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ABSTRACT
Winner of the Fabian Dorsch ESA Essay Prize. David Davies advocates  
a methodological principle he calls the ‘pragmatic constraint’, 
according to which ontology of art is answerable to epistemology 
of art, or ‘those features of our creative, critical, appreciative, and 
individuative practices in the arts that would withstand rational 
scrutiny’. This principle, while widely endorsed, has faced scepticism, 
charges of vagueness, and ambiguity concerning what counts as 
an instance of its correct application. I propose a similar principle 
that avoids these problems while doing the work for which the 
pragmatic constraint is meant, and one that is expanded in scope to 
apply to philosophy of art generally. Drawing on ideas from classical 
pragmatism, this new ‘pragmatist principle’ holds that (1) philosophy 
of art should centrally deal with philosophical problems that could 
arise for a reflective practitioner in the course of artistic practice, 
and (2) the solutions offered to those problems should be able to 
make some positive difference for, or tie back into and inform, future 
artistic practice, with ‘practice’ here including both art’s creation and 
its reception.
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I. INTRODUCTION
In Art as Performance, and in his subsequent papers ‘The Primacy of Practice in the 

Ontology of Art’ and ‘Descriptivism and Its Discontents’, David Davies argues for a 

methodological principle that would govern the ontology of art, which he calls the 

‘pragmatic constraint’.1 This principle aims to formalize the commonly accepted view 

that the objects posited by an ontological theory of art should be the kinds of thing 

that feature in the practices of artists, critics, audiences, and so on; in other words, 

that the things philosophers of art theorize about are the things that artists make, 

critics evaluate, and audiences encounter and appreciate. Although this basic idea 

is generally endorsed, the principle as Davies formulates it has not been universally 

accepted, in part because it seems bound to lead to disagreements that come down 

to differing intuitions.2

In order to avoid this type of impasse while preserving the insight that philosophers’ 

uses of the term ‘art’ should not fail to map onto any of the things that feature in artistic 

practices,3 I argue for an alternate methodological principle that is expanded to cover 

not only ontology but all philosophizing about art while remaining compatible with 

Davies’s constraint, insofar as views in the ontology of art that would meet Davies’s 

constraint will also meet the proposed principle. This principle is also ‘pragmatic’ – 

arguably, more philosophically so – insofar as it draws on two foundational thinkers in 

the American Pragmatist tradition, William James and John Dewey.

I begin by summarizing Davies’s pragmatic constraint and consider the worries that 

have been raised for it, including the controversy, emerging from a debate between 

Davies and Julian Dodd, over how to determine whether a view or argument in fact 

adheres to this constraint. I then look to ideas from classical pragmatism as the 

basis for a new methodological principle that, for the sake of clarity, I refer to as the 

‘pragmatist principle’ to distinguish it from Davies’s constraint. Finally, I consider some 

advantages of and possible worries about this pragmatist principle and its adoption as 

a methodological standard for the philosophy of art.

II. DAVIES’S PRAGMATIC CONSTRAINT
Davies introduces his constraint by contending that ‘“artistic practice”, properly 

construed, must serve as the touchstone for our philosophical theorizing about art’, 

and that, when we are trying to answer ontological questions about the kind of entity 

artworks are, ‘the default assumption must be that those things treated as artworks 

1	 David Davies, Art as Performance (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004); ‘The Primacy of Practice 
in the Ontology of Art’, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 67 (2009): 159–71; 
‘Descriptivism and Its Discontents’, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 75 (2017): 
117–29.

2	 For statements indicating general agreement with the basic idea motivating Davies’s 
constraint, see Robert Stecker, Artworks (University Park: Penn State Press, 1997), 26, and 
Guy Rohrbaugh, ‘Must Ontological Pragmatism Be Self-Defeating?’ in Art and Abstract 
Objects, ed. Christy Mag Uidhir (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 29–30. For the 
claim that Davies’s specific constraint is not as widely accepted, see Robert Stecker, 
‘Methodological Questions about the Ontology of Music’, Journal of Aesthetics and Art 
Criticism 67 (2009): 385.

3	 I put the point this way to allow for the possibility that not everything that is made 
and appreciated in an artistic practice – for example, every painting, novel, film, and song – 
is, properly speaking, a work of art. While it is plausible that practitioners can be mistaken 
in their use of the term ‘art’ on some occasions, it is implausible that they are collectively 
mistaken on all occasions.
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in our artistic practices are indeed artworks’.4 He specifies that by ‘artistic practices’ he 

means ‘the ways in which we treat and characterize the things we term “artworks” in 

our critical and appreciative engagements with the arts’ and insists that ‘claims about 

the ontological status of artworks are importantly constrained by those features of 

our creative, critical, appreciative, and individuative practice in the arts that would 

withstand rational scrutiny’ or would be ‘upheld on rational reflection’.5 This leads to 

his pragmatic constraint, which holds that

[a]rtworks must be entities that can bear the sorts of properties rightly 

ascribed to what are termed ‘works’ in our reflective critical and 

appreciative practice, that are individuated in the ways said ‘works’ are 

or would be individuated, and that have the modal properties that are 

reasonably ascribed to ‘works’ in that practice.6

Another way Davies puts this point is by saying that positions in the ontology of art 

must conform or be ‘answerable’ to our best considered answers to questions in the 

epistemology of art; that is, questions about how artworks are known or apprehended 

and how they are properly understood and appreciated.7 For example, if apprehending 

and evaluating artworks require one to have first-hand acquaintance with those 

works, and if aspects of an artwork’s history are relevant for properly understanding 

and appreciating it qua art, then the kind of entity an artwork is must be one that can 

have historical properties and that people can be directly acquainted with.

