in the theories of Hutch-
eson and Kant. In each case, they appear motivated by the attempt to capture the
degree to which we can be caught up in an artwork, and, to that extent, might
simply be read as elaborations of the first condition, the requirement for object-
directedness, which, to my way of thinking, indicates that they are simply garden-
variety elements of any act of absorbed attention, whether to aesthetic objects,
artworks, newspaper articles, philosophical treatises, and so on.

Furthermore, within the totality of Beardsley’s interlocking system, these
features of experience are advanced as a means of identifying artworks. For in
Beardsley’s view an artwork is something produced with the intention of giv-
ing it the capacity to satisfy the aesthetic interest, that is, the interest in having
aesthetic experiences.? Thus, logically, in order to be art, an object must be
produced with the intention of satistying at least two experiential features of
the sort that we have identified with beauty theory, though as noted previously,
the language of beauty theory here may have been misapplied in the attempt to
phenomenologically characterize a level of preoccupation that has nothing
particular to do with art — that is, that would equally characterize our atten-
tiveness to an interesting lecture.*?

That Beardsley identifies artworks with causing aesthetic experiences, where
these experiences are portrayed in the language of beauty theory, has several, by
now, predictable repercussions for his theory of art as a whole. Since having an
aesthetic experience is a function of the artwork, the artistic stimulus needs to be
gerrymandered so that it raises a disinterested aftect. Beardsley’s formidable ener-
gies in gerrymandering the artwork are evident throughout his career. Artworks
are said to be phenomenal objects that give pleasure in virtue of their form (recall-
ing what we earlier earmarked as a Sophist conception of beauty). Beardsley also
consolidated and consistently defended the notion of the genetic fallacy, and, most
particularly, the intentional fallacy.*! In effect, these can be read as arguments that
tell us what is not part of the art object and, therefore, what is not appropriate to
consider when attending to artworks — for to attend to such things, as the New
Critics would put it, is to go outside the text, inviting attention to elements that
will interfere with aesthetic experience proper.*? That is, on the functionalist
model of the artwork, genetic considerations, such as authorial intent, are the
wrong input where aesthetic experience is the expected output.

Beardsley’s arguments about the limits of art history’s relevance to art criticism
— which he inevitably links with assessments of the potential for causing aesthetic
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experience — though thoughtful and not to be rejected out of hand, are also of a
piece with his desire to restrict the artwork proper to a formal stimulus (thereby
focusing the appreciative response so as to assure its “disinterestedness”).*® Like-
wise, Beardsley’s continual arguments with Goodman about the centrality of ref-
erence to art and about the cognitive status of art, though again, not to be
discounted because they are part of a systematic project, nevertheless, must be
understood as connected to Beardsley’s conviction that the artwork, like the
object of beauty, is detached from the world, on the one hand, and a source of
unique value (aesthetic not cognitive), on the other.**

Like Bell, Beardsley attempts to distance his own theory from beauty the-
ory. It seems to me that his strongest argument to this effect is that a canonical
beauty theory takes beauty to be intrinsically valuable,*> whereas his view is
that having aesthetic experience is a value in human life in general.*¢ This,
however, is not fully persuasive, since figures like Hutcheson certainly thought
that aesthetic experience was a constituent of the good life. Bell, under the
influence of Moore, might have said that aesthetic experience was an intrinsic
good and that this was connected to its detached nature. But it seems to me
that the commitment to intrinsic goodness is an optional feature of beauty the-
ory; detachment, which itself may or may not be of intrinsic value, is the essen-
tial, recurring feature of the dominant characterization of beauty in the
tradition. And, on that basis, Beardsley remains grounded in beauty theory.
Indeed, he admits as much when he writes that we can dispense with the term
“beautiful” in favor of terms like “aesthetically valuable,”#” that is, promoting a
high degree of aesthetic experience.

With Beardsley, we find the most systematic reduction of art theory to aes-
thetic theory, which I have tried to show means essentially a reduction to beauty
theory. Given the notion of beauty dominant in the tradition, the concept of dis-
interestedness or detachment comes to play a large role in the characterization of
the nature of artworks, since what is appropriate to our concern with artworks
must be adjusted and delimited in such a way that our intercourse with them will
result in detachment. This systematically requires that questions of art history,
authorial intent, utility, cognitive content, and so on be bracketed, as they are in
testing for beauty in the treatises of Hutcheson and Kant.

That Beardsley chose to call his landmark treatise Aesthetics is telling in this
regard. For aesthetic theory or, as I prefer to call it, beauty theory is the fulcrum
upon which his entire theory of art was organized. Through the notion of aes-
thetic experience, he is able to answer such fundamental questions as: What is art,
‘What is good art, What are the relevant reasons in assessing art critically, and What
value does art have for human life? This is quite an awesome accomplishment,
though, of course, it relies on reducing art theory to beauty theory.

Like Bell’s theory, Beardsley’s is essentialist in identifying a common feature or set
of features that differentiates artworks from everything else. Since the feature is the
capacity to cause an aesthetic experience, which itself is detached from everything
else, artworks are divorced, in their essential nature from other realms of human com-



38 BEYOND AESTHETICS

merce, most notably cognition and morality. Artworks are functional, since they are
viewed as instrumentalities for causing aesthetic experiences, and the theory is for-
malist since satisfying the requisite causal conditions for having an aesthetic experi-
ence demands focus on the forms of art objects. The theory is empiricist not only in
its reliance on experience as its central term, but also in its construal of the art object
proper as a phenomenal field, one constituted, for purposes of appreciation, of per-
ceptible form and appearance. Moreover, in terms of all these features, save essential-
ism, Beardsley’s theory corresponds to Hutcheson’s initial theory of beauty.

One index of Beardsley’s transformation of a Hutchesonian-type theory of
beauty into a theory of art is that avant-garde art often tends to be excluded from
the order of art. For works in which the contemplation of the object for its formal
qualities is not relevant and/or the response sought after is not detached or disin-
terested will not turn out to be art on this approach. Such works need not be
avant-garde, but often are. For Beardsley, then, a piece like Duchamp’s Fountain
will not be art because Duchamp could not (and, in fact, did not) produce it with
the intention of satisfying an aesthetic interest; he had a point to make and con-
templation of the design of the urinal was irrelevant to a proper appreciation of
the point. Beardsley creates a special category for such works; he calls them com-
ments on art.*® My own diagnosis of this move is that it is virtually an inevitable
consequence of building a theory of art on a theory of beauty. Obviously, much
avant-garde art is explicitly designed to defy traditional senses of beauty. Saying
that the problem with such art 1s that it fails to afford an aesthetic experience or
that it could not have been made with the intention to afford said experience is
just a roundabout way of repeating the evident — namely, that the works in ques-
tion have purposes or express purposes, other than facilitating the experience of
beauty, such as subverting, displacing, replacing, ignoring, or criticizing it.

Beardsley, of course, is not alone in this response to avant-garde art. It is a ten-
dency of aesthetic theorists of art in general to treat the avant-garde in a dismissive
fashion. Invoking traditional notions of the aesthetic, Harold Osborne says: “in its
purest form Conceptual art abolishes the art object altogether ... as something to
be contemplated and appreciated for itself, reducing it to a mere instrument for
communicating an idea,” while the shapelessness of Joseph Beuys’ Fettecke and the
spectator involvement in Herman Nitsch’s butcher-block performances interfere
with such aesthetic desiderata, respectively, as form and detachment.*® Indeed, the
“intuitions” of the aesthetic approach to art run so deep that even Wittgensteini-
ans, like Benjamin Tilghman, who are skeptical, in principle, of the prospects of art
theory, invoke the notion of an “aesthetic character” in order to challenge the
artistic status of Warhol’s Brillo Boxes and Oldenburg’s Placid City Monument. This
character is said to involve qualities such as those of organization, design, compo-
sition, balance, plot structure, thematic and harmonic structure, expressive and
emotional qualities, qualities of style, and so on — in short, for the most part, the
elements focused on in traditional beauty theory.>"

The problem that aesthetic theorists have with much avant-garde art is not one
unique to the avant-garde. For many of the concerns of the avant-garde, with
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knowledge, morality, politics, and so on, are not anomalous given the range of pre-
occupations found in traditional art. Thus, the avant-garde crystallizes general issues
concerning aesthetic theory rather than being a special case. That much avant-garde
work eschews the role of promoting aesthetic experience, narrowly construed, is of
a piece with Romantic pretensions to epistemology, and realist commitments to
social description and even explanation. The rejection of much avant-garde art by
aesthetic theory, then, exemplifies its perennial discomfort with a great deal of what
one pretheoretically identifies as the traditional concerns of art.

Our position, of course, is that the discomfort rests on an error — the dubious
way in which beauty theory metamorphosed into art theory. Of particular impor-
tance in that process is the transformation of a test for beauty — disinterestedness —
into the very point or purpose of artworks. For even if one accepts the controver-
sial but at least plausible view that disinterestedness is a litmus test for whether the
pleasure I take in a moonlit bay is aesthetic — that is, originating in the form or
appearance of the visual array — it is clearly wrong, as an unprejudiced view of the
historical record indicates, to suppose that engendering this experience is the sole
or defining or even characteristic purpose that all art has served.>!

When one is thinking about a variety of beauty that pertains to natural
objects as well as artworks, questions of intention do seem misplaced since nat-
ural objects have no authors. And a similar point might be made with respect to
considering the purposes — cognitive and moral — of natural beauty. But these
observations, far from supporting the aesthetic approach to art, should lead us
to conclude that the aesthetic approach, modeled on a theory of beauty that
gains its greatest plausibility from its concern with nature, is just the wrong
framework for thinking about art.

I have repeatedly asserted that it is obvious that beauty, narrowly construed,
cannot be a useful starting point for art theory. But if this is so obvious, one won-
ders why theorists are drawn into this error so often. I think that there are two
major reasons that make this putative error so attractive and that they are most
evident in Beardsley’s extremely sophisticated version of the approach.

First, if one takes aesthetic experience as the central concept of one’s theory of
art, one can use it, as Beardsley did, to systematically answer a great many other ques-
tions about art. One cannot only define art functionally, but can go on to develop
evaluative criteria for works of art in terms of the amounts of aesthetic satisfaction an
artwork delivers, a critical vocabulary keyed to pinpointing the features of artworks
that cause aesthetic experience, and an explanation of the value of art in light of the
instrumental value of having aesthetic experiences in human life. That is, one may be
attracted to the aesthetic approach because of its systematicity — because of its capac-
ity to answer a great many theoretical questions with a highly interconnected and
interdefinable set of theoretical terms. Indeed, one suspects that Beardsley persisted in
defending an aesthetic approach — in the face of Dickie’s indefatigable refutation of
every characterization of aesthetic experience — because he was swayed by the ele-
gance and economy that an aesthetic theory of art would have — if only its central
concept, aesthetic experience, could be adequately defined.
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The second, ostensible advantage of the aesthetic approach to art theory is
that, if one’s aim is to produce an essential definition of art, then aesthetic theories
at least appear to do this quite expeditiously. The reason for this, of course, has to
do with the supposed nature of aesthetic experience. That is, if aesthetic experi-
ence is, by definition, divorced or detached from cognition, morality, utility, and
every other realm of human life, and the art object gua art is reduced to whatever
will bring about the relevant detached experience, then, as the source of the
detached experience, the gerrymandered artwork will predictably be separate
from everything else. It will not be a cognitive or a moral instrument, for that
would interfere with its function as that which engenders aesthetic experience.
The artwork, in other words, will be essentially differentiated from other realms of
human experience just because its purpose has been defined in terms of detach-
ing us from everything else. An essentialist account of art — of art as distinct from
everything else — then issues almost effortlessly, so to speak, from attributing
detachment as its function.>?> And insofar as theorists are obsessed with the impor-
tance of identifying the essence of art, they will be drawn to aesthetic theories,
despite their awkward mismatch with the facts of artistic practice.

But however attractive the aesthetic approach is, these benefits cannot overweigh
its evident shortcomings. On the one hand, it must confront what can be called the
Dickie problem — that is, we need an account of aesthetic experience that persua-
sively shows that our intense attention to artworks can be described in virtue of a
conception of disinterest or detachment that 1s different in kind from the focused
way in which we follow anything, including baseball games, magazine articles, and
scholarly treatises, in which we take an interest. And, on the other hand, the elegance
and economy of a system like Beardsley’s must be weighed against its evident failures
in comprehensiveness, not only with respect to what it excludes from the corpus of
art but also in terms of what it strictly isolates as the sources of artistic value.

Many philosophers, of course, do not explicitly espouse an aesthetic theory of art.
However, they do often advance as intuitions such notions as that authorial intent, art
history, and cognitive, moral, and political content are irrelevant to considerations of
art proper. These intuitions are not generally shared once one leaves the precincts of
analytic philosophy. On our account, these intuitions are not intuitions at all but
really lingering fragments of a theory of the sort that Bell popularized and Beardsley
perfected. Within the context of such theories, these exclusions make some system-
atic sense. But divorced from the system as a whole, the notions that one might not
appreciate a painting qua artwork because of the way it solves an art-historical prob-
lem, or that literature qua literature might not be valued for moral or cognitive insight
rubs against deeply ingrained practices with respect to art.

Something like aesthetic theories of art operate, in a manner of speaking, as
the subconscious of the field, a subconscious shaped by the historical emergence
of art theory from beauty theory. In this light, this essay is meant to be analogous
to a kind of conceptual psychoanalysis; it is a retelling of the story of the field in a
way that reveals how a series of confused associations have kept art theorists in the
grip of a misplaced obsession with disinterest and detachment.
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Moreover, this obsession runs even deeper than the tendency of art theorists
to advance “intuitions” that are little more than fragments of aesthetic theories.
The very contour of the field of art theory shows the underlying influence of the
formative prejudices of the aesthetic approach. Scanning the analytic literature, for
example, one is struck by how little writing one finds on topics excluded from the
consideration of art proper by the aesthetic approach. The exception here is the
issue of authorial intention, the exclusion of which is still debated because of the
implications of influential views, such as those of Grice, in the philosophy of lan-
guage. However, while the cognitive and moral significance of art is rarely dis-
cussed in analytic theory, it occupies a position at center stage among nonanalytic
theorists of art; and the relevance of art history has always figured as an important
element in Hegelian and Marxist thinking. That these are not topics of concern in
the analytic tradition is a function of the tendency, perhaps subconscious, within
that tradition to conflate art theory with beauty theory.>?

In conclusion, it seems eminently clear that the theory of beauty is distinct from
the theory of art. There may be points of tangency between the two, such as in the
case of discussing beautiful art. However, an at least plausible test for beauty, such as
disinterestedness, can hardly be advanced as the intended causal output or defining
purpose for every kind of artwork. Nor can it be used to circumscribe the bound-
aries of legitimate inquiry in art theory. But, if my story is persuasive, this is what has
happened in the analytic philosophy of art. That beauty theory can be referred to as
aesthetic theory may obscure this. Nevertheless, beauty theory, and the aesthetic the-
ory that is preoccupied with its problems, deal with quite a different set of questions
than does art theory. Models derived to accommodate, first and foremost, our
response to natural beauty do not promise to be fruitful in discussing art. Progress in
art theory depends on realizing that the frameworks developed to answer questions
in the aesthetic domain, narrowly construed as beauty theory, deal with distinct,
though sometimes tangential, problems. Speaking very roughly, the problems of art
theory fall more on the side of culture, while those of aesthetics fall more on the side of
nature.>* Mixing these problems together — confusing art theory and aesthetics — will
guarantee that we will solve none of them.

e

FOUR CONCEPTS OF AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE

INTRODUCTION

A salient feature of critical practice over the last three decades has been an almost
exclusive emphasis on interpretation as the primary mode of the analysis of art-
works.! Roughly put, the output of such analyses is a message — a set of proposi-
tions that the artwork is said to imply or to entertain, or a conceptual schema
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(e.g., an interpretation may disclose that in the world of a fiction women are all
sorted into the categories of madonnas versus whores). These messages, then, are
often further evaluated in terms of whether they are progressive or reactionary
politically. This approach to criticism, moreover, contrasts with alternative views,
such as the notion that what a critic does is to point to features of an artwork in
order to elicit a certain kind of experience from the audience.

For instance, the critic points to one part of a painting and then to another,
foregrounding similarities, in order to enable the viewer to experience the
unity of the painting; or the critic describes the dancer’s movement in such a
way that on subsequent evenings viewers are able to perceive its qualities of
lightness or airiness. Whereas the output of interpretive criticism is a message,
the output of what we might call demonstrative criticism 1is, ideally, the pro-
motion of a certain kind of experience — what is generally called an aesthetic
experience — in the audience.

The point of demonstrative criticism is to call attention to the variables that
make aesthetic experiences possible. The idea is that by encouraging audiences to
dwell on certain features of the work in a certain way, audiences will undergo the
relevant experiences. In literary studies, certain exercises of New Criticism are
examples of demonstrative criticism, predicated on enabling readers to experience
the ambiguity of the pertinent poems. In film criticism, André Bazin’s emphasis
on deep focus photography guided viewers to apperceive the experience of mul-
tiplanar complexity in the cinema of Welles and Renoir.

If recent critical practice has gravitated more toward interpretation than to
demonstrative criticism — to deciphering messages rather than encouraging
aesthetic experiences — then it seems worth noting that a similar emphasis on
the message is also in evidence in much contemporary art, especially gallery
art. Installation artworks, for instance, typically function as rebuses, gnomically
suggesting messages through the juxtaposition of disparate components.
Recent performance art, as well, has come to be dominated by identity poli-
tics, rhetorically advancing, for the sake of emancipatory empowerment, claims
for equal treatment toward women, gays, the disabled, and ethnic and racial
minorities. Disgruntled opponents of such artworld tendencies bewail the con-
temporary artworld emphasis on what they perceive to be political propa-
ganda, and they call for artists to return to the vocation of producing beauty,
where “the production of beauty” is shorthand for the “promotion of aesthetic
experiences.”

If it 1s true that the message has been in the limelight in contemporary critical
and artistic practice, then perhaps that provides a clue to the current renewed
interest in aesthetic experience. I have said that overt preoccupation with the mes-
sage 1s a recent development. It has most often been championed as an antidote to
aestheticism, the view said (undoubtedly hyperbolically) to have been dominant
in years gone by, that art is for its own sake and not about sending messages into
the world. Engaged in an almost oedipal struggle with aestheticism, contemporary
critics and artists have focused obsessively on the semiotic dimension of art. As a
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result, aesthetic experience, the very fulcrum of aestheticism, has been put on the
back burner, if not taken off the stove altogether.

