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ART AND KNOWLEDGE

Almost all of us would agree that the experience of art is deeply rewarding. However, why this is the case remains a puzzle: why do many of us find works of art much more important than other sources of pleasure? Art and Knowledge argues that the experience of art is so rewarding because it can be an important source of knowledge about ourselves and our relation to each other and to the world.

The view that art is a source of knowledge can be traced as far back as Aristotle and Horace. Artists as various as Tasso, Sidney, Pope, Shelley, Dylan Thomas, Reynolds, Constable, Trollope, Henry James and Mendelssohn have believed that art contributes to knowledge. As attractive as this view may be, it has never been satisfactorily defended, either by artists or by philosophers. Art and Knowledge reflects on the essence of art and argues that it ought to provide insight as well as pleasure. It argues that all the arts, including music, are importantly representational. This kind of representation is fundamentally different from that found in the sciences, but it can provide insights as important and profound as any available from the sciences. While science tries to exclude emotion, the emotional responses generated by artworks give them their cognitive value. Once we recognise that works of art can contribute to knowledge we can avoid thorough relativism about aesthetic value and we can be in a position to evaluate the avant-garde art of the past century.

Art and Knowledge is an exceptionally clear and interesting, as well as controversial, exploration of what art is and why it is valuable. It will be of interest to all philosophers of art, artists and art critics.


James O. Young is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Victoria. He is the author of Global Anti-realism (1995).
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FOR MY WIFE





Art is not indifferent to truth; it is essentially the pursuit of truth.

R. G. Collingwood
Principles of Art, p. 288


I have no exquisite reason for’t, but I have reason good enough.

Shakespeare
Twelfth Night, Act II, Scene 3






PREFACE

Keats famously asserted that beauty is truth. I would not put the point in these terms (I am a philosopher, not a poet) but, roughly speaking, Keats was right. At least, he was right about the beauty frequently ascribed to works of art. We can mean many things when we call something beautiful, but sometimes when we say that a work of art is beautiful we mean that it provides insight into the truth. More generally, a work of art can be beautiful because it is a source of knowledge. I will call this Keats’s hypothesis.

Keats has not been the only person to suggest that beauty and knowledge are intimately connected. Many other poets have maintained that readers can learn from their works. Horace, Tasso, Sidney, Pope, Shelley, and a host of others have held as much. Dylan Thomas once said that, ‘A good poem … helps to extend everyone’s knowledge of himself and the world around him.’ Painters (such as Reynolds and Constable), novelists (among them Trollope and James) and composers (Mendelssohn, for example) have made similar claims about their arts. Artists are not the only people who have endorsed Keats’s hypothesis. Philosophers from Aristotle to Nelson Goodman and critics from Dr Johnson to F. R. Leavis have also done so.

Although Keats’s hypothesis has had distinguished advocates, it remains controversial. The problem is that it has more frequently been asserted than defended. Philosophers have paid it insufficient attention. When they have considered the hypothesis, their defences have often been sketchy or unsuccessful. Many advocates of Keats’s hypothesis have probably thought that it is obviously true. The hypothesis has obvious attractions. For example, it can explain why art is more important and valuable than either entertainment or decoration. The view that art, at its best, is a more important enterprise than the production of perfume or upholstery is not mere snobbery. Any enterprise that can provide knowledge will have an importance that entertainment and decoration cannot possess. Nevertheless, for all its intuitive appeal, Keats’s hypothesis is in need of defence. This essay has been written in the hope of providing a more persuasive defence of the hypothesis than philosophers have hitherto presented.

Throughout this essay, I illustrate my arguments with examples of actual artworks. I have tried to choose examples that will be familiar to most of my readers. Of course, I have tended to refer to works that I most admire. Fortunately, my tastes in painting and literature are pretty standard. Most of my literary examples are drawn from the canon of English literature. The paintings that I mention are familiar masterpieces of European art. My tastes in music are a little more idiosyncratic, and I refer to works of the baroque period more often than is usual. Still, I think that most of the compositions I mention will be familiar to almost all readers.

I will draw examples from all of the fine arts, but I will speak mainly about music, literature and painting. Only occasionally will I mention architecture, sculpture, dance, film and other arts. This is partly because I know less about these arts and partly because I cannot mention everything. Nevertheless, I believe that Keats’s hypothesis is true of all of the arts. Some people believe that only some arts can provide knowledge. I believe that all of them can.

One note on the format of this essay is required. It contains no footnotes or endnotes in the usual sense of the term. I find footnotes a distraction while I read, and this essay is designed to be read without reference to any notes. At the end of the book, readers will find a bibliographic note corresponding to most of the essay’s twenty-seven sections. Readers who are curious about sources can consult these notes. I have also included a bibliography, probably the most extensive yet compiled on the topic of art and knowledge.

