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Abstract

Arthur C. Danto’s philosophy of art rests on a foundational move drawn from the
method of indiscernibles: two perceptually indistinguishable objects—Warhol’s
Brillo Box and a supermarket Brillo carton—differ in artistic status; therefore, the
essence of art cannot reside in perceptual properties. This paper argues that
Danto’s reasoning depends on an unexamined operation: the operational equation
of “perception” with the visual identification of an object’s manifest properties.
This equation is not a neutral description but a specific philosophical choice, one
never articulated or defended as an independent premise within his argument.
Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the body, the paper reconstructs
an alternative model: perception as the flesh’s intertwined encounter with the
world, characterized by temporal unfolding, bodily involvement, and atmospheric
permeation. It then shows that Danto’s characteristic defensive
maneuver—reclassifying any experience exceeding manifest scanning as a
cognitive operation—depends on a demarcation criterion (perception equals
sensory-neural mechanism) that itself has never received independent
justification. The paper does not claim to refute Danto; within his own framework,
his reasoning remains consistent. Rather, it demonstrates that the foundational
concept on which his argument depends had already been assigned a specific, and
not uniquely possible, meaning before the argument began. Once this default
equation is recognized as a contestable premise rather than a neutral starting
point, the exclusion of sensible experience from art’s ontology is revealed as a
conclusion obtained wunder the silent permission of an undefended
presupposition—not a judgment compelled by the facts.
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Introduction

Two perceptually indiscernible objects—Andy Warhol’s Brillo Box and a Brillo
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carton on a supermarket shelf—the former is an artwork, the latter is not. From this,
Arthur C. Danto draws a decisive conclusion: since the distinction between artistic
and non-artistic identity cannot be grounded in perceptual properties, the essence
of art must reside in some “nonexhibited” feature. This reasoning constitutes the
Archimedean point of Danto’s entire philosophy of art. From The Transfiguration of
the Commonplace (1981) to After the End of Art (1997) and his late work What Art
Is (2013), this starting point has never been abandoned—it has been reaffirmed
each time as the most secure foundation reached by analytic aesthetics in its
essentialist inquiry into the nature of art.[*1] The logic of the argument runs as
follows: two objects are perceptually identical — the difference between them
cannot derive from the perceptual level — the essential conditions of art’s being art
do not reside in perception — they must be located at the conceptual, theoretical, or
historical level. Yet there is one step in this chain whose transition merits renewed
scrutiny. In moving from “the perceptual properties of the two objects are identical”
to “perceptual properties do not constitute necessary conditions for the essence of
art,” Danto has performed an unexamined operation: he has operationally equated
“perception” with “the visual identification of an object’s manifest properties.”
Under this operational definition, the two Brillo boxes are indeed “perceptually
identical”—their color, shape, size, and material texture cannot be distinguished
through visual scanning. But does this operational definition itself exhaust the forms
that perception may take in artistic experience? Danto’s operational restriction of
perception is not a neutral description of perception but a specific philosophical
choice—one that has never been articulated and defended as an independent
premise within his argument. It is embedded so deeply in the technical usage of the
term “perception” within the analytic aesthetics tradition that it no longer appears
as a presupposition but rather as the self-evident meaning of the word itself.[*2]

At the intersection of analytic aesthetics and phenomenology, scholars have already
sought to reexamine the problem of perception in art by drawing on the resources
of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the body.[*3] This paper does not attempt to
construct a complete “phenomenological aesthetics” to confront the analytic
tradition at a macroscopic level. Rather, it anchors Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of
perception with precision at one specific link in Danto’s argumentative chain—the
operational definition of “perception” within the method of indiscernibles—and
identifies this link as an unexamined default premise that has never received
independent justification. Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception provides a
model of perception at a different philosophical foundation: at the most originary
level, perception is not a subject’s scanning of an object’s properties but the body’s
intertwined encounter with the world. Within the definition of perception that
Danto himself has set, his reasoning is self-consistent—but self-consistency is not
necessity. The concept of perception on which Danto’s reasoning depends is not the

only possible philosophical option; once this option is recognized as a contestable
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premise rather than a neutral starting point, the apparently incontrovertible chain
of reasoning loses its unidirectional closure. This does not mean that the edifice of
Danto’s end-of-art thesis will therefore collapse. But it does mean that the
cornerstone of that edifice—the initial operation that excludes “perception” from
the discussion of art’s essence—has never received independent philosophical

justification. It has been taken for granted.