But even if aestheticism represents a false view of the comprehensive nature
of art, as I believe it does, it does not follow that there is no such thing as
aesthetic experience. The promotion of aesthetic experience may not be the sine
qua non of art, yet artworks, even artworks of a primarily semiotic cast, may
often possess an aesthetic dimension. And it is my hypothesis that the realization
of this fact is an important motivating factor in the current interest in aesthetics,
evinced by recent lecture series at Wesleyan, Brown, Rutgers, and the University
of Wisconsin at Milwaukee. If more semiotically oriented art and criticism can
be understood as a corrective to an earlier aestheticism, the still ongoing inter-
lude of preoccupation with the message is calling forth its own corrective in the
form of a renewed interest in aesthetic experience.

In the artworld, minimalism, with its premium on the perceptual experience of
the work, was superseded by postmodernist pastiche with its penchant for allusion
and discourse on real-world commodification. But as postmodernism appears to have
become the established norm, artists and critics are on the lookout for alternative
projects, of which the return to aesthetic experience is predictably one. I say this not
to endorse the sentiments of conservative critics who urge artists to abandon politics
in favor of aesthetics, because I do not think that the choice here is mutually exclu-
sive. However, such critics are an index that something has been neglected in recent
advanced artistic practice — something whose exile may be about to be ended.

Similarly, criticism itself, after a sustained period of refining sophisticated bat-
teries of interpretive frameworks, may be coming to an awareness that it has left
something out of its purview. Exegesis has flourished as many new strategies for
interpreting art have been developed, but little effort has been spent in evolving
vocabularies for discussing and conceptualizing aesthetic experience. At the very
least, this places the academic critical estate at some distance from audiences, since
probably what audiences — including our students — often care about most is aes-
thetic experience. But also, no comprehensive approach to the arts can ignore aes-
thetic experience. Thus, the renewed interest in aesthetics can only be regarded as
a salutary corrective. Nor do I regard research on aesthetic experience as a
replacement for interpretation, including political interpretation, but I do regard it
as at least a supplement. There is no reason to suppose that interpretive criticism
and aesthetic criticism cannot coexist; indeed, they are generally mutually infor-
mative and often complementary.

So far, the phrase “aesthetic experience” has been bandied about rather freely.
But what is aesthetic experience? Before any new vocabularies are invented to
analyze it, we need some idea of what we are analyzing. This question, of course,
is a troubled one in the history of philosophy, notably since the eighteenth cen-
tury. In what follows, I will review four theories of aesthetic experience in the
hope of arriving finally at an account that I think will be useful for contemporary
criticism. I call the accounts, respectively: the traditional account, the pragmatic
account, the allegorical account, and the deflationary account. Maybe, needless to
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say, the last account, the deflationary account, is my own — which, if I've rigged
this essay correctly, should appear to be the most persuasive.

THE TRADITIONAL ACCOUNT

A bland statement of the traditional account of aesthetic experience goes some-
thing like this: an aesthetic experience of an artwork involves contemplation, val-
ued for its own sake, of the artwork. That is, aesthetic experiences are
self-rewarding. Some variations of the traditional account, such as those of Kant
and Hutcheson, are framed in terms of pleasure: for them, an aesthetic experience
of an artwork is one in which pleasure is taken from contemplating an artwork for
its own sake, or, in other words, the pleasure taken from contemplating the art-
work is disinterested. These latter formulations, however, are too narrow, since it is
generally agreed that aesthetic experience may not be pleasurable. It may, for
instance, involve horror. So the blander formulation is to be preferred initially; if
we are horrified by contemplating the artwork, and we value that experience of
disturbance for its own sake, then, according to the traditional view, it is an aes-
thetic experience.

The key element in traditional accounts of aesthetic experience is the notion
that such experience is valued for its own sake and not for the sake of something
else. This is what, along with a few more qualifications, allegedly hives aesthetic
experience off from other sorts of experience. Ex hypothesi, we value the experience
of flying because it gets us to our destination. Likewise, we study physics in order to
accumulate knowledge. But aesthetic experience, putatively, is sought out for its
own sake, because it is held to be intrinsically, rather than instrumentally, valuable.

When attending to objects aesthetically, our attention is said to be disinter-
ested — a perhaps misleading term — that really means our attention is engaged
without instrumental or ulterior purposes. When I attend to the landscape aes-
thetically, I have no practical purposes in mind, unlike the geologist who surveys
the landscape looking for signs of profitable mineral deposits.

If questioned after reading a poem as to why you did it, and you answer because
you found the experience worthwhile in and of itself — or even pleasurable in and
of itself — then you are adverting to the standard idiom of the traditional account of
aesthetic experience. Your attention to the poem was disinterested, not in the sense
that you were not interested in the poem, but in the sense that your keen interest
was not predicated on any instrumental considerations, like impressing your lover.
You simply find reading the poem its own reward — end of story.

The traditional account of aesthetic experience comes in for a lot of bad press
most often because of the doctrines with which it has been associated historically.
These include the aesthetic theory of art, of which formalism is the most notori-
ous variation. Such theories use the notion of aesthetic experience as the central
term in comprehensively defining the nature of art. The general form of such the-
ories is: something is an artwork if and only if it is designed with the intention to
afford aesthetic experience. Such theories include the qualification that there must
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be the relevant intention with respect to artworks in order to distinguish between
artworks and things like sunsets, which, though they may afford aesthetic experi-
ence, do not do so intentionally.

Formalism is the best known example of an aesthetic theory of art. For the
formalist, such as Clive Bell, the focus of aesthetic experience is, as the name sug-
gests, artistic form. With respect to paintings, artistic form comprises relations
between lines, colors, vectors, spaces, and the like. These are said to be the appro-
priate objects of attention for painting qua painting and focusing upon them —
comprehending their studied articulation — yields a self-rewarding experience,
one that banishes practical concerns from the mind in favor of absorption in the
abstract structure of the work.

Undoubtedly, formalists place emphasis on abstract structures just because
those are less likely to invite contemplation of the artwork in terms of ulterior
interests, like political content. This is also why formalists like Bell maintain that
the representational content of a work is at best irrelevant to its status as art, since
at worst representational elements are apt to entice the viewers into thinking
about the practical world of affairs, instead of contemplating the object for its own
sake. And, perhaps needless to say, it is this attempt to bracket considerations of the
practical world of affairs, including social relations, that has gained formalists the
reflex opprobrium of contemporary politically minded scholars.

Though formalism did provide a serviceable foundation for certain types of
art appreciation, it is an unpersuasive theory of art for the obvious reason that
much art has not been produced with the intention to afford appreciable experi-
ences of structure. Historically, most art has been designed with the intention to
serve practical or instrumental purposes, including political and religious pur-
poses. Much art has been produced to reinforce national and cultural identities, to
bolster the ethos of the group, to encourage pride and commitment, to celebrate
or memorialize important occasions, to enlist support, to mourn, to commemo-
rate, and the like. Statistically, formalism fails dismally to reconstruct the concept
of art as we typically employ it. Thus, those dissatisfied with formalism because it
is apolitical can add to their budget of complaints that it also fails to be a compre-
hensive theory of art empirically.

Nor does it make much sense for the formalist to allege that patriotic
responses to artworks designed to elicit nationalism are somehow inappropriate, if
that is the aim of the genre to which the work in question belongs. Rather, patri-
otism seems to be precisely the appropriate response to such artworks. And, in any
case, formalism proposes a questionable account of artistic attention — insofar as
formalism suggests that representional content is strictly irrevelant for appreciating
artworks qua artworks — for the simple reason that tracking representational con-
tent is frequently an ineliminable precondition for discovering formal relations.
You won't grasp the formal organization of Brueghal’s The Fall of Icarus unless you
also contemplate the story.

Likewise the structure of many novels (including the Harry Potter series) is
practically impossible to discern if one does not access one’s cognitive and emo-
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tive stock about the real world. Though literary comprehension, including the dis-
covery of structure, involves many other things, it typically requires the mobiliza-
tion of cognitive and emotive scripts and schemas drawn from everyday life and
applied in a comparable manner to characters and situations. It is hard to imagine,
for instance, how ordinary readers would detect structures of dramatic conflict
otherwise.

Of course, formalism is not the only aesthetic theory of art. And a more
generic statement of the theory can remedy some of formalism’s shortcomings.
For example, if we say that something is an artwork if and only if it is intended to
afford aesthetic experience and we do not stipulate that the object of aesthetic
experience is artistic form, many of the previous objections to formalism fall by
the wayside, since contemplating the representational content of artworks, includ-
ing its political content, can count, on the generic aesthetic theory, as aesthetic
experience, so long as the experience is valued for its own sake. Whereas dwelling
on the moral observations in a novel by Henry James does not count as aesthetic
experience for the formalist, a proponent of what I’'m calling the generic aesthetic
theory will accept it as such, so long as the reader finds the experience intrinsically
valuable. Nor on the generic view is there any problem with finding the repre-
sentational content of the artwork relevant in any way, so long as it subserves the
cultivation of an experience that is valued for its own sake.

Though the generic aesthetic theory escapes some of the troubles of formal-
ism, as a comprehensive theory of art, it is nevertheless inadequate. It is too exclu-
sive. There are works of art that are not intended to afford the relevant kinds of
aesthetic experiences. Many cultures, for example, produce demon figures that are
intended to drive off intruders by means of their terrifying visages. It is implausi-
ble to imagine that these figures were designed to be contemplated for their own
sake. Such responses would contradict the very purpose these artifacts subserve.
But nevertheless we count figures and masks such as these as artworks.

So far I haven’t said much about aesthetic experience. I've concentrated on the-
ories of art that mobilize aesthetic experience as the central element in their defini-
tions of art. I've done this because of my suspicion that much of the prevailing
skepticism about aesthetic experience is connected to people’s dismissal of the the-
ories of art, like formalism, in which the notion of aesthetic experience plays a cru-
cial role. However, it is of the utmost importance to emphasize that the notion of
aesthetic experience can be detached or decoupled from formalism and aesthetic
theories of art. That those theories fail as comprehensive theories of art does not
entail that there is something wrong with the notion of aesthetic experience in its
own right — that is, apart from its putative role in defining art. Aesthetic experience
may not — indeed, I claim that it does not — define art; nevertheless, there is still
something that we refer to by means of the concept of aesthetic experience.

The traditional characterization of aesthetic experience identifies it as an
experience necessarily valued for its own sake. With respect to artworks, my expe-
rience is aesthetic when, guided and directed by the artwork, said experience is
intrinsically valued by me. If you ask the rich man why he attended the concert
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and he indicates he did it in order to show the world he is a philanthropist, his
experience of the music is not aesthetic. If you ask his impoverished aunt why she
attended and she says that she went in order to have an intrinsically valuable expe-
rience of the music, hers is an aesthetic experience. For her, the having the expe-
rience is its own reward; she did not seek it out for some ulterior purpose.

But what is it to have an intrinsically valuable experience of the music? Is it
that certain experiences just are intrinsically valuable, irrespective of the agent’s
beliefs about them, or is what makes an experience intrinsically valuable a person’s
beliefs about it, namely, that she believes it valuable for its own sake, and not for
the sake of something else? Let us call the first of these options the objective con-
ception of intrinsic value, and the second the subjective conception.

The objective conception of intrinsic value hardly seems promising. How can
we tell which experiences are valuable for their own sake? Aesthetic experiences
are said to be valuable for their own sake. They involve things like recognizing pat-
terns and structures, on the one hand, and detecting expressive properties, on the
other hand. But it is plausible to hypothesize that these activities have, unbe-
knownst to us, some subtle, adaptive value and are, therefore, instrumentally valu-
able from an evolutionary point of view.

Aesthetic experiences of form may exercise and enhance our capacities for
recognizing regularities in the environment, while the detection of expressive
properties in artworks may nurture and contribute to our ability to scope out the
emotional states of our conspecifics — a clearly advantageous capability for social
beings like us.

Of course, I don’t know for sure whether aesthetic experiences are instrumen-
tally valuable in these ways, though the idea that the seemingly nearly universal
capacity for having them provides no benefit whatsoever to the organism is hard
to square with a scientific worldview. But, in any event, the bottom line is that no
one really knows enough psychology to be sure whether aesthetic experiences are
instrumentally or instrinsically valuable irrespective of what the agents undergo-
ing the experience believe about them. For all we know, aesthetic experiences
might be instrumentally valuable, especially adaptively, without the agents’ being
aware of that value.?

At this point in the debate, it is open to the friend of the traditional account of
aesthetic experience to opt for the subjective interpretation of valuation for its
own sake. On this construal, when we say that an experience is valued for its own
sake, we have in mind that what explains the agent’s participation in the experi-
ence is that he or she believes that it is valuable intrinsically. That is, the belief that
the experience is valuable for its own sake is the internal mechanism that moti-
vates the agent to engage in certain behaviors, like attending the theater.

Ask the theatergoer why she is spending her time that way. Is it to make
money or impress her friends? No. Is it to show solidarity with the oppressed? No.
It is, she says, because having the experience itself — perhaps she calls it a pleasur-
able experience — is valuable in and of its own right. She goes to the theater in
order to undergo such an experience — in anticipation that it would be pleasur-
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able, or moving, or interesting just to have that kind of evening. We buy a choco-
late bar because we believe the taste of it, irrespective of its practical, nutritional
value (if any), is a satisfying experience on its own terms. Similarly, we seek out
certain artworks given our belief or expectation that they will afford experiences
that will be satistying on their own terms. This belief is what in large part causes
or motivates our commerce with many artworks, and when it is borne out, under
the guidance of the artwork, our experience is said to be an aesthetic experience.

One thing to notice about the subjective version of the traditional account of
aesthetic experience is that it identifies aesthetic experiences not in terms of
internal features of the state, but in terms of the causal conditions that abet the
state, namely, the agent’s belief that the experience is intrinsically valuable. That s,
this characterization of aesthetic experience says little about the content of the
experience, but instead isolates aesthetic experiences in terms of whether they are
caused and sustained by the right sort of beliefs. Yet this seems to me to guarantee
that the traditional account of aesthetic experience is mistaken.

The traditional account presumes that a necessary condition for aesthetic
experience is the belief that the experience is valuable for its own sake. But this is
false. Let us agree with the formalist at least this far: that appreciation of the form
of an artwork is one kind of aesthetic experience. Now let’s also imagine two rea-
sonably informed artgoers: Oscar, who believes experiencing artworks is valuable
for their own sake, and Charles, an evolutionary psychologist, who believes expe-
riencing artworks is valuable for honing one’s cognitive and perceptual abilities.

Oscar and Charles listen to the same piece of music, attending to the same
musical structures — both track the same repeating motifs and note how cleverly
they are interwoven. Both find the work unified, in the same way, and both are
moved by its expressive qualities. Both run the exactly same computations rele-
vant to processing the formal features of the work. Pretheoretically, I think that we
are disposed to say both of them had aesthetic experiences. After all, the content
of their experience is exactly the same; their computational states are type-identi-
cal. If we had a science-fiction device, call it a cerebroscope, that enabled us to get
inside their experiences, we would detect no differences in kind between their
mental activities.

Nevertheless, the traditional account seems driven to the counterintuitive
conclusion that, despite the sameness in content of their mental states, Oscar is
having an aesthetic experience, but Charles is not, since Charles believes his state
is instrumentally valuable — that it improves his cognitive and perceptual abilities —
whereas Oscar thinks the experience is valuable for its own sake. But this scarcely
seems to mark a categorical difference, if we grant that both Oscar and Charles are
attending to the same things, in the same ways — ways, moreover, that are appro-
priate, given the nature of the music in question.

Furthermore, imagine that Charles’ theories, whether or not they are true,
become so popular among educators worldwide that at some date in the distant
future, everyone is taught and comes to believe that attending to artworks in the
way that Oscar and Charles do is instrumentally valuable for the reasons Charles
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says they are. That is, everyone avidly consumes artworks because they believe that
the activity improves their cognitive and perceptual abilities. In such a world, the
traditional account would be forced to conclude that there is no longer any aes-
thetic experience, despite the fact that it might be the case that more people could
be consuming more art with more acuity and perceptiveness than ever before.

Of course, the friend of the traditional account may claim that though people
like Charles say explicitly that they believe that experiencing artworks improves
them and that this is why they do it, deep down what they really believe is that
such experiences are valuable for their own sake. The proof of this might be that
if their beliefs in the self-improvement value of art were proven to be false, they
would continue to seek out artworks. Why? Because, ex hypothesi, they subcon-
sciously find the experiences intrinsically valuable. But insofar as this prediction
assumes, overconfidently in my opinion, that were these people truly to believe
that art affords no opportunities for improvement, they would continue to con-
sume it, the traditional account of aesthetic experience still seems to me to rest on
a highly shaky conjecture. For people like Charles might go Gragrind were their
beliefs in the improving value of art undermined — after all, others have — and, fur-
thermore, this behavior would not in any way alter the fact that in their pre-Gra-
grind days, they were still having aesthetic experiences despite the fact that they
believed them to be instrumentally valuable.

In short, the traditional account requires for an experience to be aesthetic that
the agent believe or find the experience to be valuable for its own sake. But surely
an agent can appreciate the form or expressiveness of an artwork while regarding
these experiences as instrumentally valuable in some manner. That is, from the
viewpoint of artistic appreciation, the mental processing activities and attendant
qualities of Oscar’s experience and Charles” experience can be the same in every
way. It seems arbitrary to say that one is having an aesthetic experience and the
other not. But if valuation for its own sake is not a necessary condition of aesthetic
experience, then that scotches the traditional account.

THE PRAGMATIC ACCOUNT

I've called the next account “the pragmatic account” because its leading advocate
was John Dewey. It might just as easily be called the structural account, since it
characterizes aesthetic experience in terms of its putative internal structure or
rhythm. The pragmatic account contrasts nicely with the traditional account.
Whereas the traditional account attempts to define aesthetic experience in terms
of the agent’s beliefs about that experience, the pragmatic account focuses
squarely on the content of the relevant experience and tries to generalize about its
recurring internal features.

Unlike many theories of aesthetic experience, Dewey’s does not propose a dis-
tinction between aesthetic experience and other kinds of experience. For Dewey,
aesthetic experience exemplifies the fundamental structure of anything that we
would be willing to call “an experience” as that phrase is used in expressions like
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“now that was an experience.” Dewey does not think that aesthetic experiences are
uniquely correlated to artworks, but rather that aesthetic experiences of artworks can
be used by us as instructive guides for fashioning everyday experiences and our lives.
Aesthetic experiences can function in this way because, according to Dewey, they
represent in a more realized manner the structure toward which all potentially vivid
experiences naturally gravitate. Or, putting the point in a different way, for Dewey
anything we are disposed to call an experience in ordinary language always already
has a latent aesthetic character that we can learn to bring into the foreground
through cultivating the aesthetic experiences available to us via artworks.
Commenting on the aesthetic nature of experience, Dewey says:

we have an experience when the material experienced runs its course to
fulfillment. Then and only then is it integrated within and demarcated in
the general stream of experience from other experiences. A piece of work
is finished in a way that is satisfactory; a problem receives its solution; a
game is played through; a situation, whether that of eating a meal, playing
a game of chess, carrying on a conversation, writing a book, or taking part
in a political campaign, is so rounded out that its close is a consummation
and not a cessation. Such an experience is a whole and carries with it its

own individualizing quality and self-sufficiency. It is an experience.?