One worry is that it is not clear which critical and appreciative practices should be 

appealed to or reflected on. Just whose ‘rational reflection’ is to determine which 

properties are rightly ascribed to the things that are treated as art in these practices, 

or how they are properly understood and appreciated, is similarly left open. Robert 

Stecker raises a version of this worry, noting that the interpretive and appreciative 

activities of recognized artworld ‘experts’ – professional art critics, exhibitors, art 

historians, and so on – are ‘informed by widely divergent theoretical perspectives’, 

so there is no stable or uniform convergence among practitioners that could, after 

suitable reflection, be taken to establish a single standard to which ontological 

theories of art are answerable.8 Moreover, given the plausibility of the view, argued 

for by Morris Weitz, that art is an inherently ‘open’ concept and so the set of things 

that count as artworks is always open to expansion,9 we might also worry that there 

will be widely divergent creative practices to contend with in addition to critical or 

appreciative ones, with different creative practices potentially characterizing and 

treating ontologically different kinds of things as ‘art’. This makes the problem greater 

than Stecker acknowledges, since a wide diversity of creative practices – and so, of 

things characterized and treated as ‘art’ therein – will only increase the divergence of 

theoretical perspectives held by critics.

4	 Davies, Art as Performance, 17–18.

5	 Ibid., 18.

6	 Ibid.

7	 Ibid., 22–23; see also Davies, ‘Primacy of Practice’, 162–63.

8	 Robert Stecker, ‘Methodological Questions’, 377.

9	 Morris Weitz, ‘The Role of Theory in Aesthetics’, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 
15 (1956): 27–35.
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This diversity of creative, critical, and appreciative practices, along with the things 

characterized and treated as ‘art’ in these practices, raises another worry. Davies’s 

call for ontology of art to be answerable to our best epistemological views about art 

might be thought to risk circularity if ontology of art is understood to encompass 

such questions as ‘by virtue of what does something count as an artwork?’ or ‘what 

distinguishes art from non-art?’ This is because the selection of a set of things or 

practices to be the object(s) of the epistemological reflections that are taken to 

‘constrain’ ontology already presupposes some view of what things count as art, and 

which practices count as artistic ones. In other words, it is not obvious that what 

Davies calls epistemology of art is wholly separable from ontology of art such that 

epistemological views can be logically prior to views about the existence and nature 

of artworks.

Davies addresses these worries in his later papers but not, I think, in a way that 

entirely removes ambiguity from his pragmatic constraint regarding what exactly 

the ontology of art is answerable to, and thus, how his principle is to be applied. In 

response to Stecker, Davies clarifies that it is not practitioners’ own reflections or 

beliefs about art that he takes ontology to be answerable to.10 Were that the case, it 

would amount to a ‘strong descriptivism’ according to which philosophers would be 

limited to taking artists and critics at their word with respect to issues and questions 

in the epistemology of art, leaving philosophers only to identify which ontological kind 

maps onto or best explains what practitioners already say about the objects of their 

practice, with no room for philosophers to critically analyse, disagree with, and correct 

or improve how practitioners understand their practice and its objects at a given time.11 

However, critically analysing and possibly improving how people understand the 

world, including how they understand what they do, surely falls within the legitimate 

scope of philosophy. Against this worry, Davies clarifies that what he is advocating is 

for philosophers’ own analyses of, and reflections on, the activities of practitioners in 

the arts (including critical reflection on, rather than mere acceptance of, practitioners’ 

beliefs) to precede and inform ontological theorizing about art.

It is relevant to the worry about possible circularity that Davies restricts the scope of 

the pragmatic constraint to ontology in a narrow sense, being exclusively concerned 

with what ontological kind(s) artworks are – for instance, whether artworks are 

physical objects, eternal forms, temporally extended gestalts, performances, and 

so on – and not to questions such as which things count as artworks, and by virtue 

of what they so count.12 It is not clear that views in the epistemology of art will 

necessarily presuppose answers to ontological questions in this narrower sense, or at 

least not in the way that they presuppose answers to definitional questions, so this 

worry also seems to be diffused.

Even if Davies’s response disarms Stecker’s version of the worry by showing that 

he does not take ontology of art to be answerable to practitioners’ beliefs about 

what they make and do, it still does not tell us which philosophical view(s) of the 

10	 Davies, ‘Primacy of Practice’, 162; ‘Descriptivism and Its Discontents’, 120.

11	 See Davies, ‘Descriptivism and Its Discontents’. For endorsements of strong 
descriptivism, see Amie Thomasson, ‘The Ontology of Art’, in The Blackwell Guide to 
Aesthetics, ed. Peter Kivy, 78–92 (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005); Julie Van Camp, ‘A Pragmatic 
Approach to the Identity of Works of Art’, Journal of Speculative Philosophy 20 (2006): 
42–55.

