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Is it the business of aesthetics to define art? Contrarily to a centuries old continental tradition, analytical
philosophers of art such as Arthur Danto and Noël Carroll have negatively answered this question and have argued
for a distinction of philosophy of art from aesthetics. The case in point for their arguments was offered by
readymades such as Duchamp’s “Fountain” – an artwork whose intrinsic properties are type-identical with the
intrinsic properties of thousands of common urinals. Philosophers of art have reasoned that if one finds “Fountain”
beautiful he must find any identical looking urinal perceived under similar conditions beautiful; since beauty, the
aesthetic property par excellence, characterizes both the non-artwork and the artwork, it cannot be the crucial
criterion for being an artwork; thus, no definition of art can be given in aesthetic terms. Moreover, even if the beauty
of “Fountain” as an artwork were different from its beauty as a urinal, identification of the artwork and of the urinal
would still be a prerequisite for the identification of the relative sort of beauty. Thus, a definition of art is prior to
aesthetic considerations and independent of them.
Against these arguments, I hold that it is possible to offer an account of beauty that not only explains that the
beauty of “Fountain” as an artwork is, indeed, different from the beauty of “Fountain” as a urinal, but also what the
point of art is. In my talk, I will primarily focus on such an extremely promising account of beauty and then suggest
how an original definition of art that takes into account its functional dimension can be developed upon it. The
suggested strategy offers a way to counteract the challenges of the analytical philosophers of art and to defend the
claim that no exhaustive definition of art can be given outside aesthetics.

To judge an object “beautiful” one first needs to recognize its beauty. In that recognition and in the
pleasure of appreciation accompanying it consists, I claim, aesthetic experience. Aesthetic experience is, to resume
Baumgarten’s ideas, the recognition of a truth by means of the senses. What gets recognized is the fact that the
object at stake is beautiful and the truth of this fact does neither depend upon subjective feelings, nor upon
objective states of affairs: It depends, I claim, upon interpersonal states of affairs, i.e. upon an interpersonally
available (even though usually not explicitly stated) knowledge of the relevant set of objects to confront the new
object with and of the criteria for evaluating the relevant perceptual qualities. Only against this background it is
possible to recognize the beauty of an object of a certain sort and thus to appreciate it. Aesthetic experience,
therefore, is not solely determined by the intrinsic properties of objects, but is dependent upon interpersonally
available criteria of evaluation relative to types of objects. The criteria and the relevant set of objects necessary for
recognizing the beauty of “Fountain” as an artwork and as a urinal are indeed different: Thus, the beauty of
“Fountain” as an artwork is different from its beauty as a urinal.
I suggest that the concept of fine arts boils down to the idea of turning aesthetic experience into the goal to be
pursued – a goal that can be pursued because its attainment is demonstrable: For this reason, the necessary
interpersonal background is constantly made explicit in terms of art theories and art history. Arthur Danto pointed
out that to see objects as artworks art theories and art history are necessary. But he never asked why we
developed them and why we take pain at understanding them in order to identify objects with artworks. Why do we
do that? I suggest that it is for the sake of aesthetic experience. Artworks, I claim, aim at eliciting aesthetic
experience: They aim at fulfilling an art historical and art theoretical desideratum in order to be justifiably recognized
as aesthetically successful. To pursue that goal and to recognize whether an artwork is, indeed, successful, art
history and art theories are necessary: Their purpose is to enable us to justifiably recognize, appreciate, and enjoy
the beauty of an artwork.

In its formulation, the suggested approach represents a novelty, for it combines in an original way
important results of analytical philosophy of art concerning the role of history, theory, and institutional settings, with
classical tenets of aesthetics, such as the notions of aesthetic experience and beauty. Moreover, it enables a
definition of art that not only describes the conditions of its possibility, but also its goal. According to it, “Fountain”
aimed indeed at eliciting aesthetic experience and at being recognized as a beautiful artwork – a sort of beauty that
as a urinal it could not aim at. Analytical philosophers of art have been mistaken about aesthetics: To make sense
of art one cannot but move within aesthetics.