Dewey says of such an experience that “it is a thing of histories, each with its
own plot, its own inception and movement toward its close”;* and that “in such
experiences, every successive part flows freely without seams and without unfilled
blanks, into what ensues. At the same time there is no sacrifice of the self-identity
of the parts.”> For “in an experience, flow is from something to something. As one
part leads to another and as one part carries on what went before, each gains dis-
tinctness in itself. The enduring whole is diversified by successive phases that are
emphases of its varied colors.”® And lastly, such an experience has a unity that is
“constituted by a single quality that pervades the entire experience in spite of the
variation of its constituent parts.””

Dewey’s phenomenological description of aesthetic experience here and else-
where sounds like an abstract scenario. Moments flow into moments under the
selective guidance of a single quality until they reach closure or, as he says, are con-
summated. Moments are integrated, like a plot, and the congruence of the inter-
phasing moments make the experience stand out against backgrounds of either
nondescript monotony or bustling confusion. Some experiences are like this, espe-
cially some aesthetic experiences of artworks. The issue is whether this structural
account of some aesthetic experiences can be generalized across the board.

Dewey is a slippery writer. One cannot always be sure what he is saying or
whether he is always saying the same thing. However, he does seem committed to
the idea that an aesthetic experience must have a temporal dimension; it evolves
over time; it has duration. Moreover, structurally, it has closure; it doesn’t just end.
This gives the experience unity, as does the fact that it possesses some distinctive
quality in contrast to the often bland experiences of ordinary life. Since this does
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not differentiate the aesthetic experience of art from many other sorts of experi-
ence, these criteria — duration, qualitative unity, and temporal integration and clo-
sure — don’t, as Dewey would probably be the first to admit, supply sufficient
conditions for identifying the relevant experiences, but they do appear to be nec-
essary conditions for him.

And yet obviously they are too restrictive. Not all aesthetic experiences of art-
works extend over any appreciable duration. Some paintings just overwhelm you in
one shot. Pow! Some Rothkos are like this. Their sublimity envelops you all at once.
Of course, many paintings are designed so that their parts will be taken in and imag-
inatively reconstructed over time. But that is not enough to support Dewey’s gener-
alizations, because many other paintings — say minimalist paintings bereft of parts —
are composed to elicit immediate rather than durative experiences. Nevertheless, we
still regard experiences of those kinds of paintings as aesthetic, though they do not
abet experiences of temporal integration or evolution, nor does it make much sense
to speak of experiential closure with respect to them.

Likewise, the requirement that aesthetic experiences be qualitatively unified
seems too narrow. Dewey thinks that with regard to encounters with artworks
something like a qualitative feeling tone emerges that selectively governs our
sense of what belongs and what doesn’t in our experience, thereby setting up an
internal boundary between aesthetic experiences and surrounding circumstances.
But, of course, many modern artworks, like John Cage’s 4'33", are designed to
subvert the kinds of aesthetic experiences Dewey regards as the norm. By mobi-
lizing chance techniques, Cage renders unlikely the operation of any principle of
selection of the sort that would impart a feeling of qualitative unity to an experi-
ence of a performance of 4'33". Moreover, 433" does just end; it does not con-
summate. Instead of erecting a boundary between that experience and the
experiential surround, Cage blurs it. He fosters an experience of dispersion, arbi-
trary juxtaposition, and openness rather than that of a bounded unity, thereby
defamiliarizing the quotidian so that it can be heard afresh.

Similarly, many of Robert Morris’s installations make the experience of disar-
ray their subject, while Antonioni’s films of the early sixties portray scarcely sto-
ried events in order to place the loose-endedness of lives lived under the
cinematic microscope. But if experiences of quotidian dispersion, openness, disar-
ray, arbitrariness, loose-endedness, of endings without consummation, and so on
can all be aesthetic experiences, designed to blur the distinction between Dewey’s
capital letter E Experiences and the more desultory and disconnected sorts of
daily experience, then the pragmatic account of aesthetic experience, no matter
how influential on twentieth-century educational theory, must be abandoned.

THE ALLEGORICAL ACCOUNT

Though perhaps never stated with the utmost clarity and explicitness in the writ-
ings of Critical Theorists, the allegorical account of aesthetic experience of art is
strongly suggested by the later works of Herbert Marcuse and T. W. Adorno. In
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order to get the gist of this position on aesthetic experience, let me begin with
some quotations from Marcuse. He writes:

Art breaks open a dimension inaccessible to other experience, a dimension
in which human beings, nature, and other things no longer stand under the
law of the established reality principle. Subjects and objects encounter the
appearance of that autonomy which is denied them in their society. The
encounter with the truth of art happens in the estranging language and
images which make perceptible, visible, and audible that which is no
longer, or not yet, perceived, said and heard in everyday life.?

Because genuine artworks are autonomous in the sense that they afford disin-
terested experiences, they provide us with a sense that society could be different,
that it could be ruled by difterent principles. Of Mallarmé’s poety, Marcuse writes:
“his poems conjure up modes of perception, imagination, gestures — a feast of sen-
suousness which shatters everyday experience and anticipates a different reality
principle”” In this regard, the aesthetic experience of genuine artworks is utopian
— it provides a taste of qualities of experience typically not available in capitalist
and totalitarian societies, dominated as they are by exchange value and instrumen-
tal reason, the profit motive and the performance principle.

That is why Marcuse claims of fiction that “the encounter with the fictitious
world restructures consciousness and gives sensual representation to a counter-
social experience”’1? By being unreal, in other words, fiction awakens experience
to the possibility that things could be otherwise — experience in general could be
more like what is now often only found in aesthetic experience, an opportunity
to allow imagination and sensibility free rein. In this way, aesthetic experience
looks forward to a time when “imagination, sensibility and reason will be emanci-
pated from the rule of exploitation.”!" Aesthetic experience, in short, functions as
a beacon, encouraging us to realize a new social order where our species-being, in
terms of our powers of imagination and sensibility, can flourish.

Genuine art has a utopian side, inasmuch as the aesthetic experience that it
affords sustains faith in the possibility of a different social order, one where imag-
ination and sensibility rather than instrumental reason and the performance prin-
ciple preside.!? At the same time, by being different from the social order that
exists, art, through the agency of aesthetic experience, implicitly criticizes what is.
It negates the existing social order by drawing a revealing contrast between every-
day experience under the present dispensation and the creativity and imaginative-
ness available through aesthetic experiences of genuine works of art. Art, in virtue
of aesthetic experience, is revolutionary — it negates the modalities of existing
social reality: at once holding out the promise of the possibility of a utopian alter-
native, while also accusing, indicting, and criticizing what we have instead.

In order to understand what Marcuse is trying to do here, it is helpful to recall
that he is attempting to find a political significance for art and aesthetic experi-
ence that does not tie them to the propaganda function of art. That is, he wishes
to argue that art can be politically emancipatory, irrespective of its overt political
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content, rhetoric, and purpose. He wants to argue, for example, that Mallarmé can
be regarded as revolutionary from a Marxist point of view. In this respect, Mar-
cuse’s project is not so difterent from the one that Kant undertook in his Critique
of Judgment where he was at pains to show the moral significance of art apart from
and even despite its lack of moralizing content. To a comparable end, Marcuse
focuses on aesthetic experience, taking it to symbolize experientially the possibil-
ity of a more humanly fulfilled way of life, while, at the same time, it also implic-
itly functions to criticize our present form of social existence.

Though Adorno’s theory, which Marcuse acknowledges as an immense influ-
ence, is far more complicated, and less sanguine, than Marcuse’s, it also emphasizes
the potential of the aesthetic experience of art to be a demystifying agency.
Adorno says:

What is social about art is not its political stance, but its immanent
dynamic in opposition to society. Its historical posture repulses empirical
reality, the fact that works of art qua things are part of that reality notwith-
standing. If any social function can be ascribed to art at all, it is the func-
tion to have no function. By being different from ungodly reality, art
negatively embodies an order of things in which empirical reality would
have its rightful place. The mystery of art is its demystifying power.!3

That is, because the work of art is autonomous or lacking any other function
than that of producing aesthetic experience (which itself is free of any instru-
mental, practical, and, therefore, social interest), art may serve as an occasion for
a demystifying, negating experience of existing social reality — an experience
embracing both social promise and social criticism. Adorno, of course, as well
as being far less conventional than Marcuse with respect to his aesthetic taste, is
also dramatically less hopeful than Marcuse about the prospects for art to tran-
scend altogether the social circumstances from which it emerges, though nev-
ertheless he would still appear to grant aesthetic experience the same kinds of
powers of negation Marcuse does, even if he is far more emphatic about the
limitations of their efficacy.

Because their language is so different, it may not be obvious that there is an
important correspondence between the traditional account of aesthetic experi-
ence and the allegorical account. Nevertheless, both accounts share a central
premise in regarding aesthetic experience as disinterested — that is, not a matter of
the pursuit of any practical, instrumental, moral, or, broadly social value.!* It is
because artworks are said to promote this sort of disinterested experience that
Marcuse and Adorno regard genuine artworks to be autonomous or, at least, in
Adorno’s case, headed in the direction of autonomy. That is, the autonomy of art
is constituted by its capacity to promote aesthetic experience. Or, to say it differ-
ently, the key to understanding the notion that art is autonomous is the presuppo-
sition that it specializes in the promotion of disinterested experiences, since such
experiences are said, by definition, to be aimed at something valuable for its own
sake, rather than in the service of social and instrumental interests.
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Of course, the reason that both the traditional account and the allegorical
account of aesthetic experience converge on this commitment to disinterested-
ness is primarily a shared heritage, notably the writings of Kant. However, the alle-
gorical account relies far more heavily on Kantian aesthetics than does the
traditional account.

For Kant, an aesthetic experience of the relevant sort — an experience of free
beauty — is, in part, a subjective, disinterested feeling of pleasure that results from
the free play of the imagination and understanding in response to forms of pur-
posiveness. Unpacking this formula, we can say: such experiences are subjective,
because they obtain inside the percipient. They are disinterested because they are
valued for their own sake. And, the pleasure they provoke is a function of the
imagination and the understanding in free play.

That is, the imagination and the understanding are active in aesthetic experi-
ence, but not in the way they are standardly deployed in theoretical and practical
reason. Instead of being involved in subsuming particulars under determinate
concepts and purposes, as in the manner of instrumental reason, during aesthetic
experience, the imagination and understanding are exploratory; they are free to
examine particulars without the pressure to classify them under a general concept
or purpose. In a typical aesthetic experience, of which contemplating a metaphor
may be one, the imagination probes the particular for its possible meanings, con-
structing alternatives, and 1s open to diverse and vagrant sensations rather than
attempting to corral the experience under a single determinate concept, including
the sort that would be useful or serve a purpose.

The object of aesthetic experience presents us with the form of purposiveness
— that is, it looks to be the product of intentional activity — but we don’t examine
it in terms of the purpose it does or might serve. Instead, we absorb it imagina-
tively and openendedly. We savor the colors in the painting of a tree for their rich-
ness and variety rather than using them to tell ourselves what kind of tree it is. We
imaginatively explore the multiple, metaphorical, shifting meanings that a heraldic
emblem might have, rather than simply, practically regarding it as the insignia of a
certain family or clan.

There are two different, discriminable, though relatable, kinds of freedom here
folded into the Kantian aesthetic experience. There is the freedom the experience
sustains insofar as it is disinterested — valuable intrinsically and, therefore, divorced,
that is to say “free from,” any other sort of interest: practical, moral, financial, polit-
ical, and so on. But the experience is also free in the sense that during it the imag-
ination and understanding are free from the governance of concepts. The
imagination and understanding explore particulars in their richness without the
compulsion to subsume them under concepts. Moreover, this concept-freedom of
the imagination may relate back to the disinterested freedom of the experience
both positively and negatively. Positively because this imaginative exploration is
self-rewarding and negatively because the subsumption of particulars under con-
cepts generally serves practical purposes. Thus, where the imagination eludes con-
ceptualization, in the same stroke, it functions outside a network of purposes.
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These two freedoms are especially crucial for the allegorical account of aes-
thetic experience. On the one hand, it is the notion of disinterestedness that
encourages proponents to identify the experiences afforded by genuine art with
an indictment of market value and the utopian promise of more humane value,
since aesthetic experience itself is putatively, in principle, independent from any
sort of exchange value. So to engage aesthetic experience through artworks then
is to find oneself necessarily outside the reach of exchange value.

On the other hand, the freedom of the imagination from concepts when
immersed in aesthetic experience is also implicitly utopian and accusatory,
since subsuming particulars under concepts is the hallmark of instrumental rea-
son. Thus, insofar as the operation of the imagination in aesthetic experience
amounts to a form of cognition free from the subsumption of particulars under
concepts, aesthetic experience represents a cognitive free zone outside the
processes of instrumental reason. For Adorno, it represents a kind of cognition
or rationality outside the perimeter of the sort of the instrumental rationality
that dominates capitalist and totalitarian societies, thereby holding forth an
alternative kind of reason, whose possibility also indicts instrumental rational-
ity. Moreover, to the degree that imaginative cognition without concepts
emphasizes the experience of particularity, it resists the totalizing demands of
existing forms of existing social reality.

The allegorical account of aesthetic experience also reflects certain tendencies
in the self-conception of modernist art. Accosted somewhere in the nineteenth
century by rude commercial ambitions bent on reducing all value to utilitarian or
economic value, some modernist artists began to represent themselves as trying to
set up a firebreak — called art for art’s sake — in order to sustain an autonomous
realm of value independent of the dollar sign. That is, in the context of earlier cul-
ture wars, the putative autonomy of art was mobilized by many modernist artists
historically as a sign of resistance to the perceived threat of the reduction of all
value to market or instrumental value through bourgeois contagion.

The allegorical account of aesthetic experience provides a philosophical
grounding for this modernist tendency, explaining ostensibly how art can secure
autonomy because of its capacity to engender aesthetic experiences that are disin-
terested and impractically valuable as well as, in principle, free from the protocols
of instrumental reason. That is, the allegorical account provides a theoretical ratio-
nale for the modernist’s conviction that art can defend the possibility of value
beyond instrumental value, of which market value is a particularly pronounced
and threatening example.

I have called this account allegorical. Perhaps now we have reached a point
where I can explain my choice of nomenclature. In order to limn the significance
of aesthetic experience, proponents of this approach embed aesthetic experience
in a larger dramatic conflict in which aesthetic experience figures as the protago-
nist and instrumental reason and market rationality as the antagonists. The putative
mental state of disinterested valuing and the capacity to imagine and reflect sans
the guidance of concepts are opposed to instrumental reasoning and market
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rationality not only in the sense of being different, but also in the sense of some-
how being rivals or competitors.

In the Kantian system, aesthetic experience or aesthetic judgment occupies a
niche in a static architectonic schema. What the allegorical account does is to
dynamize that schema, thematizing the parts and turning it into a story. In addi-
tion, the allegorical account, then, also appears to historicize the story, associating
certain aspects of reason with the marketplace and totalitarianism, on the one
hand, and drafting aesthetic experience and the imagination as a significant, if ulti-
mately doomed, antidote to the encroachment of the sort of rationalization Max
Weber identified with modernity. The allegorical account treats aesthetic experi-
ence as a counter against instrumental reason, narrativizing mental processes in an
agonistic struggle, one made more poignant by being superimposed onto disturb-
ing social tendencies, especially ones relevant to modern capitalism.

In some of the most obscure passages of Kant’s Critique of Judgment, Kant conjec-
tures that the aesthetic experience of nature is the symbol of morality — by which he
means that it is a metaphor for morality that enables humans to grasp the idea intu-
itively or experientially. My suspicion is that the allegorical account of aesthetic expe-
rience is in the same ballpark. It is an attempt to locate the significance or symbolic
import of aesthetic experience, notably for the age of instrumental reason. Thus, the
account is allegorical because it takes a certain conception of aesthetic experience,
derived from Kant, and attempts to make it a metaphor or symbol for something else
— the affirmation of autonomy, criticism of the status quo, and so on.

However, for the metaphor to work, aesthetic experience needs to have just
the features attributed to it. It would have to be necessarily disinterested and it also
would have to deploy the imagination without dependence on determinate con-
cepts. If not, the allegory would not work on its own terms. Moreover, despite the
authority of Kant, we have already seen in our discussion of the traditional
account of aesthetic experience that the supposition that aesthetic experience is
necessarily disinterested is dubious. Is the conjecture that in aesthetic experience
the imagination functions without the direction of determinate concepts any bet-
ter off? For if it is not, the putative rivalry between aesthetic experience and
instrumental reason is undermined.

If what we are talking about is the aesthetic experience of artworks, as
opposed to natural vistas, it is difficult to credit the idea that concepts play no role
in aesthetic contemplation. With respect to artworks, very frequently, if not most
frequently, a decisive portion of our cognitive activity is spent placing the artwork
in its correct category or genre, which, in turn, gives us a sense of its likely pur-
poses, which, then, enables us to appreciate the suitability of its formal articula-
tion. Part of what it is to experience Oedipus Rex aesthetically involves identifying
it as an example of the category of tragedy and using what one knows about the
purposes of that genre in order to isolate and size up its structural modifications.

This is not to say that every artwork falls neatly into one category. Some
straddle or synthesize categories; some amplify already existing categories in inno-
vative directions; some may even repudiate familiar categories, erecting, in effect,
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countercategories. But in responding to even these examples, categorical thinking
plays a major role in much, perhaps even most, aesthetic experiences of artworks.
Yet if categorical thinking is not an alien part of aesthetic experience, then how
can aesthetic experience be allegorized as the antithesis of instrumental reasoning,
where categorical thinking is taken as an index of instrumental reasoning?

Kant, of course, thought of aesthetic judgment as falling into two kinds: judg-
ments of free beauty and judgments of accessory or dependent beauty. Only the
former are issued without determinate concepts; the latter — judgments of acces-
sory beauty — require concepts. To judge something a beautiful car in Kant’s
dependent sense, we need the concept of the kind of car in question and the pur-
poses it serves. And similarly, a vast number of the judgments we make concerning
artworks involve situating them in the relevant categories. That is, even within the
Kantian scheme of things, the aesthetic experience of artworks is hardly devoid of
the cognitive deployment of the imagination and reflection in order to categorize.
And outside the Kantian orthodoxy, opinion strongly favors the view that the aes-
thetic experience of art is an affair involving categorical thinking as standardly an
ineliminable, generally constitutive element.

