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pursued by means of narratives whose elaboration, in turn, explains the historical
unity of the practice to us.

Basically, by way of considering art as a cultural practice, I have advanced nar-
rative as a primary means of identifying artworks and of characterizing the coher-
ence of the artworld, in contrast to the inclination to deal with these matters by
proposing defining sets of necessary and sufficient conditions. Roughly stated, I
have advocated what might be called narrativism over essentialism.This reorienta-
tion, moreover, correlates with a growing tendency in many schools and areas of
inquiry on the contemporary intellectual landscapes.13

IDENTIFYING ART

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

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

In challenging the viability of aesthetic theories of art and the open con-
cept/family resemblance approach, George Dickie showed the importance of
social context for the prospects of identifying art. His own variations on the insti-
tutional theory of art are contested, but his emphasis upon the relevance of social
context represents a major contribution to the philosophy of art. In my own
work, I have become suspicious of the plausibility of institutional theories of art,
including its most recent reincarnation. I have argued that art is not identified by
definitions, institutional or otherwise, but by narratives.The essay that follows is an
attempt to provide further clarification of the narrative approach, which I advo-
cate, to the problem of identifying art.1

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

IDENTIFICATION,  ESSENCE,  AND DEFINITION

One of the central questions of analytic philosophy in the twentieth century –
notably in the second half of the twentieth century – has been “What is art?”
Whether it was an issue of much urgency earlier is a matter of genuine historical
dispute.And even in the second half of the twentieth century, there have been dis-
tinguished theorists – like Nelson Goodman2 and Kendall Walton3 – who have
wondered whether there is much profit to be found in this issue. Indeed, in his
landmark treatise Aesthetics, Monroe Beardsley did not bother to address the ques-
tion in its canonical form.4 Nevertheless, the sheer statistical evidence seems
enough to warrant the claim that it has been a central question of analytic philos-
ophy even if, at the same time, it is true that our energies might have been spent
more fruitfully elsewhere.

However, even if it is granted that this has been a central question for philoso-
phers, it has been noted less often that this question may be taken in a number of
different ways – ways that diverge from the interpretation that contemporary
philosophers are often predisposed to give it, and ways that do not connect in a
neat package of interrelated answers.That is, the question “What is art?” may, at
different times, signal a request for different kinds of information, and that infor-
mation, furthermore, may not be linked logically in the manner most contempo-
rary philosophers anticipate.5

Some of the primary issues that the question “What is art?” may serve to
introduce include the following. First of all, how do we identify or recognize or
establish something to be a work of art? That is, how do we establish that a given
object or performance is an artwork? This request for information has, of course,
become increasingly pressing for nearly a century, a period that we might label the
“age of the avant-garde.” For in its urge to subvert expectations, the art of the
avant-garde, which would appear to have the most legitimate historical claim to
be the high art of our times, has consistently and intentionally produced objects
and performances that challenge settled conceptions about what one is likely to
encounter on a visit to a gallery, a theater, or a concert hall. It can be no accident
that the art theorists of the last century have become so obsessed with the ques-
tion “What is art?” during the age of the avant-garde. For theory here would
appear to be driven by practical concerns: that is, given the consistently anomalous
productions of the avant-garde, how does one establish that these works are art-
works? Indeed, recalling what Stanley Cavell has identified as the modern audi-
ence’s fear that it might be the butt of a continuously floating confidence game,
we surmise that the issue is one of how we are to go about establishing that the
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works in question are works of art in the face of worries, if not downright skepti-
cal objections, to the contrary.6 Again, it can be no accident that one of the most
tempting theories of art to emerge in this period was George Dickie’s Institu-
tional Theory of Art, which, if nothing else, was perfectly suited to perform such a
service for the works of Dada and its heritage.

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

Another issue that might be introduced by asking “What is art?” may be the
question of whether art has an essence. Here, following T. J. Diffey,7 by essence I
mean some general, shared feature or features of artworks that are useful to mark
but that are not shared by artworks alone. When Plato and Aristotle agree that
poetry and paintings are imitations, they point to what they take to be such an
essence, though this feature, despite its significance for art as they knew it, was also
shared, even in their own times, by childhood games of emulation. In this sense, an
essence may be a necessary condition, and it is my suspicion that art theory before
the age of the avant-garde was concerned primarily to isolate only such conditions,
especially where identifying these shed illumination on artistic practices.To say that
art is essentially communication or that it is essentially historical is to claim that art
has an essence in this sense, which is a matter of pointing to an informative general
feature of art without maintaining that it is a feature that uniquely pertains to art.
When, for example, George Dickie says that an artwork is of a kind designed for
public presentation,8 he marks an essential feature of art, though neither essential
public presentability, nor historicity, nor communicativeness is a property of art
alone. In asking “What is art?” we may be introducing the question of whether art
has a noteworthy essence or necessary condition – a question that, if answered
affirmatively, will be followed by a specification of what that general feature might
be. Moreover, citation of that feature need not be proposed for the sake of saying
something unique about art, but only as something that helps us understand art –
that points us in the direction of something we have missed or helps us get out of
some problem into which we have backed ourselves.Again, much previous art the-
ory might be read profitably as presenting answers of this general sort.

