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Last class, we considered Noël Carroll’s “narrative approach” to identifying art, 
as an alternative to an attempt to give a definition of art. 
 

Berys Gaut starts his article “’Art’ as a Cluster Concept”                                 
with the same observation Carroll made: 
 

•  “The story of philosophers’ attempts to define                                                              
the concept of art has not been a happy one. 

•  Theories we have in plenty… Less evident is any agreement                                  
about which of these radically different analyses is the correct one. 

 

 

“The thought that ‘art’ cannot be defined is not of course a new one:  
•  yet [the] negative claim that art cannot be defined…has…been denied, while 
•  [the] positive claim that a correct characterization (rather than definition) of the 

concept is in family resemblance terms has been even more widely rejected.” (ibid.) 

Ø Recall that Carroll objected that candidate objects cannot be identified       
as art  on the basis of their resemblance to existing artworks, 

Ø because resemblances also hold between artworks and non-art objects. 

–  Gaut echoes this objection, stating that “the notion of resemblance is   
sufficiently vacuous (anything resembles anything else in some respect or 
another…) that the characterization would count anything as art.” (ibid.) 2	  



Gaut elaborates on the errors made by those who first declared that                
art couldn’t be defined: 
 

•  “the failure to find a definition might be explained by the attempt                          
to define ‘art’ in intrinsic, rather than relational, terms                                         
(hence the subsequent popularity of institutional and historical theories)” 

–  Representational, expressivist, and aesthetic theories of ‘art’ all 
attempted to define art on the basis of some intrinsic feature    
common to all artworks, and not shared by non-art. 

–  Institutional and historical theories instead aimed to define art on the 
basis of relationships (to institutions and traditions, respectively). 

•  “…while the claim that ‘art’ resists definition because art is fundamentally creative 
fails because practices can be pursued in original ways yet be definable 
–  (chess and physics are examples), 

•  or it might be part of the definition of art that its products be original.” (25-6) 
 

Nevertheless, Gaut thinks they were right that                                                   
art cannot be given a definition: 
•  “the subsequent failure of relational definitions to secure general assent ought to 

revivify the thought that ‘art’ has not been defined because it cannot be defined” 
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Gaut thinks predecessors were on the right track when they made use of 
Wittgenstein’s idea of family resemblance – but they misapplied the idea. 
 

•  “I shall argue here that it is not a resemblance-to-paradigm construal, 
but a cluster concept construal, of family resemblance                       
that gives the correct characterization of art” (26) 

 

In a cluster account of a concept,  

•  “There are multiple criteria for the application of                                             
such concepts, though none of them are necessary. 

•  There is also a great deal of indeterminacy in                                                 
how many of these criteria must apply                                                               
if an object is to fall under the concept, 
–  though at the extremes there are clear cases                                            

where it does and clear cases where it does not.” (ibid) 

Ø  E.g., Wittgenstein proposed that ‘game’ is a cluster concept:  
–  there are many qualifies that count towards                                      

something’s being called a game, 
–  but no quality that something absolutely                                                    

must have in order to make it a game. 
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A cluster account is true of a concept just in case[:] 
 

•  there are properties whose instantiation [i.e. fulfillment, satisfaction]            
by an object counts as a matter of conceptual necessity toward its falling 
under the concept. 
–  These properties are normally called criteria…”          
–  (but you can also think of them as characteristics) 

“There are several criteria for a [cluster] concept. 
 

•  If all the properties are instantiated, then the object falls under the concept… 
–  [the criteria] are jointly sufficient for the application of the concept. 

•  [But] if fewer than all the criteria are instantiated, this [may also be] sufficient 
for the application of the concept.” (26-7) 

Ø Whether a given object fits a cluster concept     
must be evaluated on a case-by-case basis.  

Ø There is no set number of criteria which the object                  
must instantiate in order to fall under the concept. 
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For a cluster concept, “there are no properties that are                     
individually necessary for the object to fall under the concept: 
 

•  that is, there is no [single] property which all objects                                       
falling under the concept must possess. 

