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eral or its all-over properties, e.g. Pont-Aven as the suc-
cessor of Impressionism, hard-edge painting as the
successor of abstract expressionism.

There are two general problems that arise in connexion
with the devices in terms of which I have suggested that
the history of art might be set out. These problems are
very difficult, and I shall simply mention them. The first
concerns the nature of these devices. Are they theoreti-
cal postulates made by the art-historian in order to
explain the course of art, or do they enter more
substantively into the activity of the artist, say as regu-
lative principles either conscious or unconscious? Perhaps
this distinction need not be too sharp. We have seen that
it is characteristic of the artist that he works under the
concept of art. In any age this concept will probably
belong to a theory, of which the artist may well be un-
aware. It then becomes unclear, perhaps even immaterial,
whether we are to say that the artist works under such a
theory. !

Secondly, How much of art should we hope to account
for in this way? In linguistic theory a distinction is made
between two kinds of originality: that to which any
grammatical theory must be adequate, which is in-
herently rule-abiding, and that which depends on the cre-
ation of rules. It would be paradoxical if originality of
the second kind did not also exist in art.

61

In the preceding section I have indicated some kind of
scheme of reference, or framework, within which a work
of art can be identified. This does not, of course, mean
that any spectator, who wishes to identify something as a
work of art, must be able to locate it at its precise point
within such a framework. It is enough that he should
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" have an acquaintance with that local part of the frame-
" work where the work occurs: alternatively, that he
- should be able to take this on trust from someone who
. satisfies this condition.

A far more difficult problem arises concerning the re-
'~ Jation between the conditions necessary for identifying a
. work of art and those necessary for its understanding. To
. what extent do we need to be able to locate the work of
. art in its historical setting before we can understand it?
. The answer that we give to this question is likely to vary
. from one work of art to another, depending upon the
. extent to which the formative history of the work actu-
~ ally enters into, or affects, the content: to put it another
~ way, the issue depends on how much the style of the
" work is an institutional, and how much it is an express-
ive, matter. As a rough principle it might be laid down
that those works of art which result from the application
~ of the more radical transformational devices will require
. for their understanding a correspondingly greater aware-
- ness of the devices that went to their formation.

~ Two examples may serve to make this last point. Mer-
leau-Ponty suggests that much of the dramatic tension of
~ Julien Sorel’s return to Verritres arises from the sup-
~ pression of the kind of thoughts or interior detail that we
~ could expect to find in such an account; we get in one
* page what might have taken up five. If this is so, then it
~ would seem to follow that, for the understanding of this
 passage, the reader of Le Rouge et le Noir needs to come
~ to the book with at any rate some acquaintance with the
conventions of the early-nineteenth-century novel. The
~ second example is more radical. In 1917 Marcel Du-
~ champ submitted to an art exhibition a porcelain urinal
Wwith the signature of the manufacturer attached in his,
~ Duchamp’s, handwriting. The significance of such icono-
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clastic gestures is manifold; but in so far as the gesture is
to be seen as falling within art, it has been argued (by
Adrian Stokes) that this requires that we project on to the
object’s ‘patterns and shape ... a significance learned
from many pictures and sculptures’. In other words, it
would be difficult to appreciate what Duchamp was
trying to do without an over-all knowledge of the history
of art’s metamorphoses.

We can also approach the matter the other way round.
If there are many cases where our understanding of a
work does not require that we should be able to identify
it precisely, nevertheless there are very few cases indeed
where our understanding of a work is not likely to suffer
from the fact that we misidentify it, or that we falsely
locate it from a historical point of view. It is in this re-
spect instructive to consider the vicissitudes of appreci-
ation undergone by works that have been systematically
misidentified, e.g. pieces of Hellenistic sculpture that for
centuries were believed to have a classical provenance.

62

The argument of the preceding section appears to dispute
a well-entrenched view about art: for it suggests that it is
only works of art that come above — whereas, on the
ordinary view, it is those works which fall below — a
certain level of originality or self-consciousness, which
need or can acquire a historical explanation. Now, in so
far as the ordinary view is not mere prejudice, the dispute
may be based upon a misunderstanding. For the kind of
explanation I have been talking of is, it will be observed,
one in purely art-historical terms, whereas what is ordi-
narily objected to is a form of explanation which would
see the work of art as the product of extraartistic con-
ditions. It is not historical determination as such, it is
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- (more specifically) social determination, that is thought
. incompatible with the highest values of art: spontaneity,
. originality, and full expressiveness.

The question that now arises, whether social deter-

" mination is in fact incompatible with these values, is hard

to answer: largely because it presupposes a clearer or

. more precisely formulated notion of social determination

than is generally forthcoming from either the adherents

~ or the critics of social explanation.

It is evident that, if one reads into the notion of social
determination something akin to compulsion, or gen-
erally of a coercive character, then it will follow that
explanation in social terms and the imputation of the
highest expressive values are incompatible. And certainly
some of the most successful attempts to date to explain
works of art by reference to their social conditions have

" seen it as their task to demonstrate some kind of con-

straining relation obtaining between the social environ-
ment and art. Thus, there have been studies of the

. stringencies implicit in patronage, or in the com-

missioning of works of art, or in the taste of a ruling

~ clique. However, this interpretation cannot exhaust the

notion of social determination: if only because it con-

~ spicuously fails to do justice to the theoretical character

that is generally thought to attach to social explanation.
All such explanation would be on a purely anecdotal
level.

