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Categorization Research and the
Concept of Art

An Empirical and Psychological Approach

*— MICHAEL RANTA

During the last few decades,’ the view that any attempt to define art by referring
to necessary and sufficient conditions must fail has gained reladvely wide accep-
tance in academic circles theorizing about the arts. Influenced by Ludwig Witt-
genstein’s notion of family resemblance, it has been argued that objects falling un-
der the concept of art do not necessarily have to share any essential characteris-
tics; rather, art should be thought of as a class of objects with various networks of
similar properties. If essentialist views on art put forward before the twentieth
century must be regarded as untenable, the development of contemporary art has
made such views even more problematic. Since the turn of the last century, nu-
merous instances of the category “art” have been produced which clearly seem o
overlap with other categories.

Within cognitive psychology, considerable attention has been given to the cap-
acity of humans and other organisms to categorize objects and events. Numerous
studies, beginning with the pioneer work by Eleanor Rosch and her associates,
seem to have given empirical confirmation that categories generally speaking have
a graded structure, i.e. categories form around best or prototypical category mem-
bers from which other members successively deviate.® In this paper I intend to
show how these studies may have a bearing on understanding the nature of the
category “art”, not least by taking contemporary art into consideration.

1. This article is a revised version of a paper presented at a conference arranged by Nordiska
sillskaper for estetik and Deursche Gesellschaft fiir Asthedik in Berlin, 12—15 October 2000,

2. See e.g. Eleanor Rosch, “Cognitive Representations of Semantic Categories”, Journal of
Experimental Prychology: General 104 (1975), 192-233; Eleanor Rosch and Carolyn B, Mervis,
“Family Resemblances: Studies in the Internal Structure of Categories”, Cognitive Prychology 7
(1975}, 573-605; Eleanor Rosch and Barbara B. Lloyd, eds., Cognition and Categorization (Hills-
dale, M. J.: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1978); Eleanor Rosch, “Caregorization”, Encyclopedia of Hunan
Bebavior, vol. 1 (Academic Press 1go4), 513-523-
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Is it possible to define “art”, and if so, which criteria should we refer to in or-
der to accomplish that task? Traditional attempts to find a definition of art have
consisted of finding necessary and jointly suthcient conditions for something to
be a member of that category. Candidates in that respect have been, for instance,
the notions of imitation or expression. However, the idea that imitation should
be such a condition faces, not surprisingly, numerous serious |u'ub[urn.~;. First of
all, imitation is quite a troublesome and vague notion. We may think of imitatve
representation as the Ll<:|1chiDr1 of p:lt'ljwular objects, subjects, actions, or states of
affairs (i.e. as a s[rnigh[h:rwanl copy theory). Moreover, imitation might also be
conceived as the rendering of universals, abstractions, essences, or types, and
imitation theories may also describe — or preseribe — imitative representation as
rendering certain idealizations (e.g. in terms of morality or beauty).” Numerous
contemporary textbooks and articles in aesthetics tend unforrunately to focus on
the first version, usually in order to show its inadequacy as an all-embracing the-
ory of art. The emphasis placed on this theory is, though, to some extent histor-
ically quite misleading. Indeed, it is doubtful whether any philosopher has in fact
proposed such a view. Furthermore, we have innumerable examples in the histo-
ry of art where not the exact and literal imitation of reality seems to have been
intended. Quite apart from these objections, we may also note that there are works
of art (e.g. abstract paintings or ready-mades) that are not imitations at all, while
there are imitations (such as passport photographs) that are not works of art.

Similar objections would also apply to the notion of expression. First, expres-
sion could refer to (i) emotional properties inherent in a work of art (such as gai-
ety, melancholy, aggressiveness, or serenity); (i) emotional states aceributed to the
artist {e.g. at the moment of creation, or his usual state of mind); and (iii} emo
tional states arising (non-contingently) in the mind of the beholder. Second, also
in this case numerous counter-examples could be mentioned according to which
works of art have no expressive properties at all, or where the manifestation or evo-
cation of emotional states are not artworks (such as a smile or tickling someone).