»  This is what makes a cluster concept of art radically different   
from earlier attempts to define art by finding its essence,  
•  i.e., a necessary condition for something to qualify               

as an artwork. 

»  This also makes a cluster concept of art fall short of a                 
true definition (a list of necessary & sufficient conditions). 

“[But] though there are no individually necessary conditions                          
for the application of such a concept,  
there are disjunctively necessary conditions: 
 

•  that is, it must be true that some of the criteria apply                                             
if an object falls under the concept.” (27)  

–  An object that only satisfies one criterion is unlikely to fall under the concept. 
–  But satisfying multiple criteria makes it more likely that the object will qualify. 
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“Take the case of art. 
 
 

•  Suppose that we can construct some set of properties… 
–  And suppose it can be shown that if various subsets of       

[those properties] obtain, then an object is art, 
–  that none of these properties has to be possessed by                

all artworks, 
–  but that all artworks must possess some of them. 

•  Then we cannot define ‘art’ in the sense  of giving 
individually necessary & jointly sufficient conditions for it, 

•  but we can offer a characterization of it – an account of  
what it is in terms of criteria or characteristics. 

•  Note that this account allows a great deal 
of indeterminacy in whether the obtaining 
of a particular subset of properties is 
sufficient for something to be art:  

•  there will be many cases where it is not 
clear whether this is so” (27) 
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“There is an important different in logical form between cluster accounts   
and resemblance-to-paradigm accounts. 
 

•  Whereas the latter specify the relevant features in terms of resemblance to some 
particular [objects], 
–  the former specify them by general properties. 

•  …a resemblance-to paradigm view would hold that something is a work of art          
if & only if it resembles at least one of some specified paradigmatic works of art.” (27) 

–  An objection to this view is that it requires that we know what qualify as 
“paradigmatic works of art”: 
•  but how are we supposed to be certain what these are, without already 

having some idea of what art is, to tell us which are paradigmatic works? 

»  Gaut says that cluster accounts of art avoid this objection,    
because they do not appeal to any paradigmatic artworks. 

•  Furthermore, cluster accounts are preferable because they 
–   “make substantial claims by specifying what the properties are that are relevant 

to determining whether something is art.” (27-8) 

•  In contrast, the resemblance-to-paradigm approach never says                          
what kind of resemblance to the paradigm is sufficient to guarantee                  
that a candidate object is an artwork. 8	  



Gaut notes that there is some circularity in these criteria (the properties are 
“themselves specified in terms of art”), 

•  but since none of them are individually necessary, one can easily use them to 
identify something as an artwork without relying upon the circular criteria alone. 

He also allows that readers can dispute any of these criteria,  
•  because his main aim is “to defend the cluster account of art per se, rather than 

any particular theory about which properties should be part of the cluster.” (29) 9	  



One modification to the account is to hold that there is                                                 
one individually necessary condition for something to count as art: 
 

•  “an artwork is the product of an action”,  
•  whether that action be creation, or merely selection (29) 

–  E.g., art photographers do not create the image captured by the camera,          
but they do select what to capture and how to do so. 

–  Art composed merely of found objects is likewise made by selection,             
rather than creation. 

Ø What kind of objects does this added necessary condition                                
exclude from qualifying as art? 

Man Ray. (1932) Glass Tears. 

Adams, Ansel. 
(1960)    
Vernal Fall. 
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Gaut wants to make sure that this approach satisfies                                 
some constraints on a good account of art: 
 

•  It should be “adequate to intuition”, 
–  meaning that it delivers the same results as we would arrive at intuitively, 

whether those results: 
a)  identify uncontroversial cases as artworks,  
b)  exclude ridiculous candidates from qualifying as art, or  
c)  give indeterminate results for candidates whose art status is debatable. 