1. Danto’s “Perception”: The Default Equation

1.1. The Operational Definition within the Method of Indiscernibles
and Its Exclusionary Effects

The most precise anchor for Danto’s concept of “perception” lies in his method of
indiscernibles. The core operation of this method is to construct a pair of
perceptually indistinguishable objects, one an artwork and the other a non-artwork,
thereby demonstrating that artistic identity cannot be located in perceptual
properties. At the opening of The Transfiguration of the Commonplace, Danto
unfolds this argument using Warhol’s Brillo Box as his paradigm case, and
subsequently verifies the same logical structure through a series of imaginary
pairings—the sequence of red canvases, the necktie and the necktie-painting.["4]
Within these operations, “perceptually indistinguishable” concretely means: a
normal viewer, under standard viewing conditions, visually scanning the two
objects, is unable to tell which is the artwork based on visual appearance alone. In
Danto’s system, when perceptual properties cannot distinguish art from non-art, it
is precisely the “artworld”—a cognitive field constituted by an atmosphere of theory
and a knowledge of the history of art—that confers artistic status upon ordinary
objects. This paper chooses to focus on the concept of perception within the method
of indiscernibles rather than directly challenging the cognitive primacy of the
“artworld” concept for a reason rooted in the logical order of the argument: the
method of indiscernibles constitutes the starting point of Danto’s entire chain of
reasoning—it is only after this method yields the conclusion that “perceptual
properties do not constitute the essence of art” that the “artworld” is introduced. If
the concept of perception on which the method of indiscernibles depends proves to
be a specific, rather than uniquely possible, philosophical choice, then all
subsequent inferences lose their self-evident foundation.[*5]

In this operation, “perception” is strictly circumscribed as a specific cognitive
activity: a subject visually scanning the manifest properties of an object standing
before her. This restriction is not Danto’s personal invention—it is the model of
perception widely taken for granted within the analytic aesthetics tradition. But
“default” does not mean “neutral.” Within this model, a series of philosophical
decisions about “what perception is” have already been quietly made. Equating
perception with the visual identification of manifest properties excludes, at the most
fundamental level, three forms of perception that are of crucial importance in
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artistic experience. The first excluded dimension is that of temporal unfolding.
Perception in the scanning model is completed in a single operation—two objects
juxtaposed, the eye sweeps over them, the comparison is done. But in actual gallery
experience, the gaze confronting a painting is never a single scan. It wanders across
the surface, pauses at certain regions, is pulled by color relations, and recalibrates
earlier judgments on its return to the whole. The visual experience of a Rothko
color-field painting can never be reduced to a one-time extraction of the color values
“deep red, dark purple, black”; the sensible textures it manifests differ after ten
seconds of initial viewing, after the first minute of sustained regard, and after half an
hour of prolonged immersion. These differences in texture are not different
“interpretations” of the same set of color values—it is perception itself continuously
reconfiguring itself as time unfolds. The second excluded dimension is that of bodily
involvement. The scanning model presupposes that the perceiver’s body occupies a
still, frontal position, maintaining a constant observational distance from the
perceived object. But Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc—an enormous curved steel plate
cutting across a plaza—elicits as its first perceptual response neither a cognitive
judgment (“this is an artwork”) nor an intake of visual properties (“3.6 meters high,
36 meters long, rust-colored”). It is a direct, non-conceptually mediated bodily recoil:
the sheer mass triggers a sense of gravitational threat within the body, the direction
of the arc’s tilt disorients the pedestrian’s existing spatial coordinates. This sense of
“being threatened” is not an emotion of “fear”—it is a perceptual event in which the
body’s capacity to orient itself in the world is momentarily disrupted. Danto could
respond that this sensation is “bodily feeling” rather than “perception”—but this
precisely exposes the problem: his concept of “perception” has, from its very
definition, excluded the body as a site where perception occurs. The third excluded
dimension is that of atmospheric permeation. The object in the scanning model is a
bounded entity, its properties attached within its contours. Yet the core of certain
artistic experiences lies precisely in the indeterminacy of boundaries—the color
fields in Rothko’s paintings are not fixed by the eye as patches of color on the canvas,
but permeate the surrounding space with an enveloping presence. Matisse’s The
Red Room covers almost the entire canvas in a near-monochrome red; this is not an
“object” being “viewed”—it is a chromatic field swallowing the viewer’s visual space.
This atmospheric permeation is neither a property belonging to the object nor a
projection belonging to the subject. It is a quality of the perceptual event itself,
existing at the juncture between body and work. This kind of “in-between”
experience has, from the very outset, no place within a model that confines
perception to the scanning of properties.

