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This dissertation defends a positive answer to the question: “Can a videogame
be a work of art?” To achieve this goal I develop definitions of several concepts,
primarily ‘art’, ‘games’, and ‘videogames’, and analyze arguments about the com-

patibility between these notions.

In Part One, I defend a definition of art from amongst several contemporary
and historical accounts. This definition, the Intentional-Historical account, requires,
among other things, that an artwork have the right kind of creative intentions behind
it, in short that the work be intended to be regarded in a particular manner. This
is a leading account that has faced several recent objections that I address while
arguing that it is superior to other theories in its ability to answer the question of

videogames’ art status.

Part Two examines whether games can exhibit that kind of creative intention.
Recent literature has suggested that they can. I propose and defend an account
of games according to which games cannot be intended to be works of art because

games are goal-directed activities that require a voluntary selection of inefficient



means that is incompatible with the proper manner of regarding that is necessary

for artworks.

While the conclusions of Part One and Part Two appear to suggest that
videogames cannot be works of art, Part Three proposes and defends a new account
of videogames that, contrary to first appearances, implies that not all videogames are
games. This Intentional-Historical Formalist account allows for non-game videogames
to be created with an art-making intention, though not every non-game videogame
will have an art-making intention behind it. I also discuss examples of videogames
that are good candidates for being works of art. I conclude that a videogame can

be a work of art, but that not all videogames are works of art.

The thesis is of significance in several respects. It is a continuation of aca-
demic work that has focused on the ontology of videogames and the art status of
videogames. It clarifies the current debate and provides a positive account of the
central issues that has so far been lacking. It also defines videogames in a way that
corresponds better with the actual practice of videogame making and playing than
other definitions in the literature. It offers further evidence in defense of certain
theories of art over others, providing a close examination of videogames as a new

case study for potential art objects and for aesthetic and artistic theory in general.

This project also provides the groundwork for new evaluative, critical, and
appreciative tools for engagement with videogames as they develop as a medium. As

videogames mature, more people, both inside and outside academia, have increasing



interest in what they are and how to understand them. Omne place many have
looked is to the practice of art appreciation. My project helps make sense of which

appreciative and art-critical tools and methods are applicable to videogames.



ARE VIDEOGAMES ART?

by

Brock Rough

Dissertation submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate School of the
University of Maryland, College Park in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
2016

Advisory Committee:

Jerrold Levinson, Chair/Advisor
Dominic Lopes

Eric Pacuit

Rachel Singpurwalla

Kent Norman



(© Copyright by
Brock Rough
2016



Dedication

Dedicated to my grandfather, Donald Rough, who worked with his hands so

that I could work with my mind.

i



Acknowledgments

I want to thank everyone who has been involved with this project and who
have made my graduate experience as truly edifying as it has been.

My parents played no small role in the development of my interest in videogames.
I was born into a household that already had an Atari 2600, and it was not many
years later that one Christmas morning saw the addition of a Nintendo Entertain-
ment System. Nor did they play a small role in my development as a budding
philosopher. Many arguments were fought, and fought again, because I had learned
from them to question assumptions and, much to their chagrin, authority. For my
philosophical spirit I owe them almost entirely. And to my sister, Cindy, who re-
sisted so many of my attempts to get her to play a game she was not interested in.
She made my childhood a years long mission of advocacy for the value of games.
For that I will always be grateful.

My initial formal philosophical curiosities were encouraged and expanded by
a group of fellows who sought to boldly live their philosophical beliefs in a way
that attracted me as much as the careful reasoning did: Jonathan Melton, Mason
Marshall, Caleb Clanton, and Lee Mayo. Without their insight and encouragement
I would have never begun.

Much thanks must be given to the admissions committee at Northern Illinois
University, in particular a secret member who I heard through the grapevine vouched
for my very rough promise; when it turned out that I wasn’t half-bad, the rumor

has it, an “I told you so” was even uttered during a faculty meeting. They also

1ii



granted me generous additional funding, their way of recognizing my progress.

There are particular faculty there that I must thank: David Buller, Alicia
Finch, Carl Gillett, Tomis Kapitan, and Geoff Pynn. These wonderful philosophers
not only did the difficult work of getting a nigh completely ignorant neophyte into
competent shape, but they were an unerring example of what professional philo-
sophical engagement with a student body looked like. Their encouragement and
example has shaped the way I have done, and hope to do, philosophy. Late-comer
Jason Hanna must be pointed out for being a generally swell guy who runs a great
seminar.