In the course of writing this essay, I profited from the comments and criticisms of many people. Most of all, I must thank my colleagues Colin Macleod and Jan Zwicky. They carefully read the entire manuscript and met with me to discuss it. I made fewer changes to the manuscript than they suggested, but their comments certainly helped me to improve it. My father-in-law, the Honourable Donald Bowman, also read an entire draft. I very much appreciated the comments of an informed non-philosopher, particularly one with the perceptiveness of an astute jurist. I participated in a session on literature and knowledge at the May 1998 meetings of the Canadian Philosophical Association. The paper I delivered on that occasion contained the germ of some material included in this essay. The other participants were David Davies, Peter Lamarque and Carl Matheson and they all made helpful comments on my contribution. Deborah Knight, who was in the audience on that occasion, also had useful criticisms. I read a paper on music as a source of knowledge at the University of Manitoba in March 1997 and I am grateful to the audience on that occasion for their probing questions and insightful comments. At the June 1997 Canadian Philosophical Association meetings Evan Kirchhoff and Carl Matheson gave a paper, to which I replied, in which they usefully criticised some of my early writings on art and knowledge. Correspondence with Dominic Lopes was of assistance when I was writing the passages dealing with art and moral knowledge. I had a brief but valuable conversation with Christopher Cordiner while in Melbourne for the 1999 Australasian Association of Philosophy Conference. Robert Ginsberg suggested many valuable stylistic improvements. I have also profited from the criticisms and suggestions of Jennifer Bates, Bill Barthelemy, Jeff Foss, Thomas Heyd, Duncan MacIntosh, Justine Noel, Karen Shirley, Dick Simpson and Lana Simpson. The comments of two anonymous readers for Routledge were of great assistance as I revised this work for publication. I am grateful to Tony Bruce, the Routledge Philosophy Editor, and Muna Khogali, the Philosophy Editorial Assistant, for their assistance in seeing this book through the press.

This is the traditional place to thank one’s wife for her assistance and encouragement. Unfortunately, my wife proved of virtually no practical assistance. She read next to nothing of the manuscript, and she would have laughed if I had suggested that she edit it or perform some similar wifely task. The fact that she gave birth to two children (Julia and Piers) while I was writing the book did not help matters at all. Still, Laurel is the light of my life, and to her this book is fondly dedicated.

Victoria, British Columbia, 2001





1: WHAT IS ART?

Definitions of art

I believe that every item properly classified as a work of art can contribute to human knowledge. In other words, I maintain that all artworks possess cognitive value. One might dispute this thesis in two ways. Some people will hold that no works of art have cognitive value. On their view, an artwork, unlike a work of history or science, is not the sort of thing from which one can learn. Alternatively, one might hold that, although some artworks have cognitive value, not all of them do. This second objection states that a satisfactory definition of art will not make reference to cognitive value. The bulk of this essay is designed to show that the first sort of objection is mistaken. This first chapter has the more modest goal of replying to the second objection. In this chapter, I assume that one can learn from at least some of the things which have been classified as works of art. I then argue that art ought to be defined in such a way that only items with cognitive value count as artworks.

This chapter is divided into four sections. The first section contains general reflections on how art is to be defined. I adopt the view that art is whatever is accepted as art by an artworld. In the second section I argue that art can be defined only relative to an artworld. Something never possesses arthood tout court. Rather it is an artwork for some artworld or other. The third section argues that an artworld can be given reasons for accepting only certain items as works of art. The fourth section reveals that these reasons indicate that an artworld ought to accept as art only works with cognitive value. The conclusions of this chapter are, in large part, independent of the general position adopted in the rest of this essay. Readers can deny that a definition of art ought to make reference to cognitive value. At the same time, they can accept that I give, in subsequent chapters, a sound argument for the conclusion that some artworks have cognitive value and that I explain how this is possible.

A few generations ago, writers on the epistemology of art typically began with the bald assertion that a genuine work of art is a source of knowledge. According to such authors, a work which is merely a source of delight or sensuous pleasure is not a work of art. Sometimes these writers implied that only decadent cultures and individuals have thought otherwise. I would like to be able to make such statements with impunity, but I cannot. Consequently, I am forced to begin this essay with a discussion of the definition of art. I will then be in a position to say that only works with cognitive value are works of art. I may even hint that anyone who disagrees is decadent.

A basic question often arises when we ask for the definition of a particular concept. A long time ago, Plato asked whether something is pious because the gods love it or whether the gods love something because it is pious. Similarly, we can ask whether something is art because the artworld accepts it, or whether the artworld accepts an object because it is art. (When the question is put in this way, another question arises: who counts as a member of the artworld? My answer is elegantly democratic. I count as an artworld member anyone who uses the word ‘art’.) In other words, a question about the property of arthood needs to be addressed. It could be either a relational property or an intrinsic property. A relational property is a property an object possesses only in relation to another object. The property of being a father, for example, is a relational property. Someone possesses it only in relation to his children. The property of being beloved is another. An intrinsic property is a property an object possesses independently of any other. So, for example, the property of being spherical is an intrinsic property. If something is art because the artworld accepts it as such, then arthood is a relational property. If, on the other hand, the artworld accepts things as artworks because of properties they possess, then arthood is an intrinsic property.