The point of identifying these excluded dimensions lies not in accusing Danto of
“incompleteness”—all theoretical operations necessarily involve abstraction and
simplification. The point is rather this: if these dimensions are excluded at the stage
of setting up the argument’s premises, rather than after the derivation of its
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conclusions, then the argument’s so-called “findings” are at least in part a projection

of its presuppositions.

1.2. Why This Exclusion Requires Justification

The three excluded dimensions—temporal unfolding, bodily involvement, and
atmospheric permeation—are consigned within the analytic aesthetics tradition to

» o«

the categories of “aesthetic experience,” “emotional response,” or “association,” and
are thereby tacitly placed outside the category of “perception.” But this
categorization is not itself derived from experience—it is a boundary drawn on the
basis of the very definition “perception = the identification of manifest properties.”
This categorizing operation is clearly discernible in classic texts of analytic
aesthetics. Nelson Goodman, in Languages of Art (1968), explicitly locates the core
of aesthetic experience in the cognitive operation of symbol systems rather than in
the richness of perception as such—for him, the “symptoms of the aesthetic” include
syntactic density, semantic density, and exemplification, while the bodily
dimensions of perception are merely conditions that trigger these symbolic
functions, not constitutive sites of meaning.[*6] Monroe C. Beardsley, in Aesthetics
(1958), though granting aesthetic experience an independent epistemological status,
likewise operates within a framework that treats perceptual objects in terms of
their properties and perceptual subjects in terms of cognition—aesthetic experience
is defined by him as a specific modality of “perceptual attention” possessing unity,
complexity, and intensity.[*7] Within this tradition, those dimensions of perception
that exceed the identification of properties are systematically assigned to the
categories of “emotional response” or “association,” and are thereby excluded from
strictly conceived discussions of “perception.” When the mass of Serra’s steel plate
elicits a bodily recoil, classifying this recoil as “bodily feeling” rather than
“perception”—the sole basis for this classification is a definition of perception that
has already decided not to include “bodily feeling.” When Rothko’s color fields,
under prolonged viewing, produce shifts in texture across different temporal
segments, classifying this ongoing transformation as “shifts in attention” or
“cognitive enrichment”—the sole basis for this classification is, again, a definition
that has already set perception as a one-time completed scan.

Danto’s response to Davis and others in the 2001 JAAC special issue clearly
demonstrates the operational logic of this immunity mechanism. He acknowledges
that viewers in different historical periods have different modes of “attention
allocation,” but insists that “the perceptual channel itself”—the visual-neural
apparatus—is transhistorically invariant; what changes is merely selective attention
at the cognitive level.[*8] This response formally preserves the self-consistency of
Danto’s system, but its self-consistency depends on a repeatedly deployed operation:
whenever an experience exceeding “manifest scanning” is pointed at Danto’s model

of perception, it is reclassified as a cognitive-level operation, and thereby returned
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to Danto’s sphere of control—since within Danto’s system the cognitive level is
precisely the domain in which the “artworld” operates. This operation is logically
unassailable—provided one accepts Danto’s criterion for demarcating “perception”
from “cognition.” But this demarcating criterion itself has never been put forward
and defended as an independent step in the argument. It is embedded in the
technical usage of the term “perception” within the analytic aesthetics
tradition—embedded so deeply that when Danto says “the two Brillo boxes are
perceptually identical,” no one pauses to ask: “What do you mean by ‘perception’?
What have you excluded? Has this exclusion been argued for?”[*9] Danto’s
operational restriction of “perception” is not a conclusion derived from his
argument—it is the precondition that enables his argument to get underway in the
first place. The self-evidence of this condition derives from a habitual default within
a specific philosophical tradition, not from a phenomenological examination of
artistic experience.

2. Merleau-Ponty’s Alternative: Perception as the Flesh’s
Intertwined Encounter with the World

The preceding analysis shows that Danto’s operational restriction embedded in the
concept of “perception”—equating it with the visual identification of manifest
properties—is a default that has never received independent justification.
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology provides a philosophically different starting point
for what this default leaves absent.