Faced with these difficulties, a number of scholars have come to suggest that
attempts to find distinctive functional or institutional — rather than straightfor-

wardly perceptually based — constituents of art might be more promising.* Ac-

3. Ior a short historical overview concerning the last owo views, see Michael Ranta, Memesis as
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cording to, for example, Monroe C. Beardsley, a work of art is an object that be-
longs to a certain function-class and is dispositionally efficient for fulfilling a cer-
tain desirable aesthetic funcrion (which here is supposed to be the capacity to
provide aesthetic experiences or aesthetic enjoyment).’ However, it may very well
be doubred whether a distinct aesthetic quality (having context-free, ahistoric, and
cross-cultural stability) can be arrribured to certain experiences or states of enjoy-
ment (which has been pointed out by a number of philosophers).®

George Dickie’s view may be mentioned as an example of an institutional or
procedural definition of art according to which an object is conferred the status
of candidate for appreciation as a work of art by representatives of the so-called
“art world”.” Apart from the charge of circularity brought against this definition
(the crucial nodons “art world” and “art” seem to be logically and semantically
interdependent), it has also been regarded as a deficiency that no criteria, no ac-
count of what features art world members rely on when conferring the status of
being “art” on something have been presented (which seems to make such de-
cisions quite arbitrary).®

All these attempts, then, to define “art” in essentalist terms by referring to dis-
tinctive, common and all-embracing perceptual, functional or procedural factors
which members of this category are supposed to possess are obviously more or
less unconvincing. Moreover, if we consider some twentieth-century movements
in art (such as Dada, conceprual art, minimalism, ready-mades, happenings, Land
art, and so forth), it seems that the proposals outlined earlier have become even
more problematic. Duchamp’ ready-mades or Andy Warhol's Brills Box are by no
means solitary exceptions which radically deviate from the last cenmury’s develop-
ment of art in the Western Hemisphere. Within contemporary aesthetics, the
elusiveness of the concept of art is far too often stressed by focusing upon such
single works, which of course seems to be historically quite narrow-minded.

Let me illustrate this further by adding some additional examples. In 1966 John
Latham and a colleague organized the so-called Sull and Chew event, which con-

5. Monroe C. Beardsley, Aesthetics: Problems in the Phifesophy of Criticism {1958, Indianapolis:
Hackerr, 1981), 524-532; idem, The Aescheric Poin of Fiew, ed. Michael Wreen and Donald Cal-
len (Ithaca: Cornell Universicy Press, rg8z), zg8-315.

6. George Dickie, “Beardsley’s Phantom Aesthetic Experience”, Jonrnal of Philosophy 62 (1965),
t29-36; George Dickie, Art and the Aesthetic: An Institutional Analysis ([thaca: Cornell University
Press, 1974); Davies, Definitions of Art, 62-64.

7. See Dickie's Art and the Aestheric, and The Art Circle: A Thesry of Art (New Yark: Haven, 1984).

8. CE Davies, Deftnitions of Avt, tog-114.
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sisted of borrowing Clement Greenberg’s book “Art and Culture” from the library
of the university where Latham worked as a teacher. Afterwards guests invited to
his house had to chew selected or random pages of this book, other pages were
processed chemically, and the combined solution was fermented with yeast. A year
later the library asked Latham to return the book whereupon he distilled and
bottled the liquid and tried to persuade the librarian to accept the botde as the
book he had borrowed. The next day he was discharged from the university, but
the borttle, its contents plus documentation belong now to the collection of the
Museum of Modern Art in New York.? We might also mention the work by Ken
Friedman, “The distance from this sentence to your eyes is my sculpture.” This
sculprure raises of course interesting questions concerning the identity of the art-
work as well as of the artist. Moreover, it also challenges attemnpts (by, for exam-
ple, Dickie, among others) to include artifactuality as a necessary condition for
something to be a work of art.’® In 1993 Swedish artist Dan Wolgers participat-
ed ar an exhibition in Stockholm during which he made use of two benches owned
by the museum where the exhibition took place. Afterwards he took the benches
and brought them to an auctioneer’s office where they were sold. The museum
made a report to the police as they thought that the benches had been stolen. Later
on the benches and the new owner were located, the museum bought them back
and showed them in an exhibidon with an explanatory text. However, two private
persons — though, interestingly, not the museum — reported Wolgers to the po-
lice, and a court imposed a fine of about 240 USD (for fraud). After having re-
ceived the judicial decision, Wolgers sold it (in the original, unopened envelope)
for abour 2000 USD.

