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Before we discuss why study art we must, I believe, critically assess what 

we are including and perhaps omitting when we say we are studying art in 

higher education.  Yes, I want to address the question what I want my sons 

to know as they study art, but first we need to reflect on our patterns and 

assumptions that inform the what question.   

Indeed, we seem to be approaching a crisis in the humanities for a variety of reasons, many of 

which we are hearing about from others here today.  We may also be entering a period of 

redefinition in studio art education, our own existential crisis amid pot shots from the right, 

declining enrollments and hard, pragmatic questions that infer we are rather unsuccessfully 

engaging in the business of voc-tech training.    

 

Since the end of World War II we have been conducting, however 

meanderingly and a-critically, an experiment; an attempt to include the 

study of studio art in the university—outside traditional ateliers, 

academies and institutes—as if art, per se, is an academic subject like any 

other.    

 

But is it, and is the university approach working?  Have we perhaps lost 

contact with the wilderness of mind from which we draw sustenance; and 

have we  become hopelessly domesticated; caged and tamed?  We must 

ask: are we taking advantage of the rich intellectual environment we are 

in, and have other disciplines entered meaningfully into a dialog with us 

as a result of such proximity?  I don’t think so, and that is a problem.  
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Rather than nurturing roving artist wolves, ravenous for fresh intellectual 

and cultural meat, the rich stuff that can be dragged back from the 

academic quad into studios and galleries, we art professors inhabit our 

cozy departmental dens, our red bricked silos in polite retreat, happy to be 

left alone, happy to be honored with degrees, happy to wear robes 

alongside the Ph.Ds—as if being an artist is a discrete subject, and we the priests of it.  Ours is 

an open-ended identity, a way of being curious and active in the world, in touch with but not 

defined by the university’s structures.  We should be, I believe, critics of discrete academic 

categories, wolves (or perhaps coyotes, as we see here) wearing robes like sheep skins, not 

poodles standing in line in the cafeteria.   

 

Our job is synthetic, to build bridges between intellectual cultures in the 

university and society, to be interpretive, expressive, not confined by a parade of 

courses. Indeed, the core of our social and creative identities are often, I feel, 

compromised—unless we are able to form a new and more vibrant, perhaps 

young, scrappy and hungry notion of what it means to be situated within the 

university.  

 

We should be asking, what are we missing in our curriculum that might 

better form and inform artists intellectually, psychologically and 

materially, particularly in the small liberal arts college or university 

setting where, we assume, we have access to a full range of knowledge 

and expertise in the arts, humanities and sciences;  subjects, insights and practices that may very 

well inform artists in ways we may not have thought much about.     

Should we perhaps distinguish ourselves more completely from media-

specific craft and “maker” programs and art institutes, or shall we 

continue to offer what is often a series of pale, generic sampler studios 
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(largely holdovers from the Bauhaus) a bit of art history, limp criticism and a wave at careerism 

and strategies to develop one’s celebrity?      

 

What is our purpose is to me a better question than why study art.  It yields more.  

Are we dedicated to educate the masses in a life-enhancing elective opportunity (yes, 

that is of course worthwhile and socially responsible); to mentor nascent artists as 

they define themselves (yes, that too as difficult as it is) or to assist young job 

seekers who just like to draw? (The most tedious task for me as a painter)   I fear the 

blended objectives that most of us are required to deliver to our students tends to dilute the 

effectiveness of all three, but we agree to do so to do to keep the factory running. 

