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Editorial
 2025 issue of the European Journal of 

Philosophy in Arts Education

Ketil Thorgersen

Editor in Chief

JPAE is proud to present a new issue that dives into the vital and challenging 

intersection between the arts, education, and philosophy. In insecure and 

rapidly  changing  times  of  global  instability  to  the  pervasive  influence  of 

technology in nearly every domain of life, the two articles both provide refreshing 

takes on critique of institutions. In such troubling times, the arts and arts education 

are more needed than ever—not as an escape, but as a crucial space for critical reflec-

tion, imagining alternatives, and fostering human development beyond the dictates 

of efficiency and technocracy.

E

This issue contains two articles that are united by a shared theme: both examine  

and  critique  existing  institutional  structures  while  suggesting  alternative  methods 

that  emphasize  individual  empowerment,  creative  expression,  and  community 

bonds. Collectively, they encourage us to reexamine essential questions regarding the 

role and possibilities of arts education in today's world. I am particularly pleased to  

share both, as they offer intriguing insights on how the core elements of the arts—

creativity, play, and imagination—can become levers for meaningful change.
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The first article is "Re-thinking Conservatory Education as an Open System," by 

Cecilia Ferm Almqvist. In a unique and personal format, structured as a letter from a 

piano student to an educational  philosopher from former Yugoslavia,  Aleksandra 

Marjanović, the author provides a sharp critique of Western classical music conservat-

ory culture. Almqvist illuminates the struggles of students within a "closed system" 

dominated by the master-apprentice model, competition, and un-reflected tradition. 

Drawing on Marjanović's philosophical ideas, the article re-thinks higher music edu-

cation as an "open system" that embraces play, creativity, and imagination to help stu-

dents develop their own "life plans" as autonomous, democratic musicians. It is a ne-

cessary and thought-provoking read for all  involved in music education, especially 

those grappling with how to challenge conservative teaching cultures and the pervas-

ive influence of neo-liberal structures on the arts.

Following this is "Art and Play as Arenas for Resistance and Change: Strategies 

and Possible Locations," by Eli Bruderman. This article takes a broad philosophical 

sweep, engaging with the aesthetic theories of Friedrich Schiller and Herbert Marcuse 

to ask whether art and play can genuinely drive social change, particularly toward 

Marcuse’s vision of a "society as a work of art." Bruderman argues that institutional-

ized art, exemplified by the museum, often fails to act as an arena for meaningful res-

istance, instead serving to domesticate and neutralize subversive energies due to its 

dependency on technocracy and private capital. The article then proposes an alternat-

ive model:  "hypo-modernism," a form of grassroots, small-scale,  and ethical social-

artistic activism that utilizes art and play "from below" to effect real change within 

communities—a concrete realization of utopian aesthetic  play.  This  essay offers  a 

deep and necessary caution against the domestication of art's critical potential.

Both articles,  though addressing  different  fields  of  arts  education converge in 

their call to resist the narrowing of artistic purpose and to actively reclaim the poten -

tial of creativity and play for building a more humane and democratic society. They 
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powerfully remind us that the philosophical foundation of arts education is always a  

site for activism, whether personal or communal.

I enjoyed the intellectual stimulation I got through reading these texts, and really  

hope that even you will get some valuable new epiphanies from taking part in the 

thoughts of these authors.

Ketil Thor Thorgersen

Editor in Chief Stockholm October 7th 2025
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Abstract

This paper is formatted as a letter from a piano student in a European conservatory  

educational  program  to  Aleksandra  Marjanović  ,  an  educational  philosopher  from 

former Yugoslavia. The student was one of 24 interviewed in a larger study concerning 

conservatory cultures in Eastern and Central Europe. A narrative analysis approach was 

taken,  and  the  student’s  expressed  experiences  were  intertwined  with  Marjanović's 

philosophical thoughts in the form of a letter. In the article the student turns to the 

philosopher,  as  she  feels  disoriented  and  had  imaginatively  read  the  philosopher’s  

thoughts  regarding  creating  one’s  own  life  plan  through creativity  and play  (as  in 

playful approach), as well as about education as an open system, where students’ actual  

social circumstances are taken into account, and transform institutional education to 

societal education. She feels that she has neither been encouraged nor able to create or 

follow any life plans through her education. Instead, she finds herself questioning the 

directions she was led in, if they existed at all. Her insights make her see higher music 

education, not least in the Western classical specialization, as a closed system, which 

makes her even more frustrated. Now, in her doctoral studies, she wants to discuss her  

experiences with Marjanović, whose writings recently became available in English. The 

philosophical exploration aims to shed light on and reflect upon how conservatory 

education  could  take  Marjanović’s  thoughts  into  account  aiming  to  contribute  to 

meaningful interrelations between conservatories and society from a democracy point 

of view. The specific aim of this paper is to present a view of higher music education as  

an open system, where students of classical music are invited to play and to create their 

“life plans” as becoming musicians. Throughout the paper the ambition has been to  

stay as close as possible to the original student interview transcription as possible. 

Keywords: Open system, conservatory, play, creativity, imagination, Marjanović
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Re-thinking Conservatory

Education as an Open System 

Learning to Play through Playing – Letter 

from a Piano Student to an Educational 

Philosopher

Cecilia Ferm Almqvist,   School of Teacher Education,

 Södertörn University.  1 

Introduction 

lexandra Marjanović was a scholar in the field of early childhood educa-

tion in Yugoslavia. She was active at her most during ‘70s and ‘80s of the 

20th  century,  in  the  time  when  several  intellectuals  engaged  in  social 

sciences  used  their  scholarship  to  take  a  critical  stance  toward the  ongoing social 

project of Yugoslavia and tried to contribute to the building of a socialist democratic 

society, quite different from the Soviet version, aiming to build a socialist, democratic 

society through a system of self-management, worker control, and a unique form of 

market socialism.1  Open democratic socialist society, with its unique fabric of polit-

ical,  economic,  social,  and cultural  life,  at  the  time was  a  vision shared  by  many 

Yugoslavian intellectuals, including Marjanović. This vision was based on a belief in 

A

1 Cecilia Ferm Almqvist, PhD, School of Teacher Education, Södertörn University,             

E-mail: cecilia.ferm.almqvist@sh.se 
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creative potential of human beings and their collective action, values of emancipation 

and  freedom.  For  Marjanović,  in  such  a  society,  children  would  be  respected  as 

equals,  closely  connected  with  their  families  and  communities,  intertwined  with 

social life and culture, and actively involved as participants in public sphere. At the 

same time, they would be supported to pursue their own life-plan, create their own 

personalities and ways of relating with others and the world. This was Marjanović’s  

vision of “emancipation of childhood” that she was heartfully dedicated to through 

her pedagogical work. Marjanović studied pedagogy at the Faculty of Philosophy at 

the University  of  Belgrade,  where  she earned her  PhD.2  Working with interview 

material  conducted  among  music  conservatory  students  in  Northern/Eastern/

Central  Europe,  I  got  curious and wanted to explore what Marjanović’s  thinking 

could contribute with in relation to one of the interviews with a piano student. The 

student was one of 24 interviewed in a larger study concerning conservatory cultures 

in Eastern and Central Europe.3  A narrative analysis approach was taken,4  and the 

student’s  expressed experiences  were  intertwined with Marjanowić’s  philosophical 

thoughts in the form of a letter. The letter constitute a re-thinking of conservatory 

education as an open system, where students’ actual social circumstances are taken 

into account, and transform institutional education to societal education. 

Letter 

Dear Dr. Marjanović, or may I call You Aleksandra, 

I write to You as I came over the two of Your articles that recently have been trans-

lated into English but not yet published, which made me see my music educational 

experiences in a new light. It was an overwhelming experience, and I am still touched, 

concerned,  confused,  and  frustrated,  as  I  start  to  understand  what  I  have  been 

through. Of course, I am really happy for all the fantastic musical situations I have  

been active in, and contributed to, but I also see what a limited space of society I have 
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been “locked” into,  and how much harm all  hours  alone with the piano,  and all 

stressful competitive occasion have made to my being. 

I will come back to Your thoughts about play and education as an open system,  

where relations, as well as connection with life and community are in the center,5  and 

how such holdings could challenge conservatory education, but I will start with my 

musical experiences, from when I was a little girl. 

I come from a musical family. Many relatives of mine, uncles, aunts, and cousins 

are musicians. I started at a quite early age, actually when I was six years old. I chose  

the piano as I wanted to be like my mother, she is a good pianist. She is a teacher in an 

upper secondary school, and we had a piano at home. I was the oldest girl in the fam-

ily. All my siblings are musicians, and I have a great support from my family. They 

found me talented. I went to many piano competitions so one thing led to another, 

and I ended up in a secondary school, specialized in music. 

