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Q. Joseph Beuys believes that people from all fields are equally creative and can equally 
contribute to art. This would imply that one is doing work outside of one’s field and that 
does not contribute to the economy. 
What is the nature of art when it comes to the idea of ‘working’ and the division of 
labour? What positions can artists occupy in relationship to economic systems such as 
capitalism and its alternatives? 

The definition of art is one that has been disputed upon for many years. While its answer may 
remain evasive, it is clear that our perceptions have greatly impacted the role of art and shaped 
the way that the process of art is carried out. In addition to our perceptions and definitions, the 
way we imagine community has also shaped the process of art. When talking about the 
relationship between art and communities, wealth is an important aspect to consider, one that 
is often overlooked. In a capitalist society, where almost every aspect of our lives is dictated by 
the economy, the idea of art as a career, where one must ceaselessly work, raises many 
questions about the role and nature of art. In opposition to capitalism, Marx and ecofeminists 
offer alternative ways of looking at art as having a specific use for life, instead of the economy. 
However, this means that there are many contradictions in the perception of artists, as they are 
expected to reform society, while simultaneously living in the society as economically 
marginalized. Therefore, it is important to understand this delicate balance for giving art the 
space to reform society and inspire human beings outside of the realm of the economy (as 
envisioned by ecofeminists and Marx), but at the same time, to value art as a career (based on 
how value is perceived in the current capitalist system). 


Joesph Beuys said, “Every human being is an artist who - from his state of freedom - the 
position of freedom that he experiences at firsthand - learns to determine the other positions in 
the total artwork of the future social order” (Pg: 1). Beuys ideas seem to be in line with Marx’s 
ideas on how careers should be more fluid as the strict division of labour in a capitalist system 
restricts people and makes them a slave to the economy. This is particularly beneficial to the 
definition of what it means to be an artist as art can certainly benefit from the skills of other 
professions into creating a community with a holistic representation of different people residing 
in a community. However, the concept of breaking away from the division of labor raises the 
question regarding expertise. Since Beuys and Marx talk about the fluidity in careers, this also 
means that only a basic level of education is achieved. While being able to do more than one 
thing allows for more freedom, it also means that skill might be compromised on.                                                                                            
The notion that human beings should have the freedom to pursue multiple careers is a complex 
one as it introduces an entire spectrum of possibilities which must be carefully managed in 
order to avoid the danger of not moving beyond a basic education. David Burkus explains this 
in his book “The Myths of Creativity”, where he mentions the psychologist Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi’s research into the process behind the eureka moment. Burkus emphasizes 
the importance of the ‘incubation stage’ that Csikszentmihalyi talks about, which is when 
creative people take a break from their projects and work on something else. Thus, the 
information for their project can be processed by their unconscious mind, allowing them to 
have the eureka moment while they work on something else. Once they have had this ‘insight’ 
or ‘eureka’, they can go back to working on their projects.                                                   
Burkus mentions how, “Edison, Michelangelo, Darwin, Van Gogh, Da Vinci all took on various 
different projects simultaneously, regularly switching back and forth between them” (Pg: 22). As 



stated by Burkus, we see this particularly in Charles Darwin’s example who took on multiple 
projects at the same time. In his Ted Talk, Tim Harford talks about how while Darwin was 
writing about the process of evolution, he was also simultaneously studying earthworms. 
Although he went on to get many of his books published, he slowly and meticulously kept 
working on his earthworm project at home. He continued with this process for 44 years until he 
published his book at last, titled ‘The Formation of Vegetable Mould Through the Action of 
Worms, With Observations on Their Habits’. Through his example, we see the benefits of 
stimulating one’s brain by working on multiple projects at the same time. However, it is also 
important to note that Darwin’s work on earthworms was connected to his other works in terms 
of the observation of nature from a scientific perspective. While it was a different project, it still 
required many of the same skills as when he was studying the process of evolution for 
instance. Working on multiple projects allowed him to create a balance between doing 
something different, while at the same time, expand on his area of expertise. Thus, while 
creative people tend to work on various projects at the same time, it seems as though all of 
these projects are in fact, connected in a way where one informs or contributes to the other. 
The task that creative people work on during their incubation stage seems to be a secondary 
project that informs the primary project, which has the higher priority. Through this, we begin to 
understand the complex web involved in pursuing different projects or careers in a healthy 
manner. While it is beneficial to break away from the strict capitalist division of labour, the 
fluidity of various careers and projects pursued by an individual must not be done in a 
haphazard manner, but rather in a way where one keeps the web of priorities, connections and 
contributions in mind. 


Moreover, Beuys talks about how “Only art is capable of dismantling the repressive effects of a 
senile social system that continues to totter along the deathline: to dismantle in order to build a 
social organism as a work of art” (Pg 1). This establishes how essential art is to the political 
landscape. However, does it throw art under the bus by declaring that art must be free of the 
division of labour and the economic restraints? We do not necessarily ask other professionals 
to dismantle the system by risking their job by doing other things as well. Yet, an artist is 
always expected to defy the system, while still trying to find a way to earn a living off of it for 
the sake of survival. We are understanding of other professionals for abiding by the system for 
the sake of their survival, yet the creative fields are expected to not care about money 
themselves and be utterly selfless in that regard. On one hand, these expectations are 
understandable, considering the extremely political nature of art. However, overly romanticizing 
the role of art while we are daydreaming of a utopic Marxist society causes it to actually be 
undervalued in the current capitalist system. 


