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Definitions of Art and Fine Art’s Historical Origins

i. introduction

Over the past decades, several authors, among
them Paul Oskar Kristeller, Larry Shiner, Pierre
Bourdieu, Terry Eagleton, and Paul Mattick, have
argued that “fine art” is of recent origin—in fact,
that it originated (along with its name) in the
eighteenth-century West.1 They also note that the
word ‘art,’ as we now use it in reference to paint-
ings, sculptures, concerts, and the like, has come
to mean approximately the same thing as ‘fine art’
did then. So they may be taken as claiming that
art is of recent, Western origin.2 Finally, many of
these same authors claim that art has an inher-
ently ideological function within modern society.
Most readers of this journal are familiar with these
views. I find them persuasive, but with the excep-
tion of some brief remarks about the descent of
art from fine art, I do not defend them in this ar-
ticle.3 Rather, I argue that if they are correct, the
project of defining art is misconceived and should
be abandoned, as should arguments (at least by
philosophers) about what should and should not
count as art.

I begin by clarifying what I am assuming, for it
is easy to misunderstand what these authors are
saying. On the surface, they appear to contradict
some well-established facts. Human beings have
been drawing and painting, carving and decorat-
ing, singing and dancing, telling stories and acting
them out for tens of thousands of years. Likewise,
as Ellen Dissanayake puts it, we have always been
inclined to “make things special.”4 We have al-
ways valued a wide variety of skills, whether they
promote our survival, facilitate social interaction,
or please and entertain us. Most societies have tra-
ditions within which standards, training, and crit-
ical discussion regulate the practice of such skills,

and some of these are continuous in Western cul-
ture from Greece and Rome to the present. In
particular, whatever happened in the eighteenth
century, there is continuity as well as change in the
Western traditions of all the arts mentioned above,
as well as in the arts of other cultures as they have
traveled from antiquity through the shock of the
modern and of globalization.

More often than not throughout this history,
various arts have also been combined in such
forms as drama or public celebrations. And in
many if not all societies, we have reflected on and
categorized human skills, pleasures, and practices
in ways that may initially resemble modern group-
ings of the arts; this adds to the initial implausi-
bility of what Kristeller et al. have to say. Thus,
the ancient Greeks had the Muses (though a close
look at the variety of arts they sponsored, includ-
ing history and astronomy, quickly shows that they
did not embody our category of art). Classical In-
dian society reflected on the nature of rasa (var-
iously translated as “relish” and “transcendental
enjoyment”) as produced by drama, poetry, and
song.5

The authors mentioned in my first paragraph
are aware of these facts and accept them. What
can they mean, then, by saying that fine art, in-
deed art as we now understand it, originated in
eighteenth-century Europe? What is new, they
say, is the eighteenth-century idea that what came
to be identified as the fine arts share a unique
essence, in virtue of which they should be called
“fine art” and distinguished from other activities
such as craft and popular entertainment. Also new
is the interlocking set of fine art concepts, in-
stitutions, and practices that formed around this
core notion. Following Kristeller and Shiner, I call
all of this (the arts themselves, plus the concepts,
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institutions, and practices) “the modern system of
the arts”; sometimes I also use Pierre Bourdieu’s
term ‘the field of art,’ which has approximately
the same breadth.6 Some common conceptual el-
ements of that system (or field) are the notions of
the artist as free and visionary genius, the artwork
as valuable for its own sake independently of any
use it might have, and the relative independence
of aesthetic from other sorts of value, requiring of
the art appreciator a certain kind of disinterested
contemplation. The development of the modern
system parallels the emergence of modern eco-
nomic and class structures in the eighteenth cen-
tury, and the two, according to these same authors,
are integrally related. Bourdieu, Mattick, and Ea-
gleton in particular emphasize the ideological role
played by the modern system in support of West-
ern capitalist society.

In very compressed form, my argument goes
like this. Philosophers attempting to define art (or
engaging in the closely related project of devel-
oping a theory of art) seek a definition (or the-
ory) that is cross-culturally and transhistorically
applicable. Yet if Kristeller et al. are correct, prior
to the eighteenth-century West and outside of its
sphere of influence, these various practices were
not united and distinguished from other activities
by a concept of art in general, for no such concept
existed. That concept grew out of the Enlighten-
ment idea of fine art. So if people outside the influ-
ence of the eighteenth-century West were making
art, they were doing it without knowing what they
were doing. The only way this would be plausible
would be if we took the Enlightenment notion of
art to be a kind of mature differentiation of a hu-
man activity formerly fused with others. But this
interpretation of things does not hold up.