I think we practiced an insane amount in those four years, from the age of 15 to 

18-19, specialized in music. We had other classes too, but we had lots of music classes. 

And 80-90% of  the  students  from that  secondary  school  came to  this  Academy, 

where I still study or to other academies in this country or in Europe. So, there was  

already quite an open path, I guess. For me, it wasn’t really a question. Of course, I  

finished the four years in the secondary music school and then went to the Academy 

of Music. The path was already set. 

So, Aleksandra, why did we compete, and why did we practice so much at that 

young age? What consequences for our being and becoming did that give? Where did  

the play go?

I  had  some  really  horrible  times  when  I  thought  this  whole  thing  through. 

Maybe, I think, I saw it too black, too dark, those days. But I can tell You that some-

times I felt, Jesus, I was using my teenage years to practice six, seven hours a day. I  
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barely ate. I barely had social connections. And now I am talking about myself.  I 

know people who had social connections and were quite okay with those years. But 

for me, and I know others who did the same, these four years, for example in the mu-

sic secondary school, were lasting like this. 

Why didn’t we get the chance to think, to play, to be creative, and create diverse  

imaginations about our future? Your thoughts, Aleksandra, about the role of play in  

human development towards flexible and creative individuals that can transcend bio-

logical existence and be active in making of culture, made me think.6  Why didn’t we 

get the chance to discover our potentials and establish ourselves as humans and musi -

cians, through processing and reflecting upon our environments that You underline 

as important?7  Why didn’t we interact with society on other occasions than competi -

tions, or through teaching just to have some extra money, why weren’t we engaged as  

“makers in society?” 8

You know, Aleksandra, I realized that maybe what I have learnt after this much 

practicing, sweating and stressful situations before exams in the academy, crying after 

lessons and working at midnight, still not satisfied with a piece – I didn’t want to 

bring anything imperfect to my teacher, not unusual for girls, I know,9  – has nothing 

to do with my future in society. After all this, I wonder if I even want to teach in a  

primary school level of music, where I have to say I’m sure I could teach already, with  

four hours of practice when I was a teenager, or something like that. What was the 

meaning? It was cool to think that I would become a concert pianist, but we educate  

maybe 50 pianists each year, and they need about five, I can imagine. 

So, what I tell You now are the dark thoughts from the other side. I don’t think I  

will end up working in a music school in a village, because otherwise I wouldn't have  

started the doctorate, nor getting the chance to read Your articles.
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But, to think about how to go on after the studies, that’s the trickiest question,  

and I guess that makes more students than me quite stressed. For pianists it’s quite 

hard to get chances, as I already wrote. An orchestra musician somehow has to audi -

tion and can somehow get into a reasonably good orchestra, if that is what they want 

with their future. For me, it has sometimes made me anxious to think like “I love to  

play big music and maybe I will end up teaching these really stupid, easy child songs”. 

I understand, now, that it is not black and white, there could be many other alternat-

ives for musicians in society, so many meaningful ways to act and react. I think Your 

thoughts are a great help when it comes to rethinking conservatory education – to-

wards an open system in relation to society.  

I know that female pianists like me are disciplined towards and through conser-

vatory studies, by traditions, expectations, teachers’ responses, and self-conceptions, 

which seem to influence our views of possible futures.10 When I read Your articles 

Aleksandra, I started to think: What if conservatory education had been organized as  

an open system? What consequences could there be for our self-conceptions, what 

expectations we could meet, and what kind of responses we could get? 

Already in my bachelor I discovered that this Academy is a rather closed system. 

Even if I loved my teacher, I needed fresh air.  I needed a change. I needed a new 

teacher, a new approach. I felt that I needed to grow, somehow, in my musical atti -

tude, I needed a new approach. So, I went to schools in other parts of Europe. I really  

feel that my knowledge expanded. I also met teachers with totally different holdings.  

These were more in line with Your way of thinking, Aleksandra, not completely, but  

in a way. And I was encouraged to interact with a diversity of co-students as well. 

In  this  country11,  many  professors  were  raised  in  the  spirit  of  the  Russian 

method12, if that is the way to say it in English. That is a specific kind of pedagogical 

approach. And this is what I found totally opposite when I was abroad, where I have  
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found a relief. I mean, this is what You underline Aleksandra, safeness, and diversity,  

to  develop towards  independent  individuals.  More  about  that  later.  Here  in  this 

academy, I sometimes felt honored that I could go to play for my teacher, even if we 

are actually good friends and I am using the impolite form of talking, we talk on the 

phone many times etcetera. Abroad, I’ve had the opposite experience. The teachers 

made me feel that they wanted to show me that they were honored that I participated 

in the lesson. They were looking forward to my thoughts of a new piece. It was quite  

shocking, actually, when someone asked me, after I had played a piece “Great, would 

You like to start?” or “What did You find good in Your performance?” And I was like 

“good…?” I had no experience of starting off with good things. In this Academy, they 

never really said: “This was good”. They always start with the bad things. And this is  

something I, if I will work as a teacher, definitely want to change. I don’t think any 

student would be spoiled if the teacher notes all the good things they have in their 

performances. How to dare to play, in a double sense, if you only get response on 

your mistakes? Again, Your philosophical thoughts give me energy Aleksandra. 

What if conservatories were organized as societal education and as open systems? 

Such an organization would challenge both neoliberal political structures, and con-

servatory Western classical music traditions?13

The main reason why I started my doctorate studies, was to broaden my skills 

and experiences. I prolong my studies at this academy, so I can still be a student at the 

university and be in contact  with the professors,  and with other students.  In the 

PhD-program14 there are a bit more diverse occasions for concerts, and co-play, where  

I can be me in another way than before. I am also teaching. I have a few students,  

private students. I really love them, and they are cute children. But I have seven, and I 

don’t want to teach more. It’s enough for me. I teach those seven students one day,  

and the other days, I can practice and try to work on the more theoretical parts of my  

doctorate. I have got this opportunity to reflect upon my experiences. But I need 
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help, to create opportunities for others to be creative and playful, and hopefully cre-

ate their own life plans, with own goals and visions, and do not have to go the same 

painful way as me. I am so alone with those thoughts, so therefore, I write this letter  

to You. 

Through my visits abroad, and the approach I met there, I’m more of a person of 

those experiences, of course. I learned a lot and I'm using the lessons and I'm happy 

for that. On the other hand, an interesting side effect of this quiet strict way of teach -

ing I think is an amazing and positive thing. For example, here at this Academy, the  

theoretical stuff, not only the doctorate but already the bachelor and master’s studies,  

are on an extremely high level. The teachers are amazing, and they want You to learn  

everything. That’s a part of the tradition in this country. There are quite strict rules  

when it comes to what repertoire You should play, even if it is possible to trick the  

system in some ways. But why should we learn to trick this (rather closed) system?

Another thing is, when it comes to opportunities to play in concerts, to act as  

musicians in society, it is very important who your teacher is. They give opportunit-

ies to just a few people, not supportably in relation to their skills or knowledge. The  

fact is that they had those teachers, who are somehow active in all  these different 

fields, as for example concert organizers, and they are good friends. So, it’s just about 

connections, sometimes. And they can help their students in several ways. Yeah. It’s 

quite known who those teachers are, who are good in this. But these teachers are not  

always these teachers in their profession, so it’s quite tricky. Is that the way conservat -

ories should connect and interplay with society? I don’t think so. 

But chamber music is in one way more of an open space, in some senses. And 

chamber music is very important at this Academy. We have regular weekly chamber 

music lessons. And you can trick this system a bit, when it comes to create what You 
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Alexandra labels playfields within the closed system; actually, you can have as many 

chamber music lessons as you want. More about this later. 

Something has to be done, and as I read You, Aleksandra, I wonder if (music) 

educational research could be used to conceptualize ideas on advancing higher music 

educational  practice,  beyond  the  master  apprentice  model,15  as  You  express  it: 

“Within the already given and also the currently latent potentials of local societies?”. 16 

May be, music educational researchers have to “. . . break out of strictly academic lim -

itations and delve deeper into the educational practice that should help them con-

struct theoretical concepts and methods.” Not least this is important in conservator-

ies, where the master apprentice model and limited views of musicians’ roles in soci-

ety influence habits and approaches to a great extent.17  You stress that such holdings 

can contribute to change. You suggest that scientific research could benefit from edu-

cational practice, by: 

.  .  .  providing a reason for changing preschool pedagogy from its  currently 

normative nature into a practice based on theoretical and empirical examina-

tion. In other words, it could help it shift from a discipline based on (unex-

amined) rules into a discipline capable of exploring its own objectives and re-

flecting on its own practice and nature, considering scientific findings.18

This is relevant for conservatory education as well, as I understand it. I read about re-

search regarding conservatory cultures, and not least analyses regarding making cul -

tural heritage, tensions in fields of teaching and learning, and becoming musicians,  

state that change is needed, and that un-reflected rules to a high degree steers how 

teaching and learning take place, which I clearly  recognize.19 The researchers, Ferm 

Almqvist & Werner, underline that this in turn influences possibilities of becoming, 

connections to society and views of possible futures, which they have also related to 

Randall Allsup’s thinking about open and closed systems.20 They underline, which I 
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also recognize, that there is a clear tendency that behaviors are reproduced, which 

limits learning, creativity, and possible functions in society. Therefore, it continues to 

be a “closed system.”