Some philosophers have believed that arthood is an intrinsic property, others that it is relational. Some philosophers have believed that arthood is essentially the capacity to express or convey emotion. This capacity is an intrinsic property. Other philosophers have thought that artworks all possess certain formal properties, such as uniformity amid variety. These philosophers also believe that arthood is an intrinsic property. Still others hold that all arthood is the intrinsic property of being able to contribute to knowledge in some characteristic manner. (This last clause is important since many items with cognitive value are not works of art. The principal task of this essay is to identify the manner in which art contributes to knowledge.) Arthood has also been held to be a variety of relational properties. Some have held that arthood is the property of standing in some relation to the theories of an artworld. Another view, a version of the institutional definition of art, is that something possesses the property of arthood if and only if it is accepted as art by the artworld. On this view, something possesses the property of arthood in relation to the artworld which accepts it as art.

The examples in the previous paragraph illustrate that the intrinsic properties artworks are thought to possess are usually taken to be functional properties. Arthood is often held, that is, to be the property of being able to perform some function. Works with the property of arthood may, for example, function to evoke emotion in an audience. Consequently, to say that arthood is an intrinsic property is not necessarily to say that it is a property completely independent of relations to an audience. Here an analogy to secondary qualities is helpful. Advocates of the view that arthood is an intrinsic property could hold that arthood is similar to secondary properties such as redness. Redness is never in objects in the same way that, say, rectangularity is. Nevertheless, redness is an intrinsic property in objects: a power to affect viewers. One might similarly hold that arthood is in objects as a power to affect audiences.

Given that I believe that all artworks possess cognitive value, I might be thought to hold that arthood is an intrinsic property. In particular, I might be expected to hold that arthood is a capacity to provide knowledge. Certainly, I can be expected to hold that not just anything the artworld accepts as a work of art is one. After all, it seems obvious that audiences have accepted as works of art items which have no cognitive value. Giving an example of such an item might prove controversial, but a huge variety of objects have been accepted as works of art. The suggestion that all of these objects have cognitive value is implausible. Nevertheless, I see no way to avoid the conclusion that arthood is a relational property.

Euthyphro was right: things are pious because loved by the gods. Piety is a relational property. In particular, it is an example of what might be called a perspectival property. A perspectival property is a relational property that does not exist independently of the perception of its existence. The nature of such properties is best appreciated by contrast with a non-perspectival property such as cubicalness. Something is cubical even if no one believes that it is. Even if every sentient being in the world disappeared, dice would continue to be cubical. Contrast this with piety. If no gods existed to love things, nothing could possess the property of being pious. In this way, piety depends on beings who perceive its existence. Similarly, a world without people who conceive of art is a world without art. Michelangelo’s David would possess the property of being made from marble even if no one thought it was. It would not possess the property of arthood if people did not employ the concept of art. Arthood consequently depends on the perspective of an artworld. It is a perspectival property. As we shall see, if arthood depends on the perception of its existence, arthood is whatever an artworld conceives it to be. Should an artworld’s conception change, so does arthood.

I seem, then, to be committed to a hopelessly inconsistent position. I accept that artworks are works accepted by an artworld and that items without cognitive value have been accepted as art. Apparently, I cannot consistently maintain that all artworks have cognitive value. The apparent inconsistency disappears once the relativity of arthood is recognised. Many writers have mistakenly assumed that only one artworld exists and that art is whatever this artworld accepts as art. In fact, as many artworlds exist as there are groups of people who are in general agreement about the membership of the class of artworks. The members of some artworld may accept as a work of art something without cognitive value. From this we cannot draw the unqualified conclusion that cognitive value is not a feature of all artworks. In other artworlds, only items with cognitive value are accepted as artworks. In these artworlds, the view that arthood is a perspectival property is not inconsistent with the view that all works of art have cognitive value. I am a member of an artworld which accepts as art only works with cognitive value. Consequently, I can consistently hold that arthood is a perspectival property and that all artworks have cognitive value.

The argument of the previous paragraph is plausible only if I can establish the existence of a multiplicity of artworlds and that arthood is relative to these worlds. As I have noted, virtually everyone who has employed the concept of an artworld in defining art has spoken of the artworld. The conjunction of the proposition that only a single artworld exists and the view that arthood depends on acceptance by an artworld quickly leads, however, to an absurdity. One way to avoid the absurdity is to reject the view that arthood is the perspectival property I have suggested it is. Since I believe that this would be misguided, I conclude that belief in a single artworld is mistaken. The relativity of arthood soon follows.