So if the modern concept of art is a recent inven-
tion, it is unlikely to encode some unique human
universal for which we might seek a definition.
This improbability is strengthened by the apparent
incoherence of the concept and the many failed at-
tempts, using a wide variety of methods, to define
it. Its ideological function in modern society, how-
ever, provides a plausible explanation for the fact
that it persists and retains its power while making
it even more likely that the unity of art and its sep-
aration from other things is not defensible. Hence,
the theses of the historical origins and ideological
function of art support each other in giving reason
to believe that definitions of art will not succeed.
For similar reasons, if these theses are accepted,

discussions about whether some new set of prac-
tices, or some individual work, “is art” appear in
a different light and should most likely be aban-
doned. In fact, if the story that Bourdieu, Mattick,
Eagleton, and to some extent Shiner have told
is true, then attempts to define art, or to prove
that something is or is not art, may aid and abet
the ideological function of the modern system by
misrepresenting its central notions, and this is pre-
sumably something philosophers want to avoid.

ii. about definitions of art

Since I argue that definitions of art cannot suc-
ceed, it seems appropriate to ask first what it is that
philosophers are trying to define when they seek
a definition for art. I believe there are three possi-
bilities: the word, the concept, and the thing itself.
Except as the usage of words provides clues to our
concepts, I think we may rule out the lexicograph-
ical option, for one can be a competent user of the
English word ‘art’ (or its foreign-language equiv-
alents) without having an answer to the question
philosophers are asking when they try to define
art. In fact, I argue that all of us are in that boat.
Because we do know how to use the word, the
claims introduced in the first paragraph of this ar-
ticle sound initially ridiculous. “Of course the plays
of Sophocles are art,” we are likely to say. “They’re
plays, are they not? And powerful ones at that.”
And in the ordinary English sense of art, we would
be right. But knowing how to use the word ‘art’
does not tell us why these practices and products
but not others are grouped together as art. That
is what philosophers trying to define art want to
know. If they can, they would like to find necessary
and sufficient conditions for something’s being art,
and if they cannot exactly do that, they would at
least like to find some way of characterizing art
that locates and illuminates its distinctiveness.

If we seek necessary and sufficient conditions
for something’s being art, then we might see the
quest for a definition of art as an exercise in on-
tology. If a definition of X is a set of necessary
and sufficient conditions for something’s being an
X, then such a definition can help us determine
what exists in the world. Such definitions have of-
ten been called “real” or “essential” definitions
and are well suited to defining natural kinds. ‘Wa-
ter is H2O’ is an example. Because they describe
things that do or might exist in the world, and



Clowney Definitions of Art 311

because these things may be commonly recog-
nized by other characteristics, real definitions of-
ten differ from dictionary definitions. They are
true or false. They often represent discoveries.
And they need not state the meaning of the name
or express the common concept of the thing being
defined. Thus, to know the use of the word ‘wa-
ter’ and to have the concept of water (whatever
that is), one need not know that water is H2O.
Similarly, if art were a natural kind, and a defini-
tion could be found for it, that definition might or
might not overlap with the dictionary definition
of ‘art.’

But art is not a natural kind. While it is some-
thing in the world, it is something we have made.
If it is a kind at all, it is a rather complicated ar-
tificial kind with some natural roots. In seeking
a definition of it, philosophers are engaging in
what we like to call conceptual analysis. We seek
to understand the conceptual contours of what
may (or may not) be a persistent human practice.
Human practices are social inventions. Like lan-
guages, they have a kind of stability at any given
time and place, we change them over time, they
differ from culture to culture, and they often have
a basis in our biology and our common experi-
ence. Practices are intentional: someone who has
no idea what chess is may pick up a chess piece
and relocate it on the board in accordance with the
rules of the game, but that person is not playing
chess. Because they are intentional, shared, and
continuing, practices incorporate and depend on
shared concepts, which therefore partly determine
what exists in the world (games of chess, for exam-
ple, would not exist without our shared concept of
chess).

In the case of art, if a definition is to succeed, it
needs both to delimit what exists in the world and
to clarify our concepts. For the field that we are
exploring is one where our concepts and what ex-
ists in the world are intertwined, each shaping and
being limited by the other. What we need to deter-
mine is whether there really is a coherent notion
of art that in some way covers the various practices
on that open-ended list, one that we might sensi-
bly say applies across cultures and back to those
first cave drawings and bone flutes. Obvious and
familiar challenges face any attempt to theorize
about such a broad swath of human experience.
But it is not those general challenges that concern
me here. Rather, I argue that it is the recent histor-
ical origins of our notion of art, together with its

apparent incoherence and its ideological function,
that should lead us to think that the notion itself
really is incoherent and that the attempt to clarify
and define it is misdirected. I turn now to a fuller
statement of that argument.

iii. why the historical origin thesis suggests
that art cannot be defined

Suppose that Kristeller et al. are correct. More
specifically, suppose that the following claims are
true:

(1) The modern system of the arts, including the
notion of fine art with its associated institutions
and practices, as well as the notion that the fine
arts share a unique essence, originated in the
eighteenth-century West.