The other side of my time at NIU includes my incredible colleagues. To all of
them I owe a debt of gratitude in providing the hungry and inquisitive environment
in which I cut my teeth. Most especially to David Jacobs, who taught me that
even analytic philosophers can think deeply and sensitively about the biggest things
out there, and to Andrew Chapman, who will forever be a model to me of how
philosophy, and life, should be done.

As with NIU, my thanks must go out to the institution, the faculty, and my
fellow students at the University of Maryland. I have been the recipient of several
awards and fellowships, including the Ann G. Wylie Dissertation Fellowship, which
have aided significantly in the completion of this dissertation.

While I have benefited greatly from many of the faculty at Maryland, none
has had so great an impact as Jerry Levinson. A great teacher, mentor, and an even
better editor, without Jerry my experience at Maryland would have been neither as

enjoyable, nor as successful, as it has turned out to be.

v



I must also thank my committee. I thank Jerry and Dom for the inspiring
work they do and the encouragement they have given me. I thank Rachel and Eric
and Kent for their great willingness to be a part of this project.

As for my fellow students, and now friends, I must thank them for the excel-
lent conversations and the challenging arguments. Max Bialek, Chris Vogel, and
Brendan Ritchie in particular have been my constant interlocutors and confidants.
In many ways this dissertation, and so much of the work leading up to it, has been
a collaborative effort of casual and intense discussions, beating many a head against
many a wall, with spades of mutual respect and confidence.

And to the many of whom I've met along the way, at conferences, dinner
parties, on airplanes, and golf courses, some that I’'m sure I've forgotten despite the
help you've been and the encouragement you've given, thank you.

Finally, and with the greatest portion of my appreciation, I thank my wife,
Milana. Her unwavering encouragement made this all possible. Her artistic sensi-
tivity and philosophical curiosity made her a sharp interlocutor, and her patience
made her a generous one.

And also to Everett, who showed up right in the middle of writing this disser-
tation and kept me company, and otherwise busy, the whole time. No one has ever

so cheerfully stayed by my side through so much writing.



Table of Contents

1 Art 1
1.1  The Art Question for Videogames . . . . . . . .. .. ... ... ... 1
1.2 Definitions of Art . . . . . ... 5
1.3 A Consideration of Historically Important Accounts . . . . . . . . .. 7

1.3.1 Kant’s Analytic of the Beautiful . . . . . . ... ... ... .. 7
1.3.2  Tolstoy’s Transmission Theory . . . . . . .. .. ... ... .. 16
1.3.3 Collingwood’s Expression Theory . . . . . .. ... ... ... 25
1.3.4 Bell’s Significant Form . . . . . . ... ... ... ... .. .. 28
1.4 Anti-Definitional Strategies . . . . . . . .. ... ... ... ... 33
1.5 Imstitutional Theory . . . . . . . .. .. .. ... ... ... 41
1.5.1 Selection Problems . . . . . ... .. ... ... ... ... 44
1.5.2  Selector Problems . . . . . . ... ... oL 47
1.5.3 The Also-Rans . . . . . . .. ... ... ... 52
1.6 Cluster Theory . . . . . . . . . . %)
1.6.1 Is the Cluster Account a Definition? . . . . . ... ... ... 58
1.6.2  Cluster Account Failure . . . . ... ... ... ... ..... 64
1.7 A Definition of Art . . . . .. ..o 70
1.8 Intentional-Historical Definition of Art . . . . . . . ... .. .. ... 72
1.9 Objections . . . . . . . . 85
1.9.1 The Buck-Passing Theory . . . . .. ... .. ... .. .... 85
1.9.2 Failed Art . . . . . . ... 93
1.9.3 Revolutionary Art . . . . .. . ..o 99
1.94 Ur-art . . ... . 103
1.10 An Intentional-Historical Answer For Videogames . . . . . . . . . .. 106

