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theory again. Of course, “Art is significant form” cannot be accepted as a
true, rcal definition of art; and most certainly it actually functions in their
acsthetics as a redefinition of art in terms of the chosen condition of sig-
nificant form. But what gives it its acsthctic importance is what lies behind
the formula: In an age in which literary and representational elemnents have
become paramount in painting, return to the plastic ones since these are
indigenous to painting, Thus, the role of the theory is not to define anything
but to use the definitional form, almost epigrammatically, to pin-point a
crucial recommendation to turn our attention once again to the plastic
clements in painting.

Once we, as philosophers, understand this distinction between the
formula and what lies behind it, it behooves us to deal generously with the
traditional theories of art; because incorporated in every one of them is a
debate over and argument for emphasizing or centering upon some par-
ticular feature of art which has been neglected or perverted. If we take
the acsthetic theorics literally, as we have scen, they all fail; but if we
reconstrue them, in terms of their function and point, as serious and argued-
for reccommendations to concentrate on certain criteria of excellence in art,
we shall sce that acsthetic theory is far from worthless. Indeed, it be-
comes as central as anything in aesthetics, in our understanding of art,
for it tecaches us what to Jook for and how to look at it in art. What is
central and must be articulated in all the theories are their debates over
the reasons for excellence in art—debates over emotional depth, profound
truths, natural beauty, exactitude, freshmess of treatment, and so on, as
criteria of evaluation—the whole of which converges on the perennial prob-
lem of what makes a work of art good. To understand the role of aesthetic
theory is not to conceive it as definition, logically doomed to failure, but
to read it as summarics of seriously mdde recommendations to attend in
certain ways to certain features of art.
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FAMILY RESEMBLANCES AND
GENERALIZATION CONCERNING THE ARTS®

In 1954 William Elton collected and published a group of vssays/uudcr
the title Aesthetics and Language. As his introduction made clear, a com-
mon feature of these essays was the application to aesthetic problems of
some of the doctrines characteristic of recent British linguistic philosophy.!
While this mode of philosophizing has not had as pervasive an influence
on aesthetics as it has had on most other branches of philosophy,? there
have been a number of important articles which, in addition to those con-
tained in the Elton volume, suggest the direction in which this influence
runs. Among these articles one might mention “The Task of Defining a
Work of Art” by Paul Ziff,* “The Role of Theory in Acsthetics” by Morris
Weitz,* Charles L. Stevenson’s “On ‘What is a Poem’™ and W. E. Ken-
nick’s “Does Traditional Acsthetics Rest on a Mistake?”™ In cach of them
one finds a conviction which was also present in most of the essays in the
Elton volume: that it is a mistake to offer generalizations concerning the
arts, or, to put the matter in a more provocative manner, that it is a mistake
to attempt to discuss what art, or beauty, or the aesthetic, or a poem, essen-
tially is. In partial support of this contention, some writers have made ex-
plicit use of Wittgenstein's doctrine of family resemblances; Morris Weitz,
for example, has placed it in the forefront of his discussion. However, in
that influential and frequently anthologized article, Professor Weitz made
no attempt to analyze, clarify, or defend the doctrine itself. Since its use

® From Maurice Mandelbaum’s “Family Resemblances and Generalization Concerning
the Arts,” The American Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 2, No. 3, July, 1965, 219-28.
Reprinted by permission of the author and The American Philosophical Quarterly.

Maurice Mandelbaum (1908- ), professor of philosophy at The Johns Hopkins
University, has written on historical as well as aesthetic problems in philosophy.

' See William Elton (ed.), Aesthetics and Language (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1954),
p- 1, n 1and 2.

2 A discussion of this fact is to he found in flvr()m(- Stolnitz, “Notes on Analytic Phi-
losophy and Aesthetics,” British Journal of Aesthetics, vol. 3 (1961), pp. 210-222.

3 Philosophical Revicw, vol. 62 (1953), pp. 58-78.

4+ Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, vol. 15 (1956), pp. 27-35.

® Philosophical Review, vol. 66 (1957), pp. 329-362.

¢ Mind, vol. 67 (1958), pp. 317-334. In addition to the articles alrcady referred to,
I might mention “The Uses of Works of Art” by Teddy Brunius in Journal of Aesthetics
and Art Criticism, vol. 22 (19G63), pp. 123-133, which refers to both Weitz and Ken-
nick, but raises other questions with which T am not here concerned,
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with respect to
sought to escape the need of g('n(-r:lli'/.ing concerning the

my discussion with a consideration of it.

acsthetics has pmvidcd the means by which others have
arts, I shall begin

I
The locus classicus for Wittgenstein's doctrine of family resemblances
is in Part 1 of Philosophical Investigations, sections 65-77.7 In discussing

what he refers to as language-games, Wittgenstein says:

Instead of producing something common to all that we call language, I am
saying that these phenomena have no one thing in common which makes
us use the same word [or all—but they are related to one another in many
different ways. And it is because of this relationship, or these relationships,

that we call them all “language.” (§65)

He then illustrates his contention by citing a varicty of games, such as board

games, card games, ball games, cte., and concludes:

We sec a complicated network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing:
cometimes overall similarities of detail. (§66)

I can think of no better expression to characterize these similarities than
“family resemblances”; for the various resemblances between members of a
family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc,, ete. overlap
and eriss-cross in the same way.—And 1 shall say: “games” form a family.