MNumerous further examples, such as Jean Tinguely’s auto-destructive machines,
Christo’s work (e.g. the Wrapped Reichstag in Berlin, 1995), Hans Haacke's polit-
ical installations, and so on, could be mentioned in order to illustrate how the
category “art” has expanded radically, it seems, during the last century. Indeed,
we have no reason to assume that this category will not expand even further in
the future. Similar lines of thought have been put forward by a number of schol-
ars theorizing about the arts. Weitz, one of the first and most widely cited propo-
nents of an anti-essentalist posidon concerning the concept of art (others are, e.g.,

g. This example 15 mentioned in Morbert Lynton, The Story of Modern Are (Oxford: Phaidon,
1g8a), 335 F.

1o. I found this example in Géran Hermerén, Aspects of Aesthetics (Lund: Gleerup, 1983), 62,
Far a thorough discussion of the artifactuality condition, see Davies, Definitions of Art, 120-141.

I MICHAEL RANTA



TP el Ll It e

William Kennick, Haig Khatchadourian, Wlddyslaw Tatarkiewicz, Paul Ziff), re-
gards past attempts to define art as evaluative and stipulative rather than descrip-
tive and classificatory.'" According to Weitz, there is no pervasive property shared
by all objects that we are inclined to call art, and, moreover, any attempt to specify
such a property would foreclose on future creativity. As he puts it, “the very ex-
pansive, adventurous character of art, its ever-present changes and novel creations,
makes it logically impossible to ensure any set of defining properties.”'* The his-
tory of art is a history of a more or less radical creativity that has challenged, al-
tered and departed from pre-existing concepts of art (we may ask, though, whether
the very characteristic of alterability wouldn't qualify as an essential property).
Thus, as Weitz suggests, art ought to be thought of as an open concept withourt
necessary and sufficient conditions for its application. Inspired by Wittgenstein’s
remarks concerning the nature of games and other open concepts, he claims that
the concept of art is comparable to such concepts, thus being like a family whose
members resemble each other in some, but not in all or in commonly shared re-
spects. These complicated networks of similarities construting the class of art-
works are, borrowing a Wittgensteinian term, called family resemnblance.

Now, this line of reasoning is of course quite familiar to those who are acquaint-
ed with contemporary aesthetics, and in particular analytic aesthetics. However,
I would like to discuss how this view might be given further (empirical) plausi-
bility and elaborated in more detail, namely by taking research within cognitive
psychology and — more specifically — categorization research into account.

Cognitive psychology has, to a considerable extent, investigated the capacity of
humans and other living creatures to categorize objects and events. It seems hardly
controversial to assume that this capacity is essential for organisms in order to
survive and to improve their living condidons. The formation of categories ena-
bles us to apply previous experiences to new ones, to make inferences, to make
predictions about the future, and they provide efficiency in communication — just
to mention a few examples. How categories arise at all (i.e. whether, or to what

11. Morris Weitz, “The Role of Theory in Aesthetics” (1956), reprinted in c.g. Problems in
Aesthetics: An Ineroductory Beok of Readings (New York: Macmillan, 1956), r45-156; William E.
Kennick, “Does Traditional Aestheties Rest on a Mistake?", Mind 69 (1958), 317-334; Haig
Ehatchadeurian, “Family Resemblances and Classification of Works of Art®, Fournal of Aesthesics
and Art Criticime (1969) 28, 79-90, Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz, “What is Art? The Problem of
Definition Today™, British Fowrnal of Aesthetics (1971) 11, 134=153; Paul Ziff, “The Task of
Defining a Work of Art”, Philasophical Review (1953) 62, 58-78.

1z, Weirz, “The Role of Theory in Aestherics”, 152,
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extent, they are the result of environmental features or constructive processes on
the part of the categorizer), and how they are represented in consciousness are to
be sure important questions. Numerous cognitive psychologists have, following
Eleanor Rosch’s inital work, attempted to investigate the nature and acquirement
of categories in general, most notably that of taxonomic categories. A major ten-
et in cognitive psychology is the assumption that the mind should be regarded as a
symbol-processing system, and that one important goal is to identify and explain
the representations and symbolic processes involved in cognitive activides. A
significant characreristic of cognitive psychology, which clearly distunguishes it
from traditional behaviourism, is thus the supposition that intelligent organisms
are capable of constructing and manipulating mental representations.