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

These three issues – Is there a reliable method for identifying art? Does art
have an essence? and Does art have a real definition? – are the primary questions
that may be introduced by asking “What is art?” However, there are two other
questions worth mentioning, even though I will have little to say about them.
They involve requests for information about the importance of art as a human
activity, which some theorists, though not I, regard as inextricably linked with
what I have identified as our three primary questions.9 These questions – which I
think of as secondary – are as follows. First:Why is art valuable as a human activ-
ity? Here we might be told that art is a cognitive instrument or a means of moral
education. Moreover, this request can be made in an even more demanding man-
ner. Specifically, we may be asked what makes art uniquely valuable – that is,What
is the peculiar value of art in contradistinction to the values available in every
other arena of human activity?

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

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

Of course, there is an even more ambitious dream in these precincts, one that
hopes not only to link up the answers to our primary questions but to link up our
secondary answers as well.That is, there is the expectation that we shall be able to
say why art is important, even uniquely important, in the course of defining art.
Here there is the conviction that, among the necessary conditions listed in our
definition, there will be some feature or features whose citation makes it evident
that art has value or even a unique value. An example of this variation of the
dream is Monroe Beardsley’s aesthetic definition of art, in which affording aes-
thetic interest is related to the value of art as a human activity.That Beardsley sup-
poses that some such account of the value of art should be part of the definition
of art, moreover, is indicated by Beardsley’s criticism of the Institutional Theory of
Art in terms of George Dickie’s failure to say anything about the “pervasive
human needs that it is the peculiar role of art to serve.”10
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Stated in its most ambitious form – that an identifying, real definition of art
will yield an account of what is uniquely valuable about art – the dream seems
exactly that. For, save embattled defenders of aesthetic theories of art, the remain-
ing consensus is that art may serve a motley of purposes and, in consequence, that
it possesses a motley assortment of values.But even the less ambitious dream – that
artworks might be identified by means of a real definition that comprises sets of
necessary conditions that are jointly sufficient – is dubious. For as the neo-
Wittgensteinian’s – Weitz, Kennick, perhaps Ziff, and others – maintain, it is at
least possible to answer what I have called our three primary questions in ways
that are independent of each other.That is, there may be no reason to suppose that
the relevant answers dovetail – indeed, they may come apart.11

For example, it is possible to deny that a real definition of art is possible, as
Weitz did,12 and to deny that artworks share any general features or essences, as
Kennick did,13 and still argue that we do possess reliable methods for identifying
or establishing that a given object or production is a work of art.That is, we may
be able to identify candidates as art even if art lacks an essence.After all, we man-
age to identify a great many other things for which we lack a real definition. Of
course, the leading candidate for a reliable method of art identification – the one
that the neo-Wittgensteinians championed – was the notion of family resem-
blance. In fact, it may be the only well-known alternative to definition to be
found in the literature so far, though, by way of preview, I should say that I plan to
introduce narration as another alternative.

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

The first objection takes note of the logic of resemblance. Starting with a hand-
ful of paradigms, we can identify a second generation of what Arthur Danto has
called “affines” – things that share discernible similarities with our paradigms.14Yet
these affines also have a great many properties that are not shared with our initial
group insofar as things that are similar to each other in some respects also differ from
each other in further respects. Consequently, a third generation of affines can be
constructed that bears a large number of resemblances to the second generation but
few to the first.Clearly, in the fourth and fifth generations of affines,we can get very
far away from the package of properties possessed by the first generation. In fact, in
short order, since it is also a feature of the logic of resemblance that everything
resembles everything else in some respect, enough generations of affines of the sort
that I have in mind can be arrayed so that anything can be said to bear a family
resemblance to either an artistic paradigm or an affine thereof.
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Now this may not seem to be a particularly bothersome consequence in a
world that has been shaken by Dada. However, the family resemblance method
seems liable to identify anything as art for the wrong reason.A given snow shovel
might be recognized to be art as it is in the case of Duchamp’s In Advance of a Bro-
ken Arm; but I cannot claim that my snow shovel, which resembles Duchamp’s in
a hundred ways, is art on that basis. Perhaps my snow shovel could be made into a
work of art – maybe as a deadpan counterexample to the family resemblance
method. But it would require more than resemblance for that. In such a case, it
would require what Danto calls a “background of theory.”15

One may worry whether the preceding demolition of the family resemblance
approach has not proceeded too hastily. For the family resemblance approach
depends upon our starting with some paradigmatic exemplars, and one might sus-
pect that the use of paradigms here could provide some constraints that would
halt the headlong rush to the conclusion that everything is art. For example, the
relevant resemblances, which this approach invokes, are said to be family resem-
blances. So perhaps that places suitable restraints upon what resemblances can
count in the process of establishing that a candidate in question is art.That is, the
collection of paradigms is a family, and any candidate that is to resemble them in a
family way must share whatever property (or properties) makes the collection a
family. But, of course, it has long been a criticism of the family resemblance
approach that the notion of “family” that figures so prominently in its name really
performs no work in the theory.16 Nor is this an accidental oversight, given the
other commitments of the most radical neo-Wittgensteinians. For if there were
criteria of family resemblance or criteria for what sort of resemblances count as
family resemblances, then the neo-Wittgensteinians would appear to be commit-
ted to the concession that there are at least necessary conditions for art.And that
is not a concession they will make.

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

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

The preceding dilemma demonstrates the inadequacy of the family resem-
blance approach as a reliable method for identifying artworks.And this, along with
the recognition that, pace Weitz, a definition of art, properly framed, need be no
impediment to artistic creativity, encouraged a return to the dream of finding an
identifying definition of art in terms of sets of necessary conditions that are jointly
sufficient. This drama has been played out most explicitly with reference to
Dickie’s institutional theory of art.17 Yet, to date, despite the voluminous
exchanges on the topic, the prospects for securing a real definition of art along
institutional lines seem slim.