2 Games 109
2.1 Philosophy and Ontology of Games and Play . . . . . . ... ... .. 109
2.2 Games . . . ... e 112

2.2.1 Wittgenstein . . . . . . ... oo 113
2.2.2  Johann Huizinga . . . . .. .. .. ... ... ... .. 116
2.2.3 Roger Caillois . . . . . . ... .. o 118
2.2.4  Brian Sutton-Smith . . . .. ... 124

vi



2.2.5 Greg Costikyan . . . . . .. ... o 126
2.2.6 Chris Crawford . . . . . ... . ... ... ... ... 128
227 Jesper Juul . ... .. 130
2.3 Bernard Suits . . . . ... 131
2.3.1 Prelusory Goal . . ... ... ... ... L. 132
2.3.1.1 Lusory Goal, or Winning . . . . . . .. ... .. ... 133

2.3.1.2  Game Institutions . . . .. ... ..o 134

2.3.2 Lusory Means and Constitutive Rules . . . . . . .. ... ... 136
2.3.2.1  Efficiency . . . . .. ..o 138

2.3.3 Lusory Attitude . . . . . .. ..o Lo 142
2.3.4 Games as Objects . . . . . . .. . ... 143
2.3.5 Open Games . . . . . . .. . . ... 146
2.3.6  Walton’s Games of Make-believe. . . . . . ... .. ... ... 147
237 Toys . . ..o 155
2.3.8 Videogames as Games . . . . . ... ... ... ... 157
2.4  The Incompatibility of Games and Artworks . . . . . .. .. ... .. 158
241 Games . . ... 162
24.2 Prelusory Goals . . . . . . ... oo 163
2.4.3 Inefficient Means . . . . . ... ... oL 163
24.4 Lusory Attitude . . . . . .. ..o 164
245 Art ..o 165
2.4.6 An Object That Is Both an Artwork and a Game . . . . . .. 168
2.4.7 Art Appreciation . . . . ... 168
2.4.8 Appropriation and Repurposing . . . . . ... ... ... ... 170
2.4.9 Artworks as Games, Games as Artworks . . . ... ... ... 171
2.4.9.1 The Prelusory Goal of Artworks . . . . . . ... ... 172
2.4.9.2 The Constitutive Rules and Lusory Means of Artworks172

2.4.9.3 The Lusory Attitude of Artworks . . . . . ... ... 173

2.4.10 The Incompatibility of Artworks and Games . . . . . . . . .. 175
2.4.11 No Separable Goal for Artworks . . . . . . ... .. ... ... 176
2.4.12 No Inefficient Means for Artworks . . . . . . . ... ... ... 177
2.4.13 The Incompatibility of Lusory and Artistic Attitudes . . . . . 178
2414 Game-works . . . ... Lo 180
24.15 Conclusion . . . . . . . ..o 182
25 Play . . . o 183
2.5.1 A Definition of Play . . . . . .. ... ... ... ....... 183
25.2 IsArtaFormof Play? . . . ... .. ... ... . ...... 188
2521 Kant. ... ... ... 189

2.5.2.2 Schiller . . .. ... oo 192

2523 Gadamer . . .. ... 194

26 Conclusion . . . . . ... 196

vil



3 Videogames 198

3.1 Videogames Are Not (Always) Games . . . . . . . ... ... ..... 199
3.2 Ludology vs. Narratology . . . .. .. ... ... ... .. ...... 200
3.3 ‘Videogame’ . . . . . . ... 201
3.4 Videogames . . . . . . ... 203
341 OXO . . ... 203
3.4.2  Super Mario Bros. . . . . . . . . ... ... 204
3.4.3 That Dragon, Cancer . . . . . . . . . . . .. ... ... 204
344 Mountain . . . . . .o 205

3.5 Intentional-Historical Formalism . . . . . . . .. ... ... ... ... 207
3.6 Defining Videogames . . . . . . . .. ... o o 211
3.6.1 Playing . . . .. .. 212
3.6.2 Computers. . . . . . . . . 213
3.6.3 Interactivity . . . . . .. Lo Lo 219

3.7 Following, Transforming, and Rejecting . . . . . . . .. .. ... ... 222
3.7.1 Following . . . . . . . . 222
3.7.2 Transforming . . . .. ... ... oL 223
3.73 Rejection . . .. ..o 225
3.7.4 Purely Relational Videogames . . . . . . . ... .. ... ... 226

3.8 Other Definitions . . . . . . .. .. oo 228
3.81 Lopes . . . . 228
3.8.2 Tavinor . . . . . ... 230

3.9 Entailments and Deviations . . .. .. ... ... ... ... ... .. 235
3.9.1 The Value of This Definition . . . . . . ... .. .. ... ... 236