The relativity of arthood

It is helpful to begin the case for the relativity of arthood by returning to Plato’s attempt to define piety. My definition of art, which I will call the perspectival definition, is parallel to Euthyphro’s initial definition of piety. Early in their dialogue, Euthyphro tells Socrates that piety is what is agreeable to the gods. By Euthyphro’s own admission, however, the gods quarrel among themselves. When they quarrel, they differ about what is good and what is bad. Since they love the good and abhor the bad, some things are loved by some of the gods, but hated by others. Socrates notes that Euthyphro is apparently committed to the conclusion that one thing can be both pious and impious, which is impossible. A similar argument can be advanced against the view that artworks are the items accepted as such by the artworld. Just as the gods disagree among themselves, so the members of the artworld have their differences. Consequently, it may seem that the perspectival definition of art, like Euthyphro’s initial definition of piety, is reduced to absurdity. Since arthood is relative to an audience, however, this conclusion can be avoided.

It is easy to formulate the Socratic argument against the perspectival definition of art. We can imagine a situation where some people, all indisputably members of the artworld, disagree about whether some item is an artwork. Let us call these people Andy, Arthur, Clement and Peggy. Clement and Peggy, say, deny that some item is a work of art. Andy and Arthur, on the other hand, accept it as an artwork. Under these circumstances, it seems that the item in question both is and is not a work of art, which is impossible. Apparently, the perspectival definition is reduced to absurdity. Consequently, the perspectival definition must be rejected unless something is wrong with the Socratic argument.

A simple way to avoid this reductio, without accepting the relativity of arthood, immediately suggests itself. This response to the problem may be called the simple response. Defenders of the perspectival definition could hold that the arthood of any item does not depend on the unanimity of the artworld. Instead, they can maintain, some item is an artwork if even one member of the artworld accepts it as such. Imagine that an item is presented to Andy, Clement and Peggy, and none of them accepts it as a work of art. Subsequently, the item is presented to Arthur and he accepts it as an artwork. The simple response states that, given that Arthur is a member of the artworld, as soon as Arthur confers arthood upon the controversial item, it is an artwork. It is so whether or not the other members of the artworld recognise it as such. (They may not know that Arthur has accepted the item as an artwork.) According to the simple response, this is irrelevant. Even if some members of the artworld continue to believe that the work is not an artwork, it is. It may seem, then, that the simple response saves the perspectival definition from reduction to absurdity.

The simple response is unsatisfactory. The trouble is that when some members of the artworld decline to accept an item as an artwork, they thereby confer upon it non-arthood. That is, when someone has the power to confer arthood upon some item, but declines to do so, he thereby confers non-arthood upon it. So, when our controversial item is presented to Peggy, and she declines to accept it as an artwork, she ipso facto confers non-arthood on it. Arthur may try to persuade Peggy to accept the item as a work of art on the grounds that he has done so. Equally, however, Peggy can attempt to change Arthur’s mind. Peggy might give in and admit that the item is an artwork, but she might continue to deny that the object is an artwork. In this situation, where the artworld is divided, the perspectival definition leads to the conclusion that something both is and is not a work of art. The reductio is as threatening as ever.

A move made by Euthyphro suggests another way to avoid the reductio without adopting relativism about arthood. This move may be called the critical mass response. According to the critical mass response, something possesses arthood only when some critical mass of the artworld accepts it as an artwork. Faced with Socrates’ objection to his initial definition of piety, Euthyphro maintains that piety is what is loved by all of the gods. One could similarly suggest that art is what all of the members of the artworld accept as art. Euthyphro thus states that all of the Olympian world is the critical mass required to confer piety on something. The problem with this suggestion is that it is quite rare for the gods to agree. It is equally rare for an item to be unanimously accepted as a work of art. If unanimous acceptance by the artworld were a necessary condition of arthood, the class of artworks would be small. It might even be the empty set. It would be difficult to find a work whose arthood has not been denied by someone. Tolstoy by himself would decimate the class of artworks. Given that some objects are artworks, the critical mass needed for arthood cannot be the entire artworld.

One could maintain that something is a work of art when accepted as such by a sufficiently large segment of the artworld. Perhaps arthood is dependent on acceptance by a minimum percentage of the artworld. Alternatively, perhaps some minimum number of artworld members must accept something as a work of art. (Perhaps some of this number must come from each of the three estates: curators, critics and artists.) According to the critical mass response, whatever formula is adopted, once a specified critical mass of the artworld accepts something as an artwork, it is an artwork. Suppose that this is the case. We are still owed an account of the critical mass needed to confer arthood on an object.

Giving such an account will prove difficult. On some accounts of the critical mass necessary for arthood, the critical mass response fails for precisely the same reason that the simple response fails. Suppose that the critical mass necessary for arthood is set at a percentage of the artworld lower than 50 per cent. Suppose, moreover, that a similarly low percentage of the artworld can confer non-arthood on an item. In such a case, the critical mass needed to establish the arthood of some item and the critical mass needed to confer non-arthood could both be satisfied. Once again we would be left with a situation where an item could both be and not be a work of art.