(2) From its inception to the present day, the mod-
ern system of the arts has played a powerful
ideological role in support of modern capitalist
society.

(3) The modern notion of art is the direct descen-
dent of the notion of fine art; with due al-
lowance for historical development, it is the
same notion.

Let us look more carefully at these claims and
see what they imply. The first, famously put for-
ward by Kristeller in “The Modern System of
the Arts,” has been recently fleshed out in Larry
Shiner’s The Invention of Art. In the first part
of his book, Shiner surveys various premodern
classifications of “the arts.” The concept of an
art at work in these classificatory schemes is es-
sentially the Greek notion of a skilled practice.
Their division between vulgar or mechanical and
liberal arts is related to whether or not the art
involves manual labor. One can see class distinc-
tions operating in these early categories, but they
place painting, sculpture, architecture, and mu-
sical practice among the servile or mechanical
rather than the free arts. In spite of some prepara-
tory sixteenth- and seventeenth-century develop-
ments, among them the campaign by painters to
be classed as liberal artists, at the beginning of the
eighteenth century there was as yet no standard
grouping of anything like the fine arts.

In order to make the transition to the modern
system, says Shiner, “three things needed to come
together and gain wide acceptance: a limited set of
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arts, a commonly accepted term to easily identify
the set, and some generally agreed upon princi-
ple(s) or criteria for distinguishing that set from all
others.”7 During the eighteenth century, various
membership lists for the set emerged. Painting,
sculpture, poetry, and music were always included;
architecture and dance made some lists and not
others. Likewise, various names emerged, includ-
ing ‘beautiful arts’ (beaux arts), ‘elegant arts,’ ‘fine
arts,’ and ‘polite arts.’ As for the principles or
criteria that distinguished these arts from others,
there were several candidates. The “single prin-
ciple” to which the Abbé Batteux “reduced” the
beautiful arts in his 1746 treatise was the imitation
of beautiful nature. Other proposed criteria were
that these arts were designed for pleasure rather
than for utility, that it took refined taste to ap-
preciate them, and that they were the product of
imaginative genius. By the end of the eighteenth
century, Kant had codified several of these crite-
ria in his influential theories of aesthetic judgment
and genius.

Along with the emergence of fine art went
the development of the institutions, practices, and
structures of the modern system of the arts: muse-
ums, concert halls, salons, reading rooms, literary
criticism, academies, and the like. The burgeon-
ing market for the arts began to replace patron-
age with sale of work through galleries and sale
of tickets to concerts. And a growing public dis-
course trained people in the correct appreciation
of fine art.8

What can we learn from this historical account
about the definability of art? The answer derives
from a look at what changed and what stayed the
same. More or less the same arts existed at the
end of the eighteenth century as had existed at
the beginning, although the advent of the mod-
ern system did bring significant changes in their
practice and their reception. No new human ca-
pacities were discovered, though the changes did
open up some new possibilities (more about this
later). Perhaps they produced some new kinds of
experience: certainly the new sensibility appropri-
ate to the fine arts needed to be taught. People
had to learn to be quiet in the theater and in art
museums and to look at nature and art in the right
way.9 But imagination, pleasure, creativity, con-
templation, skill, and taste were not eighteenth-
century inventions. What had been invented was
a new category, namely fine art, and along with it
came a new role for the artist, new institutions, and

new practices of art appreciation. Shiner aptly de-
scribes the change by saying that art was divided in
the eighteenth century, separating artist from arti-
san, art from craft or entertainment, and aesthetic
regard from mere enjoyment. A medieval or Re-
naissance artisan like Fra Angelico or Michelan-
gelo was, in our modern terms, both an artist and
a craftsman. But this combination became much
rarer after the eighteenth century. Painting, sculp-
ture, and the other newly christened “fine” arts
were now the province of artists, who in theory
were expected not to involve themselves in mere
craftwork. Ceramic arts, weaving and embroidery,
woodworking and stonemasonry, and many other
activities that had enjoyed more respect in pre-
vious times were now more likely to be seen as
unimaginative manual labor.

Should we say, then, that before the eighteenth
century, or outside its field of influence, people
made art without knowing what they were doing
because they lacked the concept of art? In a sense,
that is the obvious truth, for they made what we
now call art, and without a time machine they
could no more have known that they were making
that than Praxiteles could have known that he was
making museum-quality sculpture. But this does
not help us answer the question at hand, for it
is mere knowledge of a relational property pos-
sessed by those people because of what we now
do. It only tells us what we already knew: that we
label lots of things from the past and from other
cultures as art. The question we are trying to an-
swer is whether the label gives us any insight into
what those people did and made or whether we
are simply assimilating their practices to our cate-
gories.

