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Actual Art, Possible Art, and Art’s Definition

It is thirty years since Jerrold Levinson introduced
his historical theory of art.1 Other, related theories
have been proposed.2 But Levinson’s theory is the
most elaborated and the most clearly committed
to the project of defining art.3 Much of the dispute
about this theory has centered on how precisely
it is to be formulated.4 I will be careful—to the
point, sometimes, of being tedious—to distinguish
ways of formulating the theory’s central claim. No
formulation I come up with provides a satisfactory
definition: so I argue.

I start by saying something absurdly brief about
the rules of engagement in this contest. I provide
some motivating background about bicondition-
als, necessity, circularity, and their relation to the
project of definition. I characterize Levinson’s at-
tempt to avoid circularity by means of a technique
of collapse. I show that using collapse makes the
definition offered by the historical theory unac-
ceptably parochial. I suggest a way in which a
new historical definition might be crafted that is a
bit more cosmopolitan, though not, perhaps, cos-
mopolitan enough. I also note that the historical
theorists need to take a stand on what seems to
me a difficult question concerning how we are
to interpret our intuitions about what would, in
counterfactual circumstances, be art.

i. method

Defining things is not to everyone’s taste. I shall
not take account of general doubts about the pos-
sibility of or need for definitions. Even if we take
a generally upbeat approach to definitions, se-
rious doubts remain concerning Levinson’s pro-

posal. We do, however, need to ask whether the
project falls on one or the other side of a familiar
divide: that, roughly, between real and nominal
definitions. Is Levinson making a claim about the
nature of art or about the meaning of ‘art’? I be-
lieve he is making a claim about the nature of
art.5 But there are signs that he also has his eye
on the semantic agenda, and there certainly are
connections between the two. To avoid a war on
two fronts, I am going to stick, as far as possible,
to the metaphysical question. How should we pro-
ceed in thinking metaphysically about the nature
of art? An adequate metaphysics of art should be
responsive to how we intuitively think about art’s
nature and especially to how we think art might
or would have been different in different circum-
stances. Without any such responsiveness we have
no way of keeping to topic. Our metaphysics may
violate intuition, but it needs a reason for doing
so. When I talk about our concept of art, I mean
something distinguished by intuitions of this kind;
people with different but fully reflective intuitions
about what would be art if the facts were arranged
this way or that way count as having different con-
cepts of art.6 Another way to put this is to say that
we have intuitions about what is art in various pos-
sible but nonactual circumstances; call these intu-
itions about possible art. At a certain point in the
argument, I will attend to Levinson’s claim that
he is concerned to make his definition conform to
our current concept of art. Consideration of our
intuitions about possible art show that claim to be
wrong; so I say. I will, however, issue a warning
about how difficult it can be to decide whether
people’s intuitive judgments in this area are fully
reflective.
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ii. biconditionals, necessity, definition

Here is a purportedly necessary biconditional:

(1) Something is red iff it appears to be red to
normal subjects under normal conditions.

This is no reductive definition of ‘red,’ since the
term appears on both sides. Nonetheless, we may
hold that it is an informative proposition about
redness. It says that there is no more to some-
thing’s being red than its looking red in the right
circumstances.7

(1) is said to be necessary. How is that to be
expressed? The most perspicuous way, given the
distinctions I shall need, is in terms of quantifica-
tion over worlds. For those worried by the meta-
physical strangeness or excess of possible worlds,
I say that use of this machinery to express modal
notions does not require us to believe in the re-
ality of possible worlds; I am doing it this way
because it provides a clear characterization of the
crucial differences between certain versions of the
historical theory. So we have:

(1ω) For all ω, something is red in ω iff it appears
in ω to be red to normal subjects under nor-
mal conditions,

where ω ranges over worlds. This, of course, takes
us no closer to a noncircular definition.

Suppose we form a list, L, of all the things that
actually have, do, or will appear red to normal
subjects in normal conditions. We then say:

(1ωL) For all ω, something is red in ω iff it is
named on L.

