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Part II

Two contemporary definitions of art

The Institutional Theory of Art

snarky point about term “family resemblance” 225-226- people are in the same family not because they resemble one another but because of underlying genetic inheritance. The institutional theory tries to take into account the social genesis of art in the same way biology takes into account the evolutionary genesis of species.

The Institutional Theory of Art is defined on 227
x is an artwork in the classificatory sense if and only if (1) x is an artifact (2) upon which someone acting on behalf of a certain institution (the artworld) confers the status of being a candidate for appreciation.

“conferring status” discussed 228-229. Analogous to priest performing marriage?

“behalf of the artworld” discussed 229; must be in virtue of “knowledge, understanding, and experience” of the artworld. Duchamp is example.

Even though anything can be a work of art on this view, it is not the case that anything is a work of art on this view. The person putting forward the work must have the requisite understanding (such that they can confer status), and put it forward for the right reasons (to be a candidate for appreciation).

Criticisms-

(1) 232- Art is not an institution like the Roman Catholic Church or the legal system. In these cases to confer status (such as the justice of the peace marrying someone) publicly ascertainable criteria must be met for the authorities (priests, judges, lawyers, etc) to be proper. But with art there is nothing analogous. In fact in the internet age, everyone seems to be a critic and there seem to be no formalized relations of authority to determine what falls within or without the authority of the institution.

(2) 234- Similarly, “what are the criteria for being nominated as a candidate for appreciation.” With other institutions such as being nominated for Vice President, the criteria are clear. “Institutions have strictly defined rules about who can do what.” A priest cannot baptize a potato, and the rules governing baptism make this clear. The artworld does not have anything analogous.

The problem is that the institutional theory is too uninformative to be a good definition. Without specifying in more detail criteria for (1) who gets to act on behalf of the artworld and (2) what kind of things they can nominate, the definition doesn’t tell you anything. This leads to a revised institutional theory (234).

x is an art in the classificatory sense if and only if (1) x is an artifact (2) created and/or presented with understanding by an agent to an audience prepared to understand it in the appropriate manner.
Again though, what is meant by “an appropriate manner.” Institutional theorists tend to say that it needs to be understood “artistically.” But (1) 235- both this and the unrevised theory seem to prohibit art from occurring outside a network of social practices. This is debatable though. (2) The bigger problem is that both versions seem to be ultimately circular. How do we get a grasp on “artistic understanding” required by the revised version, or “the artworld” as required by the original version. In both cases a prior understanding of “art” is being assumed, but that was what we were trying to define in the first place.
Defining art historically

The definition is on page 243

x is an artwork if and only if x is an object of which it is true that some person or persons 91) who have a proprietary right over x(92) nonpassingly intend (or intended) x for regard-as-a-work-of-art - i.e., for regard in any way (or ways) in which objects already in the extension of “artwork” are or were correctly or standardly regarded.

This definition works really well to explain how new and revolutionary art gets initially challenged and then accepted as paradigm instances of art. Carroll’s two examples are really nice here. Starting page 251 he encourages us to consider problem cases. On page 252 in the third full paragraph he shows how German Expressionism made the cut, and on page 253 he shows how Warhol’s Brillo Box made the cut. In each case the defender of the work shows how their work is guided by concerns already taken to be central.
There are, of course some problems p 246. What counts as relevant art regards seem to change with the times. For example, perceptual verisimilitude used to be overwhelming, but in the age of photography it is not. The broader problem is that most of the big art regards such as “intending an object for visual pleasure” can be manifest in making non artworks such as (in this case) putting a lot of work into your lawn.

There are a couple of problems with this that Carroll doesn’t go into: (1) it helps itself to traditional set of objects considered artworks and doesn’t say why those objects were considered artworks. This again has an air of circularity similar to the institutional theory. (2) Just like any two random objects resemble one another in a huge number of ways, one can tell a story connecting any two objects such that if one falls into one category then the other object should as well. In this regard the same problem with Neo-Wittgensteinianism seems to befall this theory.

In the final section Carroll notes that maybe concepts are not organized as definitions, so the concept of art should be characterized differently. He mentions prototype theories, but does not mention that prototype theories collapse the distinction between classificatory and commendatory that he uses so much in the book. Prototypes are good examples of a given concept, so a prototype theory of art would say that our concept of art is based on relevant similarity to certain prototypes. But then to characterize these prototypes would be to give a theory of good art, a comendatory theory in Carroll’s sense.

