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All over the world, people can be found creating 

and wearing elaborate costumes pretending to 

be something else: a dangerous animal, a king, 

someone from the spirit world. 

art 

human 

universal 

making 

activity 

seems to be a 
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All over the world people decorate themselves and 

their surroundings with patterns, shapes and colours, 

and construct references to places, people and events 

that aren’t now and here. We don’t know of any human 

group that doesn’t do art in some form or another, and 

usually in many different forms. 

We could say that art is one of the key attributes of 

being human, like language. It’s easy to understand 

why 

language is so universal, but we don’t seem to have a 

very clear picture of why art should also be. 

Why does every culture spend such a large part of its 

free time in ‘made-up worlds’ like books, plays, paintings, 

dances, movies, self-decoration, stories and songs – 

all the things we might call art? What are we doing 

there? Why did humanity develop them, and why do 

we value them? 

It isn’t enough to say: ‘Well, they’re nice and we enjoy 

them.’ Why do we find them enjoyable? Isn’t ‘being 

enjoyable’ nature’s way of getting us to do something? 

Fruits are sweet and enjoyable because eating them 

is good for your health and growth (and good for the 

fruit whose seeds are thus spread). Sex is enjoyable 

because your genes just love perpetuating themselves 

and do so by producing more gene-machines like you. 
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We understand why science, for example, is important: 

it helps us understand how the material world works 

and puts us in a better position to enter into fruitful 

relationships with it. 

This need not be the conscious motivation of an 

individual scientist, just as ‘improving my health’ isn’t 

necessarily why we eat strawberries; but nonetheless 

that is the result. We can easily explain the existence of 

science by the benefits it produces for us. 

But what does art do? 
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If we can’t answer that question then we shouldn’t 

be surprised when governments marginalise the arts 

and humanities in education, or when the ‘brighter’ 

students are directed away from the arts and into 

science and tech, or when support for theatres, libraries 

and concert halls is the first thing to be withdrawn in a 

financial squeeze. 

If the arts are seen as just a pretty luxury – the dessert, 

not the meal – then those decisions make a kind of sense. 

So why do we engage in these activities we call art? 

People say things like; art helps me see the world, art 

helps me understand the world, art helps me imagine 

new worlds, art helps me to escape, connect, relax, 

energise, forget, remember, heal, disrupt, recognise, 

resist, forgive, accept, change . . . 

But what do they mean? How does it actually work? 

How can listening to a piece of music, for example, do 

any of those things? 

This book is an attempt to answer those questions. It’s 

the beginning of a theory of art. 

As short and simple as possible, it begins to answer 

the questions: 

What does art do? 

And why do we need it? 
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Why do I, for example, like one set of colours more than another? 

Why do I wear my hair like this but never like that? 

Why do I prefer oak furniture to pine? 

Why do I like this dance but not that one? 

Why do I 

want to 

listen to 

one specific record 

again 

and again 

and again 

and again 

and again 

and again 

and again 

and again 

and again 
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