It is important to see that the list is exactly that:
just a list of items. It does not tell us, for example,
that “these are the things that are red,” for then
we would not have got away from the circularity
of (1ω). The list specifies a certain set—the set of
things which are actually red—by specifying its ex-
tension. It is that extensional specification which
appears on the right-hand side (RHS) of (1ωL).
We may say that (1ωL) employs a technique of
collapse: the intension on the RHS of (1ω) col-
lapses, in (1ωL), into an extension, getting rid of
the circularity.

We could never, of course, hope for a defi-
nition along these lines because we could never
formulate the list. But even as formulated by an
omniscient being, (1ωL) would be a hopeless def-
inition. It says that exactly the same things are red
in every world, namely, the things on the list. (1ωL)
is maximally parochial: it purports to tell us about
the circumstances under which things would be
red and ends up claiming that, however circum-
stances vary from those in the actual world, the
distribution of redness remains the same.

iii. a purportedly necessary biconditional

about art

As Levinson originally stated it informally, his
view is that “a work of art is a thing intended for
regard-as-a-work-of-art; regard in any of the ways
works of art existing prior to it have been correctly
regarded.”8 He has a good deal to say about when
something counts as having been intended for re-
gard in any of the ways prior works have been
correctly regarded, seeking to avoid objections to
his account based on unclarities concerning that
notion. I am going to assume that this is an en-
tirely unproblematic notion, so I will not review
any of Levinson’s elaborations on this—except to
note that he wants us to understand this relation
transparently: something counts as art so long as it
is intended for regard in way R, and R happens to
be a way in which some prior art was correctly re-
garded, irrespective of whether the intender knew
this to be so. Also, it may happen that the artist
intends the work for regard in way R1, where R1

is an accepted way of regarding art. And later we
come to see that the work can usefully be regarded
in way R2, where R2 is not (yet) an accepted way
of regarding art. And later still, because of the
attention paid to the work, R2 may become an
accepted form of art-regarding. In that way, what
counts as a legitimate way of regarding something
as art changes over time.

Bearing this in mind, let us express Levinson’s
theory in this way:

(2) Something is art iff it is intended for regard as
some prior art was correctly regarded.9

What is the modal status of (2)? Art has, according
to Levinson, an “essential historicity,” and that



Currie Actual Art, Possible Art, and Art’s Definition 237

is certainly required if he is to tell us something
about art’s nature.10 That the ways appropriate to
regarding artworks at a given time include those
appropriate to regarding art at earlier times must
be a fact about art in any circumstances, actual
or not. As before, I will use quantification over
worlds to express this:

(2ω) For all ω, something is art in ω iff it is in-
tended for regard in ω as some prior art was
correctly regarded in ω.

According to (2ω), in whatever circumstances
we have art, we have something intended for re-
gard in the way that prior art was correctly re-
garded in those circumstances.

Considered as a definition, (2ω) is circular in the
way that (1ω) is. This does not make (2ω) useless. It
might still be an important claim about the nature
of art, as (1ω) may be an important claim about the
nature of color. And if the project is a metaphysi-
cal one rather than an attempt to give the meaning
of ‘art’ in other terms, why not be content with a
claim which displays (so it is claimed) art’s reflex-
ive essence?11 But Levinson goes to considerable
lengths to provide us with a noncircular definition,
apparently on the grounds that that is what some-
one who wants to know the meaning of ‘art’ is
entitled to. At this point the metaphysical project
has taken on a semantic dimension. In line with
my earlier resolution, I will continue to treat this
as an exclusively metaphysical issue, which in part
it surely is. I now ask whether the purportedly
noncircular definition Levinson gives is adequate
as an account of the nature of art.

Levinson’s response to the circularity objection
is a shift parallel to the shift from (1ω) to (1ωL).
He suggests that (2ω) be reformulated in a way
which specifies what it takes to be art now, not
in terms of what is prior art, but simply by refer-
ence to a list of regards, namely, those which, as a
matter of fact, have been, up to this point, legiti-
mate ways of regarding art. As Levinson puts it,
his account is not circular because “What it does
is define the concept: being art at a given time by
reference to the actual body of things that are art
prior to that time”—together, we should add, with
the list of ways these things actually were properly
regarded.12 Elsewhere he says, “the concrete [that
is the actual] history of art is logically implicated
in the way the concept art operates.”13 So now we
have:

(2ωL) For all ω, something is art in ω iff it is
intended for regard in ω in one of the ways
on L,

where L is simply the list of actual ways we have
of regarding art.14

iv. time and community

We must add two things to (2ωL) if we hope to
express the notion which Levinson is attempting
to capture. First, we do not count something as
art when it is put forward at time t for regard in
some way that is the regard intended for some
other things in the same community, but only at
some time later than t; that would make some-
thing’s status as art now depend on future contin-
gencies. The regards relevant at t have to be those
acknowledged prior to t. Secondly, a world may
contain distinct, even isolated artistic communi-
ties; a world is just too big an entity to suit all the
comparisons we need to make. But a community
is not just a bit of a world. It is a transworld entity,
for we can think about the same community in
distinct circumstances. So if K is a community, we
can speak about what is happening not merely in
K, but in K-in-world-W. Taking these two things
into account, we have:

(2ωLτκ) For all ω, τ, κ, something is art in ω at τ

for κ-in-ω iff it is made in κ-in-ω at τ, and
intended for regard by its maker in one
of the ways on L<τ,

where τ ranges over times, κ over communities,
and L<τ is that sublist of the list L that consists
of all the regards mentioned on L and operative
prior to τ.

v. a definition, but not of our concept of art

For all its complexity, the objection to (2ωLτκ) is
simple. Like (1ωL), it is maximally parochial: it
makes the art of every world at a given time, possi-
ble or actual, depend very rigidly on what is prior
art for our community as it actually is. Various
objections to Levinson’s proposal have been, in
effect, attempts to show the parochialism of the
proposal. People have objected, for example, that
we ought not to make the capacity for art making
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of some alien society depend on our own art his-
tory, of which they may know nothing. In respond-
ing to such objections, Levinson has urged that
he is not attempting to define the concept of art
in general, but rather the concept of art which
we have at a given time. He says that “the con-
cept of art has certainly changed over time. . . . It
is thus worth emphasising . . . that my analysis is
aimed just at capturing what the concept of art is
at present.”15 Further, “insofar as anything outside
our art tradition is properly said to fall under our
concept of art, it is because we can appropriately
relate it to our tradition of art, and in particular
to the normative regards that have, as a contin-
gent matter of fact, emerged in that tradition.”16

This suggests that we should put aside art and fo-
cus on art-for-us-now. By (double) instantiation
on (2ωLτκ) we get

(2ωLus,now) For all ω, something is art in ω for us
now iff it is intended for regard by its
maker in one of the ways L that is
available now,

where ‘us’ and ‘now’ are rigid designators of
communities and times: our community and the
present time.

I accept, for the sake of the argument, that
(2ωLus,now) picks out a legitimate category of
things: the things that are art for us now. Let us say
(again, for the sake of the argument) that some-
one who understands and accepts (2ωLus,now) has
an adequate concept of art-for-us-now. Do they
thereby have a concept of art anything like the
one people actually operate with? No. The con-
cept of art-for-us-now is not the concept of art
that we now operate with. Let me explain.

Suppose we say:

(3) For all ω, something is now tall in ω iff it is
now of height greater than n in ω,

where n is some particular height, say 5′10′′, the
height above which we currently count a male
as tall, and “now” rigidly designates the present
time. We might say that (3) defines the concept of
tall-for-us-now. Is that the concept of tallness that
we now have? No. We now understand that people
and things generally are tall when they are above
average height, whatever height that happens to be
for the relevant group at that time, and whatever
that time is. We understand that it is contingent

that a height above 5′10′′ counts as tall for human
males at this time. We understand that if human
nutritional history had been different in a certain
way—if some other world had been actual—then a
male above 5′9′′ would be tall. We understand that
a woman may be tall without being over 5′10′′, and
that someone in another community may be tall
without being tall by our standards. Our present
understanding of tallness encompasses possibili-
ties that (3) entirely fails to recognize.