12	 Davies differentiates these questions as ‘ontological’ and ‘definitional’, respectively; 
see Davies, Art as Performance, 236–37.
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individuative, appreciative, and creative practices of artists, critics, and so on we 

should hold ontology of art answerable to. Moreover, we can hardly expect to find 

a more stable and uniform convergence of views among philosophers than we can 

in the views of artists or critics. Davies’s principle does not tell us how, given the 

divergence of philosophical views, we are to determine which epistemological ones 

are the ‘best’ upon rational reflection: for instance, which ascriptions of properties 

to artworks are the ‘right’ and ‘reasonable’ ones, or which accounts of what it is to 

understand or appreciate artworks are ‘proper’.

In short, because the pragmatic constraint, on Davies’s formulation, does not give us 

a way to determine precisely what it is that ontology of art must be ‘answerable’ to in 

order to follow the pragmatic constraint, and because disputes about epistemological 

matters concerning art are not obviously any easier to resolve than ontological 

disputes, Davies’s formulation leaves it ambiguous as to exactly when this constraint 

is or is not being followed, which weakens its methodological usefulness. We might 

say that the pragmatic constraint, on this formulation, is either incomplete as an 

applicable methodological principle or that it merely ‘passes the buck’ from ontology to 

epistemology – where ‘buck-passing’ accounts are only helpful and informative when 

the area of inquiry to which the buck is passed is less controversial than the inquiry 

from which it is passed. If this is right, Davies’s version of the pragmatic constraint 

would seem not to be adequately informative or applicable as a methodological 

guideline without some further principle for distinguishing between better and worse 

views in the epistemology of art.

III. THE DAVIES–DODD DISPUTE
An example of this ambiguity concerning when the pragmatic constraint is being 

followed is found in the disagreement between Davies and Julian Dodd over whether 

Dodd’s argument for what he calls the ‘simple view’ of musical works adheres to this 

constraint. Dodd takes himself to be starting from a reflective consideration of some 

central aspects of critical, appreciative, and individuative practice involving music: 

namely, that musical works are commonly treated as audible, as repeatable, and 

as created by their composers. He argues that their audibility and repeatability are 

best explained by a type-token theory according to which musical works are types of 

sound sequences of which performances are their tokens. However, he takes this to 

be in tension with the idea of musical works being created since, he argues, types are 

abstract entities and metaphysicians generally agree that abstract entities are eternal 

and thus not creatable. This leads Dodd to conclude in favour of the simple view, 

which can be described as a kind of musical platonism since it holds that musical 

works, as types, are eternal and so are discovered by their composers rather than 

created, where these sound-sequence types set the norms by which their tokens (for 

example, performances of a given work) can be judged to be properly or improperly 

formed, and by which two performances can be judged to be of the same work.13

Because Dodd starts by considering how musical works are treated in practice and 

then brings metaphysical considerations to bear on his analysis of this treatment, 

one might think – as Dodd himself does14 – that his argument follows the pragmatic 

13	 See Julian Dodd, Works of Music (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 3–4, 205–7, 
267–68.

14	 Ibid., 185–86.
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constraint. Rather than taking Dodd to begin with an ontological view that he then 

imposes onto elements of musical practice, we might characterize his approach as 

him saying ‘let’s look at some of the prominent ways that musical works are treated 

in practice and the properties thereby ascribed to them, and see which ontological 

category best accounts for the greatest number of these’ – where, presumably, if 

there were a single ontological category that could coherently accommodate all 

these practices and properties, Dodd would prefer it.

Davies, however, gives two reasons for thinking Dodd’s methodological approach is 

not in accord with the pragmatic constraint. One is that Dodd does not first ‘appeal 

to broadly epistemological considerations’ prior to arguing for his ontological view,15 

where Davies notes that the order of the discussion in work that he takes to follow 

the pragmatic constraint – here he names Gregory Currie, Jerrold Levinson, Guy 

Rohrbaugh, and himself – is epistemology first, ontology second.16 But, Davies writes, 

‘Dodd […] only turns seriously to such epistemological matters in the final chapters 

of his book’, where ‘[a]n evaluation of the specific judgments that we make about 

particular works is postponed until the basic ontology is already in place’.17 However, 

it is not obvious why the order in which points are discussed should be relevant to 

whether an argument follows the pragmatic constraint. The constraint, as presented 

in both Art as Performance and ‘The Primacy of Practice in the Ontology of Art’, 

says nothing about the order in which points must be presented but only that the 

conclusions of arguments in the ontology of art must ‘conform to’ the features of 

artistic practice that would be upheld on rational reflection. It is unclear why it would 

be incompatible with this constraint for one first to outline an argument for one’s 

ontological view and then discuss that view’s epistemological entailments, so long 

as these entailments were in line with whatever features of artistic practice would be 

upheld on rational reflection. It would, of course, go against the pragmatic constraint 

if what a certain ontological view entailed about how works ought to be individuated, 

evaluated, and so on did not hold up in light of rational reflection on the features of 

artistic practice, but one might think the opposite to be a virtue for an ontological 

view; that is, that it would count in favour of a view if what it entailed about these 

matters did happen to align with what an independent rational reflection on how 

these matters are handled in artistic practice would uphold.