Such mental representations may provide us with information that enables us
to distinguish members of a category from non-members. A number of cognitive
psychologists have proposed that perception and cognitive activities are hierar-
chially structured. New information is compared with and assimilated into broader
schemata or categories that are necessary for object recognition, explanations,
predicuons, and communicative activides. In other words, humans seem to be able
to store mental representations that have something like a type-character. These
representations are thus some kind of abstraction stored in long-term memory
with which external objects are compared. Common taxonomic categories are ac-
quired after encountering several particular instances of the category in queston,
after which relevant characteristics are extracted and integrated into category
knowledge.

Rosch developed a number of experimental procedures in her research on cat-
egorization. In most of these experiments various groups of subjects, usually stu-
dents of psychology, encountered different kinds of sumuli, such as words (nouns),
sentences, outline drawings, or photographs. In other cases subjects had to “pro-
duce” examples of category members. Some, though not all, of the methodological
strategies used in her (as well as other researchers’) investigations were designed

as follows:'?

1. Direct rating: Subjects have to rate the typicality of an item (referred to by a
word or a picture), or how good an example of a category it is. In early studies

13. Rosch, “Categorization”, 515-517. CF. also George Lakoff, Wowen, Fire, and Dangerous
Things: What Caregories Reveal about the Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 41 F.
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on categorization carried out by Rosch subjects were asked to rate the typical-
ity of category members (on a 1 to 7 scale, where 1 is very typical and 7 very
atypical). It turned out that the subjects quite consistently considered some
members to be more typical than others. In the category bird, for example, a
robin is judged to be very typical (with an average raung of 1.1), while a chicken
(3.8) is not."

2. Reaction time: Subjects have to press a button to indicate the experienced truth-
value of statements (such as “An apple is a fruit”). Clear-cut and typical ex-
amples lead to shorter reaction times.

3. Production of examples: Subjects have to list or draw category members, which
often prove to be members considered to be more typical.

The results obtained from these experiments support, according to Rosch, the
assumption that categories, psychologically speaking, usually do not have clear-
cut boundaries, but rather possess a graded structure.'S This means that there are
certain category members that are experienced as cognitive reference points (or
the clearest cases of category membership), while other members gradually devi-
ate from them, although they still belong to the category in question. In other
words, categories are formed around their most representative instances, which
have something like a prototypical character. Moreover, Wittgenstein's notion of
family resemblance may be treated as a general psychological principle of category
formation: “[M]embers of a category come to be viewed as prototypical of the
category as a whole in proportion to the extent to which they bear a family re-
semblance to (have attributes which overlap those of) other members of the cat-
egory. Conversely, items viewed as most prototypical of one category will be those

14. Other examples are: (i) category spores: foorkall (1.2), weightlifting (4.7); (ii) category crime:
murder (1.0), vagrancy (5.3); (iii) category vegetables: carrot (1.1), parsley (3.8). CE also John R.
Anderson, Cognitive Prychology and Its Iplications (Mew York: W. H. Freeman, 1995}, 157 £

t5. It should be pointed out, though, thar there may be categories that actually reflect an all-
or-none rule, that is, some entities belong, formally speaking, to the category in question in strict
essentialist terms, while others do not. For example, the category odd mumber includes any number
whatsoever that will not result in a whole number when divided by 2. All categnry members sat-
isfy the rule equally. Sull, despite the existence of exact formal criteria for caregory membership,
it may be claimed thar such a category has a graded structure, psychologically and cognively
speaking, due to the efficiency with which people establish membership of certain numbers, or
due to the fact that they regard some numbers as more typical than others (say, 3 compared to
1057). Cf. Lawrence Barsalou, “Deriving Categories to Achieve Goals”, 8, in Gordon H. Bower,
ed., The Prychology of Learning and Motivation, Advances in Research and Theory 27 (5an Diego:
Academic Press, 1gg1), 1-64.
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with least family resemblance to or membership in other categories.”"® This hy-
pothesis seems to have been empirically confirmed by various experiments where,
for example, subjects were asked to list attributes for members that previously had
been rated as very typical for the category in question. [t was shown that the items
with most attributes in common — which had to be specified by the subjects — and
which had the least overlap with other categories were also considered to be the
most representative category members. Likewise, studies with children have
shown comparable results.'?