Once clear about these matters, we can address the why question with 

more clarity and conviction.  The why conversation alone typically 

devolves into self-congratulatory platitudes—repeated with a whiff of 

piousness.  I suspect we all have the rap down tight.  We feel safely if not 

smugly ensconced in the rarified air of academe, forgetting just how recent 

our inclusion has been.   We defend our curriculum in carefully worded academic mission 

statements and PR material as we seek to persuade an often skeptical demographic more 

interested in jobs than a life long practice, a calling.  The conflation of these separate ambitions 

is understandably lost on many young artists—particularly those of modest means as they work 

with hope and ambition, postponing the inevitable, only realizing the hard truth that the art world 

is a hard nut to crack when later faced with loan debt.  As my colleague Brian Winkenweder 

succinctly—if not a bit discouragingly puts it—the art world is not a meritocracy.  Yet, those 

students who are talented, audacious enough, and those psychologically able to tolerate the 

necessary solitude, those skilled in sustaining the necessary social connections often do succeed 

in ways that surprise us.  We sometimes forget that being an artist should not be considered a job 

so much as a luxurious, challenging and nearly impossible way of being in the world, one with 

integrity with or without fame, money and celebrity. 
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We console ourselves—at least I do— by saying that what we are 

really teaching is entrepreneurial prowess, visual communication, 

technical and organizational skills, one or more crafts, creativity, the 

ability to sustain independence and maintain quality in a sea of 

mediocrity and cliché, the capacity to collaborate, to speak publicly, to write and think clearly, to 

explore the mind and so on, all transferable to other avenues of life—and they do, often in 

wonderful and unexpected ways.  But could it be better?  Different?  More intelligent and 

informed?  I recently overheard Dr. Winkenweder tell his first-day art history class that what he 

is teaching is writing and thinking, that art history merely provides the excuse, the material.  

Indeed, long after they have forgotten the fine points of Symbolist painting or NeoPlasticism 

they will hopefully be stronger, smarter and more articulate intellectuals—and better citizens and 

colleagues—no matter what their jobs might be.  Again I ask, are we teaching the right stuff to 

our students?  What sort of curriculum makes sense looking forward? 

The defensive tone of this conference seems to anticipate uncomfortable 

questions about what we are doing vis-a-vis presumptions of economic 

return, such as in this graphic from a recent Artnet News article entitled 

“Is Getting an MFA Worth the Price?”   The piece references 500 

“successful artists” in economic terms, and economic terms alone.  The piece frankly makes me 

angry and yet I squirm a bit too because it reflects a very real anxiety.  We might discuss the 

graph in terms of privilege and access disparities, but the pragmatic bent of the question 

broaches little high-minded analysis.  

And true enough, in speaking with prospective art students I for one 

increasingly deflect the why study art question away from the notion that 

to do so necessarily leads to sales and an exhibition career—despite my 

sincere belief in the worthwhileness of making art over a lifetime and the 

importance of initial mastery of a craft.  I encourage student artists (including my own sons, one 

a painter, the other a musician) to pursue integrative courses of study for intellectual and 
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pragmatic reasons; linking their art making with subjects such as psychology, philosophy, 

anthropology, physics, political science and so on— rather than rely entirely on their art in 

isolation to make a living.  

As I approach retiring from university teaching after 37 years at it, I wonder if the post-World 

War II experiment with university-level art education I have been engaged in has nearly run its 

course.  Is it in need of radical rethinking?   Do we need to include perhaps a robust 

anthropology of art-making; a systematic look at the sociology of celebrity in a digital and 

media-saturated environment; artistic ethics; perhaps coursework in neuroscience; psychology; 

art and social responsibility; an introduction to emerging material science; ecological design—all 

through the interpretive lens of studio art?  Perhaps. 

Here are a couple examples of the kind of material we might benefit from engaging: 

A recent Financial Times essay by Yuval Noah Harari, a historian, 

entitled Big Data, Google and the end of free will suggests that the still 

early but distinctly pervasive digital monitoring of our conscious and 

autonomic responses to life, to news, to one another, to aesthetic 

experience, in fact our bio-chemistry writ large, correlated with social media, email, our web 

search history, all reduced to ones and zeros, published across the web, embedded in our lives at 

still hard to imagine depths, marks the end of humanism, at least the end as we know it and 

practice it as studio artists.  This may seem like just another drastic deterministic philosophical 

challenge but it is, I believe, new and troubling in provocative ways that artists might be in a 

good position to engage.    