3.10 Videogame Art . . . . . . . ... 238
3.10.1 A Compatibility Argument . . . . . . . .. ... ... ... .. 240

3.11 Art Videogames . . . . . . . . .. . 242
3.11.1 Artwork Videogame Candidates . . . . . . .. ... ... ... 243
3.11.1.1 Mountain . . . . . . . . . .o 243

3.11.1.2 Amnesia: Dark Descent . . . . . . .. .. ... ... 243

3.11.1.3 Journey . . . . ... 244

3.11.1.4 Proteus . . . . . . . . 247

31115 Clouds . . . . . . . . o 248

3.12 Conclusion . . . . . . . . L 249
Bibliography 250

viil



Chapter 1: Art

1.1 The Art Question for Videogames

To begin to answer the question of whether videogames are art one should first
check to see if the question has already been answered. Some answers have indeed
been offered, often of the general sort, either explicitly or not, whereby either all
videogames are art or none are. The question of the art status of videogames can
begin by addressing these claims, as well as taking into consideration the reasons
and methodologies used by those offering such answers. The question should be ap-
proached carefully by first dissecting the question itself and attending to each part.
This approach avoids careless haste in categorization, and provides a framework
in which disagreement can occur without demanding that one start from scratch.
Furthermore, checking to see if there are already satisfying answers to the art ques-
tion for videogames allows the borrowing of what good work has been done while
hopefully allowing for the quick discharging of the large amount of questionable
opinion-mongering that has also taken place. From the philosophical camp, such an

approach can also act as a response to what has perhaps been a hasty over-inclusion



of videogames by extant art theories.!

The first place to start is with the question itself: “Are Videogames Art?” This
is not the most perspicuous formulation of the question as it entails an all or nothing
approach that we should be wary of. It may be the case that some videogames are
artworks while others are not. This does not make videogames unique, but rather is
true of other so-called artforms as well. It is not the case that all books are art, nor
all music and movies, not even all paintings and sculptures. Biographies may fail to
be artworks while novels succeed as such. Advertising jingles can succeed in being
music while failing to be art. Summer blockbusters are not only movies but may
even be a central paradigm case of the form while also failing to be art. And finally,
if a painting is simply paint on a flat surface and sculpture some non-utilitarian
created object in three-dimensions, then clearly there are paintings and sculptures
that are not artworks.

The idea that there could be both art and non-art works that are made from
the same materials meets an objection in medium materialism. This is the idea that
media are to be identified primarily by the physical stuff that they are made of. This
is a reasonable prima facie position, as it seems evident that paintings are indeed
made of paint on canvas or board or other flat support, sculptures made of marble
or metal, and music made of tones. This view arises from the belief that an artform
can be identified with its medium in the pursuit of making art that exploits that

medium for its artistic ends in a way that other media cannot. Clement Greenberg

1See [1] for an absolute positive, if not fully fleshed out, answer to the question of whether
videogames can be artworks.



believed that an art like painting should aim to develop the limits of the medium,
and thus painting should be kept pure with no admixture from the other arts. For
him, “discussion as to purity in art and, bound up with it, the attempts to establish
the differences between the various arts are not idle.”? For Greenberg, an art goes
wrong when it becomes confused about its medium and tries to do what other arts
do.

The question, then, is whether medium specificity entails medium material-
ism. Noél Carroll notes that the thesis of medium specificity seems to lead to the
conclusion that “one need only examine the physical structure of the medium, and
the sort of effects the art form based in that medium should traffic in more or less
jumps out at one.”® He immediately considers the problems with this view, as it
is not obvious for each art what the physical medium is, or for some arts whether
they even have a physical medium. For instance, is print, rather than language, the
medium of the novel?

Dominic Lopes continues in this skeptical vein, noting that the rise of digital
works created and instanced on computers demonstrates a further problem. For
these arts, and others, there is significant overlap, if not outright identity, among
the physical media of these arts.? If medium materialism is correct, then these would
all be works within the same art, which is absurd. The solution is to expand the
notion of medium to include technical resources, which, “may be symbolic (e.g. a

language), and events like the sounding of a c-sharp and an actor’s movement.”® Im-




portantly, we can also include techniques, separating out different ways of engaging
with a physical medium and employing technical resources. This expanded notion
of medium looks to the particulars of the individual arts to discover what goes into
making an object an object in that category. This can even include resources like
requirements or expectations of particular kinds of responses to the work.