{§67)
hort, what Wittgenstein aims to ostablish is that one nced not sup-

all instances of those entitics to which we apply a common name
ad, the use of a common

In s
pose that
do in fact possess any one feature in common/ Inste
pame is gr()und(rd in the criss-crassing and /()vcrl;\pping of rcsombling fea-
tures among otherwise heterogencons objects and activities.
Wittgenstein's concrete illustrations of the diversity among various types
at first make his doctrine of family resemblances extremely

of games may
we do not hesitate to characterize tennis, chess,

plausible. For example,
bridge, and solitaire as games, cven though a comparison of ;k'em fails to
reveal any specific feature which is the same in cach of them onetheless,

I do not believe that his doctrine of family resemblances, as it st
vides an :\(lvqnutc unzllysis of why a common name, such as “a game, is in

ands, pro-

all cases applied or withheld.

7 Ludwig Wiltgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, translated by G L ML Anscombe
(New York, Macmillan, 1953), pp. 31-36. A parallel passage is to he found in “The
Blue Book™: see Preliminary Studies for the " Philoso shical Investigations.” Cenerally
Knowen as The Blue and Brown Books (Oxford, Basil B{:u-kwrll, 1958), pp. 17-18.
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something further. ames, but involves
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: ]4'} ! photographs and you are then asked to decide whicl e
exhibit strong resemblances. You might have o among them
three of the photographs in which the

ntion to the notion of what

no difficulty in selecting, say,

o e P subjects were markedl

, had a strongly prognathous profile, rather deep-set eyes ')1’ (rlozndl\.
¢ s, and dark

* Ludwig Wittgenstein, Phil i
are ooty Htgenstein, ilosophical Investisations, ; : y i
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which Theat rOS(‘xnI)I«{lp(-(: nave I?('on with respect to the levels of determilittnswm t
Names and “Family ih‘w;] l’lf( sngl,n’{icnn.t for our use of common names. See "C?:;SS ﬂt
(1957.58). o 3.11"}-'-'8 wlances’, Plnlnsoph_:/ and Phenomenological Research, v lmog
358. (For a related, but less closely r(-lcvm:‘t article by },’r:)(f’e.w:)r

Khatchadonrian see “Art-N:
o 808 rt-Names and Aesthetie Judgments,” Philosophy, vol. 36 [1961]
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curly hair.' In some extended, mol:\ph()ricnl sense you might say that the
a family resemblance among them.

similarities in their features constituted
in the absence of a

The sense, however, would be m(-tuph()ric;\l, since
a certain degree of pr()ximity we would be inclined

biological kinship of
ances, and not ol w family resemblance. What

to speak only of resembl
marks the dilference between a literal and m('luph()ric;\l sense of the
notion of “family resemblances” s, therefore, the existence of a genctic
connection in the former case and not in the latter. Wittgenstein, however,
failed to make explicit the fact that the literal,” root notion of a family

resemblance includes this gencetic connection no less than it includes the

existence of noticeable physiogn()mic resemblances.'t Had the existence of
such a twofold criterion been made explicit by him, he would have noted
that there is in fact an attribute common to all who bear a family resem-
blance to cach other: they are related through a common ancestry. Such
a relationship is not, of course, one among the specific features of those
who sharc a family resemblance/it nonetheless differentiates them from

Wt is to be noted that this constitutes a closer resemblance than that involved in
what Wittgenstein calls “family rescemblances,” since in my iMustration the specific simi-
larities all pertain to a single sct of features, with respecet to cach one of which all three
of the subjects directly resemble one another. /In \Vittgcnslcin's use of the notion of
family resemblances there is, however, no one set of resembling features common to
cach ‘member of the “family”; there is merely a criss-crossing and overlapping among
the elements which constitnte the resemblances among the various persons. Thus, in
order to conform to his usage, my illustration would have to he made more cnmplicated,
and the degree of resemblance would become more attenuated. For example, we would
have to introduce the plmlngr:\phs of other subjects in which, for example, recessive
chins wonld supplant prognathous profiles among those who shared the other character-
istics; some wmh(l have blond instead of dark hair, and pmtul)cmnt instead of deep-
set eyes, but would in cuch case resemble the others in other respects, ctc. However,
if what 1 say concerning family resemblances holds of the stronger similaritics present
in my illustration, it should hold a fortiori of the weaker form of family resemblances to
which Wittgenstein draws our attention. e

1 Although Wittgenstein failed to make explicit the fact that a genetic connection
was involved in his notion of “family resemblances,” 1 think that he did in fact pre-
suppose such a connection. £ T am not mistaken, the original German makes this clearer
than docs the Anscombe transtation. The German text reads:

Ich kann diese Ahnlichkeiten nicht hesser charakterisicren, als durch das Wort

“Familienihnlichkeiten™s denn so iibergreifen und kreuzen sich die verschiedenen

Alnlichkeiten, die swischen den Gliedern ciner Familie bestehen: Wuchs, Gesicht-

sige, Augenfarbe, Gang, Temperament, ete., cte. (§67).