Taking something like the Kantian portrait of the aesthetic experience of free
beauty as the model for the aesthetic experience of art — even of great art or what
might be called genuine art — results in an extraordinarily narrow, revisionist, and
almost stipulative construal of the aesthetic experience of artworks, including
modernist artworks. Nevertheless, some such maneuver appears required by pro-
ponents of the allegorical account if their homology contrasting aesthetic experi-
ence versus instrumental reason is to click. But if the aesthetic experience of
artworks requires as much categorical thinking as I have indicated — and not
exclusively imaginative free play, as is assumed — then aesthetic experience is not
an apt figure for the allegorical role assigned to it.

One set of problems for the allegorical approach, then, is that it presupposes
that aesthetic experience is a matter of the disinterested free play of the imagina-
tion, untethered by determinate concepts. These features of aesthetic experience
must obtain if aesthetic experience is to be allegorized as a site of resistance
against exchange value and instrumental reason. However, arguably neither disin-
terestedness nor cognitive free play are necessary ingredients of the aesthetic expe-
rience of artworks, thereby compromising the allegory internally.

In addition to being skeptical about the premises of the allegorical account,
one must also voice reservations about its form. It appears to treat aesthetic expe-
rience as a symbolic figure. But how theoretically informative is this? Clearly it is
not being claimed that aesthetic experiences induce people who undergo them to
imagine utopia or to criticize the status quo on any regularly recurring basis. But
what exactly is being asserted?

I suspect it is that the aesthetic experience of autonomous art can be made to
symbolize freedom in an unfree world. This involves selectively hypostasizing com-
plementary mental processes like the free imagination and subsumptive reasoning
and then mapping them, in a manner that involves drastic simplification, onto con-
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flicting social tendencies, exploiting associative ambiguities in the relevant senses of
“freedom” all the way. That is, to get the relevant binary symbolic oppositions in
place, both the mental processes and the social forces they are correlated to will need
to be radically gerrymandered theoretically beyond empirical recognition.

Now I have no doubt that this can be done with great elan. However, I won-
der whether it wouldn’t be just as easy to tell alternative allegories about aesthetic
experience by selecting some of its other putative features and weaving them into
different social dramas, in which the aesthetic experience of art takes on a less
ennobling role. Imagine radical environmentalists who, noting the absorptive
quality of aesthetic experiences of art, castigate it as an opiate that stands for the
repression and degradation of our capacities for communing with nature. Aes-
thetic experiences of art, for them, will symbolize the epitome of the anthro-
pocentric narcissism that increases exponentially with the march of history.

Of course, as liberally educated folk, we will reject this allegory, preferring ones
that assign the aesthetic experience of art a more heroic role. But aside from being
uplifting for people like us, does the allegory of aesthetic experience that we encoun-
tered in Marcuse stand on any firmer ground than that of the environmentalists?

The problem with allegories, especially highly selective ones, of aesthetic experi-
ence is that alternative, different, and even incompatible allegories are easily available.
There seems to be no principled reason to accept one such allegory over another.
The allegory Critical Theorists offer us does not force us on pain of philosophical
necessity to accept it, since it rests on ideas of disinterestedness and on the concept of
free deployment of the imagination that themselves lack philosophical necessity.

Nor can the allegory be recuperated as an empirical reconstruction of the
rationale behind all genuine modern art, except by courting circularity, since
much modern art, such as Soviet Constructivism, rejects any commitment to dis-
interestedness. At best, the allegorical account provides useful insight into the
ambitions of some modern art, but it does not afford a comprehensive way of con-
ceptualizing the aesthetic experience of art, even in the twentieth century. It may
be an interesting story, but inasmuch as other interesting stories, including incom-
patible ones, are readily imaginable through other homologies, the allegorical
account is not finally compelling.

In summary, if the allegorical account is supposed to figure aesthetic experi-
ence as a metaphor for the possibility of noninstrumental, nonmarket rationality,
then, since the features of aesthetic experience (distinterestedness and the concept
of free imaginative play) it valorizes seem questionable, the metaphor is inapt. But
even if the metaphor were more persuasive, the question of its genuine theoretical
informativeness would linger, since alternative, nonconverging metaphors — alter-
native allegories — appear equally conceivable.

THE DEFLATIONARY ACCOUNT

So far we have not had much success attempting to characterize the aesthetic
experience of art. But the problems with the preceding accounts provide us with
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clues about how to proceed, if only by flagging some of the pitfalls in our path.
Attempts to portray aesthetic experience in terms of disinterestedness fail because,
rather than focusing on what goes on during aesthetic experiences, they empha-
size the beliefs in intrinsic value that putatively attend such experiences, in terms
of causing them and sustaining them. So one way to repair this shortcoming may
be to take note of what goes on during the aesthetic experience of art — to attend,
that is, to the content of such experiences.

The pragmatic account does do this, of course, as does the emphasis on the
concept-free play of the imagination. However, in both cases, there is a tendency
to overgeneralize — to treat certain kinds of aesthetic experience or certain aspects
of some aesthetic experiences as the essence of all aesthetic experience. Thus,
given this background of difficulties, a promising line suggests itself, namely, to
characterize the aesthetic experience of artworks by focusing on the content of
said experiences without overgeneralizing.

But what goes on — what do we do — during what, with respect to artworks, are
typically called aesthetic experiences? Two things spring to mind immediately. One
is that we attend to the structure or form of the artwork, taking note of how it
hangs, or does not hang, together. The formalists were wrong to think that this is the
only sort of thing that counts as aesthetic experience. But surely it is one of the pos-
sible ways of attending to artworks that we standardly refer to as aesthetic experi-
ence. We can call it design appreciation. Where our experience of an artwork
involves an attempt to discern its structure or form, that is a case of design apprecia-
tion. And if our experience of the artwork or part of our experience is dedicated to
design appreciation — if our experience is in whole or in part preoccupied with dis-
covering the structure of the work — then that is an aesthetic experience.

By calling this activity design appreciation, I do not intend to imply that it
must involve liking the work or admiring it, though a frequent consequence of
design appreciation may be a feeling of satisfaction. All I mean by design appreci-
ation is that we are involved in sizing up the work, in attending to how the work
works — that is, we are trying to isolate the ways in which the relevant choices the
artist made realize or fail to realize the point or purpose of the artwork. Someone,
the content of whose attention to a work concerns its design or form, is, during
the pertinent time span, having an aesthetic experience of it.

But design appreciation is not the only type of experience we typically call
aesthetic. Also paradigmatic is the detection of the aesthetic and expressive quali-
ties of an artwork — noticing, for instance, the lightness and grace of a steeple, or
the anguish of a verse. This sense of aesthetic experience is very close to the
notion that Baumgarten had in mind when he introduced the neologism aisthisis
in the eighteenth century as the label for a species of sensuous cognition. Attend-
ing to a vase, not only observing its weight, shape, and size, but its appearance of
elegance is an aesthetic experience.

That is, an experience whose content is the response-dependent, qualitative
dimension of the object is an aesthetic experience. Explaining the ontological and
psychological conditions of such experiences is, of course, still an enormous pro-
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ject. Nevertheless, that such experiences obtain is a fact of human existence, and
where responses to artworks involve them, they are uncontroversially called aes-
thetic experiences.

So if an experience of an artwork is a matter of design appreciation or of
the detection of its aesthetic and/or expressive qualities, then it is an aesthetic
experience. Design appreciation and quality detection are each disjunctively
sufficient conditions for aesthetic experience. Moreover, neither of these expe-
riences requires the other. One could apprehend the aesthetic qualities of a
work without scrutinizing its form, or examine the structure of the work with-
out detecting its aesthetic qualities (perhaps because it has none). Yet, design
appreciation and quality detection often come in tandem: frequently, the search
for structure involves isolating the artistic choices on which salient aesthetic
qualities supervene, while attention to the aesthetic qualities of an artwork is
generally relevant to discovering its design. Thus, we may at least hypothesize
that design appreciation and/or quality detection are aesthetic experiences —
that, independently or together, they provide sufficient conditions for classify-
ing an experience as aesthetic.

This way of characterizing aesthetic experience avoids overgeneralization,
since it does not take one kind of aesthetic experience for the whole phenomena.
At least two discriminable kinds of experience belong to the concept: design
appreciation and quality detection. The formulation also allows that there may be
other kinds of experience that also deserve the label “aesthetic experience,”’
though these two, disjunctively or in concert, command our immediate attention,
since it seems perfectly uncontroversial to call the activities of design appreciation
and quality detection aesthetic experiences.

A ruckus might be raised were we to say that only design appreciation is aes-
thetic experience; but calling design appreciation a major mode of aesthetic expe-
rience should raise no hackles. Moreover, other candidates can be added to this
list, where they track the ordinary and traditional application of the concept of
aesthetic experience as unproblematically as do design appreciation and quality
detection — that is, with the same intuitive fitness and convergence on precedent.

This account of aesthetic experience is deflationary. It identifies aesthetic expe-
rience in terms of the content of certain experiences whose objects it enumerates
as, first and foremost, the design of artworks and their aesthetic and expressive
qualities. It does not propose some common feature between these two kinds of
experience, like disinterestedness, that constitutes the essence of aesthetic experi-
ence. On its behalf, one can say of the deflationary, content-oriented, enumerative
account of the concept aesthetic experience that calling an experience an aesthetic
experience because it involves either design appreciation, quality detection or both
(1) accords with a tradition of usage that has recurrently selected form and/or
qualitative appearance as its primary conditions of application and (2) that such
usage is unobjectionably recognizable as correct by those who talk about aesthetic
experience. Moreover, the deflationary account is more informative than the
traditional account, whose guiding concept — disinterestedness — tells us almost
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nothing, since it is virtually exclusively negative (an account of what the experi-
ence is not).

Perhaps one reason that the deflationary account may sound inadequate is that
sometimes people take the notion of an aesthetic experience of an artwork to be an
umbrella concept for any appropriate experience of art. On this construal, a response
of political indignation to the situation depicted in a novel about racism appears
unjustifiably disenfranchised as an appropriate response to the work, since it is not an
aesthetic response according to the obviously narrower deflationary account.

But from my perspective, there are many different kinds of appropriate
responses to artworks, of which aesthetic experience is only one. Though moral
indignation, inasmuch as it need not involve design appreciation or quality detec-
tion, may not be an occasion for aesthetic experience, that does not preclude its
status as an appropriate response to a work that, given its purposes, lays political
matters before its readers for their consideration. It is simply an art-appropriate
response that is different from aesthetic experience.

According to the deflationary account, aesthetic experience is neither the
only, the central, nor the best kind of appropriate response to an artwork. The
notion of aesthetic experience is not being used honorifically, but only descrip-
tively, of one set of transactions audiences may have of artworks.!> Once it is
acknowledged that no special virtue attaches to the aesthetic experience of art-
works — that it is one sort of art-appropriate response among others — then anxi-
ety over the apparent narrowness of the deflationary account should subside.
Different artworks ask for or mandate or prescribe many different kinds of
responses, whose appropriateness is best assessed on a case-by-case basis. To
attempt to call them all aesthetic experiences or to reserve that label for only the
best of them simply courts confusion and even, unfortunately, rancor.

Some may be surprised that I have not included interpretation, along with
design appreciation and quality detection, as an instance of aesthetic experience. I
have refrained from this in order to respect an influential tradition that, though
not unchallenged, regards the deciphering of the thematic messages of artworks to
be a different, and by some accounts opposed, activity to aesthetic experience.
Nevertheless, I have not caved into that viewpoint altogether, since the deflation-
ary account can still acknowledge and explain a close relation between interpreta-
tion and aesthetic experience.

For insofar as design appreciation involves discerning the structure of an artwork
relative to its points or purposes, design appreciation will generally require interpre-
tation in order to isolate those points and purposes. Likewise, quality detection will
usually be ineliminable in interpreting the thematic viewpoints of artworks. So even
if interpretation does not represent an uncontroversial paradigm of aesthetic experi-
ence, it can still be shown to be intimately related to activities that are.

Recently, the notion of aesthetic experience has fallen under a pall because,
given the residual reputation of ideas of disinterestedness, it is perceived as claim-
ing insulation from political concerns. However, on the deflationary account
of aesthetic experience, there is no necessary disjunction between attending to
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aesthetic experience and political analysis. On the one hand, design appreciation
includes the sizing up of the rhetorical structures of the work that will be rele-
vant to most imaginable political analyses; while, on the other hand, political
analyses can hardly encourage confidence, unless they are responsive to expres-
sive qualities. However, the moratorium on discussing aesthetic experience in the
humanities needs to end not only because aesthetic experience is relevant to
political analysis, but because as audiences and educators the whole gamut of art
appropriate responses, including aesthetic experience, is our province.



PART I1I: ART, HISTORY,
AND NARRATIVE

e

ART, PRACTICE, AND NARRATIVE

1

The purpose of this essay is to attempt to reorient one of the central questions of
philosophical aesthetics, namely, “What is art?” The direction that this reorienta-
tion proposes relies upon taking advantage of the practice, or, more aptly, the prac-
tices of art as the primary means of identifying those objects (and performances)
that are to count as art. Roughly put, the question of whether or not an object (or
a performance) is to be regarded as a work of art depends on whether or not it can
be placed in the evolving tradition of art in the right way. That is, whether an
object (or performance) is identified as art is a question internal to the practice or
practices of art. In this respect, the question “What is art?” changes its thrust.“Art”
in our query no longer refers primarily to the art object; rather what we wish to
know about when we ask “What is art?” predominantly concerns the nature and
structures of the practices of art — things, I shall argue, that are generally best
approached by means of historical narration.

This essay is written within the context of the philosophy of art as that has
evolved in the Anglo-American tradition. The positive proposals I advance, as a
result, need to be seen against that background of debate; indeed, part of the con-
fidence that I have in the view developed in ensuing sections rests on my belief
that my view manages to avoid the most decisive objections made against earlier,
rival positions in the ongoing debate concerning the nature of art.

Space does not permit a detailed review of the evolution of that debate. How-
ever, brief mention of three of the major moments in that dialectic will be useful.
For the positive position advanced in this essay is supposed to have the advantage
of overcoming the liabilities of these earlier interludes in the discussion.

Within the Anglo-American tradition, one initially compelling picture of
what is at stake in answering the question “What is art?” involves envisioning
a cosmic warehouse full of objects (henceforth, “objects” is often shorthand
for “objects and performances”) to be sorted into piles of art and nonart.!
Many proposals about the way in which this sorting is to proceed have been
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proftered, each with its own shortcomings. Three that have been particularly
influential are:

A. Stage-one essentialism.  Figures such as Bell, Croce, Collingwood, Tolstoy,
and Langer have been associated with this approach. Their theories of art are at
least said to be attempts to specify, by means of real definitions, the identifying fea-
tures of art objects, which definitions, in turn, would then be used to carry
through the sorting described above. These real definitions, that is, would be used
as rules assigning objects to the realm of art or nonart. Candidates for the identi-
fying marks of art include significant form, clarified intuition or emotion, the
capacity to elicit aesthetic experience, forms of feeling, and so on. Ostensibly,
whether an object possesses the relevant, manifest properties can be determined
from a point of view external to the artworld — as if artworks were natural kinds.
And, furthermore, possession of such properties is taken to satisty necessary and
sufficient conditions for regarding an object to be art.

B. The open concept approach. This view, as popularized by Morris Weitz,?
depends upon the anti-essentialism of Wittgenstein’s later writings, explicitly
applying those criticisms to that which has just been called stage-one essentialism.
Against any variant of stage-one essentialism, Weitz denies that art can be defined
by necessary and sufficient conditions. Weitz’s leading notion is that art is an open
concept — one that is applied without reference to necessary and sufficient condi-
tions. The ground for suspecting that art is such a concept is not that past theoret-
ical attempts to define said conditions have all failed — though that seems to be the
case — but rather that the arena demarcated by the concept of art is one in which
we legitimately expect novelty, innovation, and originality. In a manner of speak-
ing, previous art theory, of the stage-one essentialism variety, was doomed to fail
just because in codifying the necessary and sufficient conditions of the class of art-
works up to the present no accommodation could be guaranteed for the innova-
tions of art of the future. Such definitions of art, one worried, function as rules in
a forum of activity valued for not being strictly rule governed.

On the positive side, Weitz also suggested a way in which to sort the art
from the nonart. Following Wittgenstein’s analysis of the concept of games,
Weitz maintained that membership in the class of artworks was to be deter-
mined on the basis of family resemblances. Shakespeare’s Pericles resembles
Homer’s Odyssey by virtue of certain manifest plot motifs and, whereas neither
obviously resembles Goya’s The Sleep of Reason, both resemble Hamlet, which
shares darkly brooding, manifest expressive qualities with The Sleep of Reason.
The family of art, so to speak, is bound together by strands of discontinuous
though interlacing resemblances.

But this invocation of family resemblances was quickly challenged. It rests on an
analogy between family resemblances and relations of similarity between artworks.
However, the analogy is incongruous. The relationships of resemblance among
members of a family are significant, that is, are family relations, because they are the
result of an underlying generative mechanism. They are not merely surface resem-
blances. Mere resemblance between people, and, by extension between artworks,
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does not portend inclusion in a family unless that resemblance can be shown signif-
icant by reference to a specifiable generative process. Moreover, by overlooking the
importance of underlying, nonmanifest generative processes, proponents of the
open concept approach missed the possibility that one might develop a theory of
what is common to the members of the order of art in terms of their origination
through a shared generative process or procedure.’

C. The Institutional Theory of Art. This approach, in its classic statement by
George Dickie,* identifies an artifact as art only if it is generated by the right
process, an institutional process, which Dickie initially thought of as the conferral
of status of candidate for appreciation by some person or persons acting on behalf
of the artworld. In certain respects, the Institutional Theory of Art reminds one of
a positivist theory of law. X is a law if and only if it is generated by the right pro-
cedure, for example, passage by Congress. Likewise, an artifact is a work of art if it
is introduced by the right persons for the right purposes — for example, as a can-
didate for appreciation. Dickie’s theory is what can be thought of as stage-two
essentialism for it is stated as a real definition. However, it is not threatened by the
anxiety of foreclosing artistic innovation that perplexes the Wittgensteinian pro-
ponents of the open concept approach for insofar as one reads the Institutional
Theory of Art as a pure procedural theory for generating art, no expressive, the-
matic, aesthetic or formal breakthrough is blocked, so long as it is presented by the
right person for the right purpose. Furthermore, the theory exploits what was
overlooked in the open concept approach by focusing on the nonmanifest, rela-
tional properties of putative artworks, that is, on their common relation to the
generating procedure of the artworld.