Jacques Ranciere believes that, “artistic practices are not 'exceptions' to other practices. They 
represent and reconfigure the distribution of these activities.” (‘Pg: 45) He explains how the 
artist was perceived as being an outcast to the division of labor because they do two things at 
once. However, this changed when the idea of work became linked with production after 
industrialization. Thus, we understand the history of how art came to be considered a career 
with the rise of capitalism. However, this dichotomy between art as work, and art for art’s sake 
then arises. 


Anton Vidokle offers a differing opinion on the matter by shedding light on the disadvantages of 
considering art as work. He writes, “Naturally, making art objects requires labour and work, but 
art does not exclusively belong to the realm of objects.” (Pg: 3) He places a lot of emphasis on 
art being the thing that happens when the viewer interacts with art and causes it to impact their 
everyday life. On talking about Warhol’s films, he says, “It’s tempting to understand this simply 



as a situation where someone works explicitly for money to fund the production of his ‘real 
work’ - his art” (Pg: 6). While he later negates this statement by saying that Warhol’s paintings 
and films, both did not include much personal involvement on Warhol’s part. However, this 
statement still raises some questions for me. Would this be the kind of situation Beuys was 
talking about in terms of doing more than one thing? The first being a practical approach to 
making money, the second, being what we really want to do and where our creativity is more 
likely to blossom? Perhaps the importance of working outside of money lies in the freedom that 
accompanies it. The kind of art Vidokle talks about also seems to be more of a way of life 
rather than a career through which one earns money. He talks about incorporating art into the 
everyday, including it into the community so that the artist is simply present and subtly 
navigating the phenomenon occurring in the everyday. However, would this mean that art 
would dissolve into the everyday completely until it exists no more if it is not considered as a 
separate phenomenon in itself, bound with the materiality of art objects? Moreover, when 
talking about art as work, one must also refer to the antonym of ‘work’, which is ‘rest’. When is 
the artist at rest if they are not only earning money, but also separately working on their art? 
While other professions usually have boundaries between work and leisure, the dispute on the 
definition of art as work means that these boundaries cannot be established for the artist and 
so, they end up doing twice the work, in the hopes of achieving the romanticized image of art 
while also earning money for survival. 


Ecofeminists envision a world similar to the one Vidokle briefly talks about while mentioning art 
before industrialization that was utilitarian in nature and had some sort of use in everyday life. 
Thus, ecofeminists also talk about a return to a utilitarian society where each activity’s main 
purpose is to facilitate life (and not the economy). Since ecofeminism demands an egalitarian 
society, it therefore focuses on life as a priority. This ‘subsistence perspective’ means that the 
focal point is constantly based upon how a particular act benefits all life on earth (in an 
egalitarian manner), instead of the competition encouraged in capitalism for the sake of the 
economy. 


Here, it is important to note Joseph Beuys own work of art. His work ‘7000 oaks’ is famous for 
being unconventional in its process. Although it seemed more like environmental volunteer 
work in its nature at first glance, it was also artistic in its nature. The goal was not only to plant 
trees, but also to get people involved as a community that is being made aware of its civic 
responsibility. The symbolism of the basalt column emphasizes upon the need for mark-making 
in order to spread awareness, a key element in art. Moreover, since this project took several 
years, (and one can can argue that it is still ongoing as the trees continue to grow) it seems to 
be in line with Anton Vidokle’s idea of art, which consists of the artist being a catalyst for 
change in a subtle manner, while they integrate into the community and the everyday life. Thus, 
here we feel the importance of the environment more than the materiality of the objects, which 
is the essence of art according to Vidokle. Furthermore, it also provides a powerful critique of 
capitalism and urbanization, because of which it was considered controversial. The artwork 
allowed citizens to take matters into their own hands and contribute towards the betterment of 
their community, despite the opposition they faced from people in power. In that sense, the 
work is also egalitarian, as well as utilitarian in nature. Not only were people able to equally 
contribute, but they were also able to work on something that would directly benefit their lives 
as a community.                                                                                                                           
On the other hand, however, it is also important to note that the greatest struggle of the project 
was collecting the money to carry it out. Affluence remains an important question, as it cannot 
be ignored while we continue to live in a capitalist society. It is true that ‘7000 oaks’ was 
remarkable in that it was not only powerful as an artistic concept, but also as a utilitarian tool 
for actively helping out the community. However, since it was socially and environmentally 
beneficial, and not economic in nature, we see the extreme polarization in the art community, 
where you can either focus on the materiality of things and make money (focusing on objects 
within the space a of gallery), or focus on the betterment of society, which becomes egalitarian 



in nature and therefore, deficient in money. It is important to identify the current capitalist 
system as preferring the individual over the community. The individual directly working for a 
specific company is more likely to bring in money for the company’s sake, rather than when a 
community starts focusing on its betterment by itself. Therefore, when artworks focus on the 
community instead of being gallery-oriented, they are automatically going against the capitalist 
system which means that wealth then becomes a problem for such artists. 


The writings of Marx and ecofeminists allow us to zoom out and remember that the capitalist 
system is not the only way of being. That this system is not perfect and does not always 
rightfully value activities through the system of money and numbers. This allows us to think of 
different ways to incorporate art into our everyday lives. However, while it is important to dream 
of a more just society, one must remember that we are in fact living in a capitalist system at the 
moment and must adapt accordingly as well. ‘7000 oaks’ is an important example for learning 
how to incorporate art into other fields for the betterment in society. At the same time, one 
must remember that art must also be given value as work if it is to survive in the current system 
we live in. Defiance is necessary in order to bring change, but the weight of that must not 
entirely fall on artists, who are just as much a part of the division of labor as anyone else.  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