DISPENSING WITH
THE GENERIC SENSE OF "ART"

Raymond Kolcaba

A central question in aesthetics is, "What is art?" The
classic aesthetic theorists answered it by presenting definitions
of art. The inadequacies of these definitions have led contem-
porary writers to shift their inquiries to an analysis of

language. "What is art?" is taken to ask, "What does the term SOUTHWEST

‘art' mean?" An adequate answer 1o this question is said to be a :

defensible definition of the term. PHILOSOPHICAL
The formulation of such a definition is an onerous chore. STUDIES

Most of the term's senses are broad, vague, and extremely

general, and they are numerous. Lexical entries alone number
in excess of fifteen. The term's extension is bewildering in its
complexity and monstrous in size. Moreover, under the right
conditions, its senses seem to admit anything into its
extension--thereby denying the term significance.

One purported solution to the problem of definition is to
discover the term's generic sense. The generic sense is ;
supposed to be the term's broadest sense because it would cover B
all of its compatible senses and have its fullest or widest i - : 5
extension. Ths suggestion is that it will reveal what art is and The New M?XICO and West Texas Philosophical Society
can be used to set boundaries for the term's extension. By so
doing, the term would be shown to be significant. f

We may question, though, whether "art" has a the generic |
sense. Short of producing it, two arguments can be offered for
its existence. The first is that, since the term has a number of
senses, a generic sense can be extrapolated from them. A genus
can be inferred from definitions of species. The second
argument is that the term is correctly used to refer to the full

range of objects which are noncontroversially accepted as art. Volume 11
We could not do this without the generic sense to guide the way. :
So, there must be a the generic sense. April 1988

The arguments are flawed in a number of respects. The
second premise of the first argument begs the question. A genus
can be inferred from definitions of species only if both genus
and species already stand in a genus/species relation. We would
not know that we were looking at definitions of species unless
we knew that there was a genus of which they were species.
Furthermore, when a category of items is defined as a species,
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