Extending the idea of medium to include particular response, however, raises
the possibility of an odd kind of medium specificity, one too divorced from the physi-
cal medium. This is the idea that an art’s medium is just that, an art-medium. Thus
the medium of painting, with all its physical components and technical resources, is
not painting, but art-painting. This threatens to make medium specificity trivial, in
that it is no longer exploring the affordances and limitations of a physical medium,
or even that of technical resources, but says only that the appreciative practices of
a category of art are indeed the appreciative practices of that category of art. This
leaves whatever other objects are created in that physical medium, even those using
similar technical resources and techniques, as simply failing to be members of that
art-medium. More will be said on this below, but for now the objection is sufficient
that an overly inclusive conception of a medium that builds in art status would
have awkward consequences, not being able to make sense of (non-art-)paintings
and art-paintings as being members of the same medium. My brief argument here
thus suggests that while we must acknowledge technical resources in our notion of
medium, such acknowledgment should not extend to art status as well.

If we leave out the art status of the members of a medium from considera-
tion of membership in that medium, then we are left with the possibility that some

4



objects made in a particular medium are artworks and others are not. The art-
status-independence of media justifies a reformulation of the original question, “Are
videogames art?’ as “Can videogames be art?” or perhaps even more perspicuously
as “Can videogames be artworks?”% Because the art status of an object is indepen-
dent of its being in a medium, it can turn out that when considering all the objects
in the medium “videogames”, some of them may turn out to be artworks while
others may not. This, I believe, is a preferable position to one according to which
within the seemingly unified medium of videogames there are actually at least two
media, videogames and art-videogames. More will be said on this later in defense

of a specific definition of art.

1.2 Definitions of Art

The task now, after reformulating the art question for videogames, is to make
clear what it would mean for any particular videogame to be an artwork. Then we
can check to see, not if all videogames as a medium meet those criteria, whatever
they may be, but if there are any videogames that do. Before there is a need to delve
into whatever particulars there may be about what videogames are, and whether
those particulars add up to making them artworks, we should consider whether there
is an adequate definition of art that has an answer to this question at the ready.
Several accounts and definitions have been given, of all manner of importance in the

literature, many of which may prove satisfactory to the art question of videogames.

6The second reformulation is meant to capture potentially different aims of investigation, where
the aim of analyzing the practice of art may be one thing and the aim of providing an extension,
or subset thereof, of artworks is a different one.



If there are satisfactory definitions of art that do not also require a definition of
videogames, but only certain features that videogames have, then all the better.

If one is going to tackle this issue of whether videogames are art or not, or if
they sometimes can be, a natural place to start seems to be with first answering the
question of what art is. This is not an easy task, nor do I claim to accomplish it here.
But I will motivate a particular account, the Intentional-Historical account, in con-
trast to its alternatives, in particular two prominent competitors, the Institutional
Theory and the Cluster Account. I take this approach for several reasons.

First I find the Intentional-Historical account the most promising as a general
account of art, and of making sense of the art status of emerging forms of art,
and thus likely to be the best account under which to examine videogames’ art
potential, and, in Part 3, under which to provide a definition of videogames. Second,
I consider the Institutional Theory for two reasons. First, it is a popular theory
that has received a lot of attention and been given several important and subtle
treatments. It is also of a broad class of accounts of art that the Intentional-
Historical account is at least related to. Second, it gives a trivial answer about the
art status of videogames, revealing its weakness as a general theory and highlighting
the usefulness of videogames as a test case for art theory.

Third, one of the most sustained analytic philosophical treatments of videogames
is given by Grant Tavinor, where he employs the Cluster Account in giving a posi-
tive answer to the art question of videogames. This demands a response if I am to
defend a different theory in its place and so I consider the Cluster Account. I dis-

agree with the Cluster Account on independent grounds, but in particular because



it fails to tell a convincing story, one way or the other, about videogames. Like the
institutional theory, the cluster account does not give us a satisfying answer to the
art question of videogames. But unlike the institutional theory, which fails by giving

too trivial an answer, the cluster account fails because it cannot give an answer at

all.