George Dickie’s most recent version of an institutional theory is advanced in
his monograph The Art Circle. The core of the theory is a definition that proposes
that “a work of art is of a kind created to be presented to an artworld public.”18

This definition, in turn, is elucidated by the following four definitions:“A public
is a set of persons the members of which are prepared in some degree to under-
stand an object which is presented to them”;“An artworld system is a framework
for the presentation of a work of art by an artist to an artworld public”;“An artist
is a person who participates with understanding in the making of an artwork”;
and “The artworld is the totality of all artworld systems.”19 The first thing to note
about this set of definitions is that it is circular insofar as the concept of a work of
art is material to the definition of the artist, which, of course, is presupposed by
the definition of an artworld system that, in turn, supplies the basis for identifying
an artworld public upon which the very notion of a work of art depends. Of
course, noting this circularity is no news. Dickie himself calls attention to it, argu-
ing that the definition is circular because the concept of art, like other cultural
concepts, is inflected. Perhaps, however, rather than saying that the concept of art
requires a special sort of inflected definition, it might be more to the point to
admit that this reformulation of the institutional theory of art has just given up
the aim of producing a real definition of art where that is understood in terms of
the challenge that the neo-Wittgensteinians advanced.

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

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

Another way of making this point might be to agree that Dickie’s new version
of the institutional theory does tell us something about the necessary conditions
of art insofar as art is the product of a coordinated social practice. But the neces-
sary conditions in question are features shared also by social practices other than
art. This is not to say that the reformulation is uninformative. It points in the
direction of a social framework for artmaking that many philosophers may have
heretofore ignored. However, if at best George Dickie can claim only to have elu-
cidated some necessary conditions for artmaking of the sort shared by comparable
coordinated social practices, then he should give up talking about defining art. For
he is no longer playing that game according to its original rules, and it only con-
fuses matters to pretend that a real definition is still in the offing.20

Dickie’s response to the failure of family resemblance as a reliable means for
identifying artworks was to return – undoubtedly egged on by Weitz’s challenge –
to the project of framing a real, identifying definition of art.However, there may be
another lesson to be derived from the neo-Wittgensteinian episode and another
response to the failure of the family resemblance method. We may provisionally
accept the neo-Wittgensteinian suggestion in one of its weaker forms – to wit: that
a real definition of art is at least unnecessary – and agree that we nevertheless have
reliable means at our disposal for establishing whether or not a given candidate is
an artwork. Such a method will not be the family resemblance approach, of course,
since the objections of George Dickie and others do seem pretty compelling.
However, the refutation of that particular approach does not preclude that there
may be other methods for establishing that something is art and that these other
methods are not susceptible to the objections leveled at the family resemblance
approach.The particular method I have in mind is historical narration of the sort
that I will characterize in the next section of the present essay.21

But before turning to that analysis, let me summarize my argumentative strategy
in light of the framework set forth in the preceding pages. I intend to answer the
question “What is art?” (where that question is taken to pertain to answering affir-
matively whether we have a reliable method for identifying art) by specifying the
nature of that method. My proposal is that we do have a reliable method for identi-
fying a candidate to be an artwork and that that method is historical narration.22

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

NARRATION AND IDENTIFICATION

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

The dialectical conversation of the analytic philosophy of art has unfolded against
the backdrop of avant-garde practice.Whether or not this has always been explicitly
acknowledged by the major participants in that conversation, it should be clear that
developments in the avant-garde have motivated what are identified as the crucial
turning points in the dialogue. Implicit in the theories of Clive Bell23 and R. G.
Collingwood24 are defenses of emerging avant-garde practices – neoimpressionism,
on the one hand, and the modernist poetics of Joyce, Stein, and Eliot on the other.
Indeed, these theories might be read as an attempt to realign the compass of art in
general according to a grid extrapolated from the previously mentioned avant-garde
movements. Susanne K.Langer’s theory of dance, in turn,might be read as a gloss on
the aesthetics of modern dance;25 while, given the premium they place on innova-
tion and originality, neo-Wittgensteinians would appear to have virtually incorpo-
rated the ideals of avant-gardism into their concept of art.

Likewise,George Dickie’s initial version of the institutional theory of art requires
something like the presupposition that Dada is a central form of artistic practice in
order for its intuition pumps (like Walter de Maria’s High Energy Bar) to work; while
Arthur Danto wondered at the end of his “The Last Work of Art: Artworks and Real
Things” whether his essay was not just another avant-garde artwork.26 In any case,
Danto has freely admitted that the historical conditions for initiating a philosophy of
art, as he construes it, were secured by the avant-garde production of what he calls
“indiscernibles,” such as Warhol’s famous Brillo boxes.27

Moreover, the linkage between art theory and avant-garde practice is evident
outside the canonical progression of analytic philosophers of art. Russian formal-
ism was intimately connected with Russian futurist poetry,28 while the recent
influential essays of Barthes and Foucault concerning the death of the author pro-
mote the explicit modernist ideals of cited authors, such as Mallarmé and Beckett,
as the conditions of all writing.29
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The recurring correspondence between developments in art theory and devel-
opments in the avant-garde supplies a clue to the aims of art theory.Though art the-
ory may appear to be a purely abstract activity, it, like other forms of theory, has a
point and a purpose within the tradition and practice from which it has emerged.30