2.1. Perception Prior to the “Subject-Object” Split

Merleau-Ponty offers a formulation in the Preface to the Phenomenology of
Perception that appears paradoxical yet is extraordinarily precise: “We are in the
world, and the world is in us.”[*10] In everyday reflection, we are accustomed to
understanding perception as follows: a subject stands before the world and uses the
senses to receive information about objects. But Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological
analysis shows that this “subject-object” binary structure is not the starting point of
perception—it is the product that results when perceptual experience has been
abstracted.

In the actual occurrence of perception, there is no pre-existing “subject,” then a
pre-existing “object,” and then a cognitive relation arising between the two. At a
level more originary than all of this, the body is already immersed in the
world—vision, touch, kinesthesia, spatial sense, and the sense of gravity operate
simultaneously, interweaving and interpenetrating one another, forming a holistic
experiential field that cannot be decomposed into separate “sensory channels.”[*11]
If originary perception is the body’s intertwined immersion in the world, then
perception cannot be reduced to a “subject’s” scanning of an “object’s”

» o«

“properties”—because the three categories “subject,” “object,” and “property” are
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themselves constructed through reflective abstraction only after perception has
been extracted from its originary occurrence. Danto’s model of perception skips the
most originary level of perception, plants itself directly upon the products of

abstraction, and then treats these abstract products as perception itself.

2.2. The Flesh as Generator of Meaning

In the chapter on “The Body as Expression” in Phenomenology of Perception,
Merleau-Ponty offers an analysis that is simple yet philosophically forceful: anger is
not something that first exists inside the mind and is then “expressed” through the
body. Anger is precisely this specific postural structure that the body adopts in the
presence of the person perceived as an “opponent.” The clenched fist, the
leaning-forward torso, the quickened breath—these are not external “signs” of
anger; in this specific bodily configuration, anger becomes anger for the first time.
“The body is not a container of meaning but its site.”[*12]

The philosophical consequences become apparent when this discovery is contrasted
with Danto’s binary grammar of “aboutness” and “embodiment.” In Danto’s analysis,
the artwork’s “meaning” and its “material embodiment” are two logically separable
levels—meaning is the propositional content of “what it is about,” and material
embodiment is the sensible medium through which meaning is “incarnated.” This
grammar is the deep presupposition of the entire method of indiscernibles: it is
precisely because the two Brillo boxes are identical at the level of “material
embodiment” (perceptual properties) while differing at the level of “meaning” that
Danto is able to infer that perception does not constitute the essence of art.[*13]
Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of the body challenges the very legitimacy of this binary
separation. At least at the most originary level—in the genesis of meaning at the
bodily level—meaning and the sensible cannot be separated. It is not that “sadness”
pre-exists and the body then trembles; rather, in that specific state of tightened
muscles, shallowed breath, and the body sinking downward, sadness for the first
time is sadness in just this way—it is not “expressed” in the body but “accomplished”
in it.

Extending this discovery from the body to artistic experience, the internal
connection is rigorous. If perception at the most originary level is already the mode
of meaning’s genesis rather than its conduit of transmission, then those dimensions
that Danto excludes from the essence of art—bodily involvement, temporal
unfolding, atmospheric permeation—are not merely “enrichments of perception”
but the conditions under which artistic meaning comes into being. The color in
Rothko’s color fields is not “embodying” a pre-existing concept of the sublime—in
that sensible event in which deep reds and dark purples continuously reconfigure
themselves under prolonged viewing, “the sublime” enters visibility in this specific
way for the first time. The weight of Serra’s steel is not conveying a “critique of

industrial society”—in the very first instant when that mass of iron presses upon the
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body, a sense of force, threat, and inescapable presence is already given at the most
elementary level of the body, and the concept is only a retrospective naming of this

always-already-occurred giving.

