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Preface

During the 20th century there has been much debate over the role and purpose of art in society, but 
no answer has been settled on. Each theory about art has its counter theory. It is in the nature of 
artists, critics and academics to have passionate disagreements on the topic. It has become part of 
artist culture in a way.
The confusion does not hinder the artist one bit, they are often quite comfortable with not having an
answer. But that does not appease politicians and the various institutions that are involved in the art 
world. They need a reason to invest money into art, and so people working with the arts have to 
come up with convincing theories as to why art is worth investing in.
In my country of The Netherlands the cultural budget has been growing ever smaller, and we are far
from the only one.1 Museums are closing, and the art academies are understaffed without sufficient 
funds to invest in materials and workshops. Our society is build on capitalism, and within such a 
society, utility and efficiency are the greatest virtues. An institution that is not able to make a 
convincing case for its utility will not do well in such a society.

In this essay I want to dive into the reasons why art is so incompatible with this utilitarian mindset. I
will lay out a perspective on art creation and attempt to clarify art's unique position in society. From
this perspective, I will also critique some of the practices that go on in the art world today.

Utility
Most of the things we do in life have a utility to them. Our actions are aimed to satisfy our physical 
and mental needs. We work to sustain ourselves, exercise keeps us healthy and entertainment keeps 
us from getting bored; we engage with politics, supporting what we believe will make the world 
better.
Art is one of the few exceptions. There are many objectives one could utilize art for, but historically
there is no definite answer as to why the practice of art has come into being. For every theory we 
have there are many more counter arguments to be made. As creators, we can not in good 
conscience say that we create art to make the world a better place. It is also doubtful we would do it 
for our own betterment considering what a financial predicament most artist find themselves in. 

The philosopher Bergson wrote ''Life implies the acceptance only of the utilitarian side of things in 
order to respond to them by appropriate reactions: all other impressions must be dimmed or else 
reach us vague and blurred.''2 I believe art is a way to engage with these other impressions and that 
art is fundamentally busy with this. Through art we rise beyond our concern for the practical for a 
moment. This gives art an inherent numinousity, it is naturally inclined to spark associations of the 
mystical, because art is equally perplexing in its practices.3 
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Art and artifice

In the book Reclaiming Art in the Age of Artifice (2015), J.F. Martel argues that attempts to utilize 
art for any outside purpose reduces it to banal aesthetic objects deprived of the aforementioned  
numinous potential, which he calls artifice.4 He creates a clear distinction between art and artifice, 
where artifice constitute as aesthetic works that are intended to serve a utility through influencing 
people to act, think or feel a certain way. Art, in Martel's vision, is without such utilitarian ends, and
exists purely for its own sake in the realm of play. Drawing from Oscar Wilde's famous statement: 
''All art is quite useless'',5 Martel argues that art can serve as an interruption of the spirit of work that
envelopes most of our daily lives. It is an expression of pure freedom, not a freedom of doing 
whatever one wants to do, but a freedom of being in accordance with one's inmost desire. 

Martel puts artifice into two categories: Pornographic(including entertainment) and Didactic.6 
Pornography is the use of aesthetic stimuli to produce pleasure or to arouse another emotional 
response. Aesthetics have proven to be an effective tool for the commercial world. It dulls the other 
senses and inspires pleasure, excitement, etc. in people, making them grow attached to certain 
products by associating them to stimuli. In public life we are constantly bombarded by the aesthetic 
designs used to trigger these effects.
Didacticism is the use of aesthetics to convince people of ideas, often political. Didactic artifice 
claims utility on moralistic grounds. It also includes obvious examples of propaganda used in 
authoritarian regimes, but didactic artifice can also be used to for example fight climate change. 
“Artifice isn't improper because it is immoral but because it hitches the aesthetic on intentions 
originating from outside the aesthetic realm. In other words: where art inheres in autotelic 
expression (expression for its own sake), artifice inheres in practical communication. Proper art 
moves us, while artifice tries to make us move.''7 (Martel, p.27)
Didactic artifice explains and controls all of its elements to ensure it evokes the desired result in the 
audience. The imagination of the audience is disrespected when the creator takes an authoritative 
position over all possible associations. Didacticism is quite common in the ''high art world'', 
especially in conceptual art.8

Art as a vehicle for ideas
One answer as to what the utility of art might be sprung up during the late 20th century: that art 
could be a vehicle for ideas. This answer was given life by the conceptual art movement, which 
proclaims that the actual artwork is the idea behind the work, and not the object of the work itself.9 
Conceptual art often expresses itself in a complete rejection of aesthetics, focusing only on the 
concept. Aesthetics here are viewed upon as the shallow pleasuring of the senses, devoid of 
substantial meaning. The true meaning of an art work takes place entirely in the human intellect.10 
Conceptual art can make us reflect on things we don't usually reflect on, but it is also often used to 
push existing ideas.

The view of the conceptual artist has become dominant in shaping the art education system in 
Northern Europe. The focus is now on research, and the academy buildings now provide office like 
spaces rather than studios and workshops where physical work can be done.11
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Art teachers no longer teach proficiency with a craft. Skillful handling of a medium is associated 
with the outdated aesthetic values of the pre-modern art world. The new artist needs only to develop
the ideas and the craft can be outsourced, and so artists are often not even being present in some 
parts of the artistic process. The medium is only a means to an end that can be picked up and 
discarded at will.12

A natural result from this line of thinking is the overwhelming presence of art installations that 
solely consist out of research, found objects and documentation. Acquisitions in the research 
process are presented as the work itself, because, why would it be necessary to make any work if 
the research can already convey the idea?
 