At this point we might remind ourselves that it
is impossible to make art without making music or
painting or sculpture or poetry or one of the other
things on that open-ended list. (To recognize the
truth of this, we can depend on the ordinary use of
the word ‘art.’) And it is impossible to make any of
those things without doing so intentionally—that
is, without having at least some idea of what one is
doing.10 So premodern people did not make mu-
sic, painting, and the like without knowing what
they were doing. But is there some substantive
sense in which they might, while knowingly mak-
ing music (for example), have been unknowingly
making art?

The only sense I can make of this proposal is to
see the eighteenth-century developments as a kind
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of cultural differentiation in which a common and
valuable kind of human activity grew up, moved
out, and got its own space. This is not, in principle,
an unreasonable suggestion, and it is what many
people believe.11 Such specialization, maturation,
and diversification are obvious features of human
cultural life, and they have accelerated rapidly in
the last two centuries. If we accept this picture, we
might say that the art making of people outside
the influence of the eighteenth century was fused
with other activities, and our modern practice is a
mature differentiation of this formerly fused ac-
tivity. As evidence in favor of this view, we might
take the fact that much of what they did was done
to order for patrons and not “for its own sake.”

But the story of the invention of fine art does
not really match this model. If it did, the mod-
ern concept of art should illuminate what premod-
ern people were doing; we should be able to see
them struggling toward it without yet clearly un-
derstanding it. There are at least two problems
with this picture. In the first place, premodern
practices of music making, painting, drama, and
other particular arts were often highly mature and
differentiated, had a context of critical discussion
and theory, and, in the context of making work to
order or for use, certainly allowed room for indi-
vidual expression by the artisan. How do we see
what they were doing more clearly than they did?

In the second place, no one has yet produced a
clear and generally accepted account of what art
is. If fine art is a mature differentiation of activ-
ities formerly fused with others, our concept of
it should help us see those activities more clearly
than we did before. But it can hardly do that if
we do not know what it is. In Kendall Walton’s
terms, the notion of art does not present us with a
folk theory that, when analyzed, leads to any bet-
ter understanding.12 The “concept” of art neither
suggests a definition nor provides us with good
material for constructing one. It fails to do this,
I think, in several ways. It does not contain any
clear intuition about just what all art has in com-
mon that makes it art. Of the various suggestions
meant to fill this role, good examples can almost
always be found of things the definer takes to be
art that do not have the relevant property. (Ellen
Dissanayake’s “making special” may be an ex-
ception.)13 Likewise, the supposedly distinguish-
ing properties always turn out to be shared by
things the definer takes not to be art. These prob-
lems were present in the eighteenth century, and

they continue to plague efforts to define art to the
present day. The definitions keep failing. Kendall
Walton goes a step further, noting that it is not
even clear that they are about the same thing. In
his pointed words, “[T]he sheer variety of pro-
posed definitions should give us pause. One can-
not help wondering whether there is any sense
in which they are attempts to capture the same
concept or clarify the same cultural practices, or
address the same issue.”14

So premodern people did know what they were
doing when they made music, dances, paintings,
and the like, just as they knew what they were
doing when they hunted or made dinner. But by
assumption, they had no concept of art when they
did these things. And we have no clear notion of
something else that they were doing in the first
three cases but not in the last two (namely, mak-
ing art) such that we know what it is though they
did not. For these reasons, it does not make sense
to say that premodern people made art without
knowing what they were doing. Hence, if Kris-
teller et al. are right about the eighteenth-century
origins of art, then in the substantive sense that
matters, those people were not making art at all.
Therefore, there cannot be a conceptually correct
definition of art that would include what they did,
but this is the sort of definition philosophers seek.
Hence, if Kristeller et al. are right, art is not defin-
able.]

iv. art’s ideological function and the
definition of art

The preceding paragraphs leave the argument in
a somewhat unsatisfying place. What accounts for
the emergence, the persistence, the spread, and
the transformation of the notion of fine art and
for the way it draws the boundary between art
and non-art? Analytic philosophers have tried to
answer this question by analysis of the concept of
art, as if this concept were independent of oth-
ers and relatively timeless. But the question is an
historical and social one. Bourdieu, Mattick, Ea-
gleton, and Shiner all maintain that it cannot be
answered solely by reference to “the concept of
art” considered independently of its historical and
social context. Integral to art’s historical origin,
they say, is its ideological function in support of
the economic and class structures of modern cap-
italist society.15 In particular, the supposed auton-
omy of art vis-à-vis social and economic aspects of
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modern life is central to its ideological function.
The apparent autonomy of art sustains the impres-
sion that these modern social structures bear the
fruit of something free, transcendent, and humane
and thereby helps to validate them.

