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Joseph Kosuth <<Art after Philosophy>>

Joseph Kosuth is an American modernist, conceptual artist/ theoretician who became a 

leading figure and spokesperson for the avant-garde movement ‘art as idea’ as a result of the essay: 

‘Art after Philosophy’, published in 1969. His work normally has its weight on the portrayal of 

concept by means of linguistic propositions, with little or no other empirical content, questioning 

the role of language in art. In a way (like other Conceptual Artists) he delves into a realm beyond 

the physical, where thought is essential. (The Courtauld Institute )

With this essay Kosuth bridges the gap between philosophy and art by referring to Hume, 

the Enlightenment, Kant, and Hegel and attempts "to analyze art's function and … viability" in 

order "to provide a clearer understanding of the term 'Conceptual art'". (AIT, 852-861) (Spector)

He considers the Formalist point of view of art and criticism, which is structured around 

empiricism and aesthetic, as minimally creative and goes so far as to declare that aesthetics/physical  

properties of things are conceptually irrelevant to art's function and therefore irrelevant to art. A 

comparison of art to architecture helps define the 'function' of art; What is considered 'good 

architecture' is architecture that best performs its 'function', therefore art must also be judged 

according to its own set of similarly structured criterion, which should be contingent not upon its 

aesthetic or physical manifestation, but on how much an artist questions the nature of art; what an 

artist adds to the conception of art.

Though Kosuth realizes that formalist work cannot be completely disregarded, due to Judd's 

comment of art being art if the artists claims it to be, it is clear that traditional ideas of art that were  

valued before Duchamp's readymade, were serving as 'bourgeois' decoration/ symbols of 

power/wealth/respect in the form of portraits of aristocrats, religious paintings etc.); this was art 

being used to "cover 'art'".The longevity of this error of art having 'other functions' was a 

consequence of the morphological and free nature of art. According to Kosuth, “art should not be 

the residue of an artist's ideas, but should 'live' by influencing other art[/artists]” to widen the 

possibilities of conceptual growth. “Artists from the past should be brought [to life] because some 

aspect of their work [is] 'usable' [to] living artists;” this should be the 'function' of their art.(AIT, 

852-861)

Kosuth credits Marcel Duchamp for giving art its own identity by changing our 

understanding of it from "appearance to conception"; from the form of the language 

(painting/sculpture etc.) to what was being said (what is being said by Duchamp taking a readymade 

urinal and installing it upside down as a piece of art in a formal gallery environment). Almost 

broadening our minds to see a realm of art, that had not been articulated ever before. This was the 



first instance where the realization of the possibility of the existence of different 'languages' all  

pertaining to what we call 'art', came to be. The value of art, therefore, lies within the constructed 

tautological definition of art; within the idea that a work of art must use a new 'language' to 

(re)define the nature of art, or question what art is. On the contrary if one chooses to use painting as 

a medium, they are in fact carrying all the historical western european tradition that comes along as  

baggage.(AIT, 852-861)

Taking into account these ideas, that art is art's language and art is a comment on art, put 

forth by Joseph Kosuth, we get into A.J Ayer's evaluation of Kant's distinction between analytic and 

synthetic propositions. 

“propositions of art are not factual but linguistic in character; they do not describe behavior 

of the physical or even mental objects, but express definitions of art.” (AIT, 852-861)

Kosuth believes that works of art are analytic propositions; where validity depends solely on 

the definitions of the symbols contained, meaning, it is purely linguistic. The 'art condition' of art is 

a conceptual state which Kosuth is enforcing as the only state art exists in. A complication within 

this theory is that the 'language form' an artist uses may be quite private and coded, therefore a key 

factor to understanding contemporary art is having a priori knowledge of contemporary art. 

The validity of a synthetic proposition, on the other hand, is determined by facts of 

experience. The essay (Kosuth using Ayer) suggests that only tautology can be certain, and that 

empirical propositions are merely hypotheses that open the viewer to the infinite possibilities within  

the human condition that can never be fully justified due to the subjective nature of sense-

perception. He does give value to the presentation of visual and or other kinds of experience, but 

affirms that it is not connected to the function or viability of art, and therefore may be free from the 

categorization of the conceptual state he refers to as the 'art condition'.

When dealing with the idea of the 'viability' of art- Kosuth suggests it is linked directly to 

the 'function'. He compares 'art as idea' to geometry by suggesting that geometry is not concerned 

with whether a proposition can be materialized in the physical world or not; and this is not what 

makes it 'true' or false. Instead, he looks at it as "if anything can be brought under the definition, it 

will also satisfy the theorem, and therefore it is a purely logical system." (AIT, 852-861)

The fact that Kosuth 'uses'- appropriately and in a  collaborative way- words of many 

conceptual artists/analysts/critics/intellectuals (Ad Reinhardt, A.J. Ayer, Terry Atkinson, Donald 

Judd, Sol Lewitt, Irving M. Copi, G.H. Von Wright, I.A Richards, and Wittgenstein- to name a few) 

to contextualize and clarify his claims- a form of tautology in itself- gives us an idea that in 1969 

the 'Conceptual Art movement' was well underway and Marcel Duchamp had succeeded in altering 



the previously accepted notion of 'art' forever.

Since painting still exists as a medium in the twenty first century, and Conceptual Art has 

not completely taken over, I believe there might be a little more to art than Kosuth's hard bound, 

limited, yet very well defined definition. An example would be psychological art; art that displays a  

certain function of the human psyche- whether in a two-dimensional(painting) or another form. 

Since Kosuth's argument holds that art serves no purpose but to nurture its own existence, he would 

obviously disregard 'psychological art' as being a part of psychological studies and not related to his 

definition of art that functions as its own fuel. Kosuth however, does accept poetry, theatre, novels 

and different forms of music as tautological art forms, along with math and logic, nevertheless, he 

still believes art serves no purpose but for its own existence.

This essay could be considered a manifesto for the more ‘analytic’ and linguistic tendencies 

of conceptual art. It touches upon the essential element of 'tautology', and highlights the function of 

art as 'to comment on art'. It holds that art is arts language, transforms the artist into an 

analyst/theoretician and clarifies one's understanding Conceptual Art.
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