Harari writes: 
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Now, a fresh shift is taking place. Just as divine authority was legitimised by religious 
mythologies, and human authority was legitimised by humanist ideologies, so high-tech 
gurus and Silicon Valley prophets are creating a new universal narrative that legitimises the 
authority of algorithms and Big Data. This novel creed may be called “Dataism”. In its 
extreme form, proponents of the Dataist worldview perceive the entire universe as a flow of 
data, see organisms as little more than biochemical algorithms and believe that humanity’s 
cosmic vocation is to create an all-encompassing data-processing system — and then merge 
into it. 

Harari goes on to suggest, rather alarmingly, that we are bags of electro-

chemical processes bumping up against other bags of electro-chemical 

processes that may be measured and predicted with rough accuracy; that 

we are reducible to streams of data that yield algorithms that may seem to 

know us better and before we know ourselves, informed by details of our family genetics, our 

personal histories, cultural and medical profiles.  

Though still rather basic, already our shopping preferences on Amazon, 

our patterns of movie watching on Netflix, even our  preferences on 

Match.com quickly and with alarming texture predict what will interest 

us, what we may buy, who we may find attractive, what we may want to 

read.  As wearable appliances (I am thinking here of still relatively 

primitive devices such as FitBits and Apple Watches) as they come to monitor our bodies, 

interests and thinking patterns in real time, electronically streamed to Big Data.   

 

Harari further writes: 

Dataists further believe that given enough biometric data and 
computing power, this all-encompassing system could understand 
humans much better than we understand ourselves. Once that happens, 

humans will lose their authority, and humanist practices such as 
democratic elections will become as obsolete as rain dances and flint knives. 
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[Yet] humanism is now facing an existential challenge and the idea of “free will” is under 
threat. Scientific insights into the way our brains and bodies work suggest that our feelings 
are not some uniquely human spiritual quality. Rather, they are biochemical mechanisms that 
all mammals and birds use in order to make decisions by quickly calculating probabilities of 
survival and reproduction. 

He doesn’t go into the implications of all of this vis-a-vis art, per se, though one doesn’t need 

much imagination to posit the relevant questions.   

 

Couple this with a frontal assault on philosophical aesthetics by 

neuroscience and we have an interesting challenge in life, in art and in 

academe. Often at loggerheads with philosophical aesthetics for obvious 

reasons, neuroaesthetic response studies seek to quantify our 

preconscious, somatic responses to sound, to color, pattern, to space, shape 

and so on, as well as more complex issues such as our autonomic system’s response to other 

people, to ideas, to other bodies, violence, tenderness, sexiness, seduction etc.—essentially all 

that art deals with.  Current research uses functional MRI machines to reveal more than has ever 

been known about the links between perception of various formal stimuli and biochemical, 

bioelectrical process that happen outside our volition.  Philosophers object that this is 

reductionism in the extreme, that our responses are more complex than that, steeped in cultural 

and intellectual mediation.   

Fair enough, but these notions still raise interesting questions that are, I 

feel, relevant to the study of art, particularly insofar as it touches on 

artistic ethical responsibility. Is, for example, a demented master chef 

entitled to serve poisoned food to his clients as a protected act of self-

expression?  I think not.    
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If, as a painter I know full well that color combinations, shapes, etc. may 

negatively or positively effect the psychological and somatic responses of 

others; actually heal or injure, calm or agitate the body of the viewer 

however subliminally, should my cherished “free will” and rights of “self-

expression” trump ethical behavior?  Am I, at that point, ethically obligated to choose “healthier” 

colors and such, to behave responsibly to avoid committing “micro aggressions”?  It is at least a 

worthy question! 