In the line with what You argue Aleksandra, researchers should be invited to and 

included in higher music educational practice, and why not, in cooperation within 

education and practice of becoming conservatory teachers, if such an education exis-

ted. Maybe, the task of research in the field of music education, could be to explore 

findings from empirical research, through a philosophical lens, as a base for further  

reflections and discussions among teachers in conservatories. This is one thing I have 

been thinking about since I started my doctorate. Your thoughts on encouraging a 

“mutual field of understanding”21  are really inspiring. 

Aleksandra, You challenge institutional education, which is what I want to do 

and this is also why I write this letter to You, to reflect upon how Your thoughts can 

help me in my re-think of conservatory education, and hopefully get Your reflections  

back. You also underline the importance of defining what an institution is, and in  

this case, conservatories are very specific institutions, that have run instrumental ped-

agogy for a very long time. And of course the teaching I have met, and the learning I 

have experienced, can’t be separated from traditions developed and conserved within 

them.22 As You state: “institutional education is a pedagogical form shaped through-

out history of civilization by various social processes.”23 Although pre-school educa-

tional institutions, that is Your area of expertise Aleksandra, is a much newer 24 phe-

nomena or societal institution than conservatories, Your critique is, as I see it, not 

least in relation to my experiences and other research findings, relevant regarding con-

servatories. You mean, as I understand it, that it is important to grasp hidden aspects  

of institutional education, factors that determine it, and that the functional values of 

institutional education, through such insights it could be possible to “. . . conceive a  

different model of education which would incarnate the proclaimed objectives more 
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fully.”25 Your impetus to form education as open systems, where students, as me, are 

encouraged to create their own independent life-plans is so inspiring. In such open 

educational programs, play constitute an important approach. 

You underline that play is “the main opportunity to practice the capacity for flex-

ibility and the main factor in the development of that capacity and its differenti-

ation”.26 I suppose then that play in playful ways, where students transform them-

selves into different roles, could contribute to imaginations of varied future possibil-

ities and situations for becoming musicians.  To use and play with musical instru-

ments in varied ways and new arrangements could contribute to increased “capability 

for flexibility” and prevent “patterns of behaviors,  and related psychological func-

tions, from becoming fixed and rigid.”27 It seems so important, natural, and totally 

contradictive to the traditional master-apprentice approach. I wonder, how conser-

vatory education could be transformed towards a system that stimulates and cultiv-

ates creativity through play?28 I think that Your suggested structural features of play 

“Imaginary plane” and “Rules” give good guidelines. To create or imagine playfields 

as arenas for learning and development where specific patterns are extracted in higher 

music education shouldn’t be complicated. You suggest that “acts, behaviors, rela-

tionships, emotions, perceptions, concepts etc”29 could be extracted from reality and 

become content of play in a model of reality, which I immediately could see examples 

of related to my education. In such activity, we could have the possibility to express 

our experiences “including feelings, thoughts, phantasies etc”30 and develop sites of 

our own as musicians. Then, with help of teachers we could relate to the demands of 

reality, to the rules. And as You write, we could find novel ways of behaving, through  

formalizing playful procedures. For example, pianists could learn from percussion-

ists’ “rules” when it comes to what acts and behaviors that are expected from a musi -

cian. Of course, this demands that conservatory teachers develop knowledge about 
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“structural characteristics of play” as it is “of utmost importance for the construction 

of methods and means for the development of creative abilities”31 among musicians. 

You talk about the importance of feeling safe in the relation between adult and 

child as a condition in the play situation, which I translate to teacher and student re-

lationship. As I mentioned above, that was not always put in the forefront through 

my music educational experiences. Secondly, You underline the necessity of having 

“enough involvement and participation in the events that can provide opportunities  

to acquire living experience and knowledge and to be exposed to adequate, high qual-

ity indirect role models of creative behavior.” I have been thinking about role models  

Aleksandra. I had a wonderful teacher who just died half a year ago. She was like the 

mother, grandmother already, of three generations of, not only pianists, she was a pi-

anist, but she taught also chamber music. We all had teachers who grew up with her.  

She was one of these big teachers. So, an important role model. 

Her approach was characterized by infinite curiosity and love towards music and 

this extreme engagement and happiness. She was always eager to learn a new piece. 

She was old, but I mean, she loved contemporary music too. She was open to any-

thing. She was a great character. She was living and always full  of high emotions,  

sometimes really, really, big. But she loved interest, she hated ignorance. She was also 

quite strong in her opinion, and she could also say some really hurting personal stuff 

sometimes. But she was so lovely. And she worked a lot more than she was paid for. 

Then again, I thought about this with role-models. What kinds of futures did she of-

fer? That we female pianists should be like mothers and grandmothers, who worked 

without being paid? Of course, to live for music and engagement was so inspiring 

and important to take in as a part of who I would like to be as a musician or teacher.  

But, in this closed system, what did she actually contribute with? When it comes to 

rethinking and change, I mean? You mention pedagogy as an important aspect of an 
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open system, but what does that really mean? What can even great individuals do 

within a closed system?

Thirdly, concerning the conditions for play, You underline that they shall con-

tent “rich and diverse contacts with peers on the one hand, and on the other oppor-

tunities to be alone, shielded from the public and given space for non-shriveled per-

sonal, imitate needs, feelings, and thoughts.”32 I think that conservatories have a lot of 

work to do, to create such conditions for play, which according to You is a prerequis-

ite for cultivating play, if I look back at my experiences, which I described to You 

Aleksandra in the beginning of the letter. It seems so important that this is done, to  

be able to let music students develop and use imagination in conservatory education. 

You talk about elements of play as “rhythm, balance, harmonization, exchange, con-

trast, connecting and disconnecting”33 which are also elements of music. So, music 

education should be easy to view and use as a playfield, where creativity is re-activated 

and developed, and where musical knowledge could be reworked and transformed, if 

I understand You rightly. But You also underline that this can’t happen in a vacuum, 

it must be related in and towards communities and society to have permanent and 

developmental consequences. 

If I understand you correctly  educational institutions, as the conservatory, could 

be a place where creativity is stimulated and cultivated, if it is  transformed radically  

into a societal rather than strictly an educational practice. I assume, this would re -

quire essential changes in the relationship between school and society and the social 

reorganization with the school as an institution.34 I also recognize such demands from 

other studies I have taken part of during my doctorate, for example Small’s concept 

of musicking and Veblen’s thoughts regarding community music.35

Your three crucial features of institutional education are easy to recognize in my 

conservatory. For example, that it is a historical phenomenon, which I already men-
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tioned earlier. Other similarities between pre-school education and conservatory edu-

cation is, as I see it, that it is decontextualized, separated from a living context, and  

that it segregates students. You claim that to understand educational issues one must 

study consequences of these prerequisites in relation to musicians, musicianship, and 

education, and to both former and future experiences. Otherwise, education hinders 

students to master life problems, instead of the opposite, which is highly recogniz-

able. 36

Also, I agree that conservatories are artificial environments, that “ ... reanimates 

already established (scientific) knowledge and its misconceptions, pedagogical prin-

ciples and dogma, implicit life philosophies, and prejudice”.37 Accordingly, we as stu-

dents, if I transfer Your ideas to conservatories, miss the chance to become persons for 

whom learning  becomes  meaningful.  To challenge  the  artificial  dogma would  be 

needed to help us become independent and capable of taking control of our own life.  

