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TAI-E4014 - Contemporary Art and Its 
Social Context 

22.11.2018 Use(s) of art
• Instrumental vs intrinsic values 
• Autonomous art
• Arte útil, useful art
• Social / political / aesthetic / educational use



Debate

• Art for art’s sake
– Art should never be subordinated to external 

objectives or interests, art is autonomous 

• Art for people’s sake
– Art can serve many purposes, e.g. health and well-

being, empowering marginalized people, 
education…

• Intrinsic / extrinsic, autonomous / useful



Autonomous art

• Relatively modern, western concept
• Immanuel Kant, European romanticism late 18th C 
• Apogee: modernism (Clement Greenberg)
• Independent artist & art market
• Theodor Adorno: 

critique of cultural industry

• >> critique: post-modernism; 
art-like art vs life-like art 

Allan Kaprow, Yard, 1961 



Art’s autonomy revisited

• Pierre Bourdieu: art field as a “relatively 
autonomous” field 

• Is ‘autonomous’ art 
interest-free? (the use 
of uselessness)

Gunnar Berndtson, Art Connoisseurs in the Louvre, 1879.



Arte útil

“We have to put Duchamp's urinal back in the 
restroom.” Tania Bruguera

• Grant Kester: Dialogical aesthetics 
• Superflex: Tools 
• Mierle Laderman Ukeles: Maintenance art
• Tania Bruguera: Arte útil (& van Abbemuseum, 

Grizedale Arts), Alistair Hudson: 
http://www.axisweb.org/archive/news-and-views/beyond-the-
gallery/what-is-art-for-part-one/

http://www.axisweb.org/archive/news-and-views/beyond-the-gallery/what-is-art-for-part-one/




Mierle Laderman Ukeles Hartford Wash 1973; The Maintenance of the Art 
Object 1974



Jeanne van Heeswijk, 2Up 2Down, 2012

• Liverpool Biennial 
2012

• Tania Bruguera
Immigrant Movement 
International 2010–15

• Turner prize to 
Assemble 2015



‘usership’

• Pro-am, produser, 
crowdsourcing, peer-to 
peer or commons-
based production…

Stephen Wright



Art in use, cultural policies

• Art and artistic methods in social and health 
care, art and well-being

• … in empowering communities & minorities
• Cultural regeneration // gentrification
• Advancing tourism 
• Branding cities 

• Cultural and creative industries



Art & politics

• Artist’s intention 
• Interpreter’s / user’s 

intention 

Pablo Picasso Massacre in Korea 1950



Art & politics

• Artist’s intention 
• Interpreter’s / user’s 

intention 

Ferdinand von Wright 1853



Art & politics

• Politics as a sector
• Politics as an aspect 

Nestori Syrjälä, Running Man 2016



Thomas Hirschhorn

• “I don’t do political art,  
I do art politically”

Meret Oppenheim-Kiosk, 2000

Mondrian Altar, 1997