Are we, then, potentially healers after all?   Might that notion alone 

change the narrative about what we do and why we make art?  Indeed, 

artistic ethics, newly informed by neurology, is sure to become more 

interesting and more urgent in next generation art education.  If all of this 

wasn’t enough, consider the additional neurological work on decision-

making and free will.  I think of it as the 8 second gap:    

Quoting Kerri Smith from her 2011 article in Nature journal entitled 

“Neuroscience vs Philosophy: Taking aim at our notion of free will”: 

[…] Haynes, a neuroscientist at the Bernstein Center for Computational 
Neuroscience in Berlin, put people into a brain scanner in which a display 
screen flashed a succession of random letters1. He told them to press a 

button with either their right or left index fingers whenever they felt the urge, and to 
remember the letter that was showing on the screen when they made the decision. The 
experiment used functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to reveal brain activity in 
real time as the volunteers chose to use their right or left hands. The results were quite a 
surprise. 

"The first thought we had was 'we have to check if this is real'," says Haynes. "We came up 
with more sanity checks than I've ever seen in any other study before." 

The conscious decision to push the button was made about a second before the actual act, but 
the team discovered that a pattern of brain activity seemed to predict that decision by as 
many as seven seconds. Long before the subjects were even aware of making a choice, it 
seems, their brains had already decided.  As humans, we like to think that our decisions are 
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under our conscious control — that we have free will. Philosophers have 
debated that concept for centuries, and now Haynes and other 
experimental neuroscientists are raising a new challenge. They argue 
that consciousness of a decision may be a mere biochemical afterthought, 
with no influence whatsoever on a person's actions.  

According to this logic, they say, free will is an illusion. "We feel we choose, but we don't," 
says Patrick Haggard, a neuroscientist at University College London.  You may have thought 
you decided whether to have tea or coffee this morning, for example, but the decision may 
have been made long before you were aware of it. For Haynes, this is unsettling. "I'll be very 
honest, I find it very difficult to deal with this," he says. "How can I call a will 'mine' if I don't 
even know when it occurred and what it has decided to do?” 

So why, and furthermore how do we study art?  How might we do it better?  Do any of the larger 

questions about consciousness really matter to artists?  Is Harari wrong?  Do neuroscience and 

other disciplines have anything to teach us about art?   Are we practicing liberal artists in this 

sense, artist-scholars or at least intellectual gadflies or are we content to rest in post World War 

II assumptions about our place in the university?   

 

And might we have something to offer and to learn to adjacent disciplines, as, for 

example, Kandel’s new title seems to indicate?  Do the academic categories, 

terms and assumptions we promote in our rap to students really make sense now?  

In what contextual set of assumptions can we foster originality and freedom, as 

my dear friend and philosopher George Moore, so cogently posits as the goal and 

definition of art?  Is freedom and free will, the active agency of choice itself an illusion?  And if 

so how might we preserve artistic sincerity, (as Kuspit calls psychological and social 

authenticity), or dilation and awe George calls it?  

To the question why study art, the succinct answer is that it serves a 

fundamentally synthetic need in personal, cultural and academic life— as 

elusive as consciousness, able to absorb and synthesize insights from 

other disciplines and perhaps to inform them of what we know as well.  Ours is a perpetually 

undefined and incomplete field of lived experience, not a discipline per se (though discipline is 
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involved) central to social, intellectual, technical and spiritual life— yet we isolate ourselves in 

academe. 

I think of art as essentially applied philosophy.  It is of course more, but 

that is a start.  I even titled my painting course Painting as Applied 

Philosophy because a more comprehensive title, such as Painting as 

Applied Philosophy, Anthropology, Social Responsibility, Free Will, 

Psycho-Physical and Neuroaesthetic Response just doesn’t roll of the tongue 

and it doesn't fit very well in the college’s database—and of course, as we know, 

interdisciplinary jealousies within the university discourage ambitious overreaches, as liberal as 

our rhetoric may be.   
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