•  It must be “normatively adequate”: 
–  it must explain why some intuitions about the art status of                   

particular candidates are wrong,  
–  by giving a “theory of error” explaining “why people have the mistaken  

intuitions they do”, and “why these intuitions should be plausible” 

•  It should have “heuristic utility”: 
–  “it should be such as to figure in true or at least promising theories about [art]” 

more generally. 
•  I.e., it should cohere with plausible accounts of what value art has           

in human society, of how art is used by communities, etc. 
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First Gaut aims to show that the cluster account of art is adequate to intuition. 
 

The cluster account says that none of the 10 criteria are individually necessary                
for something to qualify as art. 
 

•  This means, for example, that works do not have to “possess positive aesthetic 
properties, such as being beautiful, graceful, or elegant”, to count as artworks. 
–  This coheres with our intuitive concept of art as including works                      

that are not beautiful, elegant, or graceful: 

•  “some twentieth-century art pursues “anti-aesthetic” 
policies, uninterested in sensuously pleasing,  

•  but deeply interested in challenging, provoking, 
scandalizing,  using ugliness and discord as a 
disruptive strategy” (31) 

 

–  It also coheres with our knowledge that                                                            
“not all art is expressive of emotion”, 

–  that “not all art is intellectually challenging”, 
–  that “not all art has a complex and coherent form”… 

 

Malevich, Kasimir. (1915)            
Black Square on a White Ground.  

Picasso, Pablo. 
(1907) 

 Les Demoiselles 
D’Avignon. 
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–  …“not all art has a complex meaning” 
–  “not all art has been concerned with originality” 
–  “not all artworks express an original point of view” 
–  “not all artworks are the products of                       

a high degree of skill”  
–  “not all artworks are in established art genres” 
–  “not all artworks are the product of                      

an intention to make art” 

 

Colescott, Robert. (1985)  
Les Demoiselles d’Alabama. 

Ancient Egyptian painting 

Wallis, Alfred. (1928) 
Houses at St Ives, Cornwall. 

Aesop’s 
Fables. 

Heller, Eric. Transport VII. 
(Made using a computer      
to simulate the                
flow pattern of electrons.) 13	  



Gaut notes: 
 

•  “it may be objected…that if none of these conditions are necessary,                      
that is only because they are irrelevant to an object’s being art” 

–  “Perhaps the irrelevance of some of the criteria might be argued for: 
–  but could they all be irrelevant – 

•  could there be a work of art lacking all of these properties? 

»  Inspection of possible cases strongly suggests there could not be. 

» …There is no evident way that an object lacking                        
all of the criteria could be a work of art; 

•  and even if a plausible counterexample could be produced,  
•  a friend of the cluster account could respond by adding 

whatever seems to relevant criterion to the cluster --  
•  that is, she can respond by modifying the content                 

of the account, rather than its form. 

Ø Gaut seems to be asserting that the cluster account 
is immune to all counterexamples. 
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“A more pressing objection is that some of the criteria really are necessary”, 
–  E.g., that works cannot qualify as art unless they are complex enough               

(so as to deny the art status of minimalist paintings), 
–  or unless they are embodied in an appropriate artistic medium                   

(denying the art status of conceptual works). 
 

Gaut counters that holding some of these criteria as necessary conditions               
would end up not only keeping minimalism and conceptual works out of ‘art’,             
but would also deny the art status of many established artworks: 
 

•  If we require that artworks must be beautiful,                        
then we would have to say that                              
hideous Medieval paintings are not art. 

•  If we require that art must express emotion,                          
we must deny that pure instrumental music is art. 

•  …and so on. 
 

       So imposing any of the criteria as                                               
       a necessary condition of art is a bad idea, 

•  because it is likely to exclude works that                      
we intuitively recognize are artworks, or at least        
have historically been treated as such. 

 
 

 

Cimabue. (~1280)                   
Madonna with Child. 
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“…is the instantiation of fewer than all the listed criteria         
by an object sufficient for it to be a work of art? 
 