In all these cases the underlying assumption is obviously that there exists some
kind of (experienced) similarity relation, based on family resemblance, between
category members and prototypes, or matches to a standard. The more atributes
an item shares with other members in a category, and the fewer attributes it shares
with members of contrast categories, the higher is its degree of family resemblance
and thus typicality supposed to be. Cognitive psychologists have, however, also
been interested in other possible determinants of typicality. For example, it has
been suggested thar familiarity and frequency of exposure to an item determine
typicalicy. While familiaricy may be defined as someone’s perceived knowledge of
an item, frequency of exposure or instantation may be defined as someone’s sub-
jective estimate of how often an item has been experienced, either as a member
of a specific category or across all contexts in which it might occur. An apple, for
instance, may be regarded as an often-experienced object in general, but as an
unusual instance of a pizza ru::upping.'H Moreover, with regard ro object or pattern
recogniton — another important field of research within cognitve psychology -
there are at least two possible suggestions as to how the employed prototypes, or
perhaps rather mental representations of prototypes, emerge.'® First, according
to the central-tendency model, prototypes are conceptualised as representing the
mean or average of features possessed by a set of objects. Second, the arrribute-
frequency model suggests that a prototype incorporates the most frequently ex-
perienced features occurring in a series of objects.

MNow, in which way may categorization research as outlined here have some

bearing on understanding the concept of “art"? 'L_Tnf'urmn-.itf_'!y, no empirical re-

i6. Rosch and Mervis, “Family Resemblances™, 575.

17. [bad.

18, Cf. Barbara Loken and James Ward, "Alternative Approaches 1o Understanding the De-
rerminants of Typealiey”, Jowrnal of Consoner Research 17 (1990), 111-126.

rg. Cf. Robert L. Selso, Cognitive Prychology (1970; Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 1995), 115 £
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search has been done, at least not to my knowledge, in order to account for the
structure of this category. However, there is one study concerned with the care-
gory “painting” (which may be regarded as a subcategory of “art”) worth men-
tioning in this context. According to a series of experiments, people tend to esu-
mate figurative and realistic paintings as more typical for this category than ab-
stract ones, that is, a high degree of realism is correlated with typicality judge-
ments.”® We may ask, then, which members of the category “art” would qualify
as best or prototypical examples, as cognitive reference points. Generally speak-
ing, this depends of course on the prevailing socio-historical circumstances (as
probably is the case with numerous further or even most category structures). Im-
pressionist paintings, for example, were judged to be highly atypical in the 1870s
and 1880s and for some beholders hardly categorizable as art at all. They seemed
to have no drawing, no composition, no convincing space or serious subject mat-
ter. Nowadays Impressionist works are highly admired and seem to belong to the
core of the category “art”. Indeed, as we might assume, this category (or strictly
speaking the category “the visual arts”) could probably be conceived as centring
around exemplary members such as figurative landscape paintings, Greek sculp-
ture, Michelangelo’s frescoes, Picasso’s cubist paintings, and so on. From these best
examples other category members are more or less deviating, such as those rela-
tively atypical works mentioned earlier.

As a marter of fact, Morris Weitz himself made some suggestions on these lines.
According to Weitz, “what is at stake is no factual analysis concerning necessary
and sufficient properties but a decision as to whether the work under examina-
tion is similar in certain respects to other works, already called... [works of art]”
and “whether we decide [...] to extend [the category “art”] to cover this case.”’
Paul Ziff, to mention another early proponent of such a view, suggested a
definition of art “in terms of various subsets of a set of characteristics, or [...] in
terms of similarity to [...] a characteristic case... In virtue of its similarities to the
characteristic case, [an] object can be said to be a work of art.”® We must ask,
though, what kind of similarity relations should be taken into consideration here.