1.3 A Consideration of Historically Important Accounts

A benefit of starting with the art element of the question is that if there fails
to be an adequate definition of art at hand, then it will allow videogames, and
the question of their art status, to serve as a test case for the extant theories in
question. With that said, the natural place to begin is with older accounts and
definitions of art that have rightly been set aside, but may still be enlightening to
consider. Despite their obvious problems and shortcomings, there is insight to be
had in just which ways they fail to provide a satisfactory answer to the question
of videogames’ art status. In particular this is useful because, while philosophical
aesthetics has effectively refuted many a traditional art theory, the lay debate on the
art status of videogames continues to appeal to several of these theories or implicit

accounts of art status that are relevantly similar to them.

1.3.1 Kant’s Analytic of the Beautiful

Kant’s theories on beauty and art are difficult, bordering on arcane. Despite

this, several of Kant’s ideas, not all of them unique to him, have permeated much



common thought about art and beauty. Chief among them, and one often encoun-
tered in discussions about the art status of videogames, is the connection between
art and beauty, or at least the aesthetic. It is a familiar argument that if an object
is beautiful, then it is art. First we’ll consider Kant’s actual theory, and then look
at more general formulations of it.

Kant’s analytic of the beautiful, found in the third critique, his Critique of
Judgment, is part of his overall project tying together his theories on metaphysics,
epistemology, ethics, and human cognition. Kant’s first concern here is to make
sense of our judgments of beauty. In particular, Kant argued that our judgments
of beauty are disinterested and that they find objects to appear to be purposive
without purpose.

Our judgments of beauty are disinterested. By this Kant means that it is
distinct from the pleasure we get from something because it is agreeable. We do
get pleasure from the contemplation of something beautiful, but the order of the
relationship between the contemplation and the pleasure matters. We take plea-
sure in finding something beautiful, rather than judging something to be beautiful
because we find it pleasurable. Much has been made about this disinterestedness
criterion, but a conservative interpretation says that it is only that we should find
things beautiful because they are so and not for some other reason. So while judg-
ments of beauty are based on pleasure, it is a distinct kind of pleasure, notably
one disconnected from our desire for the object. I ought not judge my couch to be
beautiful because it is pleasing to sit on, nor my friend’s drawings beautiful because

they were done my friend, or a garden beautiful because I was paid to judge it so.



At the very least the disinterestedness criterion is a prohibition against a kind of
cognitive corruption of untoward influence. Beauty judgments are to be made freely
from, or indifferent to, other concerns.”

Our beauty judgments also find objects to appear to be made with a purpose
without having an actual purpose. We know what it means to recognize the purpose
of an object and to see how it was shaped or designed to accomplish that purpose.
Many objects that we judge to be beautiful, however, were not manufactured, like
sunsets and flowers.® In judging something to be beautiful, we recognize that it
appears as if it had been created for some purpose without actually having any
such purpose.

Kant also gives an account of the pleasure that beauty generates. It is the
“free play” of the faculties of imagination and understanding. In ordinary cognition
imagination is constrained by the understanding, but this is not the case in the
contemplation of beauty. In these cases the imagination behaves as though it follows
or is constrained by a rule, but in fact it is free. This activity is pleasurable in a
way distinctive of beauty.

Kant’s account of beauty is necessary to his claims about art and art’s relation
to beauty. While Kant thinks that art is judged similarly to natural beauty, his
concern is over how art is created in a way that is consistent with his account of

beauty. He does this by highlighting the role of genius in relation to the artist.

While beauty must seem like it has a purpose without having one and the pleasure

"For more on the order of pleasure and sensation, see [5]. For a discussion on whether beauty
of this sort is best understood as disinterested, see [6].

8Unless we take a strong theistic understanding of Kant’s account. Even then, we can make a
distinction between the recognition of man-made purpose and God-created purpose.



we take in it must be rule-like without actually being constrained by rules, so too
the creation of beautiful art must seem to follow rules without being constrained by
them. Here the notion of genius is invoked to set artistic activity apart from the
rule-governed tasks of the sciences, which can be learned. For Kant, genius cannot
be learned, but is innate. Thus while it behaves like it is rule-governed in having
standards, these rules cannot be learned and applied, as they can in other activities.

Genius is what allows the artist to create works that represent aesthetic ideas.
An aesthetic idea is related to the free play of the faculties, in that it is an idea
that generates a lot of thought, but for which no determinate thought is adequate.
This can occur when rational thought that cannot have sensible form is nonetheless
expressed. Kant’s examples are works that express the notions of death, envy, love,
and fame.’