One might think Davies’s concern is not merely with the order in which the points in 

Dodd’s argument are presented but with Dodd’s use of ontological premises to argue 

for epistemological conclusions. For instance, consider where Davies writes that, for 

the authors he names as adhering to the pragmatic constraint, the conclusions to 

their epistemological arguments concerning ‘what bears on the proper appreciation of 

artworks […] are essential premises in [their] arguments for ontological conclusions’.18 

The opposite – ontological conclusions featuring as premises in arguments on 

epistemological matters – occurs in Dodd’s appeal to the type-token theory to 

discount certain properties from being properly ascribed to works of music: Dodd 

writes that ‘[o]nce one appreciates that works of music are abstract objects, ascribing 

15	 Davies, ‘Primacy of Practice’, 161.

16	 Ibid.

17	 Ibid., original emphasis.

18	 Ibid., 162.
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such properties to them becomes a strange business indeed’.19 Although this worry is 

less trivial than taking issue with the order in which points are discussed, it also does 

not obviously go against the pragmatic constraint as Davies formulates it since that 

constraint does not say anything about which sorts of premise are legitimate to use in 

which kinds of argument, where it seems possible for an ontological argument not to 

contain epistemological premises but nevertheless to conform to whatever features 

of artistic practice rational reflection would uphold, and where an epistemological 

argument that contained specific ontological views in its premises might also conform 

to these features.

The other reason Davies gives for claiming that Dodd is not following the pragmatic 

constraint is that, while Dodd does consider some features of how musical works are 

treated in practice, he does not take enough features of the practice into account. 

For Davies, Dodd’s consideration of how musical works are treated as audible, 

repeatable, and created does not sufficiently ground his argument in practice; not 

sufficiently, that is, for him to discount creatability just because it is incompatible with 

the ontological theory he thinks best accounts for the other two features. As Davies 

insists, the pragmatic constraint ‘requires that we take account, in doing ontology, of 

our practice as a whole, rather than focusing on certain [features of practice] to the 

exclusion of others’, where this includes ‘tak[ing] account of the goals it is reasonable 

to ascribe to that practice, the values reasonably posited as sought within it, and the 

values reasonably ascribable to the works that enter into it’,20 and he faults Dodd for 

not considering these things when developing his ontological theory. Artistic practices 

must be considered as a whole, Davies argues, because he takes philosophical interest 

in art to arise from our encounters with practice and to aim primarily at explaining 

and understanding practice, including the objects that feature within it. Thus, he 

writes, ‘[o]ntology must confront our practice taken holistically; we cannot discount 

prominent aspects of that practice on the basis of an ontology that is established 

merely by reference to a selective sampling of some of its features’.21

If what is meant by the need for ontologists of art to account for practice ‘as a whole’ 

or ‘holistically’ is that an incompatibility between a particular ontological theory and 

any feature that would be included, after rational and critical reflection, in the best 

unified conception of this practice will count against that theory, then it seems right 

as a regulative ideal (assuming that the unity and coherence of theories is desirable). 

However, this does not seem to be Davies’s criticism of Dodd since Davies does not 

specify which features of musical practice other than creatability – of which Dodd 

does take account – the ‘simple view’ is incompatible with; rather, the criticism seems 

to be that the number of features of musical practice that Dodd discusses is not 

enough. It is unclear, though, how many features of practice someone would need 

to discuss in order for their theory to be sufficiently grounded in practice so as to 

adhere to the pragmatic constraint. If the talk of needing to account for ‘practice 

as a whole’ is meant to imply that one would need to discuss every feature of an 

artistic practice in order to meet the pragmatic constraint, this would be implausibly 

demanding. There is not obviously an exhaustive list of all the features of an artistic 

19	 Dodd, Works of Music, 186, my emphasis. The kinds of property Dodd has in mind here 
are ones such as ‘visionary’ or ‘having been influenced by so-and-so’.

20	 Davies, ‘Primacy of Practice’, 162.

21	 Ibid., 163.
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practice that someone could be expected to account for and discuss when making an 

ontological argument. Even if there were, it is likely that at least some features of the 

practice would be trivial or otherwise irrelevant for considerations of ontology, where 

the question of which features were necessary to account for in order to meet the 

pragmatic constraint would itself be open to debate.

Moreover, it is not clear how this talk of ‘practice as a whole’ fits with Davies’s desire to 

avoid a strong form of descriptivism; that is, how it fits with his allowance that some 

features of an artistic practice may be revisable or may come not to be endorsed 

by philosophers after critical scrutiny and reflection. As noted, Davies clarifies that 

his constraint ‘permits us to reflect on practice when elements in it seem to conflict 

with one another or to require more perspicuous description’ and that it ‘allows for 

revisions not only in our beliefs about our practices and the things that enter into 

them, but also in that practice itself’.22 As such, the fact that Dodd ends up discounting 

some common aspects of how musical works are treated by critics and appreciators – 

namely, creatability and the relevance of the historical context of a work’s composition 

for its proper appreciation – in favour of others – namely, audibility and repeatability 

– will not itself discount him from having followed the pragmatic constraint. As Dodd 

asks, if the pragmatic constraint ‘has the normative, rather than purely descriptive, 

character Davies presents it as having, then what is to stop [a theorist from] claiming 

that [certain] properties’ that get attributed to musical works in practice, such as 

creatability, ‘are not “rightly” ascribed to works?’23

In the absence of a more precise specification of which, or how many, elements of 

artistic practice must be accounted for in order to meet the pragmatic constraint, it 

is not clear what basis there is for declaring Dodd’s approach to be methodologically 

suspect with respect to the pragmatic constraint (although there may well be other 

reasons to object to his argument). Or, rather, it is unclear unless it is because Dodd’s 

understanding of the elements of musical practice he considers and how they relate 

to one another – that is, the conclusions he draws from his ‘broadly epistemological’ 

reflections – is not the understanding of musical practice that ultimately would be 

upheld upon rational reflection.