Modifying Miss Aunscombe’s translation in as few respects as possible, 1 suggest that a
translation of this passage might read:

I can think of no better cxpression to characterize these cimilarities than “family

resemblances,” since varions similarities which obtain among the members of a family

__their build, features, color of eyes, gait, temperament, ete., cte.—overlap and criss-
cross in the same way.
“This translation differs from Miss Anscombe’s (which has heen quoted above) in that
it makes more explicit the fact that the cimilarities are similarities among the members
of a single fumily, and are not themselves definitive of what constitutes a family re-

:\(‘lll‘ )lllll('(‘.
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those >
‘! (;:c v(;'ll(?bzllre t;:ot t;) be regarded as members of a single family.'? If, then
possible that the analogy of famil | ’ ’
] resemblances 1d tell
thing about how g: ¢ ol el
i games may be related to one anotl
o out . : . other, one should explore
the 5:}ss1bxhtyttth§t, in spite of their great dissimilarities, games may poisess
7 mon attribute which, like biologi fon. i
. , > gical connection, is not itself
among their directly exhibited ch isti at b2 oo
mot ‘haracteristics. Unfortunatel > 3
sibility was not explored by Wittgenstein. Y. such @ pos
To : d .
i at;: Cs(l:re,lVrlfltgen;tem does not explicitly state that the resemblances
rrelated with our use of common n :
! ; ames must be of a sort th
are directly exhibited. Non: 50 .
. etheless, all of his illu i i
; , strations in the rel
o ¢ : evant
gf ho%:salnvolt\fe :i\spects of games which would be included in a description
particular game is to be played; that is, wh
to “look and see” wheth i ’ e
er there is anything cor
10 ook an : g common to all games,'3 the
: d);ts Clrlilée dls' takeln lt)o r]fpresent precisely the sort of manifest feature that
in rule-books, such as Hoyle Howev
. , . er, as we have seen in th
case of family resemblances i e
, what constitutes a family i i
c : g y is not defined in
Chr;ns :f t.:he rl?axfnfest features of a random group of people; we must first
racterize the family relationship i i ’
p in terms of genetic ties, and t}
to what extent those wh b o e
o are connected in this wa bl
to y resemble one another.!*
o thz ca;e off g;fnes, t}?e analogue to genetic ties might be the purpose
‘o mOdisg 3 (t)hw ich varllous games were formulated by those who invented
e em, e.g., the potentiality of
difie , y of a game to be of absorbi
practical interest to either partici ( B
pants or spectators If there were an
. y such
Z(s)n;{moF fe:'iture one would not expect it to be defined in a rule book> such
am :y e, S{n:e rule bO(l)ks only attempt to tell us how to play a part’icular
: our interest in playing a game, and
‘ , our understanding of wh
B . g ot what con-
s a game, is already presupposed by the authors of such books.

12 ;
Comn\ﬁf‘ri ;rl:ssatsop%(;t soofle:;:ed;\tvofo!d (Clritt,eriT] to be abandoned, and were our use of
: ' s to b ermined by the existence of lappi i
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Lap an, artic her'l, ;)7 ) The Problem of the Model-Language Game in Witt in’
Later Philose eyf’act tl;) otso‘;‘zhy, v?]. ?6 (1961), pp. 333-351, Helen Herve %les':)sw“lll's'
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It is not my prcsvnt concern to characterize any fci‘aturcl(;‘o:l::i(:ﬁ :;)
most or all of those activities which we call games, nor wou} ‘mCh
argue on the analogy of family rl(-scn]lb:m.\tcvs thta}t) :h(;clzl(;::;s:)y)i nal;)t/te.mpt

> > 1e question is to be decided, 1t mus ecide ar
ii)a‘sﬁ)r:k Iafnt(i soi." IHowever, it is important that we look 1T1 th(i rlgl‘\tq‘li)(l)zl\j((;
and in the right ways if we are looking for a common f(;\l‘uf(,, \iw, 'l;mifegt
not assume ll‘mt any feature common to all gan(zs must .)(, b()glcﬁm‘/ \;wth
characteristic, such as whether they are to bfe played w1th}a a ort "
cards, or how many players there must be in order for the g}ilm;:d ()"LS ;
played. If we were to rely exclusively or? such fcature§ we sdou ,Stclin
have suggcstcd, be apt to link solitaire w1tl.1 f()rtu‘nc:tcllm.g, an.] tv’vre mg
matches with fights, rather than (say) linking solitaire W1th.cr1 1} a%e“;itt-
wrestling matches with weight-lifting. It is, then, my contcntxoln1 '1a i
gcnstein’s emphasis on dircctly exhibited r(‘sv.mbl:mces,' and his (OVide
to consider other possible similarities, led to a failure on his part to pr ovide
an adequate clue as to what—in some cases at least—governs_our u
© on namcs.'® N
Com?fmtlh: foregoing remarks are correct, we are now .in a position tol se]c
that the radical denigration of gencralization concerning the aljts, w1tc(;
has come to be almost a hallmark of the writings of those most mﬂutenc(;
by recent British philosophy, may involve serious €rrors, and may not co
stitute a notable advance.

11

In turning from Wittgenstein's statements concerning fa.mily rcscn::
blances to the use to which his doctrine has been put by Wl:lt(‘X'S on aeI.
thetics, we must first note what these writers are not a.ttcml')tl.ng lt? 1do.xi ::
the first place, "/th('y are not secking to c]n-nfy the r(‘lutlo‘:]sh’l,p? w ncdl eAX;
among the many different senses in which the w()rd. ﬂrft '1501:;0}1 ,n.);
dictionary offers a varicty of such senses (c.g., tl?(: ':ut o ;};/\%it to,ﬁ‘nd
as guile, art as the craft of the artist. ete.), and it is noft 11) c o
a pattern of family resemblances existing amm.lg 1Tmny o'fu],m. Howey {;
an analysis of such resemblances, and of their dlf[crc'nu?, n}: 1.,‘1( »
matter of fact, been of interest to the writers of th(‘; articles wit \;le‘(. 1 e
arc here conccrncd./ln the second place, these writers, have not been pri-