Of course,  as  I  think, this differs  between instrumental departments,  and also on 

teachers’ relations to the conservatory tradition. As You write about the need of pos -

ing existential questions:

If education doesn’t pose these questions but primarily defines itself as techno-

logy, it deprives itself of dealing with crucial existential questions. But suppose 

the task of education – and, of course, of all those who practically or theoretic-

ally deal with education – is to conceive education as a means of human’s liber-

ation. 38

This, again, is relevant to conservatories of today according to my experiences which I 

wrote about earlier. Also, Your claim regarding closed systems, that they build upon 

one-way directed interaction between teachers and learners, instead of offering all in-

volved  mutual  participation,  where  both  learners  and  teachers  are  actively  and 

equally involved, can be recognized in conservatories as well. 
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Finally, Your argument that modern studies of education, not least the ones who 

want to expand the boundaries of personhood development, must constitute them-

selves as critical theory of society. Following You, the task for music educational re-

search would be to encourage awareness in the field of conservatory education, not to  

rationalize  existing policies.  At the same time pedagogical  theories  must take stu-

dents’  actual  social  circumstances into account,  and from there transform institu-

tional education to societal education. This is labelled by You as a purpose of educa-

tion as an open system.39

Hence, such an educational system would have to be entirely open to the imme-

diate social environment, to the cultural forms that shape contemporary sensibilities,  

and to the life  problematics  of  music  students,  including exchange of  knowledge 

between teachers  and students  –  shared life  living  –  as  I  interpret  Your  writings 

Aleksandra. I think it would be fantastic if conservatories could change from master-

apprenticeship traditions and competitiveness,  “into the discovery of the world”40 

where music students lived and grew, and developed life plans, through play, creativ-

ity, and imagination. Your suggestion that establishing own ways of “comprehending 

and communicating with the world”41 is the goal of education, so relevant for conser-

vatory education, to be encouraged and equipped to create own life plans as musi-

cians through “positive and supportive relationships” with teachers. You underline 

the importance of that students’ lived life are protected, respected, and enhanced, in 

such processes aiming to cultivate self-conscious beings. This in turn, You continue, 

demands partner-like relations between teachers and students.  In addition, educa-

tional  practices  must  happen  in  a  variety  of  places,  in  encounter  with  different 

people, where students can observe and take part in many aspects of musicians’ life 

and work, if I transfer Your thoughts to conservatory education. Another aspect You 

bring up of an open system is  that students are encouraged to interact with each 

other, aiming to develop towards autonomous democratic individuals and musicians. 
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As You also accentuate, such holdings demand “change of many concepts that regu-

late today’s educational practice.”42 What is a musician? What characterize musicians’ 

working life? How could flexible musicianship be cultivated? Hence, this shows rel-

evant problematics for music educational philosophy and research, that would be im-

portant for leaders and teachers in conservatories to take part of and reflect upon as I  

see it, and which seems to be asked for in the research field as well.43 Thank You so 

much, for opening my eyes for these critical possibilities. 

I look forward to Your response. 

Yours sincerely, 

Piano student 
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Abstract

This paper examines whether Art and play can create an arena for activism and change, 

and  if  so,  under  what  conditions  this  can  take  place  and  what  strategies  must  be 

employed for its resistance to be effective. For the purpose of my inquiry, I link Art  

and play together and see them as natural, inseparable partners. This line of thought 

follows Friedrich Schiller and Herbert Marcuse, but ideas of thinkers, such as Johan 

Huizinga and Charles Fourier, can also be traced at the root of this approach. I argue 

that in its traditional institutions, especially museums, Art cannot constitute an arena 

for creating meaningful change in society and unable to generate resistance and change 

within its own socially accepted frameworks. A real change brought on by Art and play 

can happen in arenas that are fundamentally alternative to the institutional Art world.  

Finally,  the  discussion  will  turn  to  the  alternative  arena,  the  scene  of  communal 

creative activity, where Art and play create a change and have a meaningful effect on  

social processes. 

Keywords: museums; play; art; beauty; Marcuse; hypo-modernism; technocracy 
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Art and Play as Arenas for

Resistance and Change 

Strategies and Possible Locations

Eli Bruderman,  Art Institute of Oranim Academic

College of Education 1 

Part One: Schiller and Marcuse: The Necessity of 
Art and Play as a Future Prospect for Freedom 

he poet and philosopher Friedrich Schiller argued in his famous book from 

1795, On the Aesthetic Education of Man in a Series of Letters, that “play” 

is  a  state  in which man’s  humanity  is  fully  attained.  Man,  in his  view, 

realizes his humanity when he plays, indicating play as a process or action. Schiller 

made the connection between aesthetics and ethics in order to create a better society. 

In his view, the aesthetic experience and beauty have a role as mediator between two 

central, opposing forces in humans: form and life. Form is a force of principle (as a  

general law), derived from rational thinking, whereas life is a sensory force expressed 

through the senses. If one force prevails over the other, the result is detrimental for  

the individual, thus it is important to maintain a balance between the two forces. The 

aesthetic function, i.e., regarding beauty and the experience it evokes in us, neutral-

izes the control held by the two forces, life and form, and another force appears in the 

T

1 Eli Bruderman, PhD, Art Institute of Oranim Academic College of Education: Israel, E-

mail: eli_br@oranim.ac.il 
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human sphere,  which is  the power of play.  This latter is  a  force that inspires the 

freedom  to  choose  between  forces  instead  of  being  controlled  by  them  (Schiller, 

1986).

Schiller tells us that the observation of beauty as well as the state of being within 

the experience of beauty evokes the power of play that enables a person to choose 

among his powers. These both are a significant complement to human nature and by 

virtue of beauty and the power of play, the individual becomes a whole, more integ-

rated creature. Individuals are whole in their nature when they play, and play creates 

a balance between their internal forces (Dickie, 1974, p. 73; Gur-Ze’ev, 1997, pp. 102-

104; Schiller, 2004, pp. 68-72). In societal terms, beauty and play also have an ethical  

perspective. The moment that people, as a gathering of individuals, learn to play and 

strike a balance between the rational and the sensory, they will be able to establish a 

beautiful community based on freedom, equality and fraternity. 

Marcuse: Society as a Work of Art  

Schiller’s influence on Marcuse was very extensive (Gur-Ze’ev, 1997, pp. 43, 103-104).  

Marcuse drew many of his ideas about a utopian aesthetic society that actualizes its  

freedom in the act of play from Schiller’s concept of human realization (Marcuse,  

1978, pp. 121-131). However, unlike Schiller, who did not aspire to create a plan of ac-

tion and then devise a utopian revolution, Marcuse viewed the aesthetic realization of  

man conceived by the “play impulse” as in fact a tool for creating a future utopian so-

ciety. “The unification of technique and art, work and play…implies an aesthetic real -

ity—society as a work of art” (Marcuse, 1971,  p. 185).  Marcuse was not necessarily 

speaking of a genuine revolution. This is because he feared the consequences of re -

volutions and in this respect, he explained: “Because we know of too many revolu-

tions that became a means for maintaining oppression and its perpetuation” (ibid., p. 

179). Marcuse spoke of the unification of certain elements in society and culture that 

31



EJPAE:  01 2025 9 
Eli Bruderman; Art and Play as Arenas for Resistance and Change  

are viewed as opposites, such as, technique and art, in order to create something new 

and different from their earlier essence. He spoke of a complete and final reconcili -

ation between form and content that leads to a perfect redemption of the human be-

ing.  In  his  book,  Eros  and  Civilization,  Marcuse  saw  “the  erotic  reconciliation 

(union) of man and nature in the aesthetic attitude, where order is beauty and work 

is play” (Marcuse, 1966, p. 176). In the same chapter, Marcuse continues with: “The  

play impulse is the vehicle of this liberation. The impulse does not aim at playing 

‘with’ something; rather it is the play of life itself, beyond want and external compul-

sion—the manifestation of an existence without fear and anxiety, and thus the mani-

festation of freedom itself” (ibid., p. 187). Marcuse’s words resonate with some of 

Schiller’s ideas. Among both scholars, we see there is no play but, rather, with the 

awakening of beauty, or the reign of beauty, the beautiful aesthetic society is the uni -

fied form and content which facilitate the existence of a future society. “In a genu-

inely humane civilization, the human existence will be play rather than toil…Then,  

man is free to ‘play’ with his faculties and potentialities and with those of nature, and 

only by ‘playing’ with them is he free” (ibid., p. 188). These remarks may sound ab -

stract, but in the fourth part of this article, I will present several examples that will  

demonstrate how Marcuse’s arguments correspond with Schiller’s conceptual roots 

in contemporary, realistic frameworks that are realized in a type of utopia.

Museums as step toward a society as a work of art? 

