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WORK, ART AND THE PERSON
(from Aletheia #14)

Fr. Marie-Dominique Philippe, O.P.

SCHOLASTIC-THOMISTIC PHILOSOPHY neglected the study of work and art as essential
elements of the human person’s formation. This phenomena spread throughout all the developments
of theology, of doctrina sacra. Certainly, the laborious, punitive work was spoken about, as the
consequence of original sin, as God's punishment in chasing Adam and Eve from earthly paradise:
“In the sweat of your face you shall eat bread.1” But the study of work considered as a human
activity, a proper and essential activity for man, had, in fact, been left aside. Pope John Paul II’s
teaching about work2 was needed in order to incite theologians to wake up, to stimulate them to seek
what was proper to man in work.
We would like to attempt to specify here what is proper to the human person’s formation in work
and in artistic activity from a perspective of philosophical wisdom.
The universe and man: God’s wisdom
First of all, let us emphasize that work imposes itself upon man, since God did not want to create a
perfect physical universe, completely finished in itself, a milieu perfectly adapted to man. God could
have “made” a perfect universe, which man could not have added anything to, which he could not
have modified without making less perfect. If God had made such a universe, man would have had
no activity other than making use of this universe simply as God created it for him. Man would only
have had to pick what the fruit trees would have given him, what the animals would have given him
by themselves, without wanting to modify them. The earth would have given him the necessary
flowers and fruits. In man’s heart and imagination there is always this romantic dream of a nature
perfectly adapted to and in perfect harmony with his desires, with his nostalgias. It is a beautiful
dream, but it is not reality.
Work, cooperation, exploitation
In fact, the universe remains a magnificent garden which demands to be cultivated by man3 in
order to give him all that he is trying to find. To cultivate implies work, not only a harvest. To
cultivate requires an efficacious, harmonious cooperation between man and the living nature that he is
cultivating. We need to invent, develop and discover an art so that the cooperation between nature
and man is carried out in the best way possible and with the greatest harmony and greatest respect.
To cultivate does not mean to exploit. To exploit means to seek the greatest output possible without
respecting the deep nature of what we are using while working. In exploiting nature we seek only
1 “Cursed is the ground because of you; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life; thorns and thistles it
shall bring forth to you, and you shall eat the plants of the field. In the sweat of your face you shall eat bread
till you return to the ground, for out of it your were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall return” (Gen
2:17-19).
2 Particularly the encyclical letter Laborem exercens.
3 “The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it” (Gen 2:15).
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what is immediately efficacious without worrying what could be used afterwards. Because of this
exploitation – having extracted everything that could be used out of the reality at hand, that which
remains after this violent work no longer has any value, no longer has the capacity to be used: it is
waste, something to reject, something which no longer has any capacity! It can no longer be
transformed. Strictly speaking, it is no longer matter: “that which can be transformed by man.” We
can clearly see here the important distinction that must be made between an honest human work and
exploitation.
In the first case, there is a respect for the matter which we are working upon. We respect its own
proper nature, and there is a true cooperation between the person working and the matter – what it is
in itself, what it can give without being violated or even destroyed. All exploitation, on the other
hand, implies a violence which destroys (certainly, with a view to a greater immediate output) and
which often uses everything the matter can immediately furnish, with no thought for tomorrow:
“After me the flood.” This is what we see very often. Immediate efficacy is the only measure that
limits and directs this type of work. There is no longer any other end than this: an ever-more efficient
efficacy.
Out of these two ways of working, why does one remain human while the other does not?
Precisely because efficacy for the sake of efficacy is not human: it no longer respects man’s end. By
no longer respecting the nature of the matter being worked upon, this attitude of efficacy breaks the
cooperation between man as a worker and the physical universe. Is this not what we constantly see
today? We confuse human work – man’s cooperation with the nature upon which he works – and the
tyrannical exploitation of the physical universe. This is very serious. For work naturally imposes
itself upon man: the necessity to work is based on the Creator’s wisdom and upon man’s
responsibility, who is created in a universe that is not in perfect harmony with him. He can desire
either to ennoble it or, on the contrary, to possess it totally and as quickly as possible.
Are we not, then, in the presence of a major corruption of work? Work, in deed, seems to be
necessary for man, and work is good. It allows man to blossom, to be more himself – for himself and
for others. Work allows man to become stronger in the universe, to find his place as a man
cooperating with the matter before him. This matter could be in opposition to man, even to the point
of breaking or even destroying him; but, on the contrary, it renders him service, it increases his
influence and his harmonious presence in the universe. We should not say that this is impossible now
because of the fall: this existed at Nazareth, with Jesus, Joseph, and Mary. However, work, sought
out for its own sake, can also become a great seduction, that by which man believes he can acquire a
total autonomy, that by which he thinks he can become master of the world and, by this, man's master.
Is this not a false orientation, a terrible temptation? Man will then be taking an erroneous path, a path
of tyrannical domination, of exaltation, of hybrid, as the Greeks would say, a path of pride.
Work and moral intention
These two orientations in work are always possible. In fact, they come from the deep intention of
the life of “working man”: either he works to allow himself and his family to live humanly, or he
works to glorify himself. When this is the case, he is not working in order to maintain his human life
and that of his family and relatives; he is working for himself, to exalt himself. So, it is not his work
that is corrupt but rather the moral point of view, the deep intention of life, that animates and guides
his work. This intention either renders his work human or, on the contrary, monopolizes the work
making it a means of domination. This is obvious, and work appears as the privileged means either to
give of ourselves through sacrifice or to shut ourselves up in our own glory. All depends on the
intention of life: whether it is honest or proud! This intention can be so intense that it allows either a
full respect of the matter that we are working with, or a radical transformation of it, in the sense that
we see only a certain aspect, the aspect that we want to transform, with no consideration of the other
aspects. The matter’s other aspects exist only in function of the one aspect that we have chosen to
work on; we thus remain “sincere” to our initial choice.
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For example, we seek to discover in the material reality we intend to transform that which is
capable of being transformed in the most radical and quickest way possible. Therefore, right from the
beginning, we avoid considering all that could objectively be a natural obstacle to the artificial
transformation by our human work. Therefore, we seek an ever poorer matter, a matter always more
and more capable of being transformed, less and less qualitatively determined, and, therefore, more
and more malleable, thanks to an ever more efficient technique. This much more transformable
matter is therefore much more within the hands of the working man, and is already the result of his
intentions, of his practical knowledge, and of his work towards this transformation.
Work and the respect of matter
This can even lead to a transformation of the vision one can have about matter – that-which-is able
to be transformed in cooperation with this transformation. Matter remains an immanent causality and
will be, as it were, a call to discover more and more all the imaginable ideas which could enable an
ever more original and immediate production, as well as the tools capable of accomplishing these
transformations. More than ever the initial respect of nature-matter is disappearing. The age old
saying, “You can’t just do whatever you want with whatever you want,” tends to disappear, because
we tend to be able to make – partially – whatever we want with whatever we want. Nature-matter no
longer determines what might be bad; the worker's idea and tools are the only measure for the
efficacy of his work.
Do we not see here a radical transformation of work – we could even say: a substantial
transformation of human work? For we no longer look in the first place at man’s cooperation with
nature-matter, which is required before any intellectual or artistic knowledge. The artist’s intelligence
orders the activity of work and commands the voluntary application for the actual execution, in other
words, for the realization of a work; a finished work is either something useful – something necessary
for man’s life or something that makes his work easier (a more perfect tool, more adequate for the
work), or else something pleasant, beautiful to see, beautiful to contemplate. From this point of view,
[the activity of] work is then the means to realize an artistic [finished] work from the nature-matter
capable of being transformed. Therefore, it is not the [activity of] working that renders the [finished]
work beautiful (pleasant to see), but rather the matter and form: the idea which commands and orders
the work, rendering the work beautiful (elegant) or useful. Working, itself, is an efficient causality: it
brings about the transformation of matter, the passage from one determination to another ideal
determination. And it does this with a more or less perfect tool.
Therefore, [the activity of] work, in itself, is a movement, a becoming that occurs in a matter
exterior to the person working. It is a determined movement through an “artistic idea” and no longer
by nature itself. That is why the transformation of the proper nature of a being – its natural growth –
is not “work” properly speaking. Work always comes from an extrinsic efficient cause. Therefore,
work is sometimes violent when it is not according to the deep demands of nature, of that-which-is
moved. And then, the movement coming from the artist becomes an obstacle to the proper growth of
the reality being acted upon and can even stop it completely: it is then violent within itself. On the
contrary, if the movement coming from the exterior is in conformity with the end of the matter, the
movement helps its nature reach its end; it’s an ars coadjuvans naturam, according to Saint Thomas’
expression. And then, this art, brought about through work, is at the service of a reality that needs to
be helped in order to reach its own end4.
Work and art
Therefore, it is not work, in itself, which is at the service of another; it is art (which calls for work)
that can be at the service of another, and this art transforms work. We are then in the presence of
work of quality, ordered towards an artistic realization other than the activity of work itself. The
4