: art in our use of

151 do not deny that dircetly exhibited rcscmllﬂ:\nu,.s loftcn play a‘;ﬁﬁt’(k( S

! ! ‘ . . ago as b )

is is a fact cxplicitly noted at least as long ag } er

: on names: this is a fact exp T A ay also play sig-

L»‘.)m-']" ities in origin) similaritics in useyand similarities in inte 1’\;(}2" m.;‘y di\'culqg‘i(z,ne %f
'“.';-“ drt roles. It is such factors that Wittgenstein overlooks in-his $pecific discussions

nifican S 8 : s

family resemblances and of games.
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marily interested in analyzing how words such as “work of art” or “artist”
or “art” are ordinarily used by those who arc neither aestheticians nor art
critics; their concern has been with the writings which make up the tradi-
tion of “acsthetic theory.” In the third place, we must note that the concern
of these writers has nof been to show that family resemblances do in fact
exist among the various arts, or among various works of art; on the contrary,
they have used the doctrine of family resemblances in a negative fashion.
In this, they have of course followed Wittgenstein’s own example. The posi-
tion which they have sought to establish is that traditional acsthetic theory
has been mistaken in assuming that there is any essential property or de-
fining characteristic of works of art (or any set of such properties or char-
acteristics); as a consequence, they have contended that most of the
questions which have been asked by those engaged in writing on aesthetics
are mistaken sorts of (uestions.

However, as the preceding discussion of Wittgenstein should have
served to make clear, one cannot assume that if there js any one charac-
teristic common to all works of art it must consist in some specifie, directly
exhibited feature. Like the biological connections among those who are
connected by family resemblances, or like the intentions on the basis of
which we distinguish between fortune-telljng and card games, such a char-
acteristic might be z}l{)relutional attribute, rather than some characteristic
at which one could dif(‘dlyr i)idi'ﬁtpzilhd say: “It is this particular feature of
the object which leads me to designate it as a work of art.” A relational
attribute of the required sort might, for example, only be apprehended if
one were to consider specific art objects as }mving been cereated by someonc
for some actual or possible audience.

The suggestion that the essential nature of art is to be found in such
a relational attribute is surely not implausible when one re alls some of the
many traditional theories of art. For example, art has sometimes been char-
acterized as b(‘ing one special form of communication or of expression, or
as being a special form of wish-fulfillinent, or as being a presentation of
truth in sensuous form. Such theories do not assume that in each poem,
painting, play, and sonata there is a specific ingredient which identifies it
as a work of art; rather, that which is held to be common to these otherwise

diverse objects is a relationship which is assumed to have existed, or is

known to have existed, between certain of their characteristics and the
activitics and the intentions of those who made them. '

1 know of no passage in which Wittgenstein takes such a possibility into account.
In fact, if the passage from “The Blue Book” to which 1 have already alluded may be
regarded as representative, we may say that Wittgenstein's view of traditional aost?\'ctic
theories was quite without foundation. In that passage he said:
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While we may acknowledge that it is difficult to find any set of at-
tributes—whether relational or not—which can serve to characterize the
naturc of a work of art (and which will not be as vulnerable to criticism
as many other such characterizations have been),'” it is important to note
that the difficultics inhcrent in this task arc not really avoided by those
who appeal to the notion of family resemblances. As soon as one attempts
to clucidate how the term “art” is in fact used in the context of art criticism,
most of the same problems which have arisen in the history of aesthetic
theory will again make their appearance. In other words/Iinguistic analysis

does not provide a means of escape from the issues which have been of

major concern in traditional acsthetics/l‘his fact may be illustrated through
cxamining a portion of onc of the articles to which I have already alluded,
Paul Ziff's article entitled “The Task of Defining a Work of Art.”

To explain how the term “a work of art” is used, and to show the
difficultics onc encounters if one secks to generalize concerning the arts,
Professor Ziff chooses as his starting point one clear-cut example of a work
of art and sets out to describe it. The work he chooses is a painting by
Poussin, and his description runs as follows:

The ideca of a general concept being a common property of its particular instances
connects up with other primitive, too simple, ideas of the structure of language. It is
comparable to the idea that properties are ingredients of the things which have the
Fmpcnics; c.g., that beauty is an ingredient of all beautiful things as alcohol is of

seer and wine, and that we therefore could have pure beauty, unadulterated by any-
thing that is beautiful (p. 17).

—

fail to be able to identify any aesthetic theory of which such a statement would be
true. It would not, for example, be true of Clive Bell’s doctrine of “significant form,”
nor would it presumably be true of G. E. Moore’s view of beauty, since both Bell and
Moore hold that beauty depends upon the specific nature of the other qualities which
characterize that which is beautiful.

However, it may be objected that when T suggest that what is common to works of
art involves reference to “intentions,” T overlook “the intentional fallacy” (see W. K.
Wimsatt, Jr., and Monroc C. Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy,” Sewanee Review,
vol. 54 [1946], pp. 468-488). This is not the case. The phrase “the intentional fallacy”
originally referred to a particular method of criticism, that is, to a method of inter-
preting and evalnating given works of art; it was not the aim of Wimsatt and Beardsle
to distinguish between art and non-art. These two problems are, I believe, fundamentally
different in character. However, I do not feel sure that Professor Beardsley has noted
this fact, for in a recent article in which he set out to criticize those who have been
influenced by the doctrine of family resemblances he apparently felt himself obliged
to define art solely in terms of some characteristic in the object itself (see “The Defini-
tion of the Arts,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, vol. 20 [1961], pp. 175-187).
Had he been willing to relate this characteristic to the activity and intention of those
who make objects having such a characteristic, his discussion would not, I believe, have
been susccpti{)le to many of the criticisms leveled against it by Professor Douglas Morgan
and Mary Mothersill (J;id., pp. 187-198).