Turn now to art. Suppose we grant Levinson—
what is actually controversial—that our concept
of art is at least historically constrained: grant, in
other words, that it is an essential fact about art
that we judge current samples to be art on the ba-
sis of their relations to our past artistic practice.
Just as we recognize the variability of the relevant
standards for tallness, we are able to recognize
the variability of the relevant standard for art. We
are able to recognize that the correct way to de-
cide whether some item of Martian ware is art is
to compare the intentions behind its making with
the ways of regarding available in the prior his-
tory of Martian culture and to see that it would
be a mistake to say that these things are art only
if intended for regard in some way sanctioned by
us.17 We can see, additionally, that if our art his-
tory had been different, and different standards
of regard had been sanctioned by it, then our cur-
rent standards for judging things put forward as
art now would be different. We can see that what
is to count as art in the future will depend on the
ways of regarding available to us at that time in the
future and not on those available now. We could
not allow for any of these things if our concept of
art were the one defined by (2ωLus,now).

Where does that leave us? Without a reduc-
tive definition of art, certainly. But not, as I have
emphasized, without something worthwhile. Con-
sider:

(2ωτκ) For all ω, τ, κ, something is art in ω at τ for
κ iff it is made in κ-in-ω at τ, and intended
for regard by its maker in one of the ways
that art produced in κ-in-ω prior to τ was
properly regarded.

This is a circular biconditional, just a spruced-
up version of our earlier (2ω). But we have seen
that circular biconditionals can be significant in-
dicators of a thing’s nature. (2ωτκ) might stand as
an indicator of the nature of art, telling us that the
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facts about the ways in which something now may
be put forward as art cannot outrun the facts about
the ways of regarding appropriate to prior art.18

That this is so is an interesting claim which would
survive the failure of an attempt at reductive def-
inition. There may be other reasons for regarding
it as false, but they are not my concern.

vi. giving due weight to the actual

This is not quite the end of the debate. A historical
theorist might agree that the definitional proposal
(2ωLus,now) ties the concept of art too rigidly to
the actual history of art. Still, she might say, there
is something in the idea of a connection between
art’s nature and the actual history of art. Our con-
cept of art, she says, is one which is to some degree
tied to the history of art we actually have, with
those ignorant of that history using the term ‘art’
deferentially, as most of us use ‘elm’ and other
natural kind terms.19 To that extent, art is some-
what different from tallness; different enough,
anyway, to undermine the claimed parallelism ex-
ploited above. (2ωLus,now) is too parochial, but
(2ωτκ) is too cosmopolitan. What we want is an
account of art’s nature which allows for some
counterfactual variation in art’s history, but not
for the unlimited amount enjoyed by things like
tallness.

With this idea in mind, we should move in two
stages. The first is to give a purely general char-
acterization of a historical practice of regarding.
Such a practice is one where items belong to the
current stage of the practice in virtue of being in-
tended for regard in ways that previous items in
the practice were. Such practices may be of many
kinds, since on no one’s account are all ways of re-
garding to count as artistic ways of regarding. The
second stage is to specify those historical prac-
tices of regarding, actual and possible, which are
to count as artistic, and hence as practices where
items belonging to the practice are works of art in
the historical sense. To this end we may say:

(4) A historical practice of regarding is artistic
if it is a historical practice of regarding that
is sufficiently similar to actual art-historical
practice.

Degree of similarity between actual art-
historical practice and some other candidate art-

historical practice, P, is to be measured by the
degree of overlap between the kinds of regards
on the list L and the kinds of regards in play in
P. If the overlap is complete, there is no diffi-
culty in counting P as an art-historical practice.
If the overlap is null, there are no grounds for
regarding P as an art-historical practice. What is
it for a historical practice to overlap sufficiently
with our actual art-historical practice? I do not
know, but I do not believe that this creates any
serious difficulty for the proposal, just as the fact
that I do not know how much hair someone must
lose to count as bald shows that there are no bald
people. We are dealing with something essentially
vague and perhaps contestable. People who agree
to take this approach to the idea of a historical
definition of art must expect to face cases they do
not know how to classify and perhaps to disagree
about cases without there being any way available
within the resources of the historical theory or per-
haps anywhere else to decide who is right. That
sort of vagueness and irresolvable disagreement
surely pervades our ordinary thinking about art
itself.