What is meant by ascribing an ideological func-
tion to art? “To call a discourse ideological,” says
Paul Mattick, “is to read it differently than did
its originators: in particular, to recognize at its
basis a set of assumptions not explicitly recog-
nized by them.”16 As the term ‘ideology’ is used in
critical philosophy, where it has its natural home,
those hidden assumptions usually have to do with
class, race, gender, wealth, and other structures
of power. A key characteristic of ideological dis-
course is misdirection; useful truths are empha-
sized, and inconvenient truths are denied, dis-
torted, or ignored in such a way as to protect and
reproduce beliefs and practices that protect those
structures of power.17 So like Dorothy in her in-
terview with the Wizard of Oz, if we want to know
what is really going on where ideology is at work,
we must ignore the projected image and pay atten-
tion to what that man is doing behind the curtain.
Here is Mattick’s description of one primary way
that ideology works in modern times, and how it
includes art:

Characteristic of modern ideology is the idea that culture
has a history of its own, with a logic of thought operat-
ing independently of the other factors operating on the
thinkers of those thoughts. Only in relatively modern
times has the set of practices grouped since the eigh-
teenth century as the fine arts become an important
element of ideology in this sense, demanding to be con-
sidered historically autonomous, part of the domain of
“mind” alongside law, morality, religion, and philoso-
phy, as opposed to that of productive labor or quotidian
life generally. This peculiarity of the modern idea of art
cannot be explained within the terms set by that idea.
Art developed along with the commercialized mode of
production that became capitalism, and it is only by un-
derstanding art as an aspect of this mode of production
that the supposed antagonism between them (central to
aesthetics)—and so the idea of art’s autonomy—can be
understood.18

The form of ideological thesis about art that I as-
sume for the sake of the argument to be true is a
moderate one; it is that the field of art has an ideo-
logical function of the sort that Mattick describes,
but that art is not pure ideology.19 On the view

I assume, one can (for example) consistently see
that the doctrine of art’s autonomy and spirituality
has an ideological function while being profoundly
and appropriately moved by Mark Rothko’s med-
itation chapel. That is to say, seeing the ideological
function need not involve seeing the art as fraud-
ulent.20

How does this moderate ideological thesis
strengthen the case against defining art? First, it
immediately sends most current proposed defini-
tions back to the drawing board, because as at-
tempts to define art without paying attention to
ideology, they are likely to be wrong in ways that
are invisible to the definer. That is especially true
if, as claimed by writers on the ideology of art,
it is precisely the supposed unique, distinguishing
essence of art (the very thing definitions attempt
to capture) that is central to the ideology. Most
current philosophical definitions of art ignore the
connections between art and other things and set
out to find the (perhaps illusory) essence that sets
art apart from other things. So-called institutional
and historical theories are no exception to this pat-
tern. The social circumstances they take into ac-
count are those of “the artworld.” They say little
enough about the actual structure and operation
of artworlds and next to nothing about the past
and present connections of the field of art to the
rest of the social world.

Second, the moderate ideological thesis pro-
vides an alternative explanation for the origin and
persistence of the category of art, one that seems
more promising than the hypothesis that it is held
together by its (as yet undefined) conceptual co-
herence. The category of art may be incoherent
and indefinable, yet persist and retain its impor-
tance because of the social payoff of keeping it
around. Paul Mattick thinks that this is the case.
In his words, “the importance of the role of the
practice of art in the development of modern so-
ciety, visible in the use of the museum and concert
hall as reliquaries for the material embodiments
of its ‘higher self,’ means that it remains with us
despite the ever more apparent incoherence of its
conceptual structure.”21

Third, the apparent arbitrariness of the bound-
ary between art and non-art and the apparent lack
of an essence shared by all the arts are serious
obstacles to definitions of art. But they are no
obstacles to art’s ideological function. As long as
the illusion of a unified field with a nonarbitrary
boundary can be maintained, that function can
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continue. This makes the ideological thesis a bet-
ter explanation of the actual contours of the field
of art than the thesis of conceptual coherence.

Fourth, the ideological thesis explains changes
in the boundary between art and non-art that are
not well accounted for by definitions and theories
of art. Consider just one example, namely, the re-
cent rise of “fine crafts,” such as fine art furniture,
wood turning, and “fiber arts” within the world
of art. “Fine crafts” appear to bring into the fold
of art activities that were excluded from it in its
eighteenth-century beginnings. They appear to vi-
olate the constraint of nonutility, inherited from
the eighteenth century and still strongly opera-
tive in the field of art, that definers of art have
struggled to incorporate or to exclude. But seen in
the context of money and class, they pretty clearly
do not violate that constraint at all. Handmade
objects are no longer the stuff of the everyday;
that position has been filled by mass-produced ob-
jects, and “fine crafts” are now sold in galleries at
prices much higher than one would pay for their
everyday equivalents. They have taken on a differ-
ent meaning and now play the same social role as
does any high art. But, of course, they must be fine
crafts. What is bought and sold for small amounts
of money at local craft fairs does not, by and large,
count. Class divisions, in other words, are rather
reproduced than dissolved by the advent of these
new art commodities.