T do not say “all” such definitions, for I think that one can find a number of con-

\'orsgnnt definitions of art, cach of which has considerable merit, though each may differ
slightly from the others in its emphasis.
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Suppose we point to Poussin’s “The Ruape of the Sabine Women” as our
clearest available case of a work of art. We conld deseribe it by saying, first,
that it is a painting. Secondly, it was made, and what is more, made delib-
erately and self-consciously with obvious skill and care, by Nicolas Poussin.
Thirdly, the painter intended it to be displayed in a place where it could
be looked at and apprecialed, where it could he contemplated and ad-
mired. . .. Fourthly, the painting is or was exhibited in a museum gallery
where people do contemplate, study, observe, admire, criticize, and discuss
it. What 1 wish to refer to here by speaking of contemplating, studying, and
observing a painting, is simply what we may do when we are concerned
with a painting like this. For example, when we look at this painting by
Poussin, we may attend to its sensuous features, to its “look and feel.” Thus
we attend to the play of light and color, to dissonances, contrasts, and har-
monies of hues, values, and intensities. We notice patterns and pigmentation,
textures, decorations, and embellishments. We may also attend to the struc-
ture, design, composition, and organization of the work. Thus we look for
unity, and we also look for variety, for balance and movement. We attend
to the formal interrelations and cross connexions in the work, to its underly-
ing structure. . . . Fifthly, this work is a representational painting with a
definite subject matter; it depicts a certain mythological scene. Sixthly, the
painting is an elaborate and certainly complex formal structure. Finally, the
painting is a good painting. And this is to say simply that the Poussin paint-
ing is worth contemplaling, studying, and observing in the way I have ever
so roughly described.!*

With reference to this description we must first note that it is clearly
not meant to be anything like a complete description of the Poussin paint-
ing; it is at most a description of those aspects of that painting which are
relevant to its being called a work of art. For example, neither the weight
of the painting nor its insurable value is mentioned. Thus, whether because
of his own preconceptions, or because of our ordinary assumptions concern-
ing how the term “work of art” is to be used, Professor Ziff focuses attention
on some aspects of the Poussin painting rather than upon others. In doing
so, he is making an implicit appeal to what is at least a minimal aesthetic

—uﬂl“(‘,Ol'y. that is, he is supposing that neither weight nor insurable value
need be mentioned when we list the characteristies which lead us to say
of a particular picce of painted canvas that it is a work of art. In the second
place, we must note that of the seven characteristics which he mentions,
not all are treated by Professor Ziff as being independent of one another;
nor are all related to onc another in identical ways. It will be instructive
to note some of the differences among their relationships, since it is pre-

M Op. cit, pp. 60-61. Tt is an interesting problem, but not germane to our present
concerns, to consider whether Poussin’s painting should be classified as a “mythological”

painting, as Professor Zifl describes it, or whether it should be regarded as an historical
painting,
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ciscly here that many of the traditional problems of acsthetic theory once
again take their risc.

For example, we are bound to note that Professor Ziff related the
’seventh characteristic of the Poussin painting to itsifourth characteristic:
the fact that it is a good painting is, he holds, related to the characteristics
which we find that it possesses when we contemplate, observe, and study it
Its goodness, however, is not claimed to be related to its first, third, or fifth
characteristics: in other words, Professor Ziff is apparently not claiming
that the goodness of this particular work of art depends upon its being a
painting rather than being some other sort of work of art which is capable
of being contemplated, studicd, cte.; nor is he claiming that its goodness
is dependent upon the fact that it was intended to be hung in a place
where it can be observed and studied; nor upon the fact that it is a repre-
sentational painting which depicts a mythological scene. If we next turn
to the question of how the goodness of this painting is related to the fact
that it was “made deliberately and self-consciously, with obvious skill and
care by Nicolas Poussin,” Professor Ziff's position is somewhat less explicit,
but what he would say is .probably quite clear. Suppose that the phrase
“obvious skill” were deleted from the description of this characteristic:
would the fact that this painting had been deliberately and self-consciously
made, and had been made with care (but perhaps not with skill), provide
a sufficient basis for predicating goodness of it? 1 should doubt that Pro-
fessor Ziff would hold that it would, since many bad paintings may be
supposed to have been made deliberately, sclf—consci()usly, and with care.
Yet, if this is so, how is the maker's skill related to the object’s goodness?
Perhaps the fact that “obvious skill” is attributed to Poussin is meant to
suggest that Poussin intended that “The Rape of the Sabine Women” should
possess those qualities which ProfessorZiff notes that we find in it when we
contemplate, study, and observe it in the way in which he suggests that it
should be contemplated. If this is what is suggested by attributing skill to
the artist, it is surcly clear that Professor Ziff has without argument built
an aesthetic theory into his description of the Poussin painting. That theory
is-implicit both in the characteristics which he chooses as being aesthetically
relevant, and in the relations which he holds as obtaining among these
characteristics.