However, despite the ingenuity of Dickie’s theory in evading the drawbacks of
its predecessors, it too has been subjected to much criticism. One notable line of
rebuttal zeroes in on the notion that the artworld is an institution analogous to a
legal system or a religion. Specifically, it is argued that it is implausible to regard
the artworld on a par with such social formations. Within any given legal system
or established religion, the roles, powers and objects of concern — the players and
the pieces, if you will — are strictly regulated. In fact, the regulations here are what
make institutions out of these practices. But where are the regulations in Dickie’s
artworld? What specified conditions does one have to meet in order to act on
behalf of the artworld and are there really any minimal conditions for being a can-
didate for appreciation? One might attempt to say that the rules of the artworld
are informal, but in response it can be stressed that it is exactly the formality and
explicitness of specific legal systems and religions that makes institutions of them.
Pace Dickie’s classic formulation of his theory, art is not an institution if that con-
cept is to be rigorously applied.

Our view — of art as a cultural practice — attempts to negotiate through the
pitfalls in previous theorizing. It does not foreclose artistic innovation while it
does attend to the generative processes through which objects enter the realm of
art. In some ways, it resembles the institutional approach; however, it does not
claim that art is an institution but only makes the less ambitious observation that
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it is a cultural practice. Also, it regards the question of whether an object is art as
one internal to the cultural practices of the artworld and goes on to discuss the
coherence of that practice.

11

Calling art a cultural practice, it is to be hoped, is noncontroversial. To refer to
something as a practice in its simplest sense is to regard it as an activity that is cus-
tomarily or habitually undertaken; a cultural practice, in this sense, applies to the
customary activities of a culture. Shaking hands is a customary activity of greeting
in our culture. But though custom and habit have a large part to play in what [ am
calling a cultural practice, they are by no means the whole of it.

The sense of cultural practice I have in mind here is that of a complex body of
interrelated human activities governed by reasons internal to those forms of activity
and to their coordination. Practices are aimed at achieving goods that are appropriate
to the forms of activity that comprise them, and these reasons and goods, in part, sit-
uate the place of the practice in the life of the culture. Such practices supply the
frameworks in which human powers are developed and expanded.

Custom, tradition, and precedent are integral components of a cultural prac-
tice. Nevertheless, cultural practices need not be static. They require flexibility
over time in order to persist through changing circumstances. They tolerate and
indeed afford rational means to facilitate modification, development into new
areas of interest, abandonment of previous interests, innovation, and discovery.
Practices sustain and abet change while remaining the same practice. Practices do
this by a creative use of tradition, or, to put the matter another way, practices con-
tain the means, such as modes of reasoning and explanation, that provide for the
rational transformation of the practice.

In one sense, callng art a practice in the singular is misleading. For art is a clus-
ter of interrelated practices. The plurality of practices here involves not only the
diversity of artforms, whose interrelations are often evinced by their imitation of
each other, but also by the difterent, though related, roles that different agents play
in the artworld.

Of special note here are the roles of makers and receivers. In many respects,
the activities or practices of these two groups diverge. And yet, at the same time,
they must be linked. For art is a public practice and in order for it to succeed pub-
licly — that is, in order for the viewer to understand a given artwork — the artist
and the audience must share a basic framework of communication: a knowledge
of shared conventions, strategies, and of ways of legitimately expanding upon
existing modes of making and responding. This point is often partially made by
saying that the artist is her own first audience; artistic practices must be con-
strained by the practices of response available to audiences in order to realize pub-
lic communication. A similar constraint operates with the audience not only to
assure communication in the basic sense, but, in the long run, to keep the activi-
ties of the artworld coherently related.
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Two points in the preceding, rather general, discussion of a cultural practice
need to be connected. Art is a cultural practice. A cultural practice is an arena of
activity that governs itself such that it reproduces itself over time. A cultural prac-
tice, to speak anthropomorphically, needs to provide for its continuance over time.
In one sense, it must replicate itself. However, this replication cannot be absolutely
rote. For the practice must also readjust itself and evolve, in order to adapt to new
circumstances. Thus, a cultural practice requires rational means to facilitate transi-
tion while remaining recognizably the same practice. That is, a cultural practice
must reproduce itself while also being able to change, without becoming an alien
practice; it must have not only a tradition, but ways of modifying that tradition so
that past and present are integrated.

Furthermore, the essential publicity of art requires that these modes of repro-
ducing and transforming the practice be available to both the makers and receivers
of putative artworks, not only so that they have the possibility of understanding
each other but also so that the practice evolves coherently. To put the matter more
concretely, an artist needs to know the constraints on diverging from the tradition
in such a way that her activity changes it rather than ends it, and the audience, or
at least certain members of it, needs to share the knowledge of the modes of
expanding the tradition in order not only to understand the artist’s work, but,
even more fundamentally, to recognize it as a development within the tradition.

One mark of a practice is that participants be able to self-consciously identity
themselves as participating within the practice. But if practices change, this
requires that the participants have the means to self-consciously identify them-
selves as partaking of the same practice through change and transition.

This, of course, through a roundabout route, returns us to the initial question
of how we identify works of art. That is, as the cultural practice of art reproduces
and transforms itself, makers and receivers need ways in which to identify newly
produced objects as members of the same tradition as antecedently existing art-
works. In our own time, this question is made especially urgent by the avant-
garde. But it has been an issue for art throughout its history, given its proclivity for
self-transformation.

As I have already intimated, I think that the means for identifying a new object
as part of the corpus of art are internal to the practice of art, and, furthermore, are
related to the reproduction of the practice as a self~transforming tradition. The
means of identification, here, are rational strategies rather than the types of rules
that are, for example, identified with stage-one essentialism. That is, given a new
work of art, we do not have a rule or set of rules to determine whether it deserves
inclusion in the order of art; rather we have several strategies for thinking about
the object and for justifying its acceptance in the tradition. Moreover, these strate-
gies need not converge on a single theory of the nature of the artwork.

Perhaps an analogy with morality is useful here. Even if the practice of moral-
ity is not founded upon a single moral doctrine of the good act, from which all
moral precepts flow (in the way championed by Kantians and utilitarians), we still
have rational strategies with which to reasonably conduct moral debate. Con-
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fronted by an action we adjudge immoral, we may press its perpetrator by pursu-
ing certain well-known lines of argument: for instance, pointing out that she
would not like the same act visited upon her, or that he would abhor the conse-
quences of everyone behaving in the manner he does. These argumentative strate-
gies do not in themselves amount to a unitary moral theory; however, they do
provide immensely serviceable means with which moral practitioners can adjudi-
cate disputes. Similarly, I hold that with respect to the artworld there are strategies
of reasoning, as opposed to rules, definitions, first principles or unitary theories,
which enable practitioners to identify new objects as art.

The best way to convince you that there are such strategies is to call your
attention to some of them. Three spring immediately to mind. Confronted with a
new object, we might argue that it is an artwork on the grounds that it is a repe-
tition, amplification, or repudiation of the works that are already acknowledged to
belong to the tradition.® In each case, given the need of the cultural practice to
reproduce itself, we connect the new object to past artworks, but the nature of
that connection differs with each strategy of argumentation.

The simplest form of argumentation is to note that the object in question is a
repetition of the forms, figures, and themes of previous art. For example, the bal-
let Giselle (choreographed by Coralli and Perrot) could have been identified as art
by its original audience in virtue of the way in which it repeated the vocabulary,
themes, and genre conventions of La Sylphide (choreographed by ETaglioni). Sim-
ilarly, the works of contemporary portrait painters and of authors of bildungsromans
are counted as art because of the way in which they repeat the structures, tech-
niques, données, and themes of previous art. Where narrative arts are concerned, a
repetition involves a modification or variation in the particularities of content of
a genre or form; character, events, and places change while basic narrative tech-
niques and genre conventions remain intact. [dentification as an artwork in such
cases involves demonstrating the way in which the later work repeats the form,
conventions, and effects of past work.

This can fail in various ways: the forms of the past or present works can be
misdescribed, for example, or the repetition noted in the present work may only
be of vaguely peripheral significance to the traditional forms or genres cited as
precedents. As well, repetition, in the relevant sense, is not exact duplication.
Baldly copying a previous artwork so that it cannot be distinguished from its
model cannot count as art under the rubric of repetition. It is either plagiarism,
or, if it is art, it’s so classified generally because it can be interpreted as some form
of complex repudiation.

An amplification is a formal modification that expands the presiding means for
achieving the prevailing goals of a given genre or artform. In identifying new
works as art, amplification figures importantly in the problem/solution model of
discussing art history. A form or genre is presented as dealing with a problem, and
later works, which diverge in evident respects from the earlier work in the tradi-
tion, are said to solve the problems that beset previous practitioners. The history of
Western painting essayed in Gombrich’s Art and Illusion is perhaps the stellar
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example of this approach. Stylistic divergences of later stages are shown to be con-
tinuously integrated with the work of earlier pictorial traditions, in Gombrich’s
account, insofar as the later work introduces new techniques for the purpose of
realizing the antecedent goal of “capturing reality.”

Likewise, at a given point in film history — one often associated with the name
of Griffith — devices such as parallel editing and the close-up were introduced,
producing movies of a new sort. These could nevertheless be identified as contin-
uous with previous filmmaking, since they were amplifications of the preestab-
lished aim of making film narratives. The earlier films in this tradition, as well,
could have been identified as art by showing the ways in which they repeated the
données of existing forms such as narrative painting, theater, and the novel. Trav-
eling forward in film history, the work of the Soviet montage school could be
identified as art by virtue of the way in which it amplified the goals of the Grif-
fith-type editing to which we have already alluded.

Through the use of the notion of amplification, we see one way that the cul-
tural practice of art has for expanding itself by enabling practitioners — both artists
and audiences — to identify new work as developments of the tradition. In this
manner, the view of art as a cultural practice assimilates the point of the open con-
cept approach that the originality of art must be respected. However, there also is
another way in which the artworld supplies its practitioners with the means both
to produce and to track legitimate expansions of the tradition. An artwork need
not only stand in relation to the tradition as an amplification; it may also function
as a repudiation of an antecedent style and its associated values.® For an object to
count as a repudiation, it must not only be different from what has preceded it, it
must also be interpretable as in some sense opposed to or against an antecedent
artistic project.

When an artwork is regarded as a repudiation of a preexisting style or form
of art, it appears, in the culture from which it emerges, to stand to what it repu-
diates somewhat like a logical contrary. We think this way, for example, of the
tension between Classicism and Romanticism, on the one hand, and between
Soviet montage and deep-focus realism in cinema, on the other. A repudiation
is not simply different from the art that precedes it, but is opposed to it in a
way that gives the repudiation’s relation to the past a distinctive structure. To
identify a new object as art by virtue of its being a repudiation, one must show
exactly along what dimensions the object rejects the tradition as well as show-
ing that just that sort of rejection was conceivable in the context in which the
work appeared (i.e., Duchamp’s readymades, as Danto teaches us, could not
have been intelligible as a repudiation in the artworld of Cimabue). History
and tradition, in other words, supply information that constrains what at any
given time can function as a plausible repudiation and, thereby, a radical expan-
sion of the frontier of art.

The cultural practice of art transforms itself through amplification and repudi-
ation. Amplification might be thought of as an evolutionary mode of change; in
contrast, repudiation is revolutionary. We think of artistic development not only in
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terms of the smooth process of solving self-generated problems, but also in terms
of the eruption of conflict between opposing movements and artistic generations.
Repudiation is the category meant to capture this latter process. But it needs to be
emphasized that an artistic repudiation is not a total break with the past. Rather,
repudiation typically proceeds by maintaining contact with the tradition in several
ways that enable us to view it as a continuity within the cultural practice of art.

First, and most obviously, the artistic repudiation stays in a structured relation
with the tradition insofar as it proposes itself as contrary to prevailing practices.
The object that counts as a repudiation is not an ineffably alien creation but, in
the Hegelian sense, is a determinate negation of certain tendencies of its prede-
cessors. It remains, so to speak, in an essential conversation, no matter how acri-
monious, with its generally immediate forebears. Second, it is interesting to note
another characteristic relation that works of repudiation maintain with the past.
Usually, though repudiating art rejects the styles and values of its immediate prede-
cessors, it often at the same time claims affinity with more temporally distant exem-
plars in the tradition. The German Expressionists, for example, while decrying the
limitations of the realist project, cited the expressivity of medieval painters, such as
Griinewald, to warrant their figural distortions. The predecessor program of real-
ism, that is, was rejected by the Expressionists in the name of the exclusion or
repression of qualities, such as expressive distortion, that could be found in the
work of more remote practitioners of the tradition, which possibilities, by the way,
had earlier been repudiated by realists.

It is easy to multiply cases of this sort. In the sixties, ambitious American nov-
elists rejected the psychological realism of much dominant postwar fiction in
favor of gargantuan comic escapades in which characters were types. But this
rejection of psychological realism was accompanied by the reminder that such
forms were in the older tradition of the picaresque. The newer works, by people
like Pynchon, were not repetitions of the picaresque, but developments in the
light of the experience of the psychological novel. Likewise, postmodern archi-
tects, such asVenturi, advance their position not only by rejecting the modern tra-
dition of figures like Le Corbusier, but also by citing the influence of Renaissance
Venetian cityscapes. The point illustrated by these examples is that even in cases of
artistic revolution, the break with tradition is anything but complete. Not only
does a work that repudiates a tradition remain conceptually tied to the predeces-
sor program that it rejects, but also the qualities that the predecessor program is
said to preclude or repress are argued to have precedent in more temporally
remote tendencies in the tradition.”

Through contrast and precedent, then, the repudiation remains continuous
with the tradition of the cultural practice. In order for an artist to have a new
work accepted as an example of art through the rubric of repudiation, as well as
for a critic or spectator to argue concordantly, it must be maintained that the work
in question determinately negates one part of the tradition while rediscovering or
reinventing another part. Obviously, if no connections could be found between a
new work and the practice, we would have no reason to call it art.
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Art is a cultural practice that supplies its practitioners with strategies for iden-
tifying new objects as art. Since cultural practices tend to reproduce themselves
and to negotiate their self-transformations in ways that sustain continuity between
the existing tradition and expansions thereof, the modes of identifying new
objects as art make essential reference, though in different ways, to the history of
the practice. New objects are identified as artworks through histories of art, rather
than theories of art. Artists and audiences share strategies for identifying new
objects as art. The artist is concerned with these strategies in order to present new
artworks, while the audience is concerned with them in order to recognize
new artworks. Primary, though not necessarily exhaustive, examples of these
strategies involve regarding whether the objects in question can stand as repeti-
tions, amplifications, or repudiations of acknowledged artistic tendencies in the
tradition.® Moreover, these strategies are not necessarily mutually preclusive. A
given avant-garde work may be a repetition of a stylistic gambit of a contempo-
rary art tendency — for example, the displacement of popular iconography a la
postmodernism — while also being a repudiation of preceding art movements —
for example, of minimalism.

Confronted by a new object, a practitioner of the artworld considers whether
it can be shown that the new work is a repetition, amplification, or repudiation of
the tradition. These strategies are key means of identifying artworks. They are not
definitions of art but rely on identifying new artworks by a consideration of the
history of the artworld. Their essential historical reference is grounded in art’s
being a self-transforming historical practice with a flexible tradition that facilitates
innovation. If this sounds somewhat like the family resemblance approach, insofar
as it underscores correspondences (albeit not necessarily manifest ones) between
new art and past art, it nevertheless evades the crushing objection to that concep-
tion since it also relies on genetic links between such works. Nor does it claim
that art is an institution, but rather makes the weaker point that art is a cultural
practice, though, of course, cultural practices are the sorts of things from which
institutions may emerge.

I1I

So far an attempt has been made to maintain that the way in which we identify
objects as art is to rely upon strategies internal to the practice of art, which
enable us to situate objects that repeat, amplify, or repudiate already accepted
artworks as contributions to the expanding tradition of art. The question of
“What is art?” — where it is construed as a question of identifying artworks — is
deferred as an issue internal to the artworld, which provides procedures, rather
than real definitions, in order to ascertain which objects are artworks. But this
may be thought to be a dodge.

To say that objects are identified as artworks in virtue of strategies internal to
the practice of art invites reframing the issue as a request for a statement of the
identitying conditions of the practice of art. That is, if we deflect the demand to
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supply an account of the essential nature of the artwork by an invocation of the
practice of art, we will soon be asked to specify the conditions that differentiate
the cultural practice of art from other cultural practices.

But I would like to suggest that the practice of art need not be characterized
by means of setting forth the necessary and sufficient conditions of this realm of
activity. The cultural practice of art may be elucidated by means of narration
rather than by means of an essential definition. That is, pressed to portray the unity
and coherence of the practice of art, we propose rational reconstructions of the
way in which it historically evolved. The identity of art, in other words, is con-
ceived to be historical. One would not attempt to characterize a nation’s identity
by means of sets of necessary and sufficient conditions. For a nation is an histori-
cal entity whose constituent elements came together as a result of certain patterns
of development, whose guiding purposes emerged in certain circumstances, and
whose interests can be transformed in response to subsequent pressures. The unity
of this sort of entity is best captured by an historical narrative, one that shows the
ways in which its past and present are integrated. Similarly, though difterences
between art and a nation are readily to be admitted, the cultural practice of art is
essentially historical, and accounting for its coherence primarily involves narrating
the process of its development, highlighting the rthyme and reason therein.”

The historical or narrative approach to the cultural practice of art has already
been foreshadowed in our discussion of some of the key strategies for identifying
new objects as artworks. For repetition, amplification, and repudiation are obvi-
ously, though implicitly, narrative frameworks. They are story forms or genres, if
you will, to be filled in with details of the artistic tendencies, movements, and pre-
suppositions of one stage of development that give rise to a later stage in virtue of,
for example, one of the processes discussed. At any point in the history of the
practice (or practices) of art, the unity of a later stage of development is rendered
intelligible or explained within the practice by filling in the narrative of its emer-
gence from an earlier stage by means of such processes as repetition, amplification,
and/or repudiation.

What is called Early Modern Dance, for example, is intelligible within the
practice of art as a repudiation of European ballet, while Impressionism in paint-
ing can be viewed as an amplification of the realist project in fine arts. Perhaps
MTYV, or at least some of it, could be shown to be art by pointing to the ways in
which it repeats the techniques of avant-garde film. Such narratives are open to
criticism. Their reports must be based on evidence. They must be accurate as well
as plausible historically, and their descriptions of the objects under scrutiny must
be appropriate.