Finally, close attention to examples of art’s sup-
posed ideological function (for example, the divi-
sion between art and the commercial) regularly
reveals the boundary between art and non-art be-
ing drawn in a different way than conceptual con-
sistency in the concept of art would suggest, a way
better explained by ideological function. That was
true in the eighteenth century, when for a time one
contender for the English name of the new cate-
gory was “The Polite Arts.” The phrase ‘polite arts’
both validates the social position of middle-class
and aristocratic citizens and picks out those arts
that they had the money and leisure to appreci-
ate.22 It highlights the arbitrary character and the
social function of the division between these arts
and other works and activities (for example, em-
broidery, ceramics, wood carving, popular songs)
not classed as art. For nearly any of the supposedly
distinguishing characteristics of “fine art,” items
on both sides of the divide clearly exhibited it. But
the craft items were also still useful in ordinary and
obvious ways, whereas the use of apparently use-

less art to distinguish the middle class was a less
obvious form of utility.

In the seventh chapter of The Invention of Art,
Shiner traces the shift from the “irremediably so-
cial,” overtly class-linked concepts of politeness
and taste to that of aesthetic judgment, under-
stood by Kant and Schiller as a human capacity
whose proper exercise floats free of any particu-
lar social conditions and makes universal claims.
But has their social role disappeared from these
new, supposedly universal notions of fine art and
aesthetic judgment? No, says the critical theorist.
Might they simultaneously reflect and mask and
thereby help to legitimate the class structures from
which they emerge? Yes, says Pierre Bourdieu
in Distinction. Aesthetic preferences and values
are a regular part of the taste (or in Bourdieu’s
broader term, the habitus) of one’s class and serve
to validate one’s class membership and status. Ac-
cording to Bourdieu’s painstaking survey research
in France, the correlation of aesthetic values to
class status in highly stratified Parisian society is
quite exact and even extends to the presence or
absence, depending on one’s social level, of a Kan-
tian sense of aesthetic detachment.23 In contem-
porary American society, class stratification is less
sharply defined and more complicated, but it cer-
tainly exists, and the same may be said about the
correlation of taste with class.24

In its origins, then, the category of “fine art,” the
taste for it, and its separation from “mere craft” is
suspiciously well correlated to the social interests
of the rising middle class. It served their interests
and their need for “distinction” from the working
classes on the one hand, and the “luxurious” aris-
tocracy on the other. Critical philosophers claim
that this function has continued to the present
day, and that far from becoming less prominent, it
has become stronger as the notion of fine art has
spread, diversified, and transformed itself into the
contemporary category of art. If they are right, it
is likely that the ideological factor plays a strong
role in the persistence, the contours, and the val-
ues of the cultural field of art. To neglect those
relationships and their history is therefore to miss
some key sources of the values and the changes in
values that circulate in the artworld (for example,
the increasing importance of sale prices at art auc-
tions). To return to the Oz analogy, to work in this
way, if the ideological thesis is right, is like trying
to learn the true nature of the wizard by carefully
analyzing the image on the screen. It is not that
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you might not learn something, but crucial infor-
mation is systematically omitted, and you do not
know what you have missed.

In sum, considered together with the historical
origin of the notion of art and the repeated fail-
ures of the art-definition project, the ideological
function thesis greatly strengthens the case against
defining art. It provides an explanation for the ori-
gin and persistence of the category of art, whereas
analysis of the concept of art appears, so far, not
to be able to do so. That explanation is functional,
and while it does not logically entail that a defini-
tion of art is impossible, it does not depend in the
least on there being a coherent concept of art of
the sort such a definition requires. Furthermore,
it strongly increases the likelihood that no such
concept will be found, but rather that the notion
of art is misleading and conceals false assumptions
and distinctions, for that is how ideology generally
works. Thus, if accepted, the ideological function
thesis shifts the burden of proof decisively onto
those who claim that art can be defined.

v. two objections with replies

i. The “small ‘a’ art” objection. Several philoso-
phers are willing to grant that fine art originated
in the eighteenth-century West and that it has an
ideological dimension, yet they continue to seek a
general definition of art, or something very like
one.25 They are able to do this consistently by
claiming that the modern, Western notion of fine
art is only one specialized form of art in a more
general sense; it is that, they claim, that is universal
across cultures and throughout human history