Another interpretation, therefore, suggests itself, along
the following lines. To say of a particular work of art
that it is socially determined, or to explain it in social
terms, is to exhibit it as an instance of a constant cor-

E relation: a correlation, that is, holding between a certain
= form of art, on the one hand, and a certain form of social
. life, on the other. Thus, any particular explanation pre-
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supposes a hypothesis of the form, Whenever A -then B.
To say in general that art is socially determined is to do
no more than to subscribe to a heuristic maxim, ad-
vocating the framing and testing of such hypotheses. This
interpretation obviously derives from. traditi.onal- em-
piricism, and traditional empiricism is surely right in 1n-
sisting that, as long as the hypotheses are no more than
statements of constant conjunction, any explanation by
reference to them in no way prejudices freedom. A work
of art may be socially determined in this sense, and also
display, to any degree, spontaneity, originality, express-
.iveness, etc. However, a fairly conclusive consideration
against this interpretation of social determination is the
apparent impossibility of finding plausible, let aloqe true,
hypotheses of the required character: which may in turn
be related to a specific difficulty of principle, which is
that of identifying forms of art and forms of social life in
such a way that they might be found to recur across
history. |
Accordingly, if the thesis of social determination is
both to be credible and to enjoy a theoretical status, a
further interpretation is required. More specifically, an
interpretation is required which involves a more intimate
link between the social and artistic phenomena than
mere correlation. A likely suggestion is that we should
look for a common component to social life and to art,
which also colours and perhaps is coloured by the re-
maining components of which these phenomena are con-
stituted. And we may observe among Marxist critics or
philosophers of culture attempts, if of a somewhat sche-
matic kind, to evolve such patterns of explanation: one,
for instance, in terms of social consciousness, another in
terms of modes or processes of labour. The one view
would be that social consciousness is at once part of the
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Ifabric of social life, and is also reflected in the art of the

‘age. The other view would be it is the same processes of
labour that occur in the infrastructure of society, where
they are framed in the production relations, and also pro-

. vide art with its accredited vehicles. On this latter view

the difference between the worker and the artist would

- lie in the conditions, not in the character, of their ac-

tivity. What the labourer does in an alienated fashion, at
the command of another, deriving therefore neither
profit nor benefit to himself from it, the artist does in
comparative autonomy.

If we now ask whether social determination under-
stood in this third way is or is not compatible with free-
dom and the other values of expression, the answer must
lie in the detail that the specific pattern of explanation
exhibits. In the case where the processes or modes of
labour are the intervening factor, we perhaps already
have enough of the detail to work out an answer: given,
that is, we can accept a particular view of freedom and
self-consciousness. A further point, however, would also
seem worth making in connexion with this third in-
terpretation of social determination: and that is that the
determination now occurs on an extremely high level of

~ generality or abstractness. The link between art and

society is in the broadest terms. This may further suggest
that the determination cannot be readily identified with
constraint or necessity.

63
The conclusion, toward which the argument of the pre-
ceding four sections has been moving, might be put by
saying that art is essentially historical. With this in mind,

we might now return for the last time to the bricoleur
problem, and see what light this throws upon it.

167



Art and its Objects

One point immediately suggests itself. And that is,
when we consider the question asked of any particular
stuff or process, Why is this an accredited vehicle of art?,
we need to distinguish between two stages at which it
might be raised, and accordingly between two ways in
which it might be answered. In its primary occurrence
we must imagine the question raised in a context in
which there are as yet no arts, but to the consideration of
which we perhaps bring to bear certain very general prin-
ciples of art (such as those specified in section 47). In its
secondary occurrence the question is raised in a context
in which certain arts are already going concerns. It will
be apparent that, when the question is raised in this
second way, the answer it receives will in very large part
be determined by the analogies and the disanalogies that
we can construct between the existing arts and the art in
question. In other words, the question will benefit from
the comparatively rich context in which it is asked. It is,
for instance, in this way that the question, Is the film an
art? is currently discussed.

Last time I considered the question I argued that it
gained in force or significance as the context was en-
riched. We can now see that the enrichment of the con-
text is a historical matter. In consequence the question, as
part of a serious or interesting inquiry, belongs to the
later or more developed phases, not to the earlier phases,
a fortiori not to the origin, of art. Yetitis paradoxically
enough in connexion with the beginnings of art that it is
generally raised.

64
“This’, someone might exclaim, ‘is more like aesthetics’,
contrasting the immediately preceding discussion with
the dry and pedantic arguments centring around the
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1 logical or ontological status of works of art that occupied
. the opening sections. Such a sentiment, though com-
= prehensible enough, would be misguided. For it is not

only from a philosophical point of view that it is necess-
ary to get these matters as right as possible. Within art
itself there is a constant preoccupation with, and in art
that is distinctively early or distinctively late much em-
phasis upon, the kind of thing that a work of art is. Criti-
cal categories or concepts as diverse as magic, irony,
ambiguity, illusion, paradox, arbitrariness, are intended
to catch just this aspect of art. (And it is here perhaps that
we have an explanation of the phenomenon recorded in
section 11 that a painting which was not a representation
of Empty Space could yet properly be entitled ‘Empty

" Space’. For the title of this picture would be explained by

ref-erence to the reference that the picture itself makes to
painting.)

It needs, however, at this stage to be pointed out that
the arguments in the opening sections are less conclusive
than perhaps they appeared to be. Certainly some con-
ventional arguments to the effect that (certain) works are
not (are not identical with) physical objects were dis-

- posed of. But it could be wrong to think that it follows

from this that (certain) works of art are (are identical
with) physical objects. The difficulty here lies in the
highly elusive notion of ‘identity’, the analysis of which
belongs to the more intricate part of general phil-
osophy.

65
It will be observed that in this essay next to nothing has
been said about the subject that dominates much con-
ten?porary aesthetics: that of the evaluation of art, and its
logical character. This omission is deliberate.
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" W.K. Wimsatt, Jr, The Verbal Icon (Lexington, Ky., 1954)

179




Art and its Objects

and also in Margolis. The discussion is taken up in e.g. Isabel
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