If it be doubted that Professor ZifFs deseription containg at least an
implicit acsthetic theory, consider the fact that in one of the passages in
which he describes the Poussin painting (but which 1 did not include in
my foreshortened uotation from that description), he speaks of the fact
that in contemplating, studying, and obscrving this painting “we are con-
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cerned with both two-dimensional and three-dimensional movements, the
balance and opposition, thrust and recoil, of spaces and volumes.” Since
the goodness of a painting has been said by him to depend upon the quali-
ties which we find in it when we contemplate, study, and observe it, it
follows that these features of the Poussin painting contribute to its good-
ness. And 1 should suppose that they are also included in what Professor
Zill calls the sixth characteristio of the Poussin painting, namely its “com-
plex formal structure.” Thus, presumably, the goodness of a painting does
depend, in part at least, upon its formal structure./On the other hand,
Professor Ziff never suggests that the goodness of the Poussin painting
depends upon the fact that it is a representational painting, and that it has
a mythological (or historical ) subject matter, rather than some other sort
of subject matter. In fact, when he discusses critics such as Kenyon Cox
and Royal Cortissoz, Professor Ziff would apparently—and quite properly
—wish to separate himself from them, rejecting the view that what makes
a painting a good painting has any necessary relation to the fact that it is
or is not a represcntational painting fo a certain sort. Thus, Professor ZifFs
account of the aesthcticnl]y relevant features of the Poussin painting, and
l}is statements concerning the interrclationships among the various features

» of t}at painting, define a particular aesthetic position.

“The position which 1 have been attributing to him is one with which
I happen to agree. However, that fact is not of any importance in the
present discussion. What i important to note is that Professor Ziffs char-
acterization of the Poussin painting contains an implicit theory of the nature
of a work of art. According to that theory, the goodness of a painting
depends upon its possession of certain objective qualities, that these quali-
ties are (in part at least) clements in its formal structure, and that the
artist intended that we should pereeive these qualities in contemplating
and studying the painting. (Had he not had this intention, would we be
able to say that he had made the object self-consciously, deliberately, and
with skill?) Further, this implicit theory must be assumed to be a theor
which is general in import, and not confined to how we should look at this

oone painting only. Were this not s0, the sort of description of the Poussin

paintipg which was given by Professor Ziff would not have helped to estab-
lish a’clear-cut case of what is to be designated as a work of art. For
example, were someone to describe the same painting in terms of its size,
weight, and insurable value (as might be done were it to be moved from
muscum to muscum), we would not thereby learn how the term “work of
art” is to be used. In failing to note that his description of the Poussin
painting actually did involve u theory of the nature of art, Professor Ziff

I—
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proceeded to treat that deseription as if he had done nothing more than
bring forward a list of seven independent characteristics of the painting
he was examining. In so doing, he turned the question of whether there are
any features common to all works of art into a question of whether one or
more of these seven specific indices could be found in all objects to which
the term “work of ant” is applicd. Inevitably, his conclusion was negative,
and he therefore held that “no one of the characteristics listed is necessarily
a characteristic of a work of art,”!?

However, as we have scen, Professor Zifl's description of the Poussin
painting was not actually confined to noting the specific qualities which
were characteristic of the pictorial surface of that painting; it included
references to the relations between these qualities and the aim of Poussin,
and references to the ways in which a painting having such qualities is to
be contemplated by others. ,,l,],‘,‘d he turned his attention to examining these
relationships hetween object, artist, and contemplator, it would assuredly
have been more difficult for him to assert that “neither a poem, nor a novel,
nor a musical composition can be said to be a work of art in the same sense
of the phrase in which a painting or a statue or a vase can be said to be a
work of art.” In fact, had he carefully traced the relationships which he
assumed to exist among some of the characteristics of the Poussin painting,
he might have found that, contrary to his inclinations, he was well advanced
toward putting forward explicit genceralizations concerning the arts.

I

While Professor Zifl's argument against generalization depends upon
the fact that the various artistic media are signilicantly different from one
another, the possibility of generalizing cencerning the arts has also been
challenged on historical gronnds. 1t is 1o Morris Weitzs use of the latter
argument that I shall now turn,

In “The Role of Theory in Acstheties™ Professor Weitz, places his pri-
mary emphasis on the fact that art forms are not static. From this fact he
argues that it is futile to attempt to state the conditions which are necessary
and suflicient for an object to be a work of art. What he claims is that the

" 1hid., p. G4. ) o

0 Ihid., p. 66. For cxample, Zill denies that a poem can be said to -he “exhibited or
displayed.”” Yet it is surely the case that in printing a pocm or in presenting a reading
of a poem, the relation between the work and its andience, and the relation between
artist, work, and andience, is not wholly dissimilar to that which obtains when an
artist exhibits a painting. If this be doubted, consider whether there is not a '('ln.sor
affinity between these two cases than there is between a painter exhibiting a painting
and a mannfacturer exhibiting a new line of fountain pens.
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concept “art” must be treated as an open concept, since new art forms have
developed in the past, and since any art form (such as the novel) may
undergo radical transformations from generation to generation. One bricf
statement from Professor Weitz's article can serve to summarize this view:

What I ain arguing, then, is that the very expansive, adventurous character
of art, its ever-present changes and novel creations, makes it logically im-
possible to eusure any set of defining properties. We can, of course, choose
to close the concept. But to do this with “art” or “tragedy” or portraiture,

etc. is ludicrous since it forecloses the very conditions of creativity in the
arts.2!

Unfortunately, Professor Weitz fails to offer any cogent argument in
substantiation of this claim. The lacuna in his discussion is to he found in
the fact that the question of whether a particular concept is open or closed
(i.e., whether a set of neeessary and sufficient conditions can be offered
for its use) is not identical with the question of whether future instances
to which the very same concept is applied may or may not possess genuinely
novel properties. In other words, Professor Weitz has not shown that every
novelty in the instances to which we apply a term involves a stretching of
the term’s connotation.

