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The cluster theory of art 

 

ABSTRACT 

The cluster theory of art 

Berys Gaut has recently defended a cluster account of art. He proposes it as 

superior to other anti-essentialist positions. I argue that his defense of this 

claim is unconvincing. Not only is the cluster theory consistent with the 

current crop of disjunctive definitions, it is at its most plausible when seen in 

such terms. 

 

The cluster theory of art 

 

Berys Gaut has defended  a "cluster" account of art.1 Ten features are offered 

as sample criteria for art: (1) possessing positive aesthetic properties, (2) 

being expressive of emotion, (3) being intellectually challenging, (4) being 

formally complex and coherent, (5) having a capacity to convey complex 

meanings, (6) exhibiting an individual point of view, (7) being an exercise of 

creative imagination, (8) being an artifact or performance that is the product 

of a high degree of skill, (9) belonging to an established artistic form, and 

(10) being the product of an intention to make a work of art.  None of these 

features is necessary for art. (Gaut allows, however, that being the product of 
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an action is a necessary condition for something's being an artwork.) The 

satisfaction of any nine of these criteria would be sufficient for something's 

being art. Also, other combinations might also be sufficient, such as (1), (2), 

(4), (5), (8), and (9), which are the conditions satisfied by Egyptian art, Gaut 

claims. 

 

Gaut is more interested in defending the general appropriateness of 

the cluster analysis than the particular items he identifies as belonging to the 

cluster. He argues that recent attempts to define art have failed, and he notes 

that the most commonly advocated anti-essentialist alternative is the family 

resemblance account derived from Wittgenstein and popularized by Morris 

Weitz2, but this also faces well-rehearsed difficulties. The notion of 

resemblance is too vacuous to carry the explanatory burden and the 

argument did not rule out the possibility that art might be defined in terms of 

relational rather than intrinsic properties. Gaut recommends the cluster 

theory as an improvement over the family resemblance view. The main 

virtue of the cluster theory, according to Gaut, is the plausibility it lends to 

anti-essentialism within aesthetics. It is this last claim that I challenge in this 

paper. 

 

 

Gaut does not acknowledge other versions of the cluster theory, but 

there have been several. E. J. Bond observes that a set of conditions may be 

sufficient for something's being art though no single member of the set is 

either necessary or sufficient.3 Milton H. Snoeyenbos argues that "art" may 

be used on the basis of a disjunctive set of merely sufficient conditions.4 

Ellen Dissanayake observes that one 'method of definition has been to 



 2 

compile a number of attributes of art; and if mask A or poem B possesses 

many or most of them, and possesses them to a high degree, then these are 

"art." In this "open-textured" view of art, there can always be new attributes 

to art; conversely, not all art possesses all attributes, and no attribute is 

indispensable'.5 More recent versions of the view have been offered by 

Richard L. Anderson6, H. Gene Blocker7, and Denis Dutton.8 Dissanayake is 

anti-essentialist, but that is not the orientation of most of these cluster 

theorists. Bond and Snoeyenbos explicitly argue against Weitz's conclusion 

that art cannot be defined, while Anderson, Blocker, and Dutton present 

their positions as definitions. 
 

It is instructive to recall that disjunctive definitions—such as 'a work 

of art is either a reproduction of things, or a construction of forms, or an 

expression of experiences such that it is capable of evoking delight, or 

emotion, or shock' 9—will be first cousins to cluster accounts, as 

Snoeyenbos makes clear. And if Robert Stecker is correct, all plausible 

definitions must be disjunctive in acknowledging that something may be art 

either by discharging one of art's characteristic functions or by falling, or 

being intended to fall, within a conventionally and publicly accepted art 

type.10 The first disjunct is needed to accommodate the first artworks and the 

art of small-scale pre-industrial societies, while the second is needed to 

acknowledge the art-enfranchising power of traditions and institutions. 