Will this strategy rescue the project of defining
art? Each philosopher’s version of it is different,
and I do not have room in this article to evaluate
each in turn. But I attempt a general response to
the strategy based on what I have already argued.
If the small ‘a’ art defense is going to work, its
proponents need to be able to do two things that,
so far as I know, no one has yet done. First, they
need to present a definition (or a theoretical ac-
count) that captures the core of something that
can plausibly count as art across cultures and back
to ancient times and that includes such diverse
practices as music, dance, image making, poetry,
and drama. If they want it to include the frac-
tured world of modern and postmodern Western

and global art and anti-art, it might need to be
a “historical–institutional” definition à la Levin-
son or Davies, but it needs to work its way back
through generations of “intent to be received as
previous art was received” (or whatever charac-
teristic plays this role in the definition) to what
Stephen Davies calls “First Art,” which must be
identifiable by a plausible core of art-making char-
acteristics.26 Second, to meet the demands of the
historical origin–ideological function thesis, the
proponents of the small ‘a’ art defense must pay
attention to the relation of art to the rest of so-
ciety to make sure that they have not missed the
effect of other social forces on arts practices. At
a minimum, they must deal with facts about so-
called arts practices in cultures outside the field
of influence of the eighteenth-century West. Do
they claim that those cultures had a notion of art
as distinct from other activities, if by art is meant
anything more than skilled practice? Did those
cultures group those various practices together as
art in that sense? If not, this small ‘a’ art defense
needs to claim that those people were making art
without knowing what they were doing, and, for
reasons already stated, this makes no sense.

In short, the small ‘a’ art defense needs to show
that those other cultures, practically if not con-
sciously, divided a group of practices and experi-
ences from others as art, just as we do but without
our ideological baggage, or that, while they did
not do so, those practices and experiences do in
fact form a coherent separate aspect of human
life, a fact that we now recognize, although they
did not. Insofar as I can tell, the defense cannot go
between the horns of this dilemma or successfully
grasp either horn. The evidence with which I am
familiar, and that these authors cite, does not sup-
port the existence of a notion of art like that of the
modern West arising elsewhere in the world, ex-
cept through the global process of modernization.
And the “coherent separate aspect of human life”
claim, made about art in general, is exactly what
the ideological thesis denies. So if one really ac-
cepts the historical origin and ideological function
theses and does not just nod at them from afar,
this second option is not available.

ii. The inappropriate reductionism objection. I
want to respond here to one other possible ob-
jection to my argument, namely, that one of its
key assumptions is inappropriately reductionist
and that this feature has invaded my argument
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as well. An important piece of my argument has
been that the moderate ideological function the-
sis, if accepted, does a better job of explaining the
location and character of the divide between art
and non-art than any attempt to define art would
do. It might be objected that this cannot be true,
because while the ideological thesis may explain
some things, it does not explain the right things. It
purports to explain why we value art in a special
way by referring to social and economic factors,
rather than by talking about things like beauty,
sublimity, surprise, play, profound meaning, for-
mal elegance and balance, satisfying narrative, in-
tensely delightful experience, a sense of wholeness
or completion, contemplative depth, remarkable
skill or creativity, constructive provocation, pow-
erful protest, or any of the other reasons why the
apparently superfluous arts are nearly as impor-
tant to many of us as air, food, drink, and shel-
ter. Do ideological explanations not reduce these
things we value to nasty, boring talk about class
and money? How can this be right? And espe-
cially, how can it be a satisfactory explanation of
the importance of the category of art?

The answer to this objection is again implicit in
what I have already said. The list I have just given
is a list of reasons why human beings (including
me) prize various arts and various sorts of expe-
riences. I have maintained throughout this article
that most of these arts and experiences are of great
antiquity and are widely distributed throughout
cultures. It is not the persistence and nature of
these particular arts and of these sorts of experi-
ences to which the moderate ideological thesis is
addressed, nor is it addressed to the general hu-
man tendency to prize the things on that list in all
areas of human life. Rather, it proposes to explain
the existence and character of the general modern
category of art. Therefore, even though the mod-
erate ideological thesis is in some sense reductive
(for it maintains that the division of art from non-
art is not what it claims to be), its reductive claims
do not automatically pass to the practice or ex-
perience of the particular arts. So the ideological
thesis is not explaining anything away, and neither
am I.

It might seem that I am cheating to respond
in this way. After all, the objector might say, art
is made up of arts, so whatever is true of art in
general can only be true by being true of arts in
particular. Now to put the matter this way is to
commit the fallacy of division. Art is a category, a

way of organizing some arts, institutions, practices,
and so on. What pertains to the category of art, in
particular the reason for its including some arts
and not others, certainly need not pertain to the
arts that make it up.