In effect, museums could have established themselves at the very crossroads of uto-

pian revolutions. This may have contributed to a change in the face of society while 

in pursuit of the concept of society as a work of art. Museums have all the elements of 

a cultural micro-cosmos while carrying the potential for a utopian revolutionism in 

the spirit of Marcuse’s vision, as well as the ability to create a better society as Schiller 

envisioned. The museum as a world of art and its wide range of activities—a large 

part of which is play activity conducted in the framework of museum education and 
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training departments—seems like an ideal platform for creating change and perhaps 

even exporting utopian revolutions. But this did not happen. With caution, but also 

with a certain degree of resolve, it can be said that a revolutionary call or action, even  

one that produces change in the long run, combining aesthetics and play, has yet to  

be heard or seen by museums in the world and probably will not burgeon in the fu-

ture. This is despite the fact that museums today are introducing modifications in 

their education and training methods, and the role of playfulness is increasing and oc-

cupying a significant share of the museum’s activities. I wrote about this together 

with my colleagues in an article that indicates how change is taking place in museums  

as they increasingly turn toward playfulness. (Bruderman et al., 2020). In this article, 

we focused extensively on the genre of immersive play as adopted by the Israel Mu-

seum in Jerusalem (and then followed by other museums throughout Israel and the 

rest of the world, such as the Dutch Rijks Museum) as an example of the use of play 

as a way of bringing the diverse populations that visit the museum physically closer to 

the various objects in the museum. However, this playfulness and the art exhibitions 

on display at the Israel Museum, the Rijks Museum, and other museums worldwide 

that adopted playful approaches, did not in fact ignite a spark of change via social and 

cultural processes. In Israel, the country which I focused on, museums did not help 

stop anti-democratic processes that escalated during this period, nor did they contrib-

ute to a change in consciousness regarding the ongoing conquest in the depths of the 

Palestinian territories. It often seems that art as a utopian revolutionary tool, or the 

artist as a torchbearer in the forefront of the camp, as Marcuse depicted it, is neither 

one nor the other.

In the following chapters I will illustrate the main reasons, i.e., a great depend-

ence on government technocracy and private capital, which prevent museums and 

other cultural institutions, such as repertoire  theaters, from advancing toward the re-

volutionary crossroad and then subsequently inducing change. I will begin with a  
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short overview that will shed light on the technocracy concept and then I will exam-

ine its relationship with art and museums. A similar analysis will then be conducted  

in regard to wealthy owners of capital.

Part Two: Are Technocracy, Art and Museums 
Compatible? 

Before I elaborate upon the complex relations between the technocratic elite, art, and 

museums, I would like to review and characterize the concept of technocracy. Who 

are the technocrats? Who are the scientists, academia, and politicians that Marcuse 

has so capably described? I will use his definition, which seems quite comprehensive,  

and written without antagonism toward this class:

Let us first look at the so-called new working class, which is supposed to consist  

of technicians, engineers, specialists, scientists, etc., who are engaged in the pro-

duction process, albeit in a special position. Owing to their key position, this 

really seems to represent the nucleus of an objective revolutionary force, but at 

the same time it is a favorite child of the established system, which also shapes 

the consciousness of this group (Marcuse, 1970, p. 60).

These are therefore, as so succinctly described above, the technocrats. In the second 

half of the 20th century, this group included visionaries, trailblazers, and futurists, 

who to this day have had a far-reaching influence on United States policy in the gov-

ernment, the economy, urban planning, and national nuclear policy. Examples are 

Anthony J. Wiener and Herman Kahn who were members and founders of the con-

servative Hudson Institute. Wiener served for two years as a consultant on urban 

planning in the Nixon administration. Kahn supported the possibility of a nuclear 

war, and his character was a source of inspiration for the satirical black comedy, Doc -

tor Strangelove, by Stanley Kubrick. 
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The technocracy roster varies from period to period, yet it always consists of sci -

entists, futurists, entrepreneurs and capitalists. After World War II, nuclear scientists 

led the technocracy. Today, the technocratic leadership is composed of the digital in-

formation elite.  Google,  Amazon, Apple, Microsoft,  Facebook, the transhumanist 

movement, Raymond Kurzweil and the singularitarians—all, without exception, rep-

resent today the connections between scientific research, technological development, 

capital, and the often intricate and multifaceted ties to the corridors of power. The  

constitution of the technocracy varies according to the period, but not in the pattern 

of its operations.

Even today, as earlier noted, the information sector produces (members of) the 

economic elite that continues to tighten its grip on culture and human society. This 

is achieved by means of a great variety of technological advances, principally develop-

ments in artificial intelligence and robotics that silently but effectively are eliminating 

numerous professions and adding to unemployment. We hear and read reports about 

excessive surveillance and of course in the reports we tackle on the ethics of artificial 

intelligence technology (Zuboff, 2019; Bird, Fox-Skelly et al., 2020).  In the future, 

the numbers of the unemployed will gradually increase, and this silent revolution in 

life as we know it remains unchallenged, without significant criticism coming from 

the art world and certainly not the museums themselves. 

The world of science, along with its technological developments, has gained signi-

ficant prestige in recent centuries (Houweling and Wolff, 2020, pp. 1432-1450; Sprat, 

[1667] 2002, pp. 177-179). The public’s impression of technology remains positive, 

and technological inventions are considered first and foremost a tendency that is fa-

vorable and that enhances the way of life. This is true even when it becomes evident  

that technological advances or inventions often carry a heavy price, such as: environ-

mental pollution from cars, factories, plastics, airplanes; wars on a global scale; the 

nuclear race among the greatest powers on Earth; and nuclear accidents on an unima-
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ginable scale, even in peacetime nuclear facilities. Despite all these, the prestige of sci -

ence and technology has not been compromised. The relationship between technolo-

gical advancement, capital, and the bureaucracy that carries out their development 

with governmental support has not changed. In fact, it  appears that the aura sur-

rounding these technological developments has in fact expanded, and attempts by 

members  of  the  United  States  Congress  to  break  up  Facebook,  Google  and 

Microsoft, as major monopolies such as the Standard Oil Company were dismantled 

in the past, is not bearing fruit at this stage.

Why, then, despite the enormous amount of damage inflicted by technological 

developments on society (carrying with it a possible undermining of governmental 

institutions), culture (leading to a cultural homogenization and the erasure of cul-

tural differences and diversity), and on the individual level (turning the individual 

into an incapacitated person entirely  dependent on technology);  why,  despite  the 

“horrors of industrialization,” as Marcuse (1970a, p. 27) termed it, has the towering 

stature  of  technology  remained  so  imposing?  Why  is  the  economic  and  political  

power of its developers growing? And why are most of us willing to go, like the blind, 

in the footsteps of the technocratic elite? Finally, all these reflections lead to the ques-

tion most relevant to this article: Despite the obvious failings of technology, why has 

Schiller’s and Marcuse’s vision not materialized, and why have art, play and beauty 

not healed the sufferings of humanity?

Part Three: 1. Art in the Shadow of Technocracy: 
Beloved Enemies, Play and Art under the Patronage 
of Law, Work and Planning 

Among the classes that formed during the Industrial Revolution, and with the in-

crease in the scientific-technological mentality, especially among the working classes, 

aesthetic activities and play were considered a sort of out-of-place pleasure, a form of 
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social disorder, a type of activity that involved a malicious aspect, and sometimes also 

a source of political unrest. A similar attitude was expressed toward any creative activ-

ity that had no goal or purpose, and particularly toward the field of art (Marcuse,  

1978, pp. 124, 125; Schiller, 1986).

This perspective, rooted in the technocratic worldview, views life as one long and 

perseverant struggle to be powerful, to assume control, to gain knowledge, abilities 

and greater resources than others. Life is also a struggle between the individual and 

him or herself because of the conflicts it creates. Moreover, due to the incessant desire  

for  power,  society  is  continuously  under  the  threat  of  destruction  and  disorder.  

However, to a certain degree chaos can be contained by culture if it is anticipated and 

domesticated. The need to domesticate chaos became a burning issue in the 19th cen-

tury when Western society underwent a wave of shocks, i.e., the industrial, social, and 

cultural changes in Europe (Crary, 1999, pp. 13-14).

Art, through museums and play, and later principally by means of television and 

sports, became the main tools in domestication, sedation, containment. These tools  

were used as a legitimate counterforce, a force endorsed by the social mainstream. Art  

and play are therefore perceived as a force that does not threaten the technocratic pro-

ject and does not foresee a future, a force that organizes society on the basis of an aes-

thetic order. For the individual, the aesthetic experience has become a type of legitim-

ate expression, a way of estranging and expelling anti-social drives and tendencies, li-

bidinal excesses, aggressiveness, and all those other forms society does not consider 

useful.

Through art and other aesthetic expressions, such as sports and play, the indi-

vidual is allowed to purge him or herself of feelings of anger, rage, incompetence, in-

compatibility—all those emotions and feelings that if permitted active political ex-

pression, would threaten the normal course of society and cause disruption (Adorno 

and Horkheimer,  1993,  pp.  168-169;  Marcuse,  1978,  pp.  118-124).  Art  and play  are 

37



EJPAE:  01 2025 9 
Eli Bruderman; Art and Play as Arenas for Resistance and Change  

offered as fantasy worlds where disappointments from the outside world can be re-

solved; they can be approached from another angle, redefined, replayed, until finally 

they are overcome. Thus, without the unnecessary risk of revolution and without the 

need for the corresponding suppression, and while even deriving a certain pleasure 

from it, humans thus accommodate the oppression built into their technology-satur-

ated lifestyles. 