Stated bluntly, the task of art theory in the age of the avant-garde has been, in fact,
to provide the means for explaining how the myriad modern subversions of tradi-
tional expectations about art – or at least some subset thereof – could count as art.
The question “What is art?” as it is posed by the art theorist in the age of the avant-
garde has generally, though perhaps in many cases only tacitly, been a question of fit-
ting innovations into the continuum of our artistic practices. That is, on my
interpretation of the history of art theory, the task of modern analytic aesthetics has
really been one of providing the means for identifying the revolutionary produc-
tions of the avant-garde as artworks.Theory does not blossom in a vacuum; it is for-
mulated in a context that shapes its agenda. And the context that motivates
theoretical activity in the branch of art theory concerned with the question “What
is Art?” is one in which change, transition, or revolution is a central problem.

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

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

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

Typically the question of whether or not x is art arises in a context in which a
skeptic fails to see how the object in dispute could have been produced in the net-
work of practices with which she is already familiar – that is, if those practices are
to remain the same practices with which she is already familiar.There is a per-
ceived gap, so to speak, between the anomalous avant-garde production x and an
already existing body of work with an antecedently acknowledged tradition of
making and thinking. In order to defend the status of x as art, the proponent of x
must fill in that gap.And the standard way of filling in that gap is to produce a cer-
tain type of historical narrative, one that supplies the sequence of activities of
thinking and making required to, in a manner of speaking, fill in the distance
between a Rembrandt and a readymade.
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In order to counter the suspicion that x is not a work of art, the defender of x
has to show how x emerged intelligibly from acknowledged practices via the same
sort of thinking, acting, decisionmaking, and so on that is already familiar in the
practice.This involves telling a certain kind of story about the work in question:
namely, a historical narrative of how x came to be produced as an intelligible
response to an antecedent art-historical situation about which a consensus with
respect to its art status already exists.With a contested work of art what we try to
do is place it within a tradition where it becomes more and more intelligible.31

And the standard way of doing this is to produce an historical narrative.
The paradigmatic situation I have asked you to recall in order to motivate my

hypothesis is one in which a work is presented and challenged and in which the
challenge is met by means of a narrative. However, equally typical is the situation
in which the narrative is told proleptically – that is, told ahead of time in order to
forestall an anticipated challenge.This proleptic story may be told or published by
an artist, perhaps in the form of a manifesto or an interview, or, more likely, by a
critic. Indeed, much of the task of the critic who champions the work in question
is to place it in a framework that will render its connections with acknowledged
portions of the tradition intelligible.32

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

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

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

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

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

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

Art, as R. A. Sharpe nicely puts it, is an affair of ancestors, descendants, and
postulants.33 Each artist is trained in a tradition of techniques and purposes to
which her own work, in one way or another, aims to be an addition.34 The artist
learns the tradition, or at least crucial parts of it, in the course of learning certain
procedures of production, along with their attending folkways, self-understand-
ings, rules of thumb, associated values, and even theories. In producing artworks,
the artist remains in conversation with her teachers – sometimes repeating, some-
times improving upon, and sometimes disputing their achievements. But in every
instance, the artist is always involved in extending the tradition; typically, even the
artist who repudiates large portions of it does so in order to return it to what she
perceives to be its proper direction.

Alongside the artist’s traditions of production, there are also traditions of
reception – that is, traditions of appreciating and understanding works of art on
the part of audiences – that include paradigms for looking at, listening to, and
interpreting works of art. However, such traditions are not entirely disjunct from
those of production, if only because artists are audiences as well. That is, they
attend to their own works and to those of others in the ways provided by our tra-
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ditions of reception and, in consequence, these artists then produce works gov-
erned by the internalized norms and purposes that they, the artists, have derived
from our practices of appreciation and understanding. Of course, to a lesser
extent, especially in modern society, audiences are also introduced to the artist’s
side of the exchange, typically receiving some rudimentary training in some art-
making practice along with training in various practices of appreciation (e.g., inter-
preting stories for their morals).

The coordinated traditions of production and reception provide artists, audi-
ences, audience/artists, and artist/audiences with the means for orienting their
activities. Understanding a work of art, in large measure, is a matter of situating it,
of placing it in a tradition.This may not be immediately apparent to some because
the degree to which historical sensitivities, categories, and concepts are enmeshed
in our art education blinds us to the influential, sometimes constitutive, role that
they play in our appreciative responses. People deploy far more art-historical
knowledge than they are often self-consciously aware of deploying. But even the
simple identification of a drama as Shakespearean or a film as a silent comedy
mobilizes historical knowledge that, in turn, shapes appreciation in terms of
appropriate modes of response, including the postulation of relevant comparisons,
expectations, and norms. Producing art, on the other hand, also, often unavoidably,
involves awareness of the tradition – awareness of precedents and predecessors, of
available techniques and purposes, of influences and the anxieties thereof,35 of
audience expectations, and of the historically rooted reactions that are apt to be
engendered by subverting such expectations at a given moment.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Thus far we have said that the relevant type of narrative aspires to be an accu-
rate report of a time-ordered sequence of events. In other words, it must be at least
what is often called a chronicle.36 But more is required for the sort of narrative we
need.The kind of narrative we are looking for has an explanatory role to play: it
has to explain how an anomalous work in the present is part of the previously
acknowledged practices of artmaking. Before undertaking a narrative of this sort,
we already know where it must end in order to be successful. Specifically, it needs
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to end with a presentation of the work or works, or the performance or perfor-
mances, whose status is contested. The task of the narrative is to show that this
event is the result or outcome of a series of intelligible decisions, choices, and
actions that originate in and emerge from earlier, already acknowledged practices
of artmaking. That is, the narrative must represent the presentation of the con-
tested work as part of a whole process that can be recognized to be artistic.37