The need to utilize art originates largely from the institutions that fund the artists in their practice.13 
These institutions have their own agenda that is centered around promoting a cultural image and 
initiating societal change. This creates a motivation to create politically minded work, and 
conceptual art is most efficient at communicating this in a didactic way that is clear to everybody.

Not all conceptual art is like this. Many conceptual works have a numinous quality and are not 
easily explained and exhausted of their meaning. In my experience talking with conceptual artists, I 
find these works come into being by a deeply intuitive process where the artist is in a dialogue with 
the day-to-day experience as a medium. It is this process, based on dialogue with a medium, in 
which the dimension of play arises.

Play
I believe the artistic process needs to be intuitive and playful for art to become meaningful in the 
way only art is capable of being meaningful. The artistic process as well as the viewer's engagement
must remain open-ended like a game. I base this theory largely on the writings of the 20th century 
phenomenologist Hans George Gadamer.13

There is no utility sought in playing a game. In the spirit of play, all actions are enacted for the sake 
of playing. The player does not get distracted in the same way as the worker, because work time 
exists solely to be dealt with, and reach the end of, whereas play time, exists only for its own sake, 
and thus, the player embodies the game willingly. 
The dialogue process is an open back-and-forth game that is played with an artwork, creating a 
much more ambiguous end result than could possibly be conceived by the intellect. The open-
endedness of the game continuous on into the showing of the artwork as it gets interpreted and re-
interpreted. The spectator participates in the game through interpretation, but also through being 
moved and changed by the experience. ''An autonomous event comes into being, something comes 
to stand in its own right which ''changes all that stand before it.''14 This is a continuous process, as 
works get re-interpreted and given new meaning throughout history.

The game takes place upon the subject matter of the artwork, which often concerns serious topics, 
relating in complex ways to many facets of our lives. The subject matter is not a pre-defined 
concept, but rather is an area of significant meaningfulness, a constellation of concerns, which the 
artwork engages with and nuances our understanding of.15 Art can change our understanding of 
interpersonal networks of meaning in a profound way, as it engages with them through the playful 
and curious exploration of the subject matter. This is what gives art autonomy as an independent 
field. 
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Autonomy
Art becomes an autonomous locus of meaning that builds upon existing collective networks of 
meaning, by means of the collective, but also the individual game of interpretation and re-
interpretation. Art is not a vehicle for philosophy but operates independently of it. It interacts with 
the communal network in a fundamentally different way than philosophy, which is why the two 
fields can also be of tremendous use to each other.
Both Gadamer and Martel make clear distinctions between signs and symbols.16 17 A sign points 
towards a meaning and once that meaning is grasped the sign itself can be forgotten. There is no 
meaning to the sign itself, it can only direct you towards meaning. There is no reason to look at a 
sign twice if the meaning is read correctly. 
A symbol is charged with the very fabric of meaning itself, and has a lasting potential to keep on 
revealing more. The amount of meaning associated with a symbol is practically infinite. There is no 
telling how the changing of the times will change collective and individual interpretations of a 
symbol. This makes the symbol enigmatic. Even when one does not know what to make of it, there 
is a notable implication that what is experienced in a symbol, has a larger meaning to it then what 
can be immediately observed.
Everything about an artwork is symbolic, and its symbols are continuously re-interpreted in the 
context of the times, the changing of the 'Zeitgeist'. The best artworks can reveal infinite amounts of
meaning as they 'remain in play'. This is precisely because art is ambiguous in its communication, 
and it is in this, that it is distinctly separate from philosophy. We call a work a classic when it has 
been re-contextualized multiple times like this. 
For Gadamer, the destruction of such a work would mean a permanent loss in our understanding of 
the given subject matter. ''Were John Donne's love poems all lose, our understanding of the 
exquisite joys and pains of human love would be irreparably diminished.''18 I will leave that as my 
closing argument for the autonomy of art.

Suggesting the way forward
I believe that the art academies are failing to offer two vital things for young art students. One is a 
developing student teacher relationship. During my Bachelor I had the privilege of having 5 
different teachers that I could engage with over the course of 3 years. This made possible a dialogue
with each of them, that continued to be expanded upon during the course. This facilitates a game 
within a safe environment, and it has served me as a major way to grow my understanding of my 
own artistic practice. It is the perfect way for young artist to grow.
There where also still many workshops in the academy and knowledge of the craft was available for
anyone inquisitive enough to ask. This knowledge could be more extensive for sure, and I believe it 
should be, so artist can also feed on the knowledge gathered in our past traditions.

I believe it will serve us well as artist to understand the autonomy of art and to be able to defend it. 
We stand as our own field of practice autonomously as we engage with the cultural, intellectual and 
political fields. 
In times of global capitalism where utilitarianism is fully embraced and no political alternative is in 
sight, art stands out in its inherent rejection towards utilitarianism. Even in the most utilitarian-
minded places in the world, artists still emerge. For me this alone stands as evidence of the 
possibilities of different perspectives, new meaning and societal change. The game of change 
proceeds ever onwards.
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	The game takes place upon the subject matter of the artwork, which often concerns serious topics, relating in complex ways to many facets of our lives. The subject matter is not a pre-defined concept, but rather is an area of significant meaningfulness, a constellation of concerns, which the artwork engages with and nuances our understanding of.15 Art can change our understanding of interpersonal networks of meaning in a profound way, as it engages with them through the playful and curious exploration of the subject matter. This is what gives art autonomy as an independent field.