2.3. The Inexhaustibility of Perception

In “Eye and Mind,” Merleau-Ponty advances a proposition of profound insight for
the philosophy of art: painting does not copy the visible world onto the canvas—it
enables “being itself” to “extend its visible threads into the invisible” through the
painter’s body.[*14] This proposition reveals a perceptual structure that Danto’s
model cannot accommodate: every genuine event of painting—Cézanne’s Mont
Sainte-Victoire, Matisse’s red rooms—is not the addition of a new instance within
already-known visual conventions, but the bringing-into-visibility, through a
specific sensible configuration, of a dimension of being that had previously been
invisible. This means that perceptual experience is not the passive reception of what
“already exists”—it continuously generates forms of manifestation that did not
previously exist. Cézanne painted the same mountain dozens of times, not in a
progressive approximation of the mountain’s “best angle” or “truest appearance.”
Each painting was a reorganization of the relation between seeing and mountain,
and this relation itself, in each reorganization, produced new sensible textures. This
“newness” cannot be predicted (it can only be recognized after the fact), nor can it
be exhaustively enumerated—because each new sensible reorganization alters the
very boundary of “what is possible in perception.”[*15]

The method of indiscernibles presupposes not only a specific model of perception,
but also a specific endpoint of perception: once the “perceptual identity” of the two
objects has been determined, perception’s work is finished—everything thereafter
is a matter for conceptual cognition. But in Merleau-Ponty’s analysis, perception has
no endpoint that can be exhausted by a single comparison. With each revisiting of
the same work, in slightly different perceptual states—different lighting, different
bodily fatigue, different moments of a life—what perception presents is not a
reaffirmation of the previous perception, but a process of ongoing reconfiguration.
The heaviness of Serra’s steel, which on first encounter triggers an immediate recoil,
may, on the third crossing of the plaza, manifest a strange solidity and
reassurance—this is not two “interpretations” competing, but perception itself
occurring in different ways. The possibility of such variation lies within the internal
structure of perception; it is no contingent accident but an ontological feature of
perception. Thus, Danto’s inference from “a single perceptual scan cannot
differentiate” to “perception as a whole plays no core function in art” reveals a
deeper problem. It depends not only on narrowing “perception” to “manifest
scanning”—but also on flattening the temporal structure of perception into a
“one-time comparison.” Merleau-Ponty’s analysis demonstrates that the

inexhaustibility of perception—its continuous generation of new forms of

DOI: 10.63313/ah.9056

21 Art Horizons



Li Yi. Sarantsatsral Tserenchimed

manifestation—is not a defect of perception but its constitutive feature. It is
precisely this inexhaustibility that enabled Cézanne to paint the same mountain
dozens of times, each time generating sensible textures that had not existed before;
and it is precisely this inexhaustibility that allows us, on the fifth encounter with
Rothko, to undergo at the level of perception—not “understanding”—something

that had never been there on the first.

3. Danto’s Defensive Boundary
3.1. The Two-Step Defense Structure

Danto’s response to the historicity of vision debate in the 2001 JAAC special issue
provides the most direct reference for understanding how he might respond to a
Merleau-Pontian challenge. Confronted with arguments from Whitney Davis and
others concerning “the historical plasticity of vision itself,” Danto’s defense exhibits
a precise two-step structure. Step one: concede the difference in experience—*I
grant that viewers in different historical periods have different experiences of the
same image.” Step two: reclassify the difference—“But this difference is not a
variation at the level of perception—it is a change at the cognitive level, in the
allocation of attention and in interpretive frameworks. The visual system itself, as a
piece of neural equipment, is invariant across historical periods. What changes is
what we pay attention to, and how we interpret what we attend to.”[*16][*17] The
logical effect of this two-step structure is to reclassify any challenge directed at the
limits of the perceptual model as an operation at the cognitive level —before it can
even enter the argument. And once consigned to the cognitive level, the challenge
falls within the sphere of control of Danto’s system—since for Danto, the “artworld”
is precisely the cognitive field constituted by theory, historical knowledge, and
interpretive frameworks, within which any changes are accommodable by the
system.

Now apply this defensive structure to the challenge posed by this paper. If someone
says, “The bodily immersion before a Rothko color field and the manifest scanning of
a decorative painting are fundamentally different types of perception,” the
Dantonian response would be: “Of course they are different—but this is the richness
of ‘aesthetic experience,” belonging to the categories of emotional response and
cognitive association, not a change in ‘perception’ itself. Your retina operates in the
same basic way in both situations.” If someone says, “The gravitational threat of

m

Serra’s steel occurs before the body is even aware that ‘this is art,”” the Dantonian
response would be: “That is a tactile-kinesthetic reaction—it belongs to ‘bodily
feeling,’ not ‘perception.’ Your visual nerves have not altered their mode of
operation because of the presence of the steel plate.” Each response executes the
same underlying operation: further compressing “perception” back into
“sensory-neural mechanism.” Each compression defines with greater precision an

extremely narrow concept of “perception,” within which Danto’s premise—the two
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Brillo boxes have identical retinal projections and identical neural activation
patterns—is irrefutable. And once this premise is accepted, his entire argument

regains its logical force.