Still, a category can share features with its mem-
bers. Is that the case here? Are the supposed ide-
ological features of the field of art, with its gov-
erning concepts of the artwork, the artist, and aes-
thetic appreciation, shared by the particular arts
that it comprises? The answer, I think, is “partly
yes, partly no.” On the one hand, those three cate-
gories certainly show up (now) in all the particular
arts. Furthermore, all of the authors whom I have
cited, indeed any I know of who discuss the ide-
ology of art, emphasize the way in which ideology
works through taste. Taste is not only operative in,
but also central to, the practice and reception of all
the arts. So it cannot be said that ideology is only at
work in the discourse about such supercategories
as art, the aesthetic, and the artist and not within
the particular arts. But the question here is not
whether ideological function is a relevant consid-
eration in discussing particular arts. No doubt it is,
along with quite a few other considerations, which
must be sensibly weighed according to the nature
of the case at hand. This is no reason to think that
a moderate ideological thesis must explain away
our attraction to the qualities and experiences on
that list. They are found scattered throughout hu-
man life, not only in what we now call the arts.
Clearly many or perhaps all of them also go back
to hunter–gatherer days, so that their origins and
persistence cannot be explained by reference to
more modern forms of social organization. Their
connections with the material conditions of hu-
man life, which a critical philosopher insists are
present, may be so ancient that they are best ex-
plained by evolutionary biology.

The claims of the moderate ideological thesis
certainly need to be taken into account, then,
when discussing both particular works of art and
the practice and discourse of various particular
arts. But that thesis cannot possibly explain ev-
erything that is going on within those arts in the
reductive way just mentioned; its scope is just too
limited for that. By contrast, the thesis is indeed
reductive when it comes to the general notion of
art, for it says that art (as a general field) is arti-
ficially and misleadingly distinguished from “ev-
eryday life” in ways that support and legitimate
current forms of social organization. It is quite
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possible to make that claim while not being a re-
ductionist about our reasons for valuing paintings,
poems, novels, symphonies, and so on.

vi. some concluding observations

I have tried to show that certain claims about the
historical origins of the modern idea of art and the
ideological role it plays in modern and contempo-
rary society should (if we believe them) lead us
to conclude that attempts to define art are mis-
directed. It should be clear that these are also
reasons for not trying to decide whether some
new medium or some particular work is art, but
rather to substitute more direct talk about its par-
ticular merits or weaknesses as compared with
other works or media that may seem compara-
ble in some way. Accepting these reasons would
no doubt produce a shift in the way philosophers
think about art; that has certainly been true in my
own case. I believe one part of the shift would
involve recognizing the degree to which the des-
ignation art is about status and how little else it
tells us about the features of any particular work,
practice, or artist.

If the conclusion of this article were accepted,
it would no doubt reinforce the trend, already un-
derway among aestheticians, to focus on careful
study of various arts in their differences. I believe
that would be a good thing. But nothing I have said
speaks against studies of commonalities between
different arts. On the contrary, this is an area that
plainly rewards careful study, the more so when
one does not begin by expecting all arts to conform
to some generic notion of art, but rather focuses
on what one finds. Furthermore, abandoning the
definitional quest and recognizing the arbitrary
character of the boundary between art and non-art
might well widen the scope of philosophical aes-
thetics. Creativity, form, aesthetic achievement,
and many of the other characteristics thought to
distinguish art are found in many places. Aes-
theticians have recently been exploring fields out-
side the traditional scope of the arts, for exam-
ple, in the area of style. This seems to me an
excellent development, and one that could prof-
itably increase. Yuriko Saito’s fine book, Everyday
Aesthetics, points to another avenue for fruitful
exploration, namely, the aesthetic dimension of
everyday life.27 More attention might also be paid
to the relation between art, money, style, and per-

sonal and social identity, and likewise there should
be more careful study of the culture-shaping im-
pact of commercial and advertising art.

Finally, I need to say that this article is not an
attack on the modern system of the arts, nor a
plea to return to an imagined golden age before
art was divided. Such a plea would be pointless
in any case, since such a return would be impos-
sible. But I am not suggesting that it would even
be desirable. Once one recognizes what is false
about the modern system, the challenge is rather
to go beyond it while preserving what is valuable
in it.28 That system, by its emphasis on individ-
ual creativity and “art for art’s sake,” has opened
a space for works that would not otherwise have
been made. The work of Kandinsky, Duchamp,
Joyce, Schoenberg, Balanchine, and many others
was only possible in that space. The modern sys-
tem of the arts has now become more global than
merely Western, and it would be a perverse rever-
sal of cultural chauvinism to insist that its presence
in India, China, Japan, Iran, the United Arab Emi-
rates, various African countries, and many other
places is nothing but the unfortunate enchantment
of a Western glamour. There is something about
it that has global appeal. Perhaps it is the strong
value it places on individuality and individual ex-
pression. Those ideas, however, while closely re-
lated to the modern notion of art, are not enough
to define a unique and unified field of art. They
are more like an ideal dimension of contemporary
life in general, which at least in my view needs to
be prized at the same time that its ideological func-
tion is recognized and critiqued. The challenge of
doing both of those things at the same time faces
us in the arts no less and no more significantly
than in the rest of our lives. Conceiving of the
arts as autonomous does not help us rise to that
challenge.29
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