Moreover, though it may be controversial to claim that all historical narratives
have unified subjects, the historical narratives discussed here will have such a sub-
ject insofar as they are organized around the dominant purpose of explaining why
some contested work is art.38

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

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

The narrative begins by describing an acknowledged artmaking context. For
simplicity’s sake, let us imagine that there is consensus about the art status of the
artistic practices that exist just prior to the appearance of the disputed work. In
this case, the story begins with a sketch of the relevant artworld at the time the
artist, whose work is contested, enters it.Thus, if our subject is the work of Isadora
Duncan – of which Vaslav Nijinsky charged, “[H]er performance is spontaneous
and cannot be taught. … [I]t is not art”39 – then we are likely to begin our story
with an account of the turn-of-the-century theatrical dance scene in the West
that was dominated by academic ballet.

The complication in the story then emerges as we outline the artist’s assessment
of the artworld as she finds it. Of course, an artist may assess a given artworld to be
unproblematic and simply go on to produce works in the same manner to which
she has become accustomed.40 But then the story is a very short one. However, in
the case of innovative work of the sort that is likely to cause dispute, the artist is apt
to assess the existing artworld as requiring change or alteration either in the direc-
tion of solving some problem internal to existing artworld practices or in the direc-
tion of radically reorienting the project of the relevant artworld.41



90 ART, HISTORY, AND NARRATIVE

Duncan, for example, assessed the ballet-dominated dance scene in late-nine-
teenth-century America to be tired, rigid, and stifling – features she associated
with the Old World. In contrast, she searched for forms that were spontaneous and
natural (by her lights) and would serve to emblematize the Whitmanesque strains
of her vision of the American spirit.42

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

Once we have established the artist’s resolve to change artworld practices, and
once we have shown how it is intelligible that someone in that context might
come to have the resolve in question, then we go on to demonstrate how the
artist’s choice of the means to her end makes sense in the historical context under
discussion.That is, we show how the means adopted would be deemed appropri-
ate for securing the artist’s purposes given the alternatives the situation afforded.
Or, in other words, we must show that what the artist did in the existing context
was a way of achieving her purposes.This involves sketching the situation in such
a way that it becomes evident why certain artistic choices make sense given the
values, associations, and consequences that are likely to attach to them in the per-
tinent historical context.43

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

In order to show that the disputed work of an artist is art, we must show in the
course of our narrative that the artist’s assessment of the initiating situation and the
resolve she formulated in response to that assessment were intelligible.To do this we
need to show that the artist had a reasonable interpretation of certain general under-
standings of the purposes of art that were abroad and alive in her culture.These gen-
eral understandings include such purposes as the following: that art is expressive, or
that it challenges complacent moral views, or that it is about itself. It is the artist’s
reasonable interpretation of these general purposes that ground her assessment and
her resolve. In the case of Duncan, her claim to return to the natural expressivity of
Greek art situated her revolution in recognizable artistic purposes.
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Once it is established, by narrating the conditions that give rise to her assess-
ments, that the artist’s resolve is intelligible, we go on to show that the techniques,
procedures, and strategies she enlists are effective ones for realizing her purposes,
given the lay of the artworld – that is, given the alternative, available strategies and
their associated values.44 Finally, this elaboration of choices and rationales –
including, possibly, a citation of the artist’s experimentation with different alterna-
tives – eventuates in the production of the contested work. My claim is that if
through historical narration the disputed work can be shown to be the result of
reasonable or appropriate choices and actions that are motivated by intelligible
assessments that support a resolution to change the relevant artworld context for
the sake of some recognizable aim of art, then, all things being equal, the disputed
work is an artwork.45

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

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

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

x is an identifying narrative only if x is (1) an accurate and (2) time-
ordered report of a sequence of events and states of affairs concerning (3)
a unified subject (generally the production of a disputed work)46 that (4)
has a beginning, a complication, and an end, where (5) the end is explained
as the outcome of the beginning and the complication, where (6) the
beginning involves the description of an initiating, acknowledged art-his-
torical context, and where (7) the complication involves tracing the adop-
tion of a series of actions and alternatives as appropriate means to an end
on the part of a person who has arrived at an intelligible assessment of the
art-historical context in such a way that she is resolved to change (or reen-
act)47 it in accordance with recognizable and live purposes of the practice.

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

If we review the conditions I have advanced for an identifying narrative, it is
probably pretty apparent that the explanatory force of this sort of narrative relies on
the fact – most evident in my characterization of the complication – that underly-
ing this narrative is the structure of practical reasoning.48 The artist’s assessment
leads to a resolution, which leads to the choice from alternatives of means to that
end, which choices then ensue in the action we want explained – the production
of the disputed work. If in our reconstruction of this process we are able to show
that the assessments, resolutions, and choices were intelligible in context, we are
well on our way to showing that the work in question is an artwork.