This problem can be avoided by setting the critical mass for arthood in such a way that, if it is reached, the critical mass for non-arthood cannot be reached, and vice versa. Suppose that the critical mass required for arthood is set at 50 per cent plus one of the artworld, and the critical mass for non-arthood is set at the same percentage. In this case, a perspectival definition of art would never lead to the conclusion that some item both is and is not an artwork. Alternatively, the critical mass needed for arthood could be set at 10 per cent plus one of the artworld, and the critical mass required for non-arthood fixed at 90 per cent. In a limiting case, the critical mass necessary for arthood could be set as low as one member of the artworld, so long as the critical mass required for non-arthood is the entire artworld. In any of these cases, a work can never both be and not be an artwork.

The problems we face do not disappear when critical masses are judiciously set. We are still owed a defence of the settings. After all, it is not obvious that something is a work of art when accepted by 50 per cent of the artworld, but not when approved by only 40 per cent. More importantly, we need a defence of the suggestion that some segment of the artworld can override another segment. Without such a defence, we are back to the situation where Peggy sees no reason to accept some item as a work of art simply because Arthur does. Unfortunately, problems arise in attempting to argue for both high and low critical masses. The view that a small segment of the artworld can confer either arthood or non-arthood, and override a large segment of the artworld, cannot avoid the reductio. On the other hand, a new sort of problem arises if arthood requires the agreement of a large percentage of the artworld.

On the view to which I subscribe, the only justification for saying that something is an artwork is that members of the artworld classify it as an artwork. Similarly, the only justification for saying that something is not an artwork is that the members of the artworld decline to categorise it as art. Consequently, the only justification for setting the critical mass required for arthood is provided by the use members of the artworld make of the concept of art. Suppose now that someone says that a small critical mass is sufficient to establish the arthood of an item. The only way to assess this proposal is to examine the practice of the artworld. We need to ask whether members of the artworld accept that a novel item is an artwork when a small percentage of the artworld believes that it is. I suggest that this is not the practice of the artworld. Frequently, a small avant-garde will accept the arthood of some item. Equally frequently, the bulk of the artworld nevertheless refuses to recognise the item as an artwork. This was the case, for example, when Duchamp first began to exhibit his works. Although his readymades are now commonly accepted as works of art, we would do well to remember that this was not always the case. In the early twentieth century, influential but conservative critics such as Royal Cortissoz probably held the consensus opinion about the avant-garde art of the day. It is hard to know what to say in such a situation. If anything, it seems more reasonable to say that a small segment of the artworld cannot confer arthood. We could, however, say that the practice of a minority of the artworld is sufficient to establish the arthood of a controversial item. If we do so, a problem ensues: we apparently lack a principled reason for saying that a minority of the artworld cannot confer non-arthood. If a minority can confer arthood, the reductio then rears its ugly head.

Perhaps relativism can be avoided by saying that a large percentage of the artworld establishes the arthood of an object. When the acceptance of some item as an artwork is widespread, it is uncontroversially a work of art. When the segment of the artworld which accepts an object as art is sufficiently large, one is inclined to say that people who dissent are mistaken about the use of the concept of art. Such people may be said to have lost their franchise as members of the artworld. That is, they have lost the power to confer arthood. If widespread agreement about whether something is an artwork always existed, a reductio would not be a threat. Suppose that Andy, Clement, Peggy and a large number of other members of their artworld agree that some item is not an artwork. In the face of this consensus, Arthur must fail in his attempt to confer arthood upon the same item. There is no danger that the item both is and is not an artwork. The trouble is that widespread agreement does not always exist. When the artworld is roughly equally divided, the reductio remains a worry. Adopting a high critical mass faces, however, even more worrisome trouble.

The trouble is that, if a large percentage of the artworld must confer arthood on an item for it to be an artwork, avant-garde works would not be artworks, at least not at first. As a matter of historical fact, some of the controversial works of the early twentieth century were not widely accepted as artworks for many years. I would not be surprised to learn that a majority of artworld members still do not accept that Duchamp’s readymades are artworks. After all, stodgy academicians, hidebound critics, conservative collectors and informed but fusty audience members are still members of the artworld. Consequently, the conditions for arthood were not met in the cases of many works, if these conditions involve widespread agreement in the artworld. Nevertheless, many people have the intuition that many avant-garde works became works of art either at, or very soon after, the time of their creation. We need, then, to choose between two incompatible claims. The first states that a controversial avant-garde work can have arthood conferred upon it immediately, or almost immediately. If this is the case, a small segment of the artworld can confer arthood on an object. The second is the proposition that if a small percentage of the artworld can confer arthood, a reductio cannot be avoided.