This leads us back to the worry about tying the pragmatic constraint to the right or best 

views in the epistemology of art, since it is not clear how these are to be determined, 

especially in the face of disagreement over how various elements of artistic practice 

are to be weighed against one another in reflective equilibrium. A consequence of this 

being built into the constraint is that disputes over whether the constraint is being 

followed will ultimately revert to disputes over which views in the epistemology of art 

are the correct ones. Not only is this unhelpful in resolving the dispute over methodology 

but it departs from the goal of the pragmatic constraint, which is to keep ontology 

grounded in practice by ensuring that ontologists’ explananda are the same things 

that artists typically make, audiences typically appreciate, and so on, since it would 

seem ultimately to make ontology answerable not to practice but to philosophers’ 

epistemological reflections and theories, with nothing to guarantee that philosophers’ 

epistemological explananda are the things that feature in artists’ and critics’ practices.

What is needed to avoid these worries and to be able to determine whether a 

purported appeal to practice in support of an ontological view does in fact accord with 

the pragmatic constraint is a further methodological principle that would apply to 

22	 Davies, ‘Descriptivism and Its Discontents’, 120.

23	 Dodd, Works of Music, 186, my emphasis.
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philosophers’ appeals to practice more generally. Because such a principle would apply to 

the epistemology of art as well as to ontology, it would better serve the goal of ensuring 

that the objects referred to in philosophical theories of art are the same things that are 

made by artists, apprehended by spectators, and so on, whereas the current formulation 

of the pragmatic constraint only ensures that the objects referred to in ontological and 

epistemological theorizing about art will be the same. This further principle would need 

to strike a balance between being more directly connected to what it is that practitioners 

do, make, appreciate, and so on, while avoiding a strong descriptivism that would make 

philosophy answerable to what practitioners believe or say about what they do. In 

what follows, I argue that such a principle can be formed by drawing on ideas from two 

paradigmatically pragmatic thinkers in philosophy: William James and John Dewey.

IV. EXPANDING THE PRAGMATIC CONSTRAINT VIA 
CLASSICAL PRAGMATISM
In Some Problems of Philosophy, published posthumously in 1911, James discusses 

the relation between what he calls ‘percepts’ and ‘concepts’, where much of his 

discussion focuses on a problematic tendency of thought he calls the ‘abuse of 

concepts’. As an empiricist, for James all concepts arise from and trace back to 

percepts, which are immediate affective and sensory experiences of the phenomenal 

world. Intellectual activity, or thinking, involves substituting concepts for percepts 

and relating them by noting similarities and differences, drawing inferences, and so 

on.24 The abuse of concepts results from merely assuming, without checking, that 

the relations we draw between concepts in our thinking about them will also hold of 

the objects and experiences from which these concepts arose. As James puts it, this 

amounts to ‘assimilating [the] concrete terms [of] a mass of perceptual fact […] one 

by one, to so many terms of the conceptual series, and then […] assuming that the 

relations intuitively found among the latter are what connect the former too’.25

James argues that the way to avoid abusing concepts is to hold theoretical conclusions 

answerable to future experience by checking whether they do, in fact, map onto 

and cohere with the experiences we have when acting under the guidance of these 

conclusions, instead of taking ourselves to be justified in assuming our conclusions to 

be true of the things we are thinking about simply because they work ‘in theory’. In 

other words, the content and results of our thinking must both arise from past percepts 

and tie back into future percepts in order to count as a legitimate use of concepts 

rather than their ‘abuse’. This idea of thinking needing to start from and terminate in 

experience is also found in chapter one of Dewey’s Experience and Nature, where he 

argues for an empirically minded methodology for philosophy in which philosophy 

begins and ends with directly experienced subject matter.26 Dewey proposes a ‘test 

24	 William James, Some Problems of Philosophy, in William James: Writings 1902–1910, 
ed. Bruce Kuklick (New York: Library of America, 1987), 1008–9.

25	 Ibid., 1018.

26	 James Dewey, Experience and Nature (1925; New York: Dover, 1958), 2a. This point is 
also made by the other canonical classical American pragmatist, Charles Sanders Peirce, 
who writes that ‘[t]he elements of every concept enter into logical thought at the gate of 
perception and make their exit at the gate of purposive action; and whatever cannot show 
its passports at both those two gates is to be arrested as unauthorized by reason’; see 
Charles S. Peirce, ‘Pragmatism as the Logic of Abduction’, in The Essential Peirce: Selected 
Philosophical Writings, vol. 2, ed. Peirce Edition Project, 226–41 (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1998), 241.



10Collins 
Estetika 
DOI: 10.33134/eeja.545

for the value of any philosophy’, which is to ask: ‘Does it end in conclusions which, 

when they are referred back to ordinary life-experiences and their predicaments, 

render them more significant, more luminous to us, and make our dealings with them 

more fruitful?’ – as opposed to philosophical theories and conclusions being ‘left to 

dwell in separation in some technical realm of their own’.27 He goes on to argue for 

the value of this principle, writing that

[r]eference to the primacy and ultimacy of the material of ordinary 

experience protects us […] from creating artificial problems which deflect 

the […] attention of philosophers from the real problems that arise out 

of actual subject matter[;] it provides a check or test for the conclusions 

of philosophic inquiry; [and] in seeing how they […] function in further 

experience, the philosophical results themselves acquire [practical] value 

[…] instead of being curiosities to be deposited […] in a metaphysical 

museum.28

Following Dewey and James, I propose a methodological principle for the philosophy 

of art, one that might also be called a ‘pragmatic constraint’ owing to its basis in the 

pragmatist tradition and not merely because it appeals to the idea of practice. This 

principle would hold that philosophizing about art should both start from and tie back 

into practices of creating or engaging with art as these are concretely experienced. 