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

Though the example I have developed of the identifying narrative is relatively
simple, it is easy to envisage more complex, expanded identifying narratives. Iden-
tifying narratives may include “embedded” narratives – for example, identifying
narratives within identifying narratives dealing with cases where certain avant-
garde experiments prove unsatisfactory (from the artist’s point of view) until the
final production of the disputed work. And identifying narratives can be
“enchained” – that is, several identifying narratives may be arrayed “back to back,”
as in our example concerning the Morris Lewis painting.49

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

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

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

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

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

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

Of course, there are other ways of introducing novel presentational systems.Film
was introduced initially by mimicking existing, acknowledged forms of artmaking
and their purposes. But novel presentational systems have been introduced in living
memory by other strategies. For example,“happenings” seem to have developed as a
reaction to existing artworld practices, notably practices in the precincts of painting
and sculpture.Artists like Allan Kaprow, feeling the constraints of a high modernist
aesthetic that bracketed the exploration of space and content from the canvas and
prized what was called “objecthood” (by the likes of Michael Fried) over participa-
tion, invented the happening as the arena in which those preexisting artistic con-
cerns that had been repressed under the Greenbergian dispensation could return.
Similar and indeed related stories can be told about the emergence of conceptual art
and performance art. But in all these cases, the point remains the same. Contested
presentation systems are established to be artworld systems when we can account for
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their emergence through narratives of thinking and making that connect them in
recognizable ways with preexisting artworld systems and their purposes. Eisenstein’s
dog Pudovkin was not art because there was no artworld system available to Eisen-
stein through which he might have implemented an intention to make his dog art.
That Eisenstein might have introduced such a system is irrelevant. For that is quite
literally another story.50

LEVINSON AND DANTO

The narrative approach I have developed for identifying art emphasizes the impor-
tance of art history. However, it is not the only contemporary approach to look to
art history for ways of answering the question “What is art?” Powerful, alternative,
historicist theories have been advanced by Jerrold Levinson and Arthur Danto. In
this section, I would like to examine the viability of these rival theories.

One difference, of course, between the narrative approach and the theories of
Levinson and Danto is that their approaches remain definitional. That is, they
attempt to provide the means for identifying and establishing that something is art
by means of real definitions.

Levinson’s method,which he explicitly calls defining art historically,51 contends
that

X is an artwork at t = df. X is an object of which it is true at t that some
person or persons, having the appropriate proprietary right over X, non-
passingly intends (or intended) X for regard-as-a-work-of-art – i.e., regard
in any way (or ways) in which objects in the extension of ‘artwork’ prior
to t are or were correctly (or standardly) regarded.52

This is a definition of art at a given time (t) in terms of what art has been in
past times.To be art at t is to be intentionally related in the required way to some-
thing that is art prior to t. Furthermore, the intention has to be stable or, as Levin-
son puts it,“nonpassing.”That is, in order to turn something into a work of art it
is not enough just to have it flash momentarily through your mind that a certain
object might be regarded as an artwork; Duchamp would not have turned a uri-
nal into an artwork if he just momentarily thought that a urinal might become an
artwork.The intention required has to be long-lived, firm, and stable; as Levinson
puts it, nonpassing.And lastly, the artist in question has to have a proprietary right
over the object.This stipulation appears to be intended by Levinson to block the
possibility of artists scurrying willy-nilly through the world, christening as art
everything in sight.

Levinson’s theory contains two necessary conditions – the proprietary condi-
tion and the intention condition – that are jointly sufficient. Let us look at these
proposals in turn.

The proprietary right condition seems irrelevant to the question of art status.
Suppose a well-known artist stole her painting materials – stole the canvas, stole
the paints – and painted the work during hours when she was contracted to be
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doing some other project. Nevertheless, she paints the work with the nonpassing
intention that it be regarded in an art-historically, well-precedented mode of
appreciation. Such a work might involve illegality, but surely, all things being
equal, it would be a work of art.

Questions of legality are independent of art status.There may indeed be cer-
tain art forms, like urban graffiti, that require as a condition of class membership
that they be illegal – that the graffiti be drawn on objects, like subway cars or ten-
ement walls, over which the artist possesses no proprietary rights.

The motivation behind this condition is Levinson’s desire to block certain
types of appropriationist or conceptual art. Levinson wants to deny that simply by
pointing at something – or by writing out a specification of what an audience is
supposed to look at (à la conceptual art) – the artist can turn Marilyn Monroe, the
Empire State Building, or a slice of life of a family in Queens into a work of art.

But even if these things cannot be turned into works of art, the reason cannot
be that the artist does not own them. For, presumably, if the artist did have a pro-
prietary right – if Marilyn Monroe and the Queens family consented to being
artistically transfigured, or if the artist bought the Empire State Building – then
anyone who was inclined to be skeptical about the art status of the result would
still be skeptical.

Levinson appears to presuppose that where an object is used to realize two
conflicting intentions – where one of the intentions attaches to the owner and the
other to an appropriator – the intention that determines its use is the owner’s. So
the appropriationist artist’s intention that the object be used to support some art-
historical regard will be trumped by the owner’s intention wherever it conflicts
with the artist’s. But I do not see why the owner’s intentions have so much onto-
logical weight. Someone can certainly use my shotgun to shoot me despite my
intentions that my shotgun not be so used. I might wish that my shotgun not have
the status of a murder weapon. It might not be very nice to shoot me with my
shotgun; but you can do it nonetheless. Similarly, I do not see how my ownership
of the Empire State Building would be enough to stop someone else from turn-
ing it into a readymade.