Once we recognise the existence of a plurality of artworlds, the puzzles about arthood disappear. Up to this point, I have spoken of the artworld, as if only one exists. This assumption must be rejected. A variety of artworlds exist and items are artworks in relation to some and not artworks in relation to others. Reflection on Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain makes this clear. (This sculpture is, perhaps, the most influential artwork of the past century. It consists of a urinal, laid on its back and signed ‘R. Mutt, 1917’.) Fountain did not exist in the sixteenth century, but it is fair to say that, if it had, it would not have been a work of art. The artworld of the Renaissance would have been completely unwilling to accept it as an artwork. Had a time-travelling Duchamp held that a bathroom fixture was an artwork, this would have been taken as evidence that he did not know how to use the concept of art. Today, however, Duchamp’s readymade is widely accepted as an artwork. Relative to a contemporary artworld, Fountain is an artwork. Even though artworlds differ about the status of Fountain, it is not the case that it both is and is not an artwork. Rather, it is an artwork relative to a contemporary artworld and a non-artwork relative to a sixteenth-century artworld.

Just as a sixteenth-century artworld and a contemporary artworld disagree about the status of certain works, so different present-day artworlds disagree. Some groups of people accept Fountain as an artwork, and others (including Cortissoz) categorise it as a non-artwork. This difference of opinion should not lead us to conclude that the urinal in question both is and is not an artwork. After all, the difference of opinion between sixteenth-century and contemporary artworlds does not lead us to this conclusion. We should treat disagreement within our own times just as we treat disagreement between historical artworlds. We should relativise arthood to an artworld. Relative to one artworld, Fountain is an artwork. Relative to another artworld, it is not. Nothing is absurd in saying that something is art relative to one artworld and not art relative to another.

A simple thought-experiment will reinforce the conclusion of the previous paragraph. Imagine that a planet exists somewhere in the universe that is very much like ours in every respect. In particular, this planet (Twin Earth) has an art history much like that of Earth. Everyone on Earth has a Doppelgänger on Twin Earth. The Doppelgängers of the members of the artworld constitute twin artworld. The only difference between our artworld and twin artworld is that in ours an erstwhile urinal is accepted as an artwork, while in the twin this is not the case. If arthood is a relational property a work possesses when it is accepted as an artwork, in our artworld a urinal is an artwork. In twin artworld, however, no urinal is an artwork. This is the case despite the fact that the two artworlds exist simultaneously. If the members of twin artworld should learn of the existence of our artworld, they may not change their minds about their urinal. Likely, they will observe that on their planet a urinal is not an artwork, while on ours it is. Certainly, they will not accept that Earth’s artworld can transform a urinal into an artwork in Twin Earth’s artworld.

Fanciful as the story of artworld and twin artworld may seem, it reflects what happens in art circles on this planet. Earth is populated, not by a unified artworld, but by a number of mutually hostile and suspicious artworlds. The avant-garde artworld is one, and the arrière-garde artworld is another. The avant-garde artworld quite happily accepts Duchamp’s readymades, Warhol’s Brillo Boxes and similar works as artworks. Members of the arrière-garde artworld (to which I belong), refuse to accept as an artwork anything lacking a particular functional property. They hold that arthood involves being able to provide knowledge in a particular way. As far as they can see, many works by Duchamp and Warhol do not have this property. When another artworld accepts these works as artworks, members of the arrière-garde artworld do not feel compelled to grant that they are artworks. On the other hand, the avant-garde artworld counts as artworks only works that are quite unlike anything hitherto produced. When the arrière-garde artworld accepts as artworks contemporary figurative paintings, the avant-garde artworld can scarcely believe that people are so benighted. Its members will not accept the arthood of these paintings just because a rival artworld does.

Earlier we saw that if something is an artwork because it is accepted by an artworld, then we are threatened with a reductio. Now that we recognise the multiplicity of artworlds, we can see how to avoid the reductio. Arthood is relative to artworlds. The arthood with which objects are endowed cannot be transported across the boundaries of artworlds. If this is the case, the reductio is easily avoided. There is no absurdity in saying that some object is an artwork relative to one artworld, but not relative to another.

Having established the relativity of arthood, I can consistently accept that arthood is a relational property and hold that all artworks (in my artworld) have cognitive value. Something is an artwork if and only if accepted as such by an artworld, and items without cognitive value have been accepted by an artworld. Such items have not, however, been accepted as artworks by the artworld to which I belong. In this artworld, only objects which can contribute to knowledge in a certain way have been endowed with arthood. Arthood is not the property of having a kind of cognitive value, but all artworks happen to have this property, relative to some artworlds.

Defining art responsibly

I have shown that I am not required to accept the arthood of works without cognitive value. This is the case even if many people accept the arthood of items without cognitive value. Perhaps I should be content with this relativism, but I am not. I will argue that any artworld can be given reasons for holding that only works with cognitive value are works of art. An artworld has the power to transform into an artwork anything it likes. Ideally, however, an artworld will like only what has a valuable artistic function. Fortunately, any artworld can be given good practical reasons for accepting as artworks only works with a valuable function. An artworld should exercise responsibly its power to confer arthood.