20. George K. Shortess, J. Craig Clarke, Martin L. Richrer, and Mary Seay, “Abstract or Re-
alistic? The Choice Is Yours: Prototypicality of Paintings”, unpublished paper presented at the
XVth Congress of the International Association of Empirical Aesthetics, Rome, 1998,

21. Weitz, “The Role of Theory in Aestheries”, 151 f.

11. Ziff, “The Task of Defining a Work of Art”, 64. See also Haig Kharchadourian, *Art: New
Methods, New Criteria”, Jowrnal of Aesthetic Educarion 8 (1974), 69-85, for a similar point
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In many cases, quite obviously, we may think of straightforward perceprual prop-
erties. A hitherto unknown landscape painting becomes thus classified as an art-
work due to its visual resemblance to other landscape paintings previously cate-
gorized as art. In other cases, it might seem more reasonable to conceive of the
relevant similarity relations in functonal or even institutional terms. All the
definitons of art outlined earlier seem to point to those aspects that disjunctvely
or conjuncuvely participate in establishing the category “art”. Indeed, these
definitions are not unreasonable at all (although they do not provide necessary and
sufficient condidons), but hint at some characteristics thart are frequently associ-
ated with the core of the concept of art. Thus imitation and expression (in all the
senses indicated), functional efficiency with regard to states of enjoyment, inst-
rutional sanctions, and so on are factors which contribute to the demarcation — as
well as (together with other characteristics) to the extension - of this category.
Now, it may be argued that this line of reasoning necessitates the existence of
prior-established, prototypical works of art in order to clarify the nature of the
category “art” as a whole. Thus it seems that we somehow are presupposing what
we are trying to explain, and, moreover, that we will end up in an infinite regress
into the past. How did the (historically) very first works of art come into being?
Well, how did the very first members of categories such as furniture or fruit come
into being? Genealogically speaking, we might assume that at earlier stages of
human development quite broad and more-inclusive categories have existed from
which increasingly specialized subcategories have emerged. For example, broad
categories such as edible objects may subsequently have been differenuarted as fruit,
vegetables, or meat. A category such as the Greek notion techné (which perhaps
could be translated as “organized knowledge and procedure applied for the pur-
pose of producing a specific preconceived result™) could then be conceived of as
having evolved into specialized categories such as science, bandicraft — and art.*?
MNumerous studies within cognitive psychology indicate thar caregory forma-
tion in general, whether we think of categories such as furniture, fruit, birds, ani-
mals, and so on, may be explained as outlined earlier.** From a psychological point
of view, then, taxonomic categories are established after encountering several in-

23. This translation of rechné has been suggested by ). ]. Polliv, The ducient View of Greek Are:
Crivecesin, History, and Terminology (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), 32.

:4. For a review and discussion of cross-cultural studies within anthropology on category for-
mation, see Barbara C. Malt, "Category Coherence in Cross-culwral Perspective”, Cognitive Pry-
chalogy 20 (1995), 85-148.
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stances of a category, or of a preliminary category, after which characteristics ex-
perienced as relevant (or prototypical examples) are extracted and incorporared
into category knowledge. It should further be emphasized thar these psychologi-
cal studies are empirically based, making use of sophisticated and rigorous exper-
imental and statistical methods, thus giving the hypotheses pur forward, as I be-
lieve, additional strength compared to purely philosophical and rather specula-
tive reflections.’

Is there any reason to suppose that category acquisition COncerning art is com-
pletely dissimilar from the establishment of categories in other cases? Take, for
instance, the argument of alterability used in order to stress the peculiar nature
of art. Quite obviously, also other categories have been extended or are extendi-
ble and have rather odd category members. Think, for example, of the category
fruit and members such as krwi or mango, which nowadays are regarded as less
typical examples compared to apple or pear, but which fifty years ago hardly would
have been recognized or categorized as fruit at all, at least not in Europe. We may
also think of numerous further categories, e.g. vebicle or furniture, which during
the last century have been extended by members such as car and motorized wheel-
chair or refrigerator and computer table respectively. In this respect, then, the cate-
gory “art” - having seemingly indeterminable and elusive properties — is not funda-
mentally different from many other categories. Sull, many aestheticians seem to
believe that there is something extraordinarily peculiar about this category. Ac-

cording to Ziff, for example,

it is in fact possible to dispute whether any particular painting is a work of art
or not [...] in a way that it is not in fact possible to dispute whether any partic-
ular object is a table or not [...] and [...] there are and can be no clear-cur cas-
es of works of art in quite the same sense as there can be such clear-cut cases

of tables, chairs, and so forth.*®

This view, I believe, conflates different category levels, namely (as cognitive psy-
chologists have pur it) basic level and supervrdinate categories. While the former
often seem to have similarly perceived overall shapes, are most quickly identfied

as belonging to a certain category, and are the first categories na med and learned

25. For a fuller account and discussion of empirical studies in general, and cognitive psychal-
ogy in particular, and their relevance to aesthetics, see Ranta, Miwesis as the Represencation of Types,

Bo-113, 175—256.