My recommendations about identifying art come closest to Levinson’s with
respect to his second condition.53 However, even though he speaks of his method
as a matter of defining art historically, Levinson’s theory is really very ahistorical.
For Levinson supposes that something might be art now just in case it supports
any type of regard, treatment, or mode of appreciation that was appropriate to at
least some works of art in the past.The problem here is that not every mode of
appreciation that was lavished on artworks in the past is eternally available. Some
modes may have become historically obsolete. Making artworks in the present to
support such obsolete, historically outmoded, and historically unavailable modes
of appreciation should not, on the face of it, result in things that we now count as
artworks. Levinson’s theory is ahistorical at least in the respect that it does not
allow for the historical obsolescence of art regards. He treats his art regards as ahis-
torically eternal – as always available modes of appreciation. But modes of appre-
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ciation may pass away.This is something that any theory claiming to be histori-
cally sensitive should acknowledge. But Levinson’s does not.

This may sound like a somewhat abstract objection. Let me introduce a coun-
terexample in order to give it some purchase.

It seems fair to suppose that sometime in the past artworks were thought to
perform such services as propitiating the gods.That is, artworks – such as those
performed at religious festivals – were offerings to the gods (offerings predicated
on either exciting their favor or, at least, mitigating their disfavor). Since this was
once a function of what we call artworks, presumably one way of appreciating
such artworks was in terms of how suitable or how effective such works were in
propitiating the gods. Perusing some works in this light, we might think that they
were very powerful examples of propitiation; other works might be assessed as less
powerful.We might appreciate such works with respect to propitiation in the way
that we appreciate thoroughbreds with respect to their racing potential.

Now if what I have said so far is plausible, then assessing, appreciating, or
regarding some historically acknowledged artworks as vehicles of propitiating the
gods was an appropriate way of regarding artworks. On Levinson’s view, it must
count as an integral form of artistic regard. It is, in other words, a form of regard
that a contemporary artist might seek to facilitate with respect to a contemporary
candidate for the status of artwork.

But consider this case. Jones is a person who knows something of the history
of art. He knows that artworks were sometimes used to propitiate certain gods.
Let us even suppose that Jones believes in these gods and thinks that they ought to
be propitiated. Jones also owns a chicken farm and an automatic assault rifle. He
has a proprietary right over both the relevant chickens and the rifle. By dint of
these property rights and a certain intention, Jones sets out to make an artwork.
Specifically, he shoots a mass of chickens in record time in order to propitiate the
gods. Moreover, he presents the massacre as an artwork: onlookers are invited to
appreciate it, assess it, or regard it in terms of its effectiveness as a means of propi-
tiating the gods.This was a correct way of regarding some artworks in the past;
and Jones intends to facilitate this way of regarding his massacre of the chickens as
a means of producing a contemporary artwork.

Here it is important not to confuse Jones’s activity with the activities of other
proponents of the art of slaughtering chickens. Jones is not a conceptual artist
who seeks to make some kind of statement about art or life by means of slaugh-
tering chickens; nor does Jones hope to turn chicken-slaughtering into art by cre-
ating something that is full of dramatic excitement and color. His intention is
simply to make something that is to be regarded and assessed as an effective vehi-
cle for propitiating the gods, where propitiating the gods was once an acknowl-
edged purpose of art and where regarding the work’s viability in discharging this
function is one correct way to treat artworks.

So Jones makes a work at t – September 25, 1992 – with the nonpassing inten-
tion that it, the chicken massacre, be an object for regard as an artwork. In partic-
ular, it is to be regarded in terms of its efficacy for propitiating the gods – which,
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of course, was a way of correctly regarding artworks in the past (prior to Septem-
ber 25, 1992).

It is hard to see how Levinson’s theory can avoid admitting Jones’s chicken
massacre to the roster of art. But surely Jones’s chicken massacre is not a work of
art, even if an indiscernible chicken massacre by the modern artist Herman Nietze
is.There must be something wrong with Levinson’s theory if it entails that Jones’s
chicken massacre is art.

Moreover, I do not think that this counterexample is idiosyncratic. Rather, it
points to a systematic flaw in Levinson’s theory – namely, that it is ahistorical
(despite its claims to being historical) in the sense that it fails to take account of
the fact that some regards-as-a-work-of-art may pass away. Indeed, it is very easy
to multiply counterexamples of this sort when one recalls that a great deal of art
in the past was produced for religious purposes and was properly regarded as the
focus of devotion. But when I was a first-grade student in Catholic school and I
put two Popsicle sticks together in the shape of a cross with the intention that it
be a devotional object, the result was not a work of art, even though it was correct
to regard some artworks in the past as devotional objects. Obviously, the religious
functions of art and their attending regards can produce, in fairly predictable ways,
a substantial number of problem cases for Levinson’s theory.

Arthur Danto’s theory of art is another rival to my narrative approach, for in
it, too, art history performs an important role in identifying works of art. But
Danto’s theory, like Levinson’s, differs from the narrative approach insofar as it
proposes a definition as the reliable means for identifying art.