In this section I will address an objection often levelled against positions, such as my perspectival account of arthood, which hold that arthood is a property which objects possess in relation to artworlds. According to this complaint, advocates of such positions lose sight of the value or function of art. An object is an artwork because accepted as such. Given this account of arthood, something can possess arthood even though it is of no particular value. This follows since nothing about an artwork, in and of itself, gives it arthood. That is, something can be a work of art even though it possesses no intrinsic property which anyone finds valuable. This section provides a response to this common objection. In responding, I bridge the gap between those who believe that arthood is a relational property and those who believe it is intrinsic. It is possible to give a reason for restricting arthood to works with an intrinsic functional property, even if objects are artworks because they have a relational property.

We need to begin by distinguishing between two sorts of reasons: evidential reasons and practical reasons. An evidential reason is a reason that provides a justification for some proposition. Consider, for example, the evidential reasons I can have for believing that snow is white. My reasons include memories of snow I have seen, beliefs about conditions of observation when I experienced snow, testimony from others about the colour of snow, and so on. A practical reason is a reason provided by desires or interests. My desire to stay dry, for example, gives me a reason to carry my umbrella on a rainy day. Similarly, an interest in good health provides people with a practical reason to exercise.

It is possible for someone to have reasons for believing that some object is a work of art. Imagine that you come across some new candidate for arthood. If arthood were an intrinsic property, you could have an evidential reason for classifying the novel item as an artwork. You could examine the object and acquire evidential reasons for believing that it is, say, an artifact which conveys emotion. If arthood is the property of being an artifact able to convey emotion, you would then have an evidential reason for believing that the object is an artwork. If, on the other hand, arthood is not an intrinsic property, it is not clear that you can have an evidential reason for classifying a novel item as an artwork. Before we can determine whether this is the case, we need to consider further the process by which an artworld confers arthood on objects.

An artworld can confer arthood by one of two processes. The first process an artworld can adopt is the fiat process. This is the process of considering objects one at a time and arbitrarily accepting them as artworks or, equally arbitrarily, rejecting them as non-art. The alternative to this process is the guideline process. If an artworld follows this process, it adopts a set of guidelines which determine membership in the class of artworks. In other words, the artworld adopts guidelines which determine the property of arthood. (I will refer to these as art-defining guidelines or, more simply, as guidelines. An artworld is composed of the people who share the same guidelines.) Once an artworld adopts a set of guidelines, all objects with the specified characteristics are transformed into works of art. On this view, an object can possess arthood even though it has not been examined by the artworld. An unexamined object is an artwork so long as it has the properties specified by an artworld’s guidelines.

The process an artworld adopts will affect the reasons an artworld can have for classifying objects as artworks. If an artworld adopts the fiat process, a member of the artworld cannot have an evidential reason for accepting a novel item as an artwork. An inspection of the item cannot result in evidential reasons for thinking that something is art. This is the case since its intrinsic properties have nothing to do with its arthood. Even without any evidential reasons, however, an artworld which adopts the fiat process can classify novel items as artworks. An item can be classified as an artwork for no reason at all, on a whim. Nevertheless, people can have reasons for accepting something as an artwork, or refraining from doing so. These reasons can only be practical reasons. They will be precisely the sort of reasons an artworld can have for adopting a set of guidelines. I will examine the practical reasons for accepting, or declining to accept, something as an artwork in the context of my discussion of the guideline process.

The situation is different if an artworld adopts the guideline process. If the guideline process is adopted, a novel item will possess arthood if it possesses the properties specified in the guidelines. Moreover, an artworld can have evidential reasons for believing that an item is an artwork. Members of the artworld can examine the item and discover that it has the characteristics specified in the guidelines adopted by the artworld. If so, they have an evidential reason for believing that the item is an artwork. It is an artwork, however, only in relation to the artworld and its guidelines. Even though one can have evidential reasons for believing that an object is an artwork, one cannot have evidential reasons for adopting a set of guidelines. These must be adopted either by fiat or on the basis of practical reasons. Whichever process of conferring arthood members of an artworld adopt, complete evidential reasons cannot be given for accepting an object as an artwork. Either one cannot give evidential reasons at all or one cannot give evidential reasons for the guidelines which confer arthood.

For several reasons, the guideline process is and ought to be adopted by an artworld. We have already seen that adoption of this process makes it possible to preserve the intuition that an unexamined object can be an artwork. Perhaps the best reason for adopting the guideline process is that, by doing so, one can convincingly reply to a standard objection to the view that arthood is a matter of acceptance by an artworld. Opponents of the view that arthood is conferred by an artworld frequently ridicule the position. They complain that the artworld holds no meetings where the arthood of objects is discussed and determined. They conclude that arthood is not a relational property. If the guideline process is adopted, one can reply to this objection by saying that the practice of an artworld makes clear that it has adopted a set of guidelines. Consistent willingness to describe as art only objects with certain characteristics reveals an implicit acceptance of guidelines which circumscribe the class of artworks. From here on, I will assume any artworld adopts the guideline process.