 

Why, then, does Gaut find support for anti-essentialism in the cluster 

theory? He reason as follows: The cluster theory allows for many different 

ways in which something might qualify as an artwork. Where the chain of 

alternatives is very long—indeed, where there might be nearly as many 
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disjuncts as there are putative artworks—what is uncovered is not an 

underlying essence but merely an enumeration of the concept's possible 

extension. Because he believes the number of disjuncts is bound to be very 

high for the case of art, Gaut concludes that the cluster account is anti-

essentialist at heart. It reveals that art cannot be defined while demonstrating 

how artworks come to be grouped together under the concept. 

 

How many disjuncts there are will depend on the way they are 

specified.  Suppose something is art if it satisfies any eight or more of Gaut's 

list of ten conditions. Specified one way, there are fifty-six ways of being 

art; namely, something is art if it satisfies the one set comprised of all ten 

elements, or the ten different sets of nine elements, or the forty-five different 

sets of eight elements. At a higher level of abstraction, there are only three 

disjuncts; namely, something is art if it satisfies all ten conditions, or 

satisfies any nine of the conditions, or satisfies any eight of the conditions.  

 

Gaut's discussion indicates that the situation is complicated. 

Something is art if it possesses any nine of the ten art-relevant properties, or 

if it possesses properties (1), (2), (4), (5), (8), and (9), or …11 Nevertheless, I 

see nothing in his account entailing that the disjuncts must be too numerous 

to qualify the result as a complex, disjunctive, but otherwise orthodox, 

definition, so long as those disjuncts are specified at an appropriate level of 

abstraction. In other words, there will be a list of complex alternatives, 

though not one that is absurdly extended.12  It will be both a sufficient and 

necessary condition for something's being art that it satisfies any one of the 

disjuncts. In other words, the satisfaction of any of the disjuncts is sufficient 

for something's being art and the satisfaction of at least one of them is 
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necessary. The result will be intricate, certainly, but no less a definition on 

that score. 

 

I conclude that the cluster account lacks what Gaut identifies as its 

primary virtue. It does not support anti-essentialism in aesthetics.13 The 

reverse. It lends weight to the view that art can be defined in terms of 

necessary and sufficient conditions. Gaut's position has the makings of a 

disjunctive definition, because it is offered (and can be seen) as capturing 

unifying principles, not as an arbitrary list of features that might happen to 

be found in any possible artwork. The cluster account deserves be taken 

seriously precisely because it provides a plausible description of what kinds 

of things can make something art. Rather than counting against essentialism 

in aesthetics, it indicates another way for essentialism to be true.14 
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suitably specified disjuncts will be too long to be accepted as a 

definition. 

 

12 It may be possible to condense the definition's formulation by 

specifying the comparative weightings of the art-relevant features, and 

by factoring in other relevant dimensions of their inter-relatedness. On 

the other hand, if the criteria can change over time, supplementary 

conditions indicating how this process is governed would need to be 

added. 

 

13  Thomas Adajian, in 'The Cluster Account of Art', British Journal of 

Aesthetics, 43 (2003), pp. 379-85, reaches a similar conclusion by a 

different route.  He argues that Gaut is inconsistent when he rejects 

other approaches to the definitional project by attacking particular 

formulations these have been given, while he dismisses potential 

objections to his specific version of the cluster theory on the grounds 

that it is the approach in general that he desires to defend. And Adajian 

observes that, contrary to Gaut's explicit assertions, the cluster theory 

has no resources for explaining how we distinguish artworks that satisfy 

some of the criterial properties from borderline cases and from non-

artworks that also display some of the relevant properties; the cluster 

theorist is not better placed than his opponents to explain why 

alternative but mistaken kinds of definitions might have been accepted; 

and the cluster theorist is not better placed than his opponents to claim 

heuristic utility for his theory. 
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14 I am grateful for helpful discussion with Jonathan McKeown-Green and 

Justine Kingsbury. 

 

 

 

 

 