26, Ziff, “The Task of Defining a Work of Art”, 59.




by children (just to mention some characteristics), the latter are more all-inclu-
sive and have relatively few cognitively salient attributes in common.®’ Thus
notions such as chair, table, and painting could be regarded as basic level catego-
ries, while furniture and art would qualify as superordinates. It may very well be
disputed if certain objects are works of art, but this also holds for potential works
of furniture. On the other hand, it is hardly more disputable, I think, to catego-
rize an object as a painting as it is to classify something as a chair.

Omne reason put forward by Ziff why the notion “work of art” is supposed to be
especially controversial has to do with its potential uses in an evaluative and laud-
atory sense. Hitherto, I have only been concerned with the concept of art from a
classificatory point of view. However, to ascribe an object the status of being “art”

or to refuse to do so — is certainly not always intended as (just) an act of classifi-
cation.’® Calling something “art” can sometimes be understood as an evaluation
according to which the object in question has certain good-making features. A
negation, such as “This is not art”, may thus, in some contexts, mean something
like “This is an inferior work of art - though it stll is a work of art, seen from a
classificatory point of view”. In this context, one interesting proposal made by, for
instance, the cognitive psychologist Lawrence Barsalou deserves mention. Accord-
ing to Barsalou, people frequently employ and construct so-called goal-derived
categories, where typicality, or a graded structure, is related to the value (or effi-
ciency) for fulfilling a certain goal.™ Items in these categories, such as things to
take from one’s home during a fire, or foods to eat on a diet, are more or less typical
(or central for category membership) depending on their value for accomplish-
ing the goal or ideal in question (in these cases, for example, zoney for the ideal

minimizing loss, and celery for the ideal minimal calories). Goal-derived categories

27. For a more detailed account of various category levels, see e.g. Roseh and Mervis, “Family
Resemblances”, 586 f£; Rosch and Lloyd, Cognition and Categorization, y0-34; Rosch, “Caregori-
zation”, 518 ©; Lakoff, Wemen, Fire, and Dangerous Things, 46 f. Apart from these wo category
levels, cognitive psychologists have also been concerned with more specific and informarive sul-
grdimate categories (which, in our example, could be e.g. kireben chair or living-roem chair and fand-
scape pamting or pertrait respectively).

18. See Hermerén, Aspects of Aesthetics, 53-58, for a discussion of the relationship berween
concepts of art and of artisdc value

1g. See, for instance, Lawrence W, Barsalou, “Ideals, Central Tendency, and Frequency of In
stantiation as Determinants of Graded Strucrures in Categories”, Jourmal of Experimental Prychol-
opy: Learning, Mewrery, and Cognition 11 (1985), 629-640; Barsalou, "Deriving Categories to

Barsalow, Cogwitrve Psychology: An Overview for Cognitive Scieneives (Hills-

Achieve Goals™, _]f'..._:l.-
dale, W] Lawrence Erlbaum, 1g9gz), t53-155
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are, at least to some extent, less concerned with how things are (or have been),
but rather how they should be, i.e. reasoning about these things’ ideal (or goal-
efficient) properties plays a significant role. Also the formation of goal-derived
categories has been the subject of several empirical studies. Moreover, as Barsalou
claims, it might be reasonable to distinguish between so-called primary and sec-
ondary categorizations. While the former is supposed to be someone’ initial cat-
egorization (an object is, for example, categorized as a chair), a secondary cate-
gorization may occur afterwards, more or less spontanecusly, focusing on an ob-
ject’s efficiency for fulfilling or maintaining desired goals (e.g. a chair may sub-
sequently be categorized as sometbing to stand on to change a light bulb). In a similar
way, an object may initially be classified as a work of art or a painting, whereas ata
second stage it may be categorized as something being comprebensible and enjoyable.
To call something a work of art may thus include both these stages of categori-
zation. Also in this respect, then, there seems to be no fundamental difference
between works of art and, say, works of furniture (contrary to Ziff’s claim). As I
believe, the proposals as outlined here may very well contribute to clarifying the
concept of art understood as an evaluative notion. This assumption deserves, of
course, a more thorough discussion, which, however, would fall outside the scope
of this paper.