A more formal statement of the principle would hold that, in order to ensure that 

philosophers of art are talking about the same ‘things’ that practitioners create, 

appreciate, and so on, any view or conclusion argued for in the philosophy of art 

should (1) work as a possible answer to a question that could arise for a philosophically 

reflective practitioner from their engagement in an art-related practice, where this 

includes both the creation and the reception of art, and (2) potentially inform and 

make some fruitful difference for how that practice is pursued, for example, for how 

art is made or engaged with.

By a ‘philosophically reflective practitioner’ I mean one who is intellectually curious 

about the nature of their practice and its ‘objects’ and how these relate to other 

practices, areas of life, dimensions of experience, and so on, but not necessarily one 

who is formally trained in philosophy or who applies preformulated ideas from other 

areas of philosophy or other kinds of theory (for example, psychology, critical theory, 

and so on) to their practice.29 Specifying this is important to ensure that questions arise 

‘organically’ from the practice itself and to avoid philosophers importing established 

ideas from some other area of philosophy and seeing artistic practice through the 

lens of these ideas, since questions that arise for one area of concern (for example, 

27	 Dewey, Experience and Nature, 7.

28	 Ibid., 18–19.

29	 This exclusion of the mere application in artistic practice of a preformulated idea from 
a theoretical discipline would cover cases of artists being inspired in their creative efforts 
by things they have read from, say, psychology, sociology, or philosophy, in the way that a 
novelist might be influenced in her depiction of her characters’ inner lives by reading Freud, 
or the way that Joseph Kosuth’s One and Three Chairs (1965) was informed by Plato’s 
theory of forms. This is, of course, not objectionable as part of an artist’s creative practice, 
but it would not count as meeting the second condition of the pragmatic principle outlined 
above since this is not the case of an answer to a question that arises from practice being 
what informs the way that future practice is pursued. Thanks to an anonymous referee for 
raising the Kosuth example in connection with this second condition.
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philosophy of language) may not apply to or be relevant for another area of concern 

(for example, philosophy of art).

It might still be thought that this principle will not guarantee that the questions 

philosophers discuss and attempt to answer will be ones that genuinely or ‘organically’ 

arise from practice, since pseudo-questions can arise even for philosophically 

reflective practitioners. The principle’s second condition takes care of this worry, since 

a conclusion that is meant to answer a pseudo-question will not ‘tie back into’ the 

practice in the sense of usefully informing or making a helpful difference for how 

this practice can be conducted; if it did, that would suggest that the question it was 

answering was not a pseudo-question after all, since it seems right to think that, if an 

answer is useful in some practical endeavour, the question to which it is an answer is 

one that could arise in the pursuit of that endeavour.30

How, it might be wondered, would the pragmatist principle be applied in (philosophical) 

practice? If the conclusion to a philosophical argument about art does not meet both 

conditions, we could say that it does not apply to the actual objects and activities 

that feature in artistic practice and so is misguided if it is meant to be a conclusion 

about art, or that the argument to which it is a conclusion – and perhaps the larger 

discussion in which the argument features – is misdirected and so not a fruitful area 

of inquiry for philosophers of art to be thinking about and working on – at least not 

qua philosophers of art. However, this does not mean that the argument and the 

broader discussion are not ‘properly philosophical’, since they may be answering 

questions that legitimately arise for other areas of philosophy; it only means that 

such arguments and discussions do not centrally belong to the philosophy of art 

but to these other areas. For example, arguments concerning the semantics of the 

language used to talk about art may be deemed to properly belong to the philosophy 

of language rather than to the philosophy of art, just as arguments concerning what 

it is for a mathematical formula to be beautiful properly belong to aesthetics rather 

than to the philosophy of mathematics.

The pragmatist principle calls for philosophers of art to engage more with artists and 

art practices, including art criticism, art history, and committed ‘connoisseurship’, so 

as to be receptive to the kinds of philosophical question that can arise from these 

practices and be in a position to judge whether the questions that other philosophers 

are asking could plausibly arise from practice. This engagement might be first-hand, 

with philosophers of art themselves engaging in these practices with some degree of 

competence so as to understand them from the inside, or it could be second-hand, 

with philosophers engaging with the first-hand experiences of practitioners through, 

for example, sustained conversation, reading artists’ statements and interviews, or 

collaborative inquiries. Whether first- or second-hand, this engagement must be done 

in a robust way that goes beyond the casual consumption of artworks, the casual 

reading of artists’ statements, and so on. It should also go beyond simply looking to 

artistic practice for answers to questions that arise ‘externally’ to the philosophy of 

30	 This point also addresses the worry that questions that first arise in other areas 
of philosophy can sometimes lead to answers that can usefully inform artistic practice, 
and so the pursuit of answers to such questions by philosophers of art should not be 
discouraged, since the fact that an answer usefully informs practice implies that the 
question it answers is one that could arise for a practitioner in the course of their practice 
(which is all the pragmatist principle requires), even if it happens not to have first arisen in 
this way for a given inquirer. Thanks to Alva Noë for raising this worry.
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art – for instance, questions from other areas of philosophy – or for examples to use in 

arguments in these other areas of philosophy.