So much for a very brief and rough overview of Kant’s account of beauty
and art. While few explicitly invoke Kant’s theory, and I imagine fewer still fully
understand it, something like the ideas he espoused are used to make claims about
the aesthetic quality of some things and the subsequent claim that they are thus
artworks. The first of Kant’s ideas that gets appealed to is that there is something
special about beauty, or at least high aesthetic value. It is difficult to say what
exactly this thing is, and rarely do people make claims about the free play of the
imagination and understanding, but the kernel of the idea is this: there is something
about aesthetic experience that makes it special, and experiencing it gives a kind of

pleasure distinct from other pleasures. This kind of experience has something that

98ee also [7], [8], [9].
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sets it apart from the pleasures of potato chips, or sex, or even a walk in the park.
All of these things have aesthetic qualities, to be sure,'® but there is something
distinct from the aesthetic in these other pleasures. Kant gets this separation right.

This is rather unexceptional as an understanding of the beautiful. Of course
there is something special about it. Where it becomes controversial, and where it
has become pernicious in the common understanding, is the tying of the aesthetic
to the artistic. In this understanding, for something to be art it must be beautiful,
or, extending the notion further, be an aesthetic object, meaning something with
sufficiently high aesthetic value. The aesthetic and the artistic can even be conflated,
which is to say that something being art just ¢s it being notably aesthetic.

These kinds of thoughts on the nature of aesthetic and art lead to obvious
problems, only some of which can be attributed to Kant’s art theory. The conflation
of aesthetic and art is not a Kantian notion, though it is closely related. Kant bases
his aesthetic theory on natural, non-artifactual beauty, and his account makes a
distinction between beautiful artworks and beautiful non-artworks. To answer the
art question, however, we must indeed answer the art question, and not merely the
aesthetic question, unless the two are identical. It is false that something’s having
positive (or negative) aesthetic properties is identical to it being art, nor is the
(mere) possession of positive aesthetic value sufficient to make something art. But

there has been a long-standing connection, indeed a close one, between something’s

0There has been a recent surge of interest in everyday aesthetics. See [10], [11], and [12]. A great
deal of interesting work has been done, and some of it deals with distinctly Kantian ideas about
the relation between form and function, especially when looking at the aesthetics of functional
objects like coffee pots. See [13]. Also work on touch ( [14]), disgust ( [15]), and bodily itches

([16]).
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either having aesthetic properties, or having high aesthetic quality, and it being art.

This is where Kant’s theory provides the basis for a misunderstanding about
the relation between beauty and art. While it may not be that anything that
possesses aesthetic qualities is art—consider sunsets, flowers, birds—when someone
makes something that exhibits such properties it must be a work of art. The pos-
session of beauty is understood to be not only sufficient for art status, but also
necessary; thus if something is not aesthetically pleasing, it cannot be art. And
the argument works in both directions. If videogames are aesthetically pleasing,
then they are art. If videogames are not aesthetically pleasing, then they cannot be
art. Milder versions of this thesis may posit being aesthetically pleasing as a merely
necessary condition of arthood, but then, of course, it must be said what else is
required.

Thus formulated, we can now check if any videogames meet these conditions.
At first blush, it is uncontroversial that videogames can be beautiful. The vistas
provided by recent videogames like Skyrim and Journey are breathtaking, majestic,
captivating. Crysis and The Vanishing of Ethan Carter have pushed the limits of
the visual fidelity that videogames can accomplish. Even older videogames that do
not benefit from recent advances in graphics technology, like Shadow of the Colossus
and Okami can be appreciated for their haunting beauty, scale, and otherwise high
aesthetic value. Similarly, such videogames, like Journey, are often appreciated for
the beauty of their score, or in other cases, like Amnesia: Dark Descent, for the
frenzied anxiety expressed, and caused, by their score.

Both the visual and musical elements of these videogames obviously have aes-
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thetic properties and arguably high aesthetic value. Furthermore, they seem to have
what Kant would call beauty. These features can provide a disinterested pleasure in
beholding the object, and perhaps seem purposive without having purpose. There
is no need, nor the space, to further hash out the particulars about Kant’s theory,
for there is a more pressing problem. Whatever formulation of Kant is arrived at,
it is clear that the visual or audio aspects of any given videogame are at least can-
didates for being beautiful. We could also add Kant’s notion of the sublime and
see that videogames could also provide this kind of experience. In fact, it may be
that videogames, at least ones of a certain type, more often provide sublime than
beautiful experiences. But again, all of this is futile if it turns out that in fact
we are appreciating the wrong thing. It may be that the visual or audio aspect
of videogames could be beautiful or sublime or whatever aesthetic property, but
this may not mean that the videogame possesses that aesthetic property, only some
aspect of it does. Before we address that concern, we can consider Kant among a
larger class of aesthetic theories.