Such narratives reveal the unities within the practice of art, its coherence, so to
say. Moreover, these narratives are rational in that they aim to make optimal sense
out of their materials by integrating past and present. The significance of later
works is rendered intelligible in light of relations with past works. At the same
time, in examining such processes as repudiation, the significance of past, perhaps
forgotten art is brought to our attention. New works can inform our understand-
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ing of past art, while past art informs our understanding of new art. This under-
standing proceeds by historical narration, which is both forwards- and backwards-
looking, and which discloses lines of development through such recurring
patterns as repetition, amplification, and repudiation.

Moreover, the contents of these patterns of development are neither preor-
dained nor closed but depend, at any given point, upon the antecedent evolu-
tion of the artworld. Narrative provides us with a means for tracing the unity
of the practice of art without prejudging what art of the future will be. For the
art of the future may branch out from the present not only through various
processes of change, but also with respect to a multiplicity of various dimen-
sions. That is, what aspect of an artform might be repudiated or amplified next
is not strictly predictable.

Thus far, our approach to questions about the unity or identity of the practice
of art has been to suggest that we can cut into the history of the putative practice
at any point and present narrative explanations of the way in which a given stage
developed from an earlier one and portended a later one, by, for example, intro-
ducing or extending a problematic, or promoting studied reactions. Such histori-
cal narratives reveal the coherence of the practice of art; they disclose its identity
as an integrated historical process.

This narrative procedure, of course, presupposes that we need to begin by pre-
suming that we have knowledge that some objects are art, as well as knowledge of
the salient features of those objects. However, once that rather reasonable assump-
tion is granted, we can move forwards or backwards from a given point in the his-
tory of the practice to show its unity and coherence with past and future stages.

Nevertheless, here it may be objected that what can be shown is at best the
unity of certain portions of the practice rather than the unity of the practice as a
whole. But [ see no reason in principle why a narrative approach is fated to fail in
this matter. Undoubtedly, a narrative of every stage in the history of the practice
would be a herculean project and probably a tedious one, given the long swaths of
repetition we are likely to encounter. But, for example, granted that certain ten-
dencies of the present are art, I see no reason why we cannot move backwards
through history applying the strategies of repetition, amplification, and repudia-
tion, along with whatever other narrative-developmental frameworks we discover,
to reconstitute the trajectory of the tradition in reverse, so to speak.!?

Admittedly, when present tendencies change, we may have to readjust our
characterizations of art history, just as the significance of the historical past in gen-
eral alters with the unfolding of contemporary events. However, each in-princi-
ple-possible revision would give us a characterization of the practice of art as we
know it. As it is, of course, we do not demand accounts of the historical unity of
the entire cultural tradition of art, but only more localized accounts of apparent
breaks with and striking departures from the normal, that is to say, repetitive
development. For, given the massive amount of obvious repetition within the tra-
dition, a full sketch of its unity is effectively besides the point. But, again, there is
no reason to think that such a sketch is impossible in principle.



74 ART, HISTORY, AND NARRATIVE

Talk of tracing the unity of the practice backwards raises questions about the
origin of the practice and, thereby, focuses questions about its purity. For as we
trace the development of the practice it becomes clear that it is not entirely dis-
junct from other cultural practices. Specifically, it is widely held that the practices
we regard as art emerged from religious concerns. Objects were made for the pur-
poses of representing (in some sense of the term) gods and myths, and such objects
were replete with potently expressive qualities, were inscribed with hermetic
messages, and reflected cultural self-conceptions. Spectators responded to these
objects by, among other things, recognizing their referents, by being moved aftec-
tively, and by interpreting their significance. The possibilities of these sorts of
broadly described interactions were probably put in place by religion, but they
were gradually developed independently and, ultimately, secularly through
processes such as repetition, amplification, and repudiation in ways that have gen-
erated the history of the practice of art.!!

This line of historical conjecture, however, would appear to pose a problem
for purists. For it freely acknowledges that the practice of art did not spring into
existence by way of Apollo’s neatly and decorously distributing clearly defined
roles to a covey of muses. But this type of purity does not seem likely as a descrip-
tion of the emergence of many human practices. Practices begin in a mess of
activities, often borrowed or derived from preexisting cultural realms, and some of
these begin to coalesce. Interrelations between these activities become refined as
practitioners become self-conscious and enter a self-interpretive conversation in
what starts to dawn as a tradition.

Of course, to admit that a practice starts ill-defined does not mean that its
cluster of originating activities are arbitrarily united. For a certain sense can be
discerned in the way in which they coalesce. In the case of art, supposing that rep-
resentation, expression, decoration, and communication, broadly characterized,
were, from the production side, the initial core activities of the practice of art, a
certain functional logic appears to ground their cohesion. For what an object rep-
resents constrains, and, in that sense, partially determines what it expresses, while
the expressive and aesthetic qualities of the object significantly inflect what the
object communicates. Or, to state the matter from the spectator’s vantage point,
what an object is recognized as representing modifies what expressive and aes-
thetic qualities we can derive from it, and these in turn contribute importantly in
structuring our interpretations of the work. This is not said in order to demand
that artworks be representative, expressive, and/or communicative, but only to
note that when these activities are combined, their logical interconnections would
indicate that their coalescence as deep-rooted activities of the practice is not
sheerly arbitrary.

As the preceding speculation concerning the origins of our cultural practice
of art indicates, when we begin to reach the boundaries of the tradition, our char-
acterization of its intelligibility tends toward considerations of function.'> How-
ever, once the core activities and accompanying objects within the tradition are so
located, the process of identifying the new objects to be included in the series is
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pursued by means of narratives whose elaboration, in turn, explains the historical
unity of the practice to us.

Basically, by way of considering art as a cultural practice, I have advanced nar-
rative as a primary means of identifying artworks and of characterizing the coher-
ence of the artworld, in contrast to the inclination to deal with these matters by
proposing defining sets of necessary and sufficient conditions. Roughly stated, I
have advocated what might be called narrativism over essentialism. This reorienta-
tion, moreover, correlates with a growing tendency in many schools and areas of
inquiry on the contemporary intellectual landscapes.'?

)

IDENTIFYING ART

As a student of George Dickie’s, I have been profoundly influenced by his con-
tributions to the philosophy of art. I believe that his criticisms of the notions of
aesthetic perception, aesthetic attitudes, aesthetic experience, and so on remain
fundamentally sound. And, as well, they place important constraints on theories
of art. Notably, they preclude the possibility of sustaining what are currently
called aesthetic theories of art: that is, theories of art that propose to define art in
terms of the engendering of aesthetic experience. George Dickie’s rejection of
aesthetic experience, of course, set the stage for the proposal of his own variations
on the institutional theory of art by effectively removing one sort of rival —
aesthetic theories of art — from the playing field. And I am convinced that this
move is still decisive.

George Dickie also successfully undermined the open concept/family resem-
blance approach to identifying art as a way of dialectically arguing in favor of
institutional-type theories of art. In this matter, too, I believe Dickie’s arguments
are still powerful.

In challenging the viability of aesthetic theories of art and the open con-
cept/family resemblance approach, George Dickie showed the importance of
social context for the prospects of identifying art. His own variations on the insti-
tutional theory of art are contested, but his emphasis upon the relevance of social
context represents a major contribution to the philosophy of art. In my own
work, I have become suspicious of the plausibility of institutional theories of art,
including its most recent reincarnation. I have argued that art is not identified by
definitions, institutional or otherwise, but by narratives. The essay that follows is an
attempt to provide further clarification of the narrative approach, which I advo-
cate, to the problem of identifying art.!

From: Institutions of Art, ed. by Robert Yanal (University Park: Penn State University Press,
1993), 3-38.
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Nevertheless, though I have departed from the letter of George Dickie’s
approach, I am still touched by its spirit, especially by its emphasis on the central-
ity of context. And, as well, my conception of the structure of the dialectical field
on which debates about identifying art are staged is deeply indebted to Dickie’s
always careful and clear way of setting up the problem.

IDENTIFICATION, ESSENCE, AND DEFINITION

One of the central questions of analytic philosophy in the twentieth century —
notably in the second half of the twentieth century — has been “What is art?”
Whether it was an issue of much urgency earlier is a matter of genuine historical
dispute. And even in the second half of the twentieth century, there have been dis-
tinguished theorists — like Nelson Goodman? and Kendall Walton® — who have
wondered whether there is much profit to be found in this issue. Indeed, in his
landmark treatise Aesthetics, Monroe Beardsley did not bother to address the ques-
tion in its canonical form.* Nevertheless, the sheer statistical evidence seems
enough to warrant the claim that it has been a central question of analytic philos-
ophy even if, at the same time, it is true that our energies might have been spent
more fruitfully elsewhere.

However, even if it is granted that this has been a central question for philoso-
phers, it has been noted less often that this question may be taken in a number of
different ways — ways that diverge from the interpretation that contemporary
philosophers are often predisposed to give it, and ways that do not connect in a
neat package of interrelated answers. That is, the question “What is art?” may, at
different times, signal a request for difterent kinds of information, and that infor-
mation, furthermore, may not be linked logically in the manner most contempo-
rary philosophers anticipate.>

Some of the primary issues that the question “What is art?” may serve to
introduce include the following. First of all, how do we identify or recognize or
establish something to be a work of art? That is, how do we establish that a given
object or performance is an artwork? This request for information has, of course,
become increasingly pressing for nearly a century, a period that we might label the
“age of the avant-garde.” For in its urge to subvert expectations, the art of the
avant-garde, which would appear to have the most legitimate historical claim to
be the high art of our times, has consistently and intentionally produced objects
and performances that challenge settled conceptions about what one is likely to
encounter on a visit to a gallery, a theater, or a concert hall. It can be no accident
that the art theorists of the last century have become so obsessed with the ques-
tion “What is art?” during the age of the avant-garde. For theory here would
appear to be driven by practical concerns: that is, given the consistently anomalous
productions of the avant-garde, how does one establish that these works are art-
works? Indeed, recalling what Stanley Cavell has identified as the modern audi-
ence’s fear that it might be the butt of a continuously floating confidence game,
we surmise that the issue is one of how we are to go about establishing that the



IDENTIFYING ART 77

works in question are works of art in the face of worries, if not downright skepti-
cal objections, to the contrary.® Again, it can be no accident that one of the most
tempting theories of art to emerge in this period was George Dickie’s Institu-
tional Theory of Art, which, if nothing else, was perfectly suited to perform such a
service for the works of Dada and its heritage.

This, of course, is not said in order to claim that in previous times there never
arose the question of how to identify something as a work of art. The explosion of
romanticism certainly anticipates some of the quandaries of the age of the avant-
garde. And there are other precedents. My point is simply that in the age of the avant-
garde, the question of how one recognizes and establishes something to be a work of
art is irresistible in a way that is reflected by the concerns of contemporary philoso-
phy of art. Moreover, the question of how one establishes that something is a work of
art gives rise to a deeper philosophical vexation: Are there indeed reliable methods for
establishing or identifying something to be a work of art?

Another issue that might be introduced by asking “What is art?” may be the
question of whether art has an essence. Here, following T. J. Diffey,” by essence [
mean some general, shared feature or features of artworks that are useful to mark
but that are not shared by artworks alone. When Plato and Aristotle agree that
poetry and paintings are imitations, they point to what they take to be such an
essence, though this feature, despite its significance for art as they knew it, was also
shared, even in their own times, by childhood games of emulation. In this sense, an
essence may be a necessary condition, and it is my suspicion that art theory before
the age of the avant-garde was concerned primarily to isolate only such conditions,
especially where identifying these shed illumination on artistic practices. To say that
art is essentially communication or that it is essentially historical is to claim that art
has an essence in this sense, which is a matter of pointing to an informative general
feature of art without maintaining that it is a feature that uniquely pertains to art.
‘When, for example, George Dickie says that an artwork is of a kind designed for
public presentation,® he marks an essential feature of art, though neither essential
public presentability, nor historicity, nor communicativeness is a property of art
alone. In asking “What is art?” we may be introducing the question of whether art
has a noteworthy essence or necessary condition — a question that, if answered
affirmatively, will be followed by a specification of what that general feature might
be. Moreover, citation of that feature need not be proposed for the sake of saying
something unique about art, but only as something that helps us understand art —
that points us in the direction of something we have missed or helps us get out of
some problem into which we have backed ourselves. Again, much previous art the-
ory might be read profitably as presenting answers of this general sort.

Third, “What is art?” may also be taken as a request for a real definition in terms
of necessary conditions that are jointly sufficient. This is the interpretation of the
question that Morris Weitz attributed to the conversation of art theory that pre-
ceded his neo-Wittgensteinian de-Platonization of it. Whether Weitz’s diagnosis of
the tradition was an historically accurate conjecture is open to debate. However, the
particular spin that Weitz put on the question — construing it as a request for a real
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definition — is the one that subsequent theorists, like George Dickie, have taken to
be the most “natural” interpretation (though it pays to remark here that it may only
seem natural in the context of a debate where Weitz and the other neo-Wittgen-
steinians had laid down the dialectical challenge that it cannot be done).

These three issues — Is there a reliable method for identifying art? Does art
have an essence? and Does art have a real definition? — are the primary questions
that may be introduced by asking “What is art?” However, there are two other
questions worth mentioning, even though I will have little to say about them.
They involve requests for information about the importance of art as a human
activity, which some theorists, though not I, regard as inextricably linked with
what I have identified as our three primary questions.” These questions — which I
think of as secondary — are as follows. First: Why is art valuable as a human activ-
ity? Here we might be told that art is a cognitive instrument or a means of moral
education. Moreover, this request can be made in an even more demanding man-
ner. Specifically, we may be asked what makes art uniquely valuable — that is, What
is the peculiar value of art in contradistinction to the values available in every
other arena of human activity?

Now it seems to me that the reason all these questions — ranging from “How do
we tell something is art?” to ““What is the peculiar value of art?”” — have been lumped
together is that there is an underlying philosophical dream such that, ideally, all the
relevant answers in this neighborhood should fit into a tidy theoretical package.

Consider the primary variants of our question: Is there a reliable method for
identifying artworks? Does art have (some) essential feature(s)? Can art be
defined? The philosophical dream to which I have alluded wants to answer each
of these questions affirmatively, in such a way that each affirmation supplies the
grounds for subsequent affirmations. That is, an affirmative answer to the question
of whether art has any essential features may be registered in the expectation that
these can be worked into a real definition such that the relevant necessary condi-
tions are jointly sufficient for identifying something as an artwork. Thus, the defi-
nition functions as the reliable standard for assessing whether or not something is
a work of art.

Of course, there is an even more ambitious dream in these precincts, one that
hopes not only to link up the answers to our primary questions but to link up our
secondary answers as well. That is, there is the expectation that we shall be able to
say why art is important, even uniquely important, in the course of defining art.
Here there is the conviction that, among the necessary conditions listed in our
definition, there will be some feature or features whose citation makes it evident
that art has value or even a unique value. An example of this variation of the
dream is Monroe Beardsley’s aesthetic definition of art, in which affording aes-
thetic interest is related to the value of art as a human activity. That Beardsley sup-
poses that some such account of the value of art should be part of the definition
of art, moreover, is indicated by Beardsley’s criticism of the Institutional Theory of
Art in terms of George Dickie’s failure to say anything about the “pervasive

human needs that it is the peculiar role of art to serve’’19
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Stated in its most ambitious form — that an identifying, real definition of art
will yield an account of what is uniquely valuable about art — the dream seems
exactly that. For, save embattled defenders of aesthetic theories of art, the remain-
ing consensus is that art may serve a motley of purposes and, in consequence, that
it possesses a motley assortment of values. But even the less ambitious dream — that
artworks might be identified by means of a real definition that comprises sets of
necessary conditions that are jointly sufficient — is dubious. For as the neo-
Wittgensteinian’s — Weitz, Kennick, perhaps Ziff, and others — maintain, it is at
least possible to answer what I have called our three primary questions in ways
that are independent of each other. That is, there may be no reason to suppose that
the relevant answers dovetail — indeed, they may come apart.!!

For example, it is possible to deny that a real definition of art is possible, as
Weitz did,!? and to deny that artworks share any general features or essences, as
Kennick did,'? and still argue that we do possess reliable methods for identifying
or establishing that a given object or production is a work of art. That is, we may
be able to identify candidates as art even if art lacks an essence. After all, we man-
age to identify a great many other things for which we lack a real definition. Of
course, the leading candidate for a reliable method of art identification — the one
that the neo-Wittgensteinians championed — was the notion of family resem-
blance. In fact, it may be the only well-known alternative to definition to be
found in the literature so far, though, by way of preview, I should say that I plan to
introduce narration as another alternative.

On one variation of the family resemblance approach, we begin with a set of
cases of acknowledged or paradigmatic artworks. Given a new candidate for
membership in the set, one identifies it or establishes it to be a work of art by
determining whether it is sufficiently similar to our starting cases in a number of
respects. This resemblance to our paradigm is called a family resemblance. Estab-
lishing that something bears a family resemblance to our paradigms, or to works
whose resemblance to our paradigms has been previously recognized, is enough to
establish a new candidate to be an artwork. However, whether the family resem-
blance approach is a reliable method is subject to a number of challenges.

The first objection takes note of the logic of resemblance. Starting with a hand-
tul of paradigms, we can identify a second generation of what Arthur Danto has
called “affines” — things that share discernible similarities with our paradigms.'* Yet
these affines also have a great many properties that are not shared with our initial
group insofar as things that are similar to each other in some respects also differ from
each other in further respects. Consequently, a third generation of affines can be
constructed that bears a large number of resemblances to the second generation but
tew to the first. Clearly, in the fourth and fifth generations of affines, we can get very
far away from the package of properties possessed by the first generation. In fact, in
short order, since it is also a feature of the logic of resemblance that everything
resembles everything else in some respect, enough generations of affines of the sort
that I have in mind can be arrayed so that anything can be said to bear a family
resemblance to either an artistic paradigm or an affine thereof.
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Now this may not seem to be a particularly bothersome consequence in a
world that has been shaken by Dada. However, the family resemblance method
seems liable to identify anything as art for the wrong reason. A given snow shovel
might be recognized to be art as it is in the case of Duchamp’s In Advance of a Bro-
ken Arm; but I cannot claim that my snow shovel, which resembles Duchamp’s in
a hundred ways, is art on that basis. Perhaps my snow shovel could be made into a
work of art — maybe as a deadpan counterexample to the family resemblance
method. But it would require more than resemblance for that. In such a case, it
would require what Danto calls a “background of theory”!