The issue now is whether an artworld can have reasons for adopting one set of guidelines rather than another. As we have just seen, if one can have reasons, they must be practical reasons. Practical reasons are available. Members of an artworld have interests such as an interest in maximising the production of aesthetically valuable artworks. Moreover, most members of most artworlds find valuable only works with a certain range of characteristics. The adoption of some guidelines will encourage the production of works with the characteristics valued by most artworld members. Suppose an artworld adopts guidelines which state that only items with designated valuable characteristics are artworks. The adoption of such guidelines likely will maximise the probability that the artworld will be presented with works with these characteristics. If such guidelines are accepted, questions about the nature of art are not completely divorced from questions about value. Consequently, given their interests, members of any artworld have strong practical reasons for preferring some guidelines to others.

A few examples will illustrate how practical benefits can result from judiciously chosen guidelines. Here we are concerned with the guidelines which circumscribe the class of artworks. I will begin, however, with a couple of examples which illustrate how, in other contexts, one can have practical reasons for adopting one definition rather than another. (A definition of art is a specification of the membership of the class of artworks. Since a set of guidelines determines the membership in this class, to adopt a set of guidelines is to adopt a definition of art.) Practical reasons are similarly available when defining art.

Begin by considering the class of works of upholstery. Works do not group themselves together to form the class of works of upholstery. Instead, some people, call them the furnitureworld, identify a variety of objects (couches, sofas, divans, easy chairs, and so on) and class them as works of upholstery. The furnitureworld could sort through everything in the world one item at a time and decide whether to class each item as a work of upholstery. Probably, however, the furnitureworld will adopt guidelines which circumscribe the members of the class of works of upholstery. The furnitureworld cannot have evidential reasons for adopting a set of guidelines, but they can have practical reasons. The furnitureworld could say that something is a work of upholstery if it is produced by a recognised upholsterer for presentation to the furnitureworld. Such a guideline has, however, serious drawbacks. If it were adopted, it would be possible for something to be a work of upholstery even though one could not sit on it without risk to life or limb. Practical concerns about comfort and safety will probably lead the furnitureworld to adopt guidelines which confer upholsteryhood only upon items with a specific function. These guidelines will probably specify that works of upholstery are artifacts which provide a comfortable place to sit or recline.

Another example similarly illustrates how practical reasons can and should influence the choice of class-defining guidelines. Suppose that the scienceworld is trying to decide what counts as a work of science, that is, a scientific hypothesis. The scienceworld could adopt guidelines which restrict sciencehood to empirically supported and progressive hypotheses. Alternatively, the scienceworld could accept guidelines which confer sciencehood upon alchemy, astrology and phrenology. That is, guidelines can be accepted which classify as scientific positions which are unprogressive or not empirically supported. One cannot have evidential reasons for rejecting these guidelines. Good practical reasons can, however, be given for rejecting them. Everyone has a strong interest in encouraging the production of empirically supported and progressive hypotheses. This interest would not be served by classifying unsupported hypotheses as works of science. By doing so, a scienceworld would encourage the production of works unable to perform the functions it values. Scientists could produce theories which do not help cure diseases, keep bridges upright or prevent aircraft from crashing. Granting agencies could not refuse to fund a research programme simply on the ground that its hypotheses cannot be empirically supported. These are all undesirable outcomes. On the other hand, progressive, empirically supported hypotheses perform valuable functions. They assist scientists in predicting and controlling nature. Consequently, practical reasons can be given for adopting guidelines that limit the class of scientific hypotheses to ones with certain valuable functions.

Just as practical reasons can be given for restricting membership in the classes of works of upholstery and science, so reasons can be given for classifying as artworks only works with certain valuable functions. Artworld members obviously have an interest in encouraging the production of works which perform valuable functions. When an artworld adopts guidelines which confer arthood only on works with valuable functions, it encourages the production of such works. Art-defining guidelines provide guidance to aspiring artists. My experience, as someone who has taught aesthetics to art students, is that young aspiring artists are in dire need of guidance. Many of them have no clear idea about what they are trying to accomplish. Guidelines indicate to artists that, if they wish to produce works accepted as art, they must produce works with some (set of) functions. Likely, the desire to have works accepted as art will encourage people to produce works which meet the guidelines. A cachet is still associated with having one’s works classified as art. If this inducement does not work, more drastic steps can be taken. Once an artworld has adopted guidelines which specify a valuable function, art students can be given failing grades if they submit works which do not perform it. Individuals who propose to create works which do not perform the function can be denied funding by granting agencies.

A failure to restrict arthood to works which perform a valuable function can have serious repercussions.
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