Considering the aesthetic properties of some aspect of any work is also a fine
enough project, but one insufficient to answer the art question for any kind of
object. We might appreciate a violin as particularly beautiful to look at, but to base
any judgment on the music being made on such a judgment would be to make an
incorrect judgment. Less drastically, we might appreciate the beauty of a single still
of a film, but that also would be insufficient to judge the aesthetic quality of the film
as a whole. To answer the art question, we must be inquiring about videogames qua

videogames, not videogames merely as generators of images or producers of sounds,
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or whatever other aesthetic modalities they may include.!!

We can generalize from Kant to any aesthetic theory of art. A definition of art
could be given with any specific aesthetic property or set of aesthetic properties as a
sufficient art condition. Or a definition could abstract over all aesthetic properties,
making sufficient for art status that an object possess positive aesthetic properties.
But even with such a general and abstracted theory of art as the possession of high
aesthetic value or good aesthetic properties, there are reasons to reject the theory.

This line of thinking extends to other more recent and contemporary definitions
of art that seek to ground the art status of artworks in the possession of an aesthetic
property. Perhaps the most well-known of these theories is the aesthetic theory
defended by Monroe Beardsley.'? He gives conditions of what the aesthetic is and
argues that artworks are things that exhibit this particular feature in sufficiently high
degree. As with any theory based on the possession of (certain) aesthetic properties,
however, it is both too narrow and broad. It is too narrow in that it excludes
artworks that do not possess these aesthetic features, and it is too broad in including
man-made artifacts that meet these aesthetic criteria, but are not artworks.'?

It is clear that videogames, or at least several aspects of them, can have aes-
thetic properties, including positive aesthetic properties. Thus any kind of aesthet-

ically based account of art would categorize at least some videogames as artworks.

HThere is an interesting haptic element to many videogames, one that also calls out for aesthetic
appreciation and analysis, perhaps along the tactile lines of what [15] suggests.

12 [17]

13For further criticism of an aesthetic theory of art, and others, see [18]. There are more subtle
contemporary versions of aesthetic theories, like Gary Iseminger’s (see [19]) which is combination of
aesthetic and institutional theories. Critique of views like this will be postponed to the discussion
of institutional theories below.
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What is not clear is that this is the right account of art; it is false that the posses-
sion of aesthetic properties is sufficient to make something art, nor is it necessary to
possess aesthetic properties for something to be art. In the former case, we do not
regard sunsets as art, yet they are paradigmatic cases of beauty. In the latter case,
we have works that are accepted as art by the art community, yet are ugly, perhaps
paintings by Willem de Kooning or Francis Bacon. Even more radically, there are
works that arguably have no aesthetic properties, like Robert Barry’s conceptual
piece All the things I know but of which I am not at the moment thinking — 1:36
PM; June 15, 1969, or works that involve objects that may be argued to possess
aesthetic properties, but whose aesthetic properties are irrelevant to the art status
of the object, like Marcel Duchamp’s The Fountain. One might respond by saying
that for something to be art it must not only possess positive aesthetic properties
(or whatever), but must also be an artifact. But this reply also fails, as there are
many artifacts that possess positive aesthetic properties, yet are not art.

Thus before the art question can be fully answered, as least with regard to
some accounts of art, the need for an account of videogames begins to show itself.
If we are curious about the aesthetic properties and quality of videogames, we must
first get a firmer grip on what videogames are, and make sure we are evaluating
them as a whole work, and not just some aesthetically salient component of them.
It may be that videogames themselves can be beautiful, and it may be that whether
they look or sound beautiful matters, but these are questions that must be set aside
until we can provide a more complete analysis of videogames. Suffice it to say here
that merely possessing aesthetic quality, whether of an aspect or the entire work, is
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insufficient to turn videogames into artworks, nor is a videogame’s lack of aesthetic
quality sufficient to disqualify it from art status. Kant’s theory, while instructive in
helping to get clear on the distinction between the aesthetic and the artistic, cannot

answer the art question 