Still, I am not confident that this approach,
based on the overlap of two lists of regards, will
deliver the goods. First of all, it depends on re-
solving a dispute between two different accounts
of our intuitive responses to cases of “alien art”
in a certain way—a dispute which strikes me as
hard to settle. The historical theorist claims that
we intuitively recognize a limited degree of depen-
dence on actuality in the nature of art itself. Why
say this, rather than saying that we are too much
dependent on actuality, and our experience of it,
for our knowledge of whether something claimed
to be art is or is not art? Why can it not be, in other
words, that we have a modally flexible concept of
art—(2ωτκ)—and much less flexible ways of know-
ing whether something is art or not? The historical
theorist owes us a reason for thinking that it is art’s
nature which is dependent (to a degree) on actual-
ity rather than the quality of our judgments about
what is art.

Let us make this a little more concrete. Sup-
pose, in the spirit of experimental philosophy, we
come up with weird cases of communities of alien
beings who have traditions which involve patterns
of regarding things which have little or no overlap
with patterns of regard that we are used to ap-
plying to the things we recognize as art. Assume
that, if we ask subjects in the experiment, “Are
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these things works of art?” they will say no. That
could be for either of two reasons. It could be be-
cause they have a concept of art that tells them
that these things are contrary to the nature of art.
Or it could be because they simply think, wrongly,
that these things are not art. You might say that
the experiment is in fact decisive, because there is
no independent reason for thinking that subjects
would give a factually wrong answer. But there
is. Notoriously, people make category judgments
according to the prototypical features displayed
by stimuli, judging things that do not look like fa-
miliar samples of water not to be water, and not
saying things like “Well, it doesn’t look like wa-
ter, but whether it is or not depends on its hidden
essence.” And this holds not only of natural kind
terms. If I show you something that looks nothing
like any carburetor you have ever seen and ask
you whether it is one, I fully expect you will say
no, even though in fact it is a carburetor, having
been very innovatively designed to fit the func-
tional role definitive of carburetors, and you un-
derstand that carburetors are functional objects.
Similarly, it could be that people will judge these
weird objects to not be art simply because they do
not look sufficiently similar to familiar works of
art, and not because they have a restrictive under-
standing of art’s nature. I do not despair of finding
ways to test between these two hypotheses about
the extent of counterfactual variation in art, but
I cannot see where, in advance of serious exper-
imental work, a historical theorist would get the
confidence to come down on one side rather than
the other.

Here is another reason for doubting the accept-
ability of (4). Imagine a historical practice of re-
garding, P, which starts off pretty much as our art-
historical practice of regarding did (however that
was), but thereafter diverges in such a way that
the list of regards associated with that practice has
minimal overlap with L. P might have a history
which makes the temporal shift in ways of regard-
ing within that practice perfectly intelligible as an
artistic practice: we might be able to provide a
narrative which links the stages of P in such a way
that each change in regard is an intelligible result
of a response by some practitioner to the kinds
of regards previously available. Each change in
the practice takes it further away from the actual
art-historical practice we are supposed to measure
it against, but each change, considered in its own
terms, seems like a perfectly legitimate, perhaps

even highly creative, artistic move.20 Robert Noz-
ick once argued that a current distribution is just if
it is obtained from a just distribution by changes,
each of which is just.21 I take no view on whether
Nozick’s principle is right. But I am suggesting that
a historical theorist ought to accept an analogous
principle: that a current practice of regarding is
artistic if it is obtained from an artistic practice of
regarding by changes, each of which is intelligible
as an artistic response to that prior practice.

In the face of such an objection, the histori-
cal theorist could move up a level: replacing, or
supplementing, emphasis on overlap in ways of
regarding with emphasis on overlap in ways of
shifting between ways of regarding. A historical
practice of regarding would then be artistic to the
extent that its ways of shifting between ways of re-
garding overlap with the ways exemplified in our
own art history. Or perhaps a measure of artis-
ticness would be given by some weighted average
of these two kinds of overlap. I leave it open as
to whether historical theorists will be able to de-
velop this suggestion. If they are not, or if they
are unable to resolve in their own favor the choice
between competing explanations of our intuitions
about what is possible art, I invite them to fall back
to (2ωτκ) and to claim that it offers an illuminating,
if nonreductive, thesis about the nature of art.22
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