•  …Certainly it is not true that the obtaining of                             
any subset of the complex set is sufficient: 

–  a philosophy paper may be intellectually challenging [3],   
have a complex and coherent form [4],                                    
a complex meaning [5], and be original [7], 

–  but it is not (sadly) thereby a work of art.” (34) 

•  …Yet there are several subsets that are sufficient,                        
as should be made evident by considering objects                     
that lack only one of the criteria mentioned. 

•  …There are even plausible subsets which lack several criteria.” 

–  E.g., Egyptian art “lacked a concern with individuality and 
originality, was not the product of an artistic intention in the 
modern sense of ‘artistic’, nor was it intellectually challenging, 

–  …but we count it as art because of its great beauty,                
its use of forms that are like [ours]…, its considerable 
expressive force, complex and coherent form, complex 
meaning, and the great degree of skill involved.” (34-5) 
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Another merit of the cluster account is that: 
 

•  “[it] explains why some activities (such as cookery) seem                 
to lie somewhere near the borders of art without clearly being art, 

•  since they share several properties of art  
–  (being the exercise of individual creativity,                 

having a capacity to give sensuous pleasure) 

•  ….while also lacking other relevant criteria  
–  (since they have difficulty in expressing emotion        

and conveying complex meanings, and are not 
generally the product of an artistic intention).” (36) 

 Gaut explains: 
 

–  “It is a signal advantage of the cluster account                   
over the more straightforward definitions of art          
that it can preserve the hardness of such cases, 

–  and allow us to explain what it is that makes them hard; 

»  such cases can be shown to be genuinely              
borderline and indeterminate.” (ibid.) 
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Gaut addresses the account’s normative adequacy: 
 

•  “The cluster account can explain very simply why many definitions of art               
have enjoyed their appeal: 
–  they fasten onto a particular criterion and inflate it into                                         

a necessary and sufficient condition.” 

•  E.g. expressivism inflated the criterion of ‘being expressive of emotion’, 
•  while formalism inflated onto ‘being formally complex and coherent’ 

 

•  It can explain disagreements over what things are art as cases in which                   
“at least one side in the dispute is misapplying the concept of art                             
by converting criteria into necessary conditions. 

–  …conversion of different criteria into necessary conditions yields            
conflicting judgments about what objects are artworks.” 

 

•  Moreover, the cluster account can judge which side in the disagreement is wrong: 

–  whichever side is holding some criterion to be a necessary condition              
which isn’t really necessary can be disproven with counterexamples,  
•  in the form of artworks that fail to satisfy that criterion,  
•  but nevertheless are recognizable as art because they satisfy other criteria. 
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An important objection to address: 
 

•  “it may be held that the cluster account is vacuous,” 
•  because if any criteria can be put into the cluster,  
•  “then there are no possible counterexamples to the account, 

so it is empty of content.” (39) 
 

Gaut replies that “this is not so. 
 

–  There are possible counterexamples to cluster accounts:  
–  they are successful definitions of art. 

•  By giving a set of individually necessary and jointly sufficient 
conditions for something to be art, 

•  one could show that the cluster account is mistaken. 

–  So if someone was able to come up with                          
a  true definition of art,  

–  then it could be shown that ‘art’ is really                          
a more specific set of objects than the                     
cluster account suggests. 

»  Until then, a cluster account of ‘art’ might be         
the best way to understand it. 
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In our previous reading,  
•  Carroll suggested that historicity (continuity with existing 

traditions of art) is a necessary condition for something to be art. 
 

–  Does Gaut’s cluster concept view overlook historicity? 
–  Can we understand the concept of ‘art’ without thinking about       

its historical dimension? 
–  …or can the account capture the historicity of artworks through     

its other criteria? 

 
 
The cluster concept view also doesn’t require that something is      
made for presentation to the artworld for it to qualify as art. 
 

–  That suggests that if an artist never chooses to display/present/
publish a work, that it can nevertheless be art, if it satisfies a 
sufficient number of criteria. 

–  Does the cluster concept overlook an important                 
institutional dimension of what it is to be an artwork? 
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