3.2. The Unjustified Nature of the Demarcation Criterion

To consign temporal unfolding to “attention allocation,” bodily involvement to
“bodily feeling,” and atmospheric permeation to “synaesthetic association”—these
three classifications share a common premise: that there exists a neutral,
self-evident criterion by which an experiential phenomenon can be adjudicated as
either “perception” or “non-perception.” This criterion has never been
systematically articulated by Danto. The criterion he employs in practice can be
reconstructed as follows: only those dimensions that can be reduced to the invariant
operations of the sensory-neural apparatus count as “perception”; everything else
exceeding this level is “cognitive operation” or “emotional response.” This
criterion—equating perception with the sensory-neural apparatus—is not itself a
conclusion reached through argument. It is a definition anchored prior to the
commencement of the argument. It is precisely this definition that excludes from the
outset—from outside the door marked “perception”—those perceptual dimensions
revealed by Merleau-Pontian phenomenological description: temporal unfolding,
bodily involvement, atmospheric permeation. Hence, perception plays no core role
in art.

Within Danto’s own conceptual system—accepting “perception = sensory-neural
mechanism,” accepting “experience exceeding this level = cognitive operation”—his
argument is complete, rigorous, and incontrovertible. But it is equally undeniable
that equating “perception” with the visual identification of manifest properties is not
a conclusion extracted from the analysis of artistic experience—it is the
precondition that enables the analysis to proceed in Danto’s manner. This act of
boundary-drawing was never communicated to the reader as an independent step;
it was already completed at the very moment the word “perception” was deployed
in its default sense. And all inferences from the method of indiscernibles to “the
ontology of art does not reside in perception” follow this initial boundary-drawing
in a near-automatic fashion.[*18]

What Merleau-Ponty provides is not a “refutation” of Danto’s premise, but a
demonstration of its replaceability. In Merleau-Ponty’s description, the temporal
unfolding of perception is not “attention allocation”—it is the temporal structure of
perception itself. The bodily involvement of perception is not “bodily feeling”—it is
the fundamental site where perception occurs. The inexhaustibility of perception is
not “deepened understanding”—it is an ontological characteristic of the perceptual
event. These descriptions do not demand that Danto admit he is “wrong”—they
demand that Danto’s model of perception no longer be the only available model.

Once another model of equivalent philosophical seriousness is placed on the table,
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the silent default—“perception is of course just manifest identification”—can no

longer sustain its appearance of self-evidence.

4. Reopening the Closed Question

The preceding analysis has traced a structural finding. The internal logic of Danto’s
end-of-art thesis is complete—over four decades, critical firepower has escalated
from empirical counterexamples to paradigm substitution to epistemological assault,
yet has never succeeded in punching a real crack through the walls of this
edifice.[*19] But the crack was never located in the walls. It lies between the
foundation stone and the ground—in that never-thematized equation “perception =
manifest identification.” This equation was not grown out of a phenomenological
analysis of artistic experience; it was brought into the argument as the default
setting of the analytic aesthetics tradition. Once this default is recognized as
contestable—and not merely dismissible as “incomplete”—Danto’s exclusion ceases
to be a conclusion compelled by the argument.

Recognizing this does not mean denying the positive value of Danto’s argument.
Quite the contrary—only by recognizing how this default was set in place do we
grasp the full precision of Danto’s argument. The method of indiscernibles is
accurate and forceful at its own operational level: after abstracting “perception” as a
subject’s scanning of an object’s properties, “perceptual properties” in this abstract
sense are indeed insufficient to distinguish art from non-art. This finding has
permanently closed off the convenient path of defining art directly through

» o«

“aesthetic properties,” “significant form,” or “the experiential recognition of family
resemblances.” This closure is real. But this closing gesture is simultaneously a
turning of a blind eye to “another perception”—and the authority of that gesture
derives not from argumentative compulsion, but from a default that has long been
exempted from scrutiny.