What I am proposing does not strictly require every philosopher of art to engage with 

artistic practice in one of these ways, since it only stipulates that the conclusion of a 

philosophical argument about art should work as an answer to a question that could 

arise from some experience had in the course of artistic practice, but not that this 

question must arise from the philosopher’s own practical experience with art. This 

helps philosophers avoid inappropriately importing questions and problems from 

other areas of philosophy and imposing them onto art, which can distort our views of 

art-related phenomena by insisting they conform to a framework or set of concepts 

originally meant to apply to some other type of phenomenon. Significantly, while the 

principle does not require all philosophers of art to have first- or even second-hand 

knowledge of the practice, this kind of knowledge of artistic practices will be required 

to apply the pragmatist principle or to determine whether it is being applied properly 

by another, since this will be needed to judge what questions could plausibly arise for 

a reflective practitioner, or whether an answer to such a question could inform and 

usefully direct future practice – so the principle does require a robust engagement 

with artistic practice from at least some philosophers of art.

V. ADVANTAGES OF THE PRAGMATIST PRINCIPLE
The principle proposed above avoids the problems faced by Davies’s formulation 

of his pragmatic constraint. While, like Davies’s version, it does not specify what 

the substance of philosophical views about art will be – which is desirable for a 

methodological principle – it gives a criterion for determining whether or not a 

particular philosophical discussion or argument adheres to the principle, whereas 

Davies’s version is less practically useful since it offers no way of determining which 

views in the epistemology of art are ‘best’ or would be upheld after rational reflection. 

It also helps to avoid disputes of the kind between Davies and Dodd, since it not only 

governs the ontology of art but also applies to epistemology, including views on which 

properties are rightly ascribed to artworks or how artworks are properly appreciated.31 

Although it does not directly tell us which views on epistemological matters are 

correct, it does give a principled way of judging some views as less legitimate: namely, 

those that could not serve as answers to a question, or solutions to a problem, that 

could plausibly arise for a reflective practitioner in the course of making or engaging 

with art. Moreover, the pragmatist principle avoids these problems while achieving the 

aim of Davies’s pragmatic constraint insofar as it ensures that ontological theories will 

align with epistemological ones in the way Davies wants, since theories of both types 

31	 An anonymous referee asks whether Dodd’s argument for the ‘simple view’ would 
not be in accord with the pragmatist principle I propose, given that the repeatability and 
audibility of musical works can be seen as answers to questions that can arise for reflective 
practitioners of music: repeatability from the question of whether two performers (or one 
performer on separate occasions) are playing the same work; audibility from the question 
of what music’s medium is and whether works such as Cage’s 4′33″ properly count as 
music. While the referee is right that these elements of musical practice that Dodd 
discusses are answers to questions arising from practice, Dodd’s ‘simple view’ is not an 
answer to either of these questions but to a different one concerning how to resolve the 
tension between repeatability, audibility, and creatability, given that the first two can be 
explained on a type-token view of musical works but the third is incompatible with such 
a view (assuming metaphysicians are right to hold that types are not created). But this 
is not a question that could arise from musical practice, even for the most reflective of 
practitioners; rather, it arises from the practice of (contemporary, analytic) metaphysics.
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will be compatible if both are connected to artistic practice in the way the pragmatist 

principle requires.

There are additional reasons for adopting the pragmatist principle as a general 

methodological principle in the philosophy of art. First, it achieves another aim of 

Davies’s constraint on which there is widespread agreement – namely, to make artistic 

practice the ‘touchstone’ for philosophizing about art – where Davies’s constraint 

effectively makes epistemology of art the touchstone for ontology with no guarantee 

that the explananda of epistemological discussions are in fact the same things that 

feature in artistic practice. Second, by encouraging philosophers of art to take artistic 

practice as the starting point for their inquiries, rather than starting from the existing 

philosophical literature, it promotes the discovery of new philosophical questions while 

avoiding recycling familiar or fashionable problems from other areas of philosophy 

and applying them derivatively to art. This could help to counter prejudices against 

aesthetics held by some specialists in other areas of philosophy who see it as a less-

serious subfield in the discipline, since this would show that philosophy of art, having 

its own distinct philosophical problems, is not merely derivative of other ‘core’ areas 

of philosophy. In my own observation, attempts by aestheticians to get philosophers 

working in other areas to take aesthetics seriously tend to involve showing how 

familiar problems from those areas can be applied to art, or how examples from art 

can provide interesting or puzzling cases for these other areas. However, this strategy 

is rarely effective in changing assumptions of aesthetics’ ‘second-class’ philosophical 

status but is more likely to enforce the idea that it is derivative of, and so secondary 

to, what are seen to be the ‘core’ areas of philosophy.