“… art partly completes what nature cannot bring to a finish, and partly imitates her ” (Aristotle, Physics, II,
8, 199 a 15-17).
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opposite case is exactly that of work ordered towards the destruction of the other. Work, considered
in itself, is therefore an imperfect being, in both cases. In fact, it is a being in becoming: it can have a
finality, a goal, but it can also be an obstacle to finality. In and of itself, it is neutral in relation to the
diverse human finalities. Naturally, it is in view of a necessary finality in order to live, but it can also
be at the service of violence – and then, work itself becomes violent as well and sometimes even
perverse. It is because of the idea, the fruit of our practical intelligence, that work can result in evil
actions and invent perverse tools in order to realize the idea5, but in itself, work is not perverse6.
Work and the human person
Why does work impose itself on man, and in what way does man need work for his personal
development – a work that is human, worthy of him and in conformity with his dignity?
Work imposes itself upon man as the means to transform the universe in order to make it livable,
capable of providing nourishment for all men. Every human being naturally has the right to nourish
himself and to live a family life, as husband and wife, raising a family according to the deepest desires
of the human heart. Work, in what it is, in its proper reality, is not what constitutes man in his
profound and essential nature. The human soul created immediately by God as the proper source of
human life in the little developing body is not a fruit of human work. In a certain way, it is out of the
reach of human work. Work can only modify the way that man lives, his way of developing his own
person and all his potentials. In fact, work can help man reach his end in a more or less rapid and
more or less perfect way. But this source of blossoming can also become for him an obstacle that
hinders him from being free by tying him to secondary realities that have become primary for him, to
the extent that they have completely absorbed him.
The growth of the person
Work situates itself in the order of the becoming of human life – the becoming of growth or of
regression. Work increases a person’s connections and gives them a special character, more or less
personal. A father can say to his son: “Through my work I have acquired for you this or that
situation”; this can be part of a family or political heritage! This is especially