One may worry whether the preceding demolition of the family resemblance
approach has not proceeded too hastily. For the family resemblance approach
depends upon our starting with some paradigmatic exemplars, and one might sus-
pect that the use of paradigms here could provide some constraints that would
halt the headlong rush to the conclusion that everything is art. For example, the
relevant resemblances, which this approach invokes, are said to be family resem-
blances. So perhaps that places suitable restraints upon what resemblances can
count in the process of establishing that a candidate in question is art. That is, the
collection of paradigms is a family, and any candidate that is to resemble them in a
family way must share whatever property (or properties) makes the collection a
family. But, of course, it has long been a criticism of the family resemblance
approach that the notion of “family” that figures so prominently in its name really
performs no work in the theory.!® Nor is this an accidental oversight, given the
other commitments of the most radical neo-Wittgensteinians. For if there were
criteria of family resemblance or criteria for what sort of resemblances count as
family resemblances, then the neo-Wittgensteinians would appear to be commit-
ted to the concession that there are at least necessary conditions for art. And that
is not a concession they will make.

At this point, one attempted rejoinder might be to say that the neo-
Wittgensteinians need not rely upon the notion of necessary conditions in
order to cash in the idea of family resemblance, but instead need only claim
that a family resemblance to our paradigmatic artworks is a resemblance by
virtue of correspondence to one or more members of a disjunctive set of the
paradigmatic artmaking properties of our paradigmatic artworks — that is, those
properties by virtue of which the artworks in question belong to our collec-
tion of paradigms. In other words, our collection of paradigmatic artworks
yields a disjunctive set of paradigmatic artmaking properties; and, so, a family
resemblance is a similarity to the paradigms in terms of one or more paradig-
matic artmaking properties. Thus, not just anything could become art, because
in order to be art a candidate would have to possess one or more of a disjunc-
tive set of paradigmatic artmaking properties.

However, this maneuver is not open to the neo-Wittgensteinian because such
a theorist is committed to the view that one cannot fix a paradigmatic set of art-
making properties. And if such a set cannot be fixed, then we are back to sorting
candidates in terms of resemblance rather than family resemblance. And that,
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combined with the principle that everything resembles everything else in some
respect, will leave intact the reductio ad absurdum initiated four paragraphs earlier.

The preceding dilemma demonstrates the inadequacy of the family resem-
blance approach as a reliable method for identifying artworks. And this, along with
the recognition that, pace Weitz, a definition of art, properly framed, need be no
impediment to artistic creativity, encouraged a return to the dream of finding an
identifying definition of art in terms of sets of necessary conditions that are jointly
sufficient. This drama has been played out most explicitly with reference to
Dickie’s institutional theory of art.'” Yet, to date, despite the voluminous
exchanges on the topic, the prospects for securing a real definition of art along
institutional lines seem slim.

George Dickie’s most recent version of an institutional theory is advanced in
his monograph The Art Circle. The core of the theory is a definition that proposes
that “a work of art is of a kind created to be presented to an artworld public’'8
This definition, in turn, is elucidated by the following four definitions: “A public
is a set of persons the members of which are prepared in some degree to under-
stand an object which is presented to them”;“An artworld system is a framework
for the presentation of a work of art by an artist to an artworld public”;“An artist
is a person who participates with understanding in the making of an artwork”;
and “The artworld is the totality of all artworld systems.”!” The first thing to note
about this set of definitions is that it is circular insofar as the concept of a work of
art is material to the definition of the artist, which, of course, is presupposed by
the definition of an artworld system that, in turn, supplies the basis for identifying
an artworld public upon which the very notion of a work of art depends. Of
course, noting this circularity is no news. Dickie himself calls attention to it, argu-
ing that the definition is circular because the concept of art, like other cultural
concepts, is inflected. Perhaps, however, rather than saying that the concept of art
requires a special sort of inflected definition, it might be more to the point to
admit that this reformulation of the institutional theory of art has just given up
the aim of producing a real definition of art where that is understood in terms of
the challenge that the neo-Wittgensteinians advanced.

Moreover, it seems to me, there is a real question as to whether the new institu-
tional theory is really a theory of art. For the inflected set of definitions, though
mentioning “art” at crucial points, could be filled in just as easily with the names of
other coordinated, communicative practices like philosophy or wisecracking. For
example, we might say that “a work of philosophy is a discourse of a kind created to
be presented to a philosophyworld public” or that “a wisecrack is a discourse of a
kind created to be presented to a jokeworld public” while also adjusting the related,
elucidating, inflected propositions so that the structure they picture is analogous in
terms of functional positions to the artworld and its systems.

But then the question arises as to whether George Dickie has really said any-
thing specific about art, as opposed to merely producing something like the nec-
essary framework of coordinated, communicative practices of a certain level of
complexity, where such practices cannot be identified in terms of their content.
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Art is an example of such a practice. But in illuminating certain necessary struc-
tural features of such practices, Dickie has not really told us anything about art qua
art. Rather, he has implied that art belongs to the genus of complex, coordinated,
communicative practices, and he has shown us by example some of the features
that such practices presuppose by way of interrelated structural functions.
Undoubtedly, such an analysis is not without interest. But it is not what disputants
in the conversation of analytic philosophy expected in the name of a definition.

Another way of making this point might be to agree that Dickie’s new version
of the institutional theory does tell us something about the necessary conditions
of art insofar as art 1s the product of a coordinated social practice. But the neces-
sary conditions in question are features shared also by social practices other than
art. This is not to say that the reformulation is uninformative. It points in the
direction of a social framework for artmaking that many philosophers may have
heretofore ignored. However, if at best George Dickie can claim only to have elu-
cidated some necessary conditions for artmaking of the sort shared by comparable
coordinated social practices, then he should give up talking about defining art. For
he is no longer playing that game according to its original rules, and it only con-
fuses matters to pretend that a real definition is still in the offing.?

Dickie’s response to the failure of family resemblance as a reliable means for
identifying artworks was to return — undoubtedly egged on by Weitz’s challenge —
to the project of framing a real, identifying definition of art. However, there may be
another lesson to be derived from the neo-Wittgensteinian episode and another
response to the failure of the family resemblance method. We may provisionally
accept the neo-Wittgensteinian suggestion in one of its weaker forms — to wit: that
a real definition of art is at least unnecessary — and agree that we nevertheless have
reliable means at our disposal for establishing whether or not a given candidate is
an artwork. Such a method will not be the family resemblance approach, of course,
since the objections of George Dickie and others do seem pretty compelling.
However, the refutation of that particular approach does not preclude that there
may be other methods for establishing that something is art and that these other
methods are not susceptible to the objections leveled at the family resemblance
approach. The particular method I have in mind is historical narration of the sort
that I will characterize in the next section of the present essay.>!

But before turning to that analysis, let me summarize my argumentative strategy
in light of the framework set forth in the preceding pages. I intend to answer the
question “What is art?” (where that question is taken to pertain to answering affir-
matively whether we have a reliable method for identifying art) by specifying the
nature of that method. My proposal is that we do have a reliable method for identi-
fying a candidate to be an artwork and that that method is historical narration.??

Concerning the question of whether art may be characterized by means of a
real definition, I remain agnostic: not only have George Dickie’s attempts to pro-
vide one failed, but, as I shall try to show in a later section of this essay, recent
attempts by Jerrold Levinson and Arthur Danto appear deeply problematic as well.
Needless to say, such failures do not prove that there is no essential definition of
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art. But since I maintain that we do not really need such a definition, our agnosti-
cism is not of the anxious variety. For the question of whether art can be defined
is “academic” in the strong sense of the term, since artworks can be identified by
other means.

NARRATION AND IDENTIFICATION

As previously suggested, a major impulse for a great deal of what we call art the-
ory derives from the practical pressure of adjudicating momentous shifts within
the practice of art. This is an historical conjecture. Perhaps some evidence for this
conjecture is that the greatest variation in art theories corresponds to the period
in Western art history that is marked by the fastest rates of innovation and change.
That is, the most seismic shifts in art theory have occurred during what I referred
to previously as the age of the avant-garde. Again, this is not said with the inten-
tion of denying that in previous epochs major changes called for theoretical
accommodation; I claim only that the seminal role of theory in negotiating spiral-
ing historical transitions becomes particularly salient in the age of the avant-garde.

The dialectical conversation of the analytic philosophy of art has unfolded against
the backdrop of avant-garde practice. Whether or not this has always been explicitly
acknowledged by the major participants in that conversation, it should be clear that
developments in the avant-garde have motivated what are identified as the crucial
turning points in the dialogue. Implicit in the theories of Clive Bell>* and R. G.
Collingwood?* are defenses of emerging avant-garde practices — neoimpressionism,
on the one hand, and the modernist poetics of Joyce, Stein, and Eliot on the other.
Indeed, these theories might be read as an attempt to realign the compass of art in
general according to a grid extrapolated from the previously mentioned avant-garde
movements. Susanne K. Langer’s theory of dance, in turn, might be read as a gloss on
the aesthetics of modern dance;?> while, given the premium they place on innova-
tion and originality, neo-Wittgensteinians would appear to have virtually incorpo-
rated the ideals of avant-gardism into their concept of art.

Likewise, George Dickie’s initial version of the institutional theory of art requires
something like the presupposition that Dada is a central form of artistic practice in
order for its intuition pumps (like Walter de Maria’s High Energy Bar) to work; while
Arthur Danto wondered at the end of his ““The Last Work of Art: Artworks and Real
Things” whether his essay was not just another avant-garde artwork.2° In any case,
Danto has freely admitted that the historical conditions for initiating a philosophy of
art, as he construes it, were secured by the avant-garde production of what he calls
“indiscernibles,” such as Warhol’s famous Brillo boxes.%’

Moreover, the linkage between art theory and avant-garde practice is evident
outside the canonical progression of analytic philosophers of art. Russian formal-
ism was intimately connected with Russian futurist poetry,®® while the recent
influential essays of Barthes and Foucault concerning the death of the author pro-
mote the explicit modernist ideals of cited authors, such as Mallarmé and Beckett,
as the conditions of all writing.?”
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The recurring correspondence between developments in art theory and devel-
opments in the avant-garde supplies a clue to the aims of art theory. Though art the-
ory may appear to be a purely abstract activity, it, like other forms of theory, has a
point and a purpose within the tradition and practice from which it has emerged.?"
Stated bluntly, the task of art theory in the age of the avant-garde has been, in fact,
to provide the means for explaining how the myriad modern subversions of tradi-
tional expectations about art — or at least some subset thereof — could count as art.
The question “What is art?” as it is posed by the art theorist in the age of the avant-
garde has generally, though perhaps in many cases only tacitly, been a question of fit-
ting innovations into the continuum of our artistic practices. That is, on my
interpretation of the history of art theory, the task of modern analytic aesthetics has
really been one of providing the means for identifying the revolutionary produc-
tions of the avant-garde as artworks. Theory does not blossom in a vacuum; it is for-
mulated in a context that shapes its agenda. And the context that motivates
theoretical activity in the branch of art theory concerned with the question “What
is Art?” is one in which change, transition, or revolution is a central problem.

As noted above, in many cases in the analytic tradition it is said that the answer
to the problem is sought in terms of real definitions; however, the family resem-
blance method has also attracted a vocal minority. So far, neither of these strategies
has proven to be entirely satisfactory. So perhaps another approach — the narrative
approach — is worth considering.

On my view, the paradigmatic problem that is, in effect, addressed by contem-
porary art theory is one in which the public is confronted with an object or per-
formance that is presented by an artist but is at odds with the public’s expectations
about what counts as art. Some, often outraged, members of the public and their
critic-representatives charge that the new work is not art; others claim that it is
art. The question of whether or not the work is art is then joined, with the burden
of proof placed on those who maintain that the new work is art.

How does one go about meeting this challenge? I think that the most com-
mon way in which this is accomplished is to tell a story that connects the disputed
work x with preceding artmaking contexts in such a way that the production of x
can be seen as an intelligible outcome of recognizable processes of thinking and
making within the practice.

Typically the question of whether or not x is art arises in a context in which a
skeptic fails to see how the object in dispute could have been produced in the net-
work of practices with which she is already familiar — that is, if those practices are
to remain the same practices with which she is already familiar. There is a per-
ceived gap, so to speak, between the anomalous avant-garde production x and an
already existing body of work with an antecedently acknowledged tradition of
making and thinking. In order to defend the status of x as art, the proponent of x
must fill in that gap. And the standard way of filling in that gap is to produce a cer-
tain type of historical narrative, one that supplies the sequence of activities of
thinking and making required to, in a manner of speaking, fill in the distance
between a Rembrandt and a readymade.
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In order to counter the suspicion that x is not a work of art, the defender of x
has to show how x emerged intelligibly from acknowledged practices via the same
sort of thinking, acting, decisionmaking, and so on that is already familiar in the
practice. This involves telling a certain kind of story about the work in question:
namely, a historical narrative of how x came to be produced as an intelligible
response to an antecedent art-historical situation about which a consensus with
respect to its art status already exists. With a contested work of art what we try to
do is place it within a tradition where it becomes more and more intelligible.3!
And the standard way of doing this is to produce an historical narrative.

The paradigmatic situation I have asked you to recall in order to motivate my
hypothesis is one in which a work is presented and challenged and in which the
challenge is met by means of a narrative. However, equally typical is the situation
in which the narrative is told proleptically — that is, told ahead of time in order to
forestall an anticipated challenge. This proleptic story may be told or published by
an artist, perhaps in the form of a manifesto or an interview, or, more likely, by a
critic. Indeed, much of the task of the critic who champions the work in question
is to place it in a framework that will render its connections with acknowledged
portions of the tradition intelligible.3?

For example, in order to allay misgivings about a painting by Morris Lewis,
Clement Greenberg provides a narrative that connects it to the program of ana-
lytical cubism.To a certain extent, the choice of the starting point of the narrative
may be strategic. That is, the defender of the disputed work x begins the story
with a body of artmaking techniques and purposes that she supposes the target
audience acknowledges to be within the artistic tradition. However, in principle,
such narratives are always open to being, so to say, pushed back further in time
under the pressure of skeptical questioning. Thus, if analytical cubism is not a
pragmatically effective starting point for defending the painting by Lewis, one
may have to tell the narrative that gets us from impressionism or even realism to
analytical cubism before one tells the narrative from analytical cubism to Lewis.

Nevertheless, though these narratives may be “strategic” in the sense in which I
have just conceded, this does not entail that they are arbitrary or imposed in the way
that historical constructivists maintain. For there is no reason to suspect that the his-
torical connections that figure in our narratives are not literally truth-tracking.

Obviously, this method for identifying or establishing a proftered work x as an
artwork presupposes some body of work and associated practices that are agreed to
be artistic by the various parties involved in a given debate. That is true, but it is not
a problem for the narrative approach to identifying artworks. For example, it makes
no sense to charge the narrative approach with circularity on the basis of these
assumptions. For circularity is a defect in real definitions, and the narrative approach
to identitying art does not entail definitions. Narratives are not definitions.

Furthermore, presupposing that we approach our problem knowing some
examples of artworks and their associated practices is an assumption made not
only by the narrative approach but by its competitors as well. Clearly, the family
resemblance approach makes such assumptions in presuming that we can desig-
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nate a set of paradigmatic artworks. Likewise, George Dickie admits that knowl-
edge of art as we know it is requisite for mobilizing his conception of the art cir-
cle; at the same time, definitionists in general must allow that we have some core
knowledge of art and its practices in order to frame their theories and to weigh
the force of counterexamples. Consequently, the presupposition that the narrative
approach assumes — that there is already some knowledge about art and its prac-
tices — should be no obstacle to its potential as a means for identifying art.

Previously I claimed that the question “What is art?” serves as an umbrella
under which a series of questions might be advanced, including these: Is there a
reliable method for identifying artworks? Does art have any essential or general
features? and Can art be defined? The narrative approach answers the question
about whether there is a reliable method for identifying art affirmatively. That is,
the narrative method is one reliable method. On the question of whether art can
be defined, we are, as noted, agnostic; like many agnostics in the realm of religion,
though, we are not tortured by our suspense in this matter. For if our earlier his-
torical conjecture is correct, if what drives art theory is the quest for a reliable
means of identifying artworks, then the narrative method satisfies our needs in a
way that makes answering the question of art’s definition academic. Whether art
has a definition may remain a question of some marginal philosophical interest;
but art theory can discharge its duties without answering it.

I have supplied answers to two of the three primary questions sketched earlier,
but the issue remains as to where the narrative approach stands on the matter of
whether art has any essential or general features. Here the version of the narrative
approach that I wish to defend delivers an affirmative answer. Though I am con-
vinced that art has more than one essential or general feature, for the purpose of
advancing my narrative approach it is necessary only to argue that art has at least
one necessary feature: historicity.

Art, as R. A. Sharpe nicely puts it, is an affair of ancestors, descendants, and
postulants.3®> Each artist is trained in a tradition of techniques and purposes to
which her own work, in one way or another, aims to be an addition.?* The artist
learns the tradition, or at least crucial parts of it, in the course of learning certain
procedures of production, along with their attending folkways, self~-understand-
ings, rules of thumb, associated values, and even theories. In producing artworks,
the artist remains in conversation with her teachers — sometimes repeating, some-
times improving upon, and sometimes disputing their achievements. But in every
instance, the artist is always involved in extending the tradition; typically, even the
artist who repudiates large portions of it does so in order to refurn it to what she
perceives to be its proper direction.

Alongside the artist’s traditions of production, there are also traditions of
reception — that is, traditions of appreciating and understanding works of art on
the part of audiences — that include paradigms for looking at, listening to, and
interpreting works of art. However, such traditions are not entirely disjunct from
those of production, if only because artists are audiences as well. That is, they
attend to their own works and to those of others in the ways provided by our tra-



IDENTIFYING ART 87

ditions of reception and, in consequence, these artists then produce works gov-
erned by the internalized norms and purposes that they, the artists, have derived
from our practices of appreciation and understanding. Of course, to a lesser
extent, especially in modern society, audiences are also introduced to the artist’s
side of the exchange, typically receiving some rudimentary training in some art-
making practice along with training in various practices of appreciation (e.g., inter-
preting stories for their morals).

The coordinated traditions of production and reception provide artists, audi-
ences, audience/artists, and artist/audiences with the means for orienting their
activities. Understanding a work of art, in large measure, is a matter of situating it,
of placing it in a tradition. This may not be immediately apparent to some because
the degree to which historical sensitivities, categories, and concepts are enmeshed
in our art education blinds us to the influential, sometimes constitutive, role that
they play in our appreciative responses. People deploy far more art-historical
knowledge than they are often self-consciously aware of deploying. But even the
simple identification of a drama as Shakespearean or a film as a silent comedy
mobilizes historical knowledge that, in turn, shapes appreciation in terms of
appropriate modes of response, including the postulation of relevant comparisons,
expectations, and norms. Producing art, on the other hand, also, often unavoidably,
involves awareness of the tradition — awareness of precedents and predecessors, of
available techniques and purposes, of influences and the anxieties thereof,® of
audience expectations, and of the historically rooted reactions that are apt to be
engendered by subverting such expectations at a given moment.