Danto never states his definition of art outright. But he does seem to believe
that something is a work of art just in case it (1) is about something (2) about
which it projects some attitude or point of view (this is what Danto means by the
work’s possession of a style) (3) by means of metaphorical ellipses that (4) depend
on some enthymematic material from the historico-theoretical artworld context
(this material is generally what Danto thinks of as art theories), and that (5)
engage the audience in interpreting the metaphors elliptically posed by the work
in question.54

This is an immensely complicated theory of art, and full justice cannot be
given to it in a page or two. But, prima facie, it does seem to be far too exclusive to
serve as an adequate definition of art. Surely some tap dancing, such as the work
of Honey Coles, counts as art. But that work need not be about anything; it need
not propose a metaphor about anything; it does not engage or require an inter-
pretation about its (probably nonexistent) metaphorical import by audiences; and
its reception does not depend upon art history, where that is construed narrowly
in terms of art theory.

Admittedly, it will require some art-historical background to establish that
such dancing is art, if it is challenged; but it need not be background of the order
of art theories. Rather, that background can be woven into suitable art-identifying
narratives without recourse to theories of dance. For there is probably nothing
that we would count as a theory of dance in the actual historical background of
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Honey Coles’s tap dancing.That is, where Danto proposes to identify artworks in
terms of their connection to historically existing art theories, I think it is enough
to tell stories about their connection to preexisting art contexts which may or
may not possess anything like art theories.

Of course, Danto might modify his view, as he sometimes seems to do, by
dropping the emphasis on the background of art theory. But even with this
modification, his definition seems too strict. Surely some artworks are not
about anything. Do not certain works of pure pattern count as art? And even of
those remaining works that are about something – those that have a semantic
component – many need neither be construed as metaphors nor interpreted
that way.There are plain-speaking works of art. Hogarth’s “Cruelty in Perfec-
tion,” from his The Four Stages of Cruelty, is not a metaphor (not even a visual
metaphor), and it does not elicit or require metaphorical interpretations from
viewers. Indeed, it is not clear that the work requires any sort of interpretation,
metaphorical or otherwise, if one agrees with Annette Barnes’s argument that
interpretation is an activity we engage in only when the point of what we are
attending to is not obvious.55

Perhaps Danto thinks that all works of art are about something because they
“comment” on their tradition. But surely this is a figurative use of the notion of
commenting. Many works of art bear relations to their tradition upon which we
comment. It is strained, however, to relocate what are our comments in the work
of art. Moreover, there is no reason to suppose that those works of art that do
comment on other works of art always do so in a metaphorical mode. Daumier’s
1856 lithograph Photographie: Nouveau Procede comments disparagingly on the art
of photography, but without metaphor.

Danto’s emphasis on the importance of the art-historical context, especially
where the latter is not associated strictly with existing art theories, is a valuable
insight. In fact, it is an insight that led me to my own thoughts about the role of
historical narration in identifying art. However, many of the other conditions that
Danto adds to the condition of historical relevance seem to render his theory far
too exclusive.

The theories of Danto and Levinson seem the closest competitors to the sort
of historical approach I advocate.Their accounts, of course, are both definitional.
The problems I have sketched in regard to their theories reveal that there are con-
tinued difficulties with definitional approaches, even when putatively informed by
historical considerations. In a dialectical sense, the failure of these theories at least
recommends attention to the narrative approach.

In the present essay I have maintained that in asking the question “What is art?”
we may be requesting different types of information.We may be asking whether
there are reliable methods for identifying and establishing that something is art;
whether art has any general or essential features; whether there is a real or essen-
tial definition of art. Moreover, as a historical conjecture or diagnosis, I have
claimed that the actual project of philosophical art theory in the age of the avant-
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garde is, in fact, the issue of how to identify and establish whether the often unex-
pected productions of the avant-garde are art. In this context, I have proposed that
identifying narratives provide us with a reliable method for establishing the artis-
tic status of the works in question. Such narratives ideally explain the way in
which a disputed production is an artwork by showing how it emerged through
intelligible processes of assessment, resolution, choice, and action from acknowl-
edged artworld practices within a context of recognizable presentational systems.
Securing such narratives for contested artworks represents a sufficient condition
for establishing that such candidates are art. Moreover, my invocation of acknowl-
edged artworld practices and systems should raise no worries about circularity,
since we are talking about identifying art, not defining it.

One criticism of my emphasis on identifying narratives rather than on art def-
initions might be that this is not really philosophy. But isolating the reliable meth-
ods of reasoning and argument that we use in our practices certainly has a prima
facie claim to the status of philosophy.Another worry about the narrative approach
might be that it makes it seem easy to establish that something is art.This does not
strike me as a problem. Establishing that something is art is generally not a very
daunting task.

The narrative approach offers a way of answering the question “What is art?” that
is different from the one George Dickie proposed. It employs narration rather than
definition, and it makes much more explicit reference to art history than Dickie’s
more explicitly sociological approach does. However, the move to art history that I
advocate might be thought of as a matter of seizing an opportunity opened by
Dickie’s seminal emphasis on the indispensability of context for art theory.

HISTORICAL NARRATIVES

AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF ART

I . SETTING THE STAGE

If one surveys the canonical history of the philosophy of art in the English-speaking
world – as it is enshrined in numerous textbooks and anthologies1 – it is difficult to
resist the conjecture that it has been driven by the development of the avant-garde.
This may appear to be a controversial hypothesis because it does not seem to square
with the field’s explicit understanding of itself. For on that understanding, the dom-
inant view is that the philosophy of art has been concerned with successive attempts
to characterize the nature of art from an ahistorical point of view. However, a close
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