Examples of assuaging frustrations by means of art or play are also not lacking 

today: movies, amusement parks, shows, concerts, museums, Disney World, reality 

programs whose artistic and play value is very low but highly effective in draining ex-

cess frustration. These means also provide viewers with escape from daily drudgery 

on one hand and grant new validity to the individual’s self-abilities on the other (Ad-

orno and Horkheimer, 1993, pp. 174-180; Haug, 1986, Chapter One). Art, in its many 

forms, is therefore an artificial Garden of Eden for the oppressed and a safety valve  

for the oppressor.  On one hand, it soothes the sorrow and suffering of the powerless,  

weaker members of society, who are mostly us. On the other hand, it provides an illu-

sion of power to those same weakened people, who, once again, are us. The art dis-

played in museums, acted out on the theater boards, played in the sports leagues—

the playfulness inherent to all  these,  the purposeless enjoyment they all  offer,  the 

pleasure derived from fantasy—all these sedate the subject, while the real power re-

mains in the hands of those institutions and their sponsors who control these cul-

tural resources without threat from any social sector.2

In the eyes of the elite groups of knowledge, industry and capital, aesthetic cre-

ativity  (that  produces  aesthetic  order)  and  the  enjoyment  of  this  production  has 

therefore a highly significant benefit: They drain energy excesses and channel the de-

2  On the dialectics between accelerated development and the need for control that is built 

in to modernism, see Jonathan Crary, 1999, pp. 13-14. In regard to art and culture of the 

masses, see: Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, 1993, pp. 178-192; Tamar Liebes, 

2004, pp. 169-173.
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structive potential latent to the masses into harmless amusement. The harmony that 

is a built-in element in the forms of art and play keeps society in line, and order pre-

serves the stability of the general public and enables the sustained and uninterrupted 

planning of the future.

Art and the aesthetic experience are therefore a type of beloved enemy—the same 

rebellious “other” who poses a perpetual challenge yet returns and is conquered and 

absorbed in the calm fabric of law and order. The capability of art to play this role  

stems from the canonical aesthetic ideal of “unity in diversity” that can be found in 

the (artistic) work (Hein, 1976, p. 145; McKee, 1977, pp. 14-21).  The absorption of  

conflict and its containment within the ruling political system thus extends the abil -

ity to control the existing order.3  The social body, according to this perspective, is a 

complex yet complete configuration, consisting of a rich diversity of variances that 

can be effectively contained, a  synthesis  that  creates a  cohesion of threatening di-

versity. Rebellious gestures undergo a rapid process of domestication, and they delic-

ately and shrewdly are transformed from a threatening essence into the fashion of the 

day, i.e., a conventional everyday situation (Hein, 1976, p. 145; McKee, 1977). In the 

present, various forms of high art cleanse and purify the blunt forms of protest of the 

past. Jazz and rock music, which were initially marginal phenomena, became assimil-

ated under the label of avant-garde music, or progressive music. The Dada Move-

ment, including its art techniques, was transformed from a movement that kicked 

against the conventions into a prolific source of artistic language and relocated itself  

at the heart of artistic consensus. Pop art, anti-art, all these and more were driven 

from the margins to the center of higher art, and their radical value was swept away in 

its own mainstream.

3 Adorno and Horkheimer in their article, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as 
Mass Deception,” present in detail the process of how the hegemonic group, i.e., the 

capitalists, control through mass culture or what they call the “culture industry,” the 

social order that enables their rule. See Adorno and Horkheimer, 1993, pp. 158-180.
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The political role of the aesthetic experience comes down to, therefore, the pre-

servation and maintenance of the social status quo. In any case, art and play are used 

to neutralize feelings of disappointment and potential revolutionary sentiments (De-

bord, 2001, Fragment 58; Hein, 1976, p. 145). At the same time, the styles created by 

the energies of oppositional elements are restrained by processes involving the ac-

knowledgment of the establishment and its support, and thus protestors and rebels 

eventually become assimilated by the establishment. The anarchy of art is directed to-

ward itself, and at the end of the day, it becomes a victim of law and order.

In the sections above, we have become acquainted with several critical approaches 

that focus on the subversive threat inherent to art and playfulness, and about the ne-

cessity to neutralize this threat. The ruling elites, who have in effect shaped the fabric 

of industrial-capitalistic society of the last two hundred years, have achieved this by 

channeling play, art and design into benign and harmless outlets. In contrast to these 

perceptions, there is another approach that treats the subject from an entirely differ-

ent angle. The threat to order and law is not the inbuilt element in art, according to  

this perspective. The scholars who represent this approach put forward a completely 

inverse argument. They seek to find order contrarily  in art, and attribute such im-

portance to it that they claim this order is in effect the factor that constructs reality it -

self in society. The human creation, in all its varying forms, these thinkers argue, is a  

paradigm that enables most human beings to understand the world most accurately, 

including its law and order. For we understand the world itself—the world that we 

did not create and do not control—in the best way precisely through our little inven -

tions, which are microcosms of world order. The world that is revealed to us in its 

barest form is a chaotic and incomprehensible world. It is an absurd and meaningless 

world and it will remain so if we don’t impose meaning upon it by using our ability  

as human beings to organize worlds of meaning of our own (Carlyle, 2005, p. 8078; 

Dewey, 1980, pp. 25, 49-51; Shusterman, 2002, pp. 97-105; Zeltner, 1975, p. 50). Con-

sequent to these actions of a formal (in the sense of “form” and in distinction from  
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“content”), aesthetic organization, we learn to appreciate complex appearances of or-

der that gradually increase in complexity during our lifetime.

Within such a context as the above, the aesthetic ability is not actually a counter-

force but rather a positive, obedient and amiable agent of political indoctrination. An 

example of this can be observed in Plato’s writing. In his essay,  The Republic (Po-

liteia), he explains about the importance of music of a certain kind. If children of the  

guards listen to it, a love for order will rise up in them, and this will be converted into 

a type of discipline and obedience to laws (Plato,  Republic, Vol. III, 1975, pp. 260-

263). The same type of thinking is also present in The Symposium dialogue in which 

an initial assessment of beauty—whether sensible, concrete or material—is conduc-

ted, and which should ultimately serve as a step forward toward the appreciation and 

admiration of  abstract  forms of  political  institutions  (Plato,  Symposium, 1975,  p. 

139). This approach is also central to Kant’s aesthetics. In his book,  Critique of the  

Power of Judgment, he writes about the imaginary force in charge of collecting ma-

terials and their assimilation before creating a conceptual order and imposing it as a  

form in the world (Hein, 1976, pp. 146-147; Kant, 1969, Clause 49, pp. 130-134).

The two approaches reviewed above emphasize the power and importance of 

play and art, which also exemplify the role of a free aesthetic activity without a pur-

pose. In effect, these forces are “recruited” for the purposes of governance, sustaining 

the existing order as well as the organization of the future by those who know what is  

right for society. On one hand, play and art are perceived as subversive and threaten-

ing activities, and therefore they must be controlled and subjected to the rules of law 

and power (the first approach). On the other hand, the aesthetic embodied in them is 

perceived as rooted in the base of things in the world and holds the key to knowing  

the world and its perceptions of order (the second approach). From two opposing 

ends in the perception of the role of art, the result is paradoxically, “one.” Art is held 
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in the grip of forces as responsible for education and understanding law and order in 

the world, as well as the supporting factor for existing law and order.

Museums in the Shadow of Technocracy

In relation to art, the fate of museums, despite their relatively late arrival on the cul -

tural scene, is not that different from art. Museums have inherited the “genetics” of  

art, described above, into their basic structure. On one hand, museums are a place 

where a configuration of forces became frozen in culture through the creation of or-

der and harmony and, at the same time, the rules and codes of the concept called a  

museum coalesced around the interests of the rich patrons of the arts of the 18th cen -

tury. Hence, other than the nature of art, which includes menacing libidinal aggres-

sions on one hand, and is the source of order and comprehension of the world on the  

other, Art has been subordinated to patronage since ancient times. So, in addition to 

the roles of art in culture, art is also constantly being supervised by those who finance  

it and enable its material existence. Two examples of this type of regulation or out-

right control will clarify the depth of the problem.