Art has an inexpugnable historical dimension because it is a practice with a
tradition. Moreover, this tradition is taught historically. Artists study their prede-
cessors, their aims, and their breakthroughs in order to prepare themselves for
their own contribution to the tradition. And the audience learns to appreciate and
to interpret the productions of artists in terms of period concepts, in terms of
generational strife and competition between artists, in terms of evolutionary solu-
tions to preexisting problems as well as through historically grounded standards
such as innovative/conservative, original/unoriginal, revolutionary/retrograde,
not to mention the very idea of the avant-garde. Without art history, there is no
practice of artmaking as we know it, nor is there the possibility of understanding
that practice to any appreciable extent. In this sense, history is a necessary condi-
tion for art; and, thus, art has at least one essential feature.

Moreover, the assertion that art has this essential feature is connected to the
strategy — historical narration — that I advocate as a reliable method for identifying
art. If understanding a work of art involves placing it within a tradition, then chal-
lenging a particular claimant amounts to the charge that it cannot be placed in
any intelligible way within the tradition. Meeting that challenge, then, is a matter
of placing the claimant within the tradition. The challenge, if unwarranted, is a
failure of historical understanding. Deflecting the challenge involves delivering
historical understanding. And the most straightforward way of supplying historical
understanding is historical narration.
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Of course, I have said that a historical narrative will do the job if the challenge
is unwarranted. This allows that a challenge may be warranted, which, at the very
least, effectively implies that there is no adequate historical narrative available to
connect the work in question to the tradition.

The perplexity that the work of the avant-garde provokes in the skeptic is a
function of the skeptic’s inability to discern a plausible connection between the
work in dispute and the rest of the tradition. The task of historical narration in this
context is to make such a connection visible to the skeptic. Historical narration is an
appropriate means for establishing whether or not the work under fire is art because
it is a way of showing whether or not the work is part of a developing tradition.

So far, a great deal of weight has been placed on the role of historical narra-
tives in identifying art. However, little has been said about the nature of these nar-
ratives. At this juncture, then, it will be useful to characterize the relevant features
of the species of historical narrative that we deploy in order to identify and estab-
lish a claimant to be a work of art.

The first and perhaps most obvious thing to say about such narratives is that
insofar as they are historical narratives, rather than fictional narratives, they are com-
mitted to reporting sequences of events and states of affairs accurately or truthfully.
That is, in order to succeed fully in establishing the claim that a given work is a
work of art by means of a historical narrative requires at the very least that the
narrative be true. This means that the reports of events and states of affairs that
constitute the narrative must be true and that the asserted connections between
those events and states of affairs must obtain. If it is an ingredient in the narrative
that x influenced y, then it must be true that x influenced y. If the narrative in
question is at best plausible, given our state of knowledge, then it must be plausi-
ble that x influenced y.

The historical narratives that identify art are, among other things, ideally accurate
reports of sequences of events and states of affairs. That they are accurate reports of
sequences indicates that they respect a certain temporal order. A narrative is a time-
ordered series of events and states of affairs. This does not mean that the order of
exposition in the narrative must mirror the order of the chronology to which it
refers, but only that the actual chronology of events be available from the narrative.
This is consonant with the requirement that the narratives be truthful, since in order
to be truthful the narrative should not rearrange the chronology of events. But this
requirement does not follow from the demand for truthfulness, since the require-
ment for time-ordering would be violated where it is impossible to discern the
actual sequence of events and not only where the proposed time-ordering is false.

Thus far we have said that the relevant type of narrative aspires to be an accu-
rate report of a time-ordered sequence of events. In other words, it must be at least
what is often called a chronicle.>® But more is required for the sort of narrative we
need. The kind of narrative we are looking for has an explanatory role to play: it
has to explain how an anomalous work in the present is part of the previously
acknowledged practices of artmaking. Before undertaking a narrative of this sort,
we already know where it must end in order to be successful. Specifically, it needs
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to end with a presentation of the work or works, or the performance or perfor-
mances, whose status is contested. The task of the narrative is to show that this
event is the result or outcome of a series of intelligible decisions, choices, and
actions that originate in and emerge from earlier, already acknowledged practices
of artmaking. That is, the narrative must represent the presentation of the con-
tested work as part of a whole process that can be recognized to be artistic.?”
Moreover, though it may be controversial to claim that all historical narratives
have unified subjects, the historical narratives discussed here will have such a sub-
ject insofar as they are organized around the dominant purpose of explaining why
some contested work is art.3

The endpoint of such a narrative — its moment of closure, if you will — is the
presentation or production of the contested work. On the other hand, the begin-
ning of the story sets the stage by establishing the art-historical context of the
work — generally by describing a set of prevailing artmaking practices about
which there is consensus that the works produced in that context are bona fide
art. Pragmatic considerations may determine how far back into history the story
must go in order to be convincing for given audiences. However, wherever the
story begins, it must be connected to the subsequent events recounted in terms of
real historical relations such as, for example, causation and influence. Pragmati-
cally, the choice of where to begin such a narrative may be relative to an audi-
ence’s consensus about what is indisputably art, but whether the states of affairs are
part of the series of events recounted is not arbitrary. And, perhaps needless to say,
I am presuming that there will always be some earlier point in time about which
there is consensus about acknowledged artmaking practices.

By now, we have some sense of where the kinds of historical narratives in
question begin and end. But what constitutes the middle of the story or, as I
would prefer to call it, the complication?

The narrative begins by describing an acknowledged artmaking context. For
simplicity’s sake, let us imagine that there is consensus about the art status of the
artistic practices that exist just prior to the appearance of the disputed work. In
this case, the story begins with a sketch of the relevant artworld at the time the
artist, whose work is contested, enters it. Thus, if our subject is the work of Isadora
Duncan — of which Vaslav Nijinsky charged, “[H]er performance is spontaneous
and cannot be taught. ... [I]t is not art”3 — then we are likely to begin our story
with an account of the turn-of-the-century theatrical dance scene in the West
that was dominated by academic ballet.

The complication in the story then emerges as we outline the artist’s assessment
of the artworld as she finds it. Of course, an artist may assess a given artworld to be
unproblematic and simply go on to produce works in the same manner to which
she has become accustomed.*” But then the story is a very short one. However, in
the case of innovative work of the sort that is likely to cause dispute, the artist is apt
to assess the existing artworld as requiring change or alteration either in the direc-
tion of solving some problem internal to existing artworld practices or in the direc-
tion of radically reorienting the project of the relevant artworld.*!
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Duncan, for example, assessed the ballet-dominated dance scene in late-nine-
teenth-century America to be tired, rigid, and stifling — features she associated
with the Old World. In contrast, she searched for forms that were spontaneous and
natural (by her lights) and would serve to emblematize the Whitmanesque strains
of her vision of the American spirit.*?

The complication in our narratives commences as we introduce the artist’s
conception of the context in which she finds herself. The story gets rolling when
we establish that the artist is resolved to change that context in one way or
another. In noting the artist’s conception of the situation and her resolve to
change it, we elucidate the impetus of her assessment of the need or opportunity
for change. Here the impetus may come from pressure within the artworld or
from concerns derived from broader cultural contexts, or from a mixture of the
two. In Duncan’s case, for example, the aim of rejuvenating dance as well as the
impulse to align it with romantic aesthetics might be thought of as imperatives
internal to the artworld, while the desire to forge a style of dance with a distinctly
American identity implemented a broader cultural politics, one heralded, for
example, in Emerson’s essay “The American Scholar.”

Once we have established the artist’s resolve to change artworld practices, and
once we have shown how it is intelligible that someone in that context might
come to have the resolve in question, then we go on to demonstrate how the
artist’s choice of the means to her end makes sense in the historical context under
discussion. That is, we show how the means adopted would be deemed appropri-
ate for securing the artist’s purposes given the alternatives the situation afforded.
Or, in other words, we must show that what the artist did in the existing context
was a way of achieving her purposes. This involves sketching the situation in such
a way that it becomes evident why certain artistic choices make sense given the
values, associations, and consequences that are likely to attach to them in the per-
tinent historical context.*?

Thus, to return to the case of Isadora Duncan, we continue her story by not-
ing the way in which her choice of the bare foot as her medium contravened the
constrained pointwork of ballet in a way that within the presiding cultural frame-
work would be associated with freedom, spontaneity, and naturalness. Similar
observations might be made about her choice of loose-fitting tunics in opposition
to tight ballet corsets.

In order to show that the disputed work of an artist is art, we must show in the
course of our narrative that the artist’s assessment of the initiating situation and the
resolve she formulated in response to that assessment were intelligible. To do this we
need to show that the artist had a reasonable interpretation of certain general under-
standings of the purposes of art that were abroad and alive in her culture. These gen-
eral understandings include such purposes as the following: that art is expressive, or
that it challenges complacent moral views, or that it is about itself. It is the artist’s
reasonable interpretation of these general purposes that ground her assessment and
her resolve. In the case of Duncan, her claim to return to the natural expressivity of
Greek art situated her revolution in recognizable artistic purposes.
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Once it is established, by narrating the conditions that give rise to her assess-
ments, that the artist’s resolve is intelligible, we go on to show that the techniques,
procedures, and strategies she enlists are effective ones for realizing her purposes,
given the lay of the artworld — that is, given the alternative, available strategies and
their associated values.** Finally, this elaboration of choices and rationales —
including, possibly, a citation of the artist’s experimentation with difterent alterna-
tives — eventuates in the production of the contested work. My claim is that if
through historical narration the disputed work can be shown to be the result of
reasonable or appropriate choices and actions that are motivated by intelligible
assessments that support a resolution to change the relevant artworld context for
the sake of some recognizable aim of art, then, all things being equal, the disputed
work is an artwork.*

In theory, these stories sound immensely complicated; in practice they are not.
For example, gathering together the fragments, recited so far, of the Isadora Dun-
can story, when someone denies that her barefoot prancing and posing in Chopin
Waltzes is art, we could tell the following narrative:

Turn-of-the-century theatrical dance in the West, excluding Russia, was
dominated by forms of academic ballet that contemporary commentators,
like Bernard Shaw, felt had become tired and cliched. From Isadora Duncan’s
point of view, the problem was that ballet was an ossified discipline, mechan-
ical and uninspired. As a child of the New World, she saw in it all the vices
Americans attributed to Europe. It was artificial, lifeless, and formal. It was
the epitome of the Old World. Duncan aspired to new dance forms that
were spontaneous and natural. She found her sources in disparate places,
including social dancing, physical culture, gymnastics, and the Delstarte
deportment movement. From 1904 to 1914, Duncan was at the peak of her
career. She replaced the toeshoe and the corset of ballet with the bare foot
and the loose tunic. And her ebb-and-flow movement in pieces like Chopin
Waltzes was designed to recall the natural thythms of waves. At the same
time, the use of running and walking in her choreography exchanged the
measured and predetermined cadence of academic ballet for the more per-
sonally inflected gesture. Undoubtedly her conception of art as a means to
individual expression derived as much from romantic poetry as it did from
the tradition of American individualism. But Duncan did not see herself as
creating something completely new. She conceived of herself as returning
the dance to the founding values of naturalness which she identified with
Greek art. Thus, with Chopin Waltzes, Duncan was able to solve the problem
of the stagnation of theatrical dance by repudiating the central features of the
dominant ballet and by reimagining an earlier ideal of dance.

Narratives like this can be expanded in many directions. Further details may
be included about the initial art-historical context: more background on the
artist’s influences, assessments, and decisions can be added, along with further
descriptions of central and/or exemplary events, experiences, and experiments
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that contributed to the artist’s resolutions and actions. Such narratives may appear
seamless in the hands of an accomplished art critic, but they have a great deal of
structure. So, to return from simple practice to abstract theory, let me try to cap-
ture that structure with a formula:

x is an identifying narrative only if x is (1) an accurate and (2) time-
ordered report of a sequence of events and states of affairs concerning (3)
a unified subject (generally the production of a disputed work)*® that (4)
has a beginning, a complication, and an end, where (5) the end is explained
as the outcome of the beginning and the complication, where (6) the
beginning involves the description of an initiating, acknowledged art-his-
torical context, and where (7) the complication involves tracing the adop-
tion of a series of actions and alternatives as appropriate means to an end
on the part of a person who has arrived at an intelligible assessment of the
art-historical context in such a way that she is resolved to change (or reen-
act)* it in accordance with recognizable and live purposes of the practice.

Undoubtedly some clarificatory remarks about this formula are in order.
My point has been that art theory has been driven by the question of how we
identify innovative works as art, especially in contexts where such works are
subject to dispute. I claim that the way in which this is done is by historical
narratives of the sort we call “identifying narratives.” An adequate identifying
narrative establishes that a work in question emerged in recognizable ways
from an acknowledged artworld context through an intelligible process of
assessment, resolution, and action.

If we review the conditions I have advanced for an identifying narrative, it is
probably pretty apparent that the explanatory force of this sort of narrative relies on
the fact — most evident in my characterization of the complication — that underly-
ing this narrative is the structure of practical reasoning.*® The artist’s assessment
leads to a resolution, which leads to the choice from alternatives of means to that
end, which choices then ensue in the action we want explained — the production
of the disputed work. If in our reconstruction of this process we are able to show
that the assessments, resolutions, and choices were intelligible in context, we are
well on our way to showing that the work in question is an artwork.

It is not my contention that the explanatory power of all historical narratives
rests on an underlying structure of practical reasoning, but only that the explana-
tory power of many historical narratives, including identifying narratives, does so.
That many narratives are similarly based in the structure of practical reasoning
should be noncontroversial. Think of the degree to which most popular narrative
films, like Terminator 2, are founded almost exclusively on the problem/solution
structure. That it should turn out that identifying narratives are also of this sort
would seem to follow from a natural interpretation of the question that motivates
them. That is, when confronted with an anomalous production that forces the
question of whether it is art, a natural path to the answer is to hypothesize why
someone would, in a given context, produce such an object for presentation to an
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artworld audience. And answering that question is a matter of reconstructing a
process of intelligible assessment, resolution, choice, and action.

Though the example I have developed of the identifying narrative is relatively
simple, it is easy to envisage more complex, expanded identifying narratives. Iden-
tifying narratives may include “embedded” narratives — for example, identifying
narratives within identifying narratives dealing with cases where certain avant-
garde experiments prove unsatisfactory (from the artist’s point of view) until the
final production of the disputed work. And identifying narratives can be
“enchained” — that is, several identifying narratives may be arrayed “back to back,”
as in our example concerning the Morris Lewis painting.*’

Furthermore, though the reliance on practical reasoning seems to restrict
identifying narratives exclusively to the productions of individuals, there really is
no reason why identifying narratives cannot be extended to movements. That is,
not only may we mobilize identifying narratives to say why Richard Long’s hud-
dle of rocks called Cornwall Circle is art, but we may also employ such narratives to
say why movements like Dada, given the Dadaists” assessments and resolutions,
confronted the artworld with certain objects and antics. Ultimately, such narra-
tives may have to be cashed in with reference to the activities of specific artists.
But if that constraint is understood, there is no problem in depicting a movement
in terms of its corporate assessments, resolutions, and choices when we explain
why the movement in question produces the kind of objects it does.

One objection to the narrative approach might be that there are intelligible
processes of assessment, resolution, and choice in artworld contexts that do not
issue in artworks. Thus, identifying narratives of certain objects and performances
might be told of productions that are not art. In the lore of film history, for exam-
ple, the story is told that as a result of their heated and long-standing debate about
the nature of film montage, Sergei Eisenstein named his dog “Pudovkin” in dis-
honor of his rival V. I. Pudovkin. In this, Eisenstein was not some sort of precursor
of William Wegman. Eisenstein was not turning his dog into an artwork. He
meant to insult his competitor Pudovkin. But surely a true story could be told
about the way in which Eisenstein, in the context of an artistic debate, came to an
assessment that resulted in the naming of his dog Pudovkin as a means of express-
ing his resolution that the “linkage” version of montage (Pudovkin’s version) be
discarded. Does this show that Eisenstein’s dog was a work of art? How can the
narrative approach keep dogs out of the artworld?

But, of course, we do not really want to keep dogs out of the artworld sim-
pliciter. We only want to keep Eisenstein’s dog out of the Soviet filmworld in par-
ticular and out of the pre-World War II Soviet artworld in general. In order to do
s0, it seems that we need to add to our account the constraint that the thinking and
making that our identifying narratives reconstruct be localized to activities occur-
ring within recognizable artworld systems of presentation: that is, artforms, media,
and genres that are available to the artist in question. Thus, Eisenstein’s naming of
the dog Pudovkin, though a creative act by an artist, is not counted among the
accomplishments of the golden age of Soviet art because the relevant thinking and
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acting was not transacted in the context of a recognizable artworld system of pre-
sentation. Surely the dog was not a film or a poem. Soviet Russia before World War
II simply lacked a structure or convention of presentation in which Eisenstein’s dog
could — through an act of christening — become an artwork.

To say that the solution to this problem is that identifying narratives be
restricted to thinking and making within recognizable artworld systems of presen-
tation may appear simply to move the problem up a notch. But I would prefer to
say that what it does is move the solution up a notch. The putative problem with
relying on recognizable systems of artworld presentation is this: How are we to
identify those systems? Here I feel we can say that, for the most part, there is an
acknowledged consensus about a large body of available artworld systems of pre-
sentation in our culture, just as there is a large body of objects that we agree are
art. In most cases, the question of whether the relevant thinking and making tran-
spired in such a system can be settled straightforwardly. Of course, we can also
point to cases in which there are disputes about whether or not a putative system
of presentation is an artworld system.The issue then becomes a matter of how one
identifies a system of presentation as a recognizable artworld system that is avail-
able to the artist in question.

Not surprisingly, perhaps, my answer to the question of how we go about
establishing that certain presentational systems are artworld systems is “by means
of historical narration.”

Novel artworld systems of presentation do not simply appear on the landscape
by magic or by acts of nature. They are evolved from preexisting artistic practices
by their proponents through self-conscious processes of thinking and making.
Early filmmakers succeeded in turning a new technology into a recognizable art-
world system of presentation by initially adapting it as an effective means for dis-
charging the preexisting purposes of already acknowledged arts such as theater,
painting, the short story, and the novel. Establishing that film was an artworld pre-
sentation system is a matter of explaining how the choices of early filmmakers
flowed in a recognizable manner from the intelligible assessments and resolutions
they made with respect to the artistic potential of the new technology.

Of course, there are other ways of introducing novel presentational systems. Film
was introduced initially by mimicking existing, acknowledged forms of artmaking
and their purposes. But novel presentational systems have been introduced in living
memory by 