Third, philosophizing about art in accordance with this principle could make philosophy 

of art more relevant to artists and other practitioners, including ‘committed engagers’ 

with (rather than ‘casual consumers’ of) art. This could open the door for a greater 

range and frequency of interdisciplinary collaboration between philosophers and 

practitioners. For philosophers who are not themselves artists, such collaborations 

could be a further way to discover new philosophical questions and problems that 

are distinctive of philosophy of art. This could also benefit work in other areas of 

philosophy, with philosophers of art finding in artistic practice counterexamples to 

theories in, say, metaphysics that could inform these theories ‘from the bottom up’ 

rather than the theories’ validity being assumed and imposed on art ‘from above’. For 

example, a plausible case for artworks being both created and best understood on a 

type-token model could challenge the assumption of metaphysicians that abstract 

objects are eternal and so cannot be created. And, when it comes to artists, they 

stand to gain a clearer understanding of what it is they do, with what is implicit in their 

practices being made explicit by philosophers acting as co-investigators rather than 

‘top-down’ imposers of theory.32

32	 It is the latter attitude of philosophers of art who lack a robust understanding of 
artistic practices from the inside that likely prompted painter Barnett Newman to suggest 
that ‘aesthetics is for the artist like ornithology is for the birds’ (attributed to Newman 
by Dorothy Gees Seckler in ‘Gallery Notes’, Art in America, October 1955, 59). However, 
despite the popularity of this quip – which has become something of a canard among 
aestheticians who want to defend their lack of concern with the applicability of the 
discipline – the analogy is false: the correct analogy would be that aesthetics is to artworks 
as ornithology is to birds. It is true that artworks have no use for aesthetic theorizing just 
as birds have no use for ornithology, but it would be wrong to say that people who were 
trying to make birds (if such a thing were possible) would have no use for ornithology, 
where this is more properly analogous to the relation between artists and aesthetics.
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VI. CONCLUSION
I have discussed some problems for the applicability of the methodological principle 

that Davies’s calls the ‘pragmatic constraint’ and proposed an expanded version of 

this constraint that, to differentiate it, I call the ‘pragmatist principle’, which solves 

these problems while retaining and better fulfilling the motivation for Davies’s 

constraint, which is to keep philosophical theorizing about art grounded by making 

artistic practice its ‘touchstone’ without collapsing into strong descriptivism. I have 

also noted some benefits of adopting the pragmatist principle that go beyond solving 

the aforementioned problems with Davies’s constraint. Nevertheless, I suspect that 

some philosophers of art will be reluctant to adopt the pragmatist principle, at least 

in a widespread manner, and so in conclusion I should like to address some potential 

worries.

Why, it might be asked, should we seek to limit rather than expand the scope of 

philosophical thinking about art? Why should we not ‘let a thousand flowers bloom’? 

This worry might also be expressed by philosophers protesting the idea of anyone 

telling them how they ‘should’ be doing philosophy. However, this mistakes the 

purpose of the principle and the spirit in which it is proposed, which is not primarily 

to ‘tell philosophers what to do’ but to ensure that philosophical claims purporting 

to be about art are in fact about art as it occurs outside philosophical theorizing. 

Presumably every philosopher of art would agree that they want to be thinking and 

drawing conclusions about something that exists in the world prior to their theorizing, 

and not merely to be performing logical operations on a variable called ‘art’ that could 

just as well be called ‘X’, where the pragmatist principle gives a way of determining 

when this is (and is not) being done.

As for the worry that the principle would unhelpfully limit philosophical thinking by 

stipulating where philosophers should look for ideas and start their theorizing from, 

this also mistakes what the principle is calling for, which is not for philosophers of art to 

go about doing their thinking in any particular way but for the conclusions they draw 

and the views they develop to meet the conditions laid out in the principle. In other 

words, the principle gives a way of telling when a train of philosophical thought is on 

the wrong track, but does not specify a particular track that philosophers ‘should’ be 

thinking along. Thus, the principle does not prevent philosophers of art from drawing 

on other areas of philosophy and applying them to artistic phenomena to see what 

results, so long as the results work to advance our understanding of art – where, if 

they do, it will entail that the resulting view works as a solution to a problem that 

could arise from practice, even if the problem happened to arise in that case from a 

philosopher’s thinking about ideas in, say, the philosophy of language.

Another worry is that the principle assumes that philosophical theorizing should 

be practically applicable; however, some might say that philosophy is a theoretical 

discipline and does not need to – and perhaps should not – concern itself with 

practical ‘impact’ for its legitimacy. Such a view might see philosophy as tasked with 

clarifying concepts without making a difference for how those concepts are used 

in practice, or with solving logical puzzles that need not refer to anything outside 

themselves. I do not know if this is a genuine worry for the proposed principle so much 

as it is a statement of a fundamental metaphilosophical disagreement, where the 

metaphilosophical stance presupposed in the worry – that philosophy is essentially 

and only a pursuit of ‘pure theory’– is not one that would see the desirability of practice 

being a touchstone for philosophical theorizing in the first place, so anyone who truly 
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held this view of philosophy would be equally unsympathetic to the motivation for 

Davies’s pragmatic constraint and my pragmatist principle.

It is beyond the scope of this article to argue for one metaphilosophical view over 

another; however, I would note that this objection would leave philosophy of art to 

be concerned with what was characterized above as the mere performance of logical 

operations on a variable called ‘art’ that might just as well be called ‘X’. This would 

undermine the very idea of philosophy of art as a distinct subfield of the discipline, 

with this outlook effectively reducing all ‘philosophies of’ to applied logic. I take it 

that the majority of philosophers of art, if not all, would reject this view. If that is 

right, it would mean that most philosophers of art will not seriously raise this worry 

but instead will have an interest in the pragmatist principle as a way to guard against 

their field of philosophy becoming an insular theory that refers only to itself, or merely 

a form of applied logic.
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