In the year 2010, a proposal was submitted to the Tate Museum in London refer-

ring to an art workshop that sought to deal with the climate crisis. The workshop 

would also discuss issues related to the Tate Museum itself and its connections with 

the oil corporation BP (British Petroleum Oil Company), whose financial support 

for the museum was quite significant to the subsistence of the institution. It is worth 

noting that the former CEO of the BP Company, John Browne, was head of the Tate 

Museum Board of Trustees. The year 2010 was a bad year for British Petroleum, and 

consequently, bad for the rest of the world. One of the most polluting production 

companies in the world, BP was the source of a wide-ranging oil spill (and water and 

land pollution) in the Gulf of Mexico, which lasted five months between April and 

September of that year. The museum accepted the art project proposal but deman-
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ded that the political activism be obfuscated or downplayed so that it would not be  

directed at the museum itself and against the institution’s sponsors,  including the 

major patron, the BP Oil Company. The final censored result clearly demonstrated 

how a public institution is capable of voluntarily providing cultural legitimacy to a  

powerful and controversial corporation. It also showed how such a company as BP, 

which is engaged in maximizing its capital gains at the expense of the environment, 

does not shy away from cynically exploiting a cultural and highly esteemed institu-

tion that is perceived by the public as possessing considerable moral integrity.

Another example pertains to the Royal Dutch Shell multinational company. The 

latter supported the London Science Museum for 20 years and in fact tried to pull  

strings regarding a museum program that again contended with climate change. The 

London Science Museum was involved in a different scandal in 2016, when peace act -

ivists protested against the main sponsor of an exhibition on Leonardo da Vinci and 

engineering. This sponsor was Airbus, the seventh largest weapons manufacturer in 

the world, which, among others, sells weapons to governments accused of violating 

civil rights.  

In  addition  to  corporate  patronage  supervision  over  a  museum’s  mode  of 

presentation, the rules established for representation and presentation on museum 

grounds also determine what is  considered knowledge.  A panel of experts,  undis-

closed to the public, generally decides what a good work of art is, and which work de -

serves to receive corresponding recognition. In effect, it determines the taste of the 

public, the artistic canon and consequently shapes a very narrow historical conscious-

ness that eventually becomes acceptable to all. The museum, being an archive and 

archivist of art, as well as a repository of scientific representations (natural museums),  

and of historical facts and processes (historical, ethnic and archaeological museums),  

creates, for the layman—who is not an expert in any particular field or an expert in  

one of the many disciplines on display—a cultural and historical worldview.
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Museums produce harmonious cultural networks in which culture is admirably 

catalogued and organized, seemingly without mistake,  while adhering to objective 

rules of assortment, selecting, research and the dissemination of knowledge. The mu-

seum is a direct link to the past, to the greatness of the past. As a result, it is one of the  

most powerful instruments in shaping the collective memory of a people and their 

culture. But no less important, the community and general public also learn that le -

gislation processes and the setting of norms and codes in museums are justifiably con-

trolled by small and powerful groups of experts in their field. These intermediaries 

are subordinated to capitalists with their own financial and political interests as well  

as  interests  involved in  accumulation,  private  collection,  and the enhancement of 

their private assets. The modes of representation and the rigid codes that perpetuate 

them in the museum realm create a built-in elitism. Ultimately, the museum remains 

largely nontransparent to the majority of the population. Only certain people who 

specialize in art, curation, exhibits or similar, and have lots of free time, can derive 

pleasure  from and develop a  profound comprehension of  the objects  on display. 

These are generally people whose economic situation is comfortable and secure so 

they can invest a lot of time and energy in the development of a gratification which is  

very difficult to achieve from a work of art, or from extensive reading and the persist-

ent observation of historical or scientific material. From the perspective of the elites, 

this is highly welcome. The knowledge ultimately remains in possession of the ex-

perts despite the fact that it is circulated and on display for everyone. This is reminis -

cent to a great degree of Egbert Schuurman’s critique of planning processes headed 

by technocrats in Western democracies who at the same time circumvent institutions 

of debate and critique in many ways (Schuurman, 1983, p. 4). Even in museums that 

are supposed to be part of the core of the democratic structure, the knowledge that 

constitutes power stays lodged in the hands of the privileged and rich few. From all  

the reasons described above, we learn that museums are one of the most powerful  
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tools used by technocrats and their intermediaries in order to reinforce technocratic 

planning and the structure of knowledge. This is manifested in the following ways:

1. Knowledge is withheld by the elites and their powerful proxies in culture. 

2. Planning the future and understanding the present relies on the past. This is a situ-

ation that produces linearity and a linear logic of perceptions of order and time that  

generate narratives accepted as the official truth. 

3. Visual representation is based on order and harmony. This ranges from the archi-

tectural structures of the museums themselves to the halls, the methods of suspen-

sion of objects, the presentation of paintings and objects, and the consistent suppres-

sion of bodily impulses (do not touch, speak quietly, keep your distance from the dis -

plays). 

4. Reinforcing the equation: History is equivalent to the grandeur of the human cre-

ation in science, art and technology. This point is debatable with respect to the scope 

and validity of the equation in art museums. In my opinion, it takes place in the art  

space no less powerfully than in museums of science and archaeology, but only in a  

more covert manner. 

Part Four: Art and Play in the Context of Social 
Agents of Change 

From what I have written so far, some readers might detect what seems to be a tinge 

of despair regarding the ability of art—within the restraints of the institutionalized 

world—to be employed as leverage in generating a greater or lesser radical revolution-

ary change. This is true about the institutionalized and established world of art such 

as museums and certainly repertoire theaters that rely on the capital of governmental 

technocracy and private donors alike. But there is another space apart from the estab-

lished and accepted world of art where art in fact does produce significant change in 
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the social fabric. I will present examples here, regretfully, only a limited number, due 

to the restriction on the amount of words. In this context, I will present the Israeli  

case although there are many examples throughout the world.

In the last two decades, social movements have emerged in Israel whose general 

goal is to pursue change in communities where they chose to settle and be part of the 

community. Some of these movements decided on art as a main tool for creating 

change. The nature of these movements is similar to the grassroots movements  type 

found all over the world, whose activities come from below, both in the community  

and with the interests of the community. These movements are often led by activists  

whose character is very different from the modern activist typical of the 20th century, 

on one hand, but whose actions are a sort of fulfillment of Marcuse’s utopian vision:  

an ongoing revolution in the style of “society as a work of art.” The ideological and 

cultural frame in which these groups operate, I call “hypo-modernism.” This is a pat-

tern of thinking and operation whose emphasis is the local; the community. It in-

volves a type of social involvement and action from “below,” and the agents of this  

mode of ethics, i.e., various organizations and societies, are often spread out like a 

network of rhizomes. I will also argue that the hypo-modernism presented here, in 

my opinion, constitutes a process of the realization of Marcuse’s positive utopia. In  

activities conducted by hypo-modern organizations in the communities where they 

are operative, they engage in a type of venture that involves an interest-free playful-

ness and a certain type of artistic creation that qualifies as an “other” to the very role  

of art that is found in museum and gallery spaces. 

Hypo-Modernism—The Utopian Realization of Aesthetic Play

I’ll start by clarifying the concept of hypo-modernism. This is relatively a new phe-

nomenon that  includes the practices of criticism, resistance,  and pragmatic  action 

conducted in small and local communities. It is being characterized by modest action, 
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silent resilience, sort of a quiet shout, and social forces with ethical strength that are 

gaining momentum, both in the world and in Israeli civil society. “Hypo” is a prefix 

indicating a low intensity or low level. Its etymological origins come from Ancient 

Greek ( ) and it can also be used as a preposition, meaning “under(neath)” or “beὑπο -

low.” If there is one quality that characterizes hypo-modernism, it is the fact that it is  

connected to the ground, the earth, and grows from it, that is, from below. Its dis-

course stands in stark contrast to the postmodern discourse and so does its aspira-

tions in all realms of cultural praxis. In hypo-modernism, we will find social urban 

communities of activists assimilated into the population out of a sense of a deep and 

humble mission, while their sole aspiration is to help out the population that is being  

crushed under the boot of the “free market” of the wealthy. In hypo-modernism, we 

will find the human being creating and playing with recycled objects and inventing 

neighborhoods built from old shipping containers once transported by cargo ships.  

In hypo-modernism, we will find art and architecture engaged in a resistance to post-

modern narcissistic forms of self-realization. The hypo-modern message is a human-

istic one. It brings back the individual, being of vital essence, to the center of the cul -

tural arena, while the ethics of the common good is its guiding beacon. This is a mes-

sage that comes from below, from the roots, a quiet statement, devoid of razzle-dazzle 

and pathos. It has no hubristic tendencies and no traces of uninhibited ambition in-

dicating  “conspicuous  success.”  Hypo-modern activism is  marked by  a  desire  for 

compassion, by a long-term, concrete, day-by-day praxis, by dreams of a better world. 