By way of illustration, consider the classificatory label “representational
painting.” One can assuredly define this particular form of art without
defining it in such a way that it will include only those paintings which
depict either a mythological event or a religious scene. Historical paintings;
interiors, féte-champétres, and still life can all count as “representational”
according to any adequate definition of this mode of painting, and there
is no reason why such a definition could not have been formulated prior to
the emergence of any of these novel species of the representational mode.
Thus, to define a particular form of art—and to define it truly and accu-
rately—is not necessarily to set onc’s self in opposition to whatever new
creations may arise within that particular form.?? Conscquently, it would
be mistaken to suppose that all attempts to state the defining properties of

2 Op. cit., p. 32.

**To be sure, if no continuing characteristic is to be found, the fact of change will
demand that the concept be treated as having heen an open one. This was precisely the
position taken by Max Black in a discussion of the concept “science.” {Sce “The Defini-
tion of Scientific Method,” in Science and Civilization, edited by Robert C. Stauffer
[Madison, Wisconsin, 1949].) Paul Ziff refers to the influence of Professor Black’s dis-
cussion upon his own views, and the views of Morris Weitz are assuredly similar. How-
ever, even if Professor Black’s view of the changes in the concept “science” is a correct
one (as I should be prepared to think that it may be), it does not follow that the same
argument applies in the case of art. Nor does the fact that the meaning of “science” has

undergone profound changes in the past imply that further aanlogous changes will occur
in the future.
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various art forms are prescriptive in character and authoritarian in their
cffect.

This conclusion is not confined to cases in which an established form
of art, such as representational painting, undergoes changes; it can also‘bc
shown to be compatible with the fact that radically new art forms an-sv.
For example, if the concept “a work of art” had been carcfully defined prior
to the invention of cameras, is there any reason to suppose that such «a
definition would have proved an obstacle to viewing ph()t()grap.lly or th.c
movics as constituting new art forms? To be sure, one can imagine dcfinf-
tions which might have done so. However, it was not Professor Weftzs
aim to show that onc or another definition of art had been a poor definition;
he wished to establish the general thesis that there was a necessary incom-
patability, which he denoted as a logical impossibility, between all(?wing
for novelty and creativity in the arts and stating the defining properties of
a work of art. He failed to establish this thesis since he offered no arguments
to prove that new sorts of instantiation of a previously defined concept will
necessarily involve us in changing the definition of that concept.

To be sure, if neither photography nor the movies had developed
along lines which satisficd the same sorts of interest that the other arts
satisfied, and if the kinds of standards which were applied in the other
arts were not scen to be relevant when applied to photography and to the
movics, then the antecedently formulated definition of art would have func-
tioned as a closed concept, @nd it would have been used to exclude all
photographers and all motion-picture makers from the class of those who
were to be termed “artists.” However, what would the defender of the
openness of concepts hold that one should have done under these circum-
stances? Suppose, for example, that all photographers had in fact bee'*,n the
cquivalent of passport photographerss and that th(‘y had been motivated
by no other interests and controlled by no other standards than those
which govern the making of photographs for passports and licenses: would
the defender of open concepts be likely to have expanded the concept of
what is to count as an art in order to have included photography? The
present inclusion of photography among the arts is justified, I should hold,
precisely hecause photography arises ont of the same sorts of interest, and
can satisfy the same sorts of interest, and our criticism of it employs the
same sorts of standards, as is the case with respect to the other arts.

Bearing this in mind, we are in a position to sce that still another
article which has somctimes been cited by those who argue for the open-
ness of the concept “a work of art” docs not justify the conclusions which
have been drawn from it. That article is Paul Oskar Kristeller's learned and
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informative study entitled “The Modern System of the Arts.”?® The way
in which Professor Kristeller states the aim of his article suggests that he
too would deny that traditional acsthetic theory is capable of formul
adequate generalizations concerning the arts. He states his

ing:

ating
aim in say-

The basic notion that the five “major arts” constitute an area all by them-
sclves, clearly separated by common characteristics from the cralts, the
sciences and other human activities has been taken for granted by most
writers on aesthetics from Kant to the present day. . . .

It is my purpose to show that this system of the five major arts, which
underlies all modern aesthetics and is so familiar to us all, is of comparatively
recent origin and did not assume definite shape before the eighteenth cen-

tury, although it had many ingredients which go back to classical, mediaeval,
and Renaissance thought.?4

However, the fact that the classification of the arts has undoubtedly changed
during the history of Western thought, does not of itscelf suggest that
aesthetic theory must undergo comparable changes. Should this be doubted,
one may notc that Professor Kristeller's article does not show in what
specific ways attempts to classify or systematize the arts are integral to, or
are presupposed by, or are consequences of, the formulation of an aesthetic
theory. This is no minor cavil, for if one examines the writers on acsthetics
who are currently attacked for their attempts to generalize concerning the
naturc of art, onc finds that they are not (by and large) writers whose
discussions are closely allied to the discussions of those with whom Kristel-
ler’s article was primarily concerned. Furthermore, it is to be noted that
Kristeller did not carry his discussion beyond Kant. This terminal point was
justified by him on the ground that the system of the arts has not substan-
tially changed since Kant's time.25 However, when one recalls that Kant's
work is generally regarded as standing ncar the beginning of modern
acsthetic theory—and surely not near its end—one has reason to suspect
that questions concerning “the system of the arts” and questions concerning
aesthetic theory constitute distinet, and probably separate sets of questions.
A survey of recent acsthetic theory bears this out. Since the time of Hegel
and of Schopenhauer there have been comparatively few influential aes-
thetic theories which have made the problem of the diversity

of art forms,
and the classification of these forms, central to the

ir consideration of the

3 Journal of the Ilistory of Ideas, vol. 12 (1951 ), pp. 496-527, and vol. 13 (1952),
pp- 17-46. This study has been cited by both Elton (op. cit,, p. 2) and Kennick (op.
cit., p. 320) in substantiation of their views.