Four decades of Danto criticism have roughly proceeded along three trajectories:
identifying empirical counterexamples, contesting the narrative paradigm, and
attacking the epistemological premises.[*20] Yet all three trajectories share a
common premise—that Danto’s argument must be defeated at the level of
argumentation. Danto’s argument has been artfully immunized at the internal level:
any challenge directed at the content of the argument is blocked at the door by
pre-emptively drawn conceptual boundaries. However, the very conceptual
language on which the argument depends—that foundational term called
“perception”—had already been assigned a specific, and possibly not the only
possible, meaning before the argument began. Once this meaning is recognized as
one option rather than a matter of course, the argument loses its unidirectional
necessity. This is not discovering an error within the argument, but discovering an
unauthorized promissory note in the argument’s vocabulary.

This means that the closed question can be reopened. If perception is reconceived
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along Merleau-Pontian lines—perception as the body’s ongoing, temporally
extended encounter, inexhaustible by any single scan, continuously reconfiguring
itself between flesh and world—then the question “What ontological status does
sensible experience have in art?” can no longer be preemptively adjudicated as
“already settled” by the method of indiscernibles. It requires new arguments. It
requires positive, constructive descriptions. The contribution of this paper is not to
provide that alternative description—that is a task of a different type and a different
scope. This paper clears away the most formidable obstacle lying across the path to
that question: the default assumption that “this question has already been
permanently settled by Danto.” It shows that it has not been permanently settled. It

has only been permanently taken for granted.

5. Conclusion

Danto, in his method of indiscernibles, operationally equates “perception” with the
visual identification of an object’s manifest properties. This operation is not an error
in itself—within the technical tradition of analytic aesthetics, it is a legitimate and
efficient methodological abstraction. But beneath its smooth technical surface, a
shift has quietly occurred: a methodological expedient has been silently elevated
into an ontological description—“perception is manifest identification.” This leap
from methodology to ontology has been concealed within the everyday technical
usage of the term “perception.” It requires no announcement, because within this
philosophical community, it appears as nothing other than the meaning of the word
itself.

This elevation constitutes the silent premise of all of Danto’s subsequent inferences.
The entire chain of reasoning from “perceptual indiscernibility” to “perceptual
properties do not constitute the essence of art” is able to maintain its logical force
because its starting point has already presupposed a contracted concept of
perception. In this concept, perception is equated with the visual scanning of
manifest properties; temporal unfolding is consigned to “attention allocation,”
bodily involvement to “bodily feeling,” and atmospheric permeation to “association.”
These classifications rest, in the final analysis, on a definition anchored before the
argument was ever launched: only those dimensions reducible to the invariant
operations of the sensory-neural apparatus count as “perception.” Danto never
introduced this definition into the argumentative chain as an explicit premise. It was
brought in as the default setting of the analytic aesthetics tradition. This default
systematically expels temporal unfolding, bodily involvement, and atmospheric
permeation from the category of “perception,” then presents the result of this
expulsion as a fact “discovered” by the argument itself—that perception plays no
core role in art. Once this default premise is recognized as contestable, the
unidirectional necessity of Danto’s reasoning is accordingly loosened. And
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological descriptions demonstrate precisely the
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philosophical seriousness of an alternative model of perception. In his account, the
temporal unfolding of perception is the temporal structure of perception itself; the
bodily involvement of perception is the fundamental site where perception occurs;
the inexhaustibility of perception is an ontological characteristic of the perceptual
event. What this set of descriptions demands is that Danto’s model of perception can
no longer maintain its self-evident singularity.

Danto’s disclosure of the irreducibly constitutive role of art-historical knowledge in
the identity of contemporary art remains a permanent contribution to the
philosophy of art. But the gesture that excludes sensible experience from the
ontological discussion of art has been restored to its true aspect: a conclusion
obtained under the silent permission of a default premise. It means that the door
keeping sensible experience locked out of the discussion of art’s ontology can be
pushed open once more—because the lock was never actually engaged.
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matter. But Danto’s “incarnation” and Merleau-Ponty’s “incarnation” differ fundamentally in conceptual

DOI: 10.63313/ah.9056

27 Art Horizons



Li Yi. Sarantsatsral Tserenchimed

structure: for Danto, meaning exists logically prior to its incarnation; for Merleau-Ponty, meaning can only
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