This is in contrast to dreams of “the good life,” typical of the post-modern, post-

truth era. The latter life can be summed up in an endless desire for visibility, ostenta-

tion, and a satisfaction of narcissistic needs. The post-truth life involves a fragmented 

ego that strives for self-actualization and unattainable perfection which creates de-

pendence on all types of self-appointed experts and coaches who boast a scientific or 

religious reputation, or some type of exotic spirituality. A hypo-modernist is a prag-

matic agent of change who pursues change in his or her own way, without violence, 
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over  a  long period of  time,  when his/her  positive  actions  amount to  a  resistance 

whose purpose is to both physically and politically clean up the environment (Chat-

terton and Pickerill, 2010, p. 480).

The activist of the 21st century, namely, the hypo-modern activist, has evolved 

and departed from the pragmatic activist of the postmodern era. He or she is not the  

consummate romantic figure of resistance, with forelock fluttering in the wind, bran-

dishing a speech full of fervor and revolutionary jargon, as the typical modernist act -

ivist. The activism of today is often based on a process that is in contrast to the tradi -

tional processes of “being an activist” and on the rejection of the old mindset of the  

denunciation of  the “other.”4 The militant  activist  of  the 20th century was  built 

largely on the definition of his/her “other”: capitalist, fascist, dictator and similar—

together with a deeply entrenched rejection of this “other.” The contemporary activ-

ist, i.e., the hypo-modern one, being a direct successor of the postmodern activist, ob-

jects to the binary divisions of “otherness” and of values. Acceptance of a variety of  

values, a pragmatic orientation in achieving goals, professionalism—all these distin-

guish the activistic political being of the hypo-modernist (ibid.,  p. 480). The new 

movements are marked by a strong desire to reject simplistic divisions between the 

activist and his/her “other.”  Although the “other” of the new activist is still owner of  

the means, capital, real estate, i.e., the exploiting capitalist and the like, as the move-

ments become more local, the “other” who has now become the target of the activ-

ist’s labors, is often the non-militant and commonplace civilian. So, paradoxically,  

there is often a lack of trust between those who present themselves as professional 

producers of social change, who know what is right, who have the tools and skills to 

create resistance, and between the citizens themselves who are supposed to benefit 

from the change (Anonymous, 1999, pp. 160-166; Chatterton, 2006, pp. 259-282).

4 City-based social communes named after the old kibbutzim, that work and live within 

the urban communities.
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Hypo-modern activists are engaged in resistance that is not at all romantic and in 

actions that cause him or her to “get dirty” while dealing with the daily squabbles 

they encounter. Hypo-modernists tend to reject ideals, shake off stagnant identities 

and abandon the transcendental search for the ideal good subject. Instead of all these,  

the involvement in political projects is defined via a complex and intricate multipli-

city of identities that are always in a process of evolvement and movement on the 

basis  of  experience and negotiation (Castree,  2003,  pp.  3-12;  Gibson and Graham, 

2006; Grosz, 1999; Whatmore, 1997, pp. 37-53). Contemporary activists are involved 

in new “self” practices,  and their political  identity grows from their  daily actions, 

which are aimed at specific projects and campaigns. 

Marcuse’s book, The End of Utopia, consists of a collection of lectures and dis-

cussions that documents Marcuse’s conversations with German students in 1967. In 

this book, the image of the hypo-modern activist can be identified by his/her actions 

whose features we are familiar with today. In one discussion in the book, Marcuse re-

sponds to a participant who asks, “If the vital need for freedom and happiness is to be 

set up as a biological need, how is it to materialize?” The following excerpt is from 

Marcuse’s answer, which sounds to me like an incisive observation made by a revolu-

tionary futurist with a view toward hypo-modern thought and action today: 

Marcuse: By “materially convertible” you mean: How does it go into effect in 

social production and finally even in the physiological structure itself? It oper-

ates through the construction of a pacified environment. I tried to indicate this 

in  speaking  of  eliminating  the  terror  of  capitalist  industrialization.  What  I 

mean  is  an  environment  that  provides  room  for  these  new needs  precisely 

through its new, pacified character, that is, that can enable them to be materi -

ally,  even physiologically converted through a continuous change in human 

nature, namely through the reduction of characteristics  that today manifest 

themselves in a horrible way: brutality, cruelty, false heroism, false virility, com-

petition at any price. (Marcuse, 1970) 
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Hypo-modernism is first of all the creation of a peace-seeking environment, an envir -

onment that attempts to achieve genuine change in human nature. In the example I 

provide below from a number of  campaigns that  have been carried out in Israel, 

hypo-modern agents of change utilize art and play as key tools in creating both envir -

onmental and human change. Unfortunately due to limitation of words, the example 

is lacking and limited in scope.

“Culture Movement” as social-artistic Movement for Utopian 
Aesthetic Play-Oriented Realization

In the year 2004, six young art graduates from high schools around the country con -

vened together and decided to apply their art to social purposes. After completing 

one year of community service in the fields of art and education, the six founded 

“Culture Movement”, which established groups of artists-educators who were chosen 

to work in the peripheral  populated areas of Israel in what they call:  “urban kib-

butzim”5 

The idea was simple: All those taking part in the project went to live in the towns 

and neighborhoods in the geo-political periphery of Israel and engaged in artistic-

educational activities with children, youth and adults. The notion behind the project 

was to get these artists-educators to see these new places as their home, so they would  

become attached to these locations and at the same time commit to the cultural activ-

ities they launched there, activities that would be much more than just professional  

work whose goal was to earn a living. The movement’s site states that members of the 

Culture Movement “are committed to creation, education and culture and these are 

their main mission and activity at the location […]” “Culture Movement” appears to 

espouse in its vision the other utopian reality that Marcuse foresaw: “The unification 

of technique and art, work and play, of the ‘kingdom of necessity’ and the ‘kingdom 

5 https://tarbutmovement.org/  . 
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of freedom’ […] this means an ‘aesthetic’ reality—society as a work of art.” (Marcuse, 

1971, p. 185)

In what sense, then, is Culture Movement a hypo-modern movement? It seems 

that quite a few of the statements noted above and on the movement’s website are re-

miniscent  of  modernist  manifestos  of  anachronistic  idealistic  modernist  groups. 

However,  several  features  of  “Culture  Movement”  indicate  a  dramatic  difference 

between the former and the modernist  movements that  attempted to change the 

world. “Culture Movement” indeed aspires to shape the image of Israeli society, and,  

in this aspect, it bears the modernist fingerprint, but at the same time the movement  

focuses on a small community through local activity in the region it wants to em -

power.  “Culture Movement” is  not interested in mounting a revolution that will 

smash to pieces the world as we know it. Its people believe in a methodical “doing,” 

on a small scale, a focused “doing” in which pathos and manifestos do not command 

a main objective, but rather where the purpose is the artistic venture—anonymous 

but intimate—which is pivotal to the community where they belong and where they 

share each day with its members.

The art  of “Culture Movement” is  an ethical-practical  means of changing the 

world, but this change resides in small-scale, everyday actions that are replicated via  

hard work. They adhere to Marcuse’s motto, “society as a work of art” (ibid., p. 185),  

while Schiller’s philosophical spirit walks between the lines of theory and praxis. The 

modernist manifesto movements, such as, the Dada Movement, Fluxus, Futurism, 

Expressionism, and more, were ultimately preoccupied with an audience that would 

follow them, and, most importantly, observe their work. Whereas, “Culture Move-

ment” is devoted to a local community and not an audience; they are committed to 
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“doing” and not “showing.” In this respect, they themselves declare: “To say farewell  

to the audience and connect with the community!”6

Another quality that makes “Culture Movement” a hypo-modern movement is 

its  rhizomatic-network  structure.  It  is  a  movement  that  spreads  its  socio-cultural 

agenda by means of a branching-off procedure, typical of a horizontal network. The 

rhizome has no starting point and no primary principle. It consists entirely of em-

branchments, mazes, unexpected encounters. The rhizome is defined by connectivity 

(Deleuze  and Guattari,  1987,  pp.  7-15;  Lechte,  2003,  Volume I,  pp.  186-188).  The 

rhizomatic aspect of “Culture Movement” is manifested in the fact that it is spread 

out over 15 localities in the Israeli  social  and geographical  periphery and numbers  

some 1500 members, and all this without a rigid leadership hierarchy. 

Part Five: Summary

Can art and play assume a role in significant social change? This article indicates that 

this role is indeed practicable and, as such, one that fulfills itself in small social frame-

works. The latter takes place in the context of communities in which forces of change 

use art and play for creating a better society and more or less consciously strive to cre-

ate “society as a work of art.” It would appear that the prima facie natural space, the  

source site of the call for change—led by art and play—would seem the institutional-

ized art world. But, oddly enough, there is clear evidence that this same site is serving  

oppressive forces in society. The two potential factors of social change, that is, of art 

and play, therefore, co-occur at this site simultaneously, i.e., in the service of oppres -

sion and as a potential force of change.

6 From the document of the movement’s founders. For further information (in Hebrew), 

see https://tarbutmovement.org/. 
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