®Op. cit., vol. 12, p. 497.

®Op. cit., vol. 13, p- 43; also, pp. A,
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nature of art.?® For cxample, the aesthetic theories of Santayana, Croce,
Alexander, Dewey, Prall, or Collingwood cannot be said to have been
dependent upon any particular systematic classification of the arts. In so
far as these theorics may be taken as representative of attempts to generalize
concerning the arts, it is strange that current attacks on traditional aes-
thetics should have supposed that any special measure of support was to
be derived from Kristeller's article.

Should one wish to understand why current discussions have over-
looked the gap between an article such as Kristeller's and the lessons osten-
sibly derived from it, an explanation might be found in the lack of concern
evinced by contemporary analytic philosophers for the traditional problems

_of aesthetic theory. For example, one looks in vain in the Elton volume for
‘a careful appraisal of the relations between aesthetic theory and art criti-
cism, and how the functions of each might difler from the functions of the
other. A striking cxample of the failure to consider this sort of problem is
also to be found in John Wisdom’s often cited dicta concerning “the dull-
ness” of aesthetic theory.?” In examining his views one finds that the books
on art which Wisdom finds not to be dull are books such as Edmund Wil-
son’s Axel's Castle, in which a critic “brings out features of the art he writes
about, or better, brings home the character of what he writes about.”?® In
short, it is not theory—it is not aesthetic theory at all—that Wisdom is
seeking: he happens to be interested in criticism.

I do not wish to be taken as denying the importance of criticism, nor
as belittling the contribution which a thorough acquaintance with the prac-
tice of criticism in all of the arts may make to general aesthetic theory.
However, it is important to note that the work of any critic presupposes
at least an implicit acsthetic theory, which—as critic—it is not his aim to
establish or, in general, to defend. _This fact can only be overlooked by
those who confine themselves to a narrow range of criticism: for example,
to the criticism appearing in our own time in those journals which are read
by those with whom we have intellectual, political, and social affinities.
When we do not so confinc oursclves, we rapidly discover that there is, and
has been, an enormous varicty in criticism, and that this variety represents

* One exception is to be found in T. M. Greene: The Arts and the Art of Criticism
(Princeton, 1940). This work is cited by Kristeller, and is one of the only two which
he cites in support of the view that the system of the arts has not changed since Kant’s
(!ay (op. cit., vol. 12, p. 497, n. 4). The other work cited by him is Paul Franke’s
.Si[stem der Kunstwissenschaft (Briinn/Leipzig, 1938), which al® offers a clashification
of the arts, but only within a framework ()F aesthetic theory whiclt’ gould casilyqembrace
whatever historical changes the arts undergo. . ] ‘

*See “Things and Persons,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supplementary
Volume XXII 51948), pp. 207-210,

#Ibid., p. 200,
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(in part at least) the effect of differing aesthetic preconceptions. To evalu-
ate criticism itself we must, then, sometimes undertake to evaluate these
g preconceptions. In short, we must do aesthetics ourselves.

¥ . . However, for many of the critics of traditional aesthetics this is an
k option which does not appeal. If I am not mistaken, it is not difficult to see
¥ why this should have come to be so. In the first place, it has come to be
- one of the marks of contemporary analytic philosophy to hold that philo-
f sophic problems are problems which cannot be solved by appeals to matters
- of fact. Thus, to choose but a single instance, questions of the relations
8 between aesthetic perception and other instances of perceiving—for exam-
. ple, questions concerning psychical distance, or empathic perception, or
* the role of form in aesthetic perception—are not considered to be questions
with which a philosopher ought to try to deal. In the second place, the task
of the philosopher has come to be seen as consisting largely of the unsnarl-
|- ing of tangles into which others have gotten themselves. As a consequence,
B the attempt to find a synoptic interpretation of some broad range of facts
. —an attempt which has in the past been regarded as one of the major tasks
b.of a philosopher—has either been denigrated or totally overlooked.?® There-
' fore, problems such as the claims of the arts to render a true account of
‘human character and destiny, or questions concerning the relations between
b aesthetic goodness and standards of greatness in art, or an estimate of the
b significance of variability in'aesthetic judgments, are not presently fashiona-
.ble. And it must be admitted that if philosophers wish not to have to face
ither factual problems or synoptic tasks, these are indeed questions which
- are more comfortably avoided than pursued.
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FORM AND CONTENT

The concepts of form and content are as variegated as they are tradi-
tional. Works of art have been analyzed into these two sometimes separable
but always distinguishable aspects by critics and philosophers since Plato.
But the words used to represent these general ideas, and many others, are
not univocal in meaning; there are many and competing uses of these terms
in aesthetics and criticism, Even seemingly fundamental disputes between
Formalists, like Clive Bell and Roger Fry, and their numerous critics range
around completely different conceptions of form as against content. The ex-
treme vagueness of the terms and especially the specious character of the
disputes their application has sometimes engendered have led certain
theorists to plead for the rejection of both the terms and the distinction
they express. But on the whole the use of the terms persists, and the form-
content distinction remains for most theorists and critics a serviceable one.
Roger Fry, in his form-content analysis of Raphael’'s “Transfiguration,” our
first selection, is a case in point. DeWitt Parker’s further probing of the
concept of form alone, which has already achieved the status of a classic
in aesthetics, is the second selection, and another example of the acceptance
of the distinction. Together, Fry and Parker raise provoking questions about
the clarificatory character of the form and content concepts and distinction.
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