JOY FOR EVER

HOW TO USE ART TO
CHANGE THE WORLD AND
ITS PRICEIN THE MARKET

ART AND SOCIAL MAKING

Untilquiterecently, John Ruskinwas oftenseenasa
neo-conservative or reactionary figure, vainly hoping
toholdbackthetidesofprogressandindustry through
abeliefinhandcraftandtradition. Butthereismoreto
itthanthis. Scratchalittiebeneaththe surfaceandyou
findamorecomplex(andoftencontradictory)Ruskin;
somebodywhobelieved deeplythatmaking, owning
andsharingartshouldbesocial. Healsobelievedthat
art, making and creativity should be atthe very core
of our education and society. Because of this, Ruskin
alsoworriedabouttheimpactthatthe Industrial
Revolutionwashavingontheenvironmentaswell
asonourtaste. Above all, Ruskin was somebody who
wasnotconvincedbytheemergingideathatartwas
useless,somethingsimplytobeappreciatedonits
ownterms,inisolationfromthe societyandthe
community who produced it.

Duringthe IndustrialRevolutionart,asweknowitor
knewittobe, changedforever.Priortothis period art
hadalwaysbeenamoreintegratedformofcraft.
With the advent of mass production techniques
suchas photography, as well as new global systems
forcirculatingimagesinnewspapers,booksand
magazines,artandartistsneededanewrole.And
itisatthispointthatwe seetheemergenceofthe
‘avant-garde’ artist, an outsider able to show us how
theworldreallyisthroughtheproductionoftheir
increasinglyabstractartworks.Now,ononehand,

there is nothing wrong with this. But John Ruskin also
saw the possibility that ‘art for art's sake’, as itbecame
tobe known, would lose all connection with the real
site and conditions of its production.

ForRuskin, art should retain its social use and purpose,
andnotberemoved fromit. Because ofthis, Ruskin
argued that all citizens should be given the opportunity
tomake artthemselves,asameanstodeveloptheir
skillsandtheirrelationship tothe world around
them—sothatlifedoesn’tsimplybecomeadizzying
circulation of mass-produced objects which we can
only buy when we can afford them, with little orno
knowledge ofwhomadethem,whereandwhy.
Instead, Ruskin was interested in how people could
usedrawing,the studyofnature, theskillofartsand
crafts,and the ownership oftheirown labourasa
meanstorethinkthewaytheylivedtogether. Quite
literally, Ruskinbelievedthatthe activity ofmaking
pots together could lead to collaborative and
communal changesin broader society.

Keepingthisinmind, the Whitworthwouldlike to
inviteyoutosimplythinktwice aboutwhatartisor
couldbe.Andhowitmightbe used differently by you,
and others like you. Could we all, including museums
likethe Whitworth, useartas productive toolsfor
socialchangeandthecommongood?Andifso,
how could we go about this?

Written by John Byrne, Reader in The Uses of Art at Liverpool John Moores University
andDirectorof The Uses of ArtLab’whichforms partofLiverpool School of Artand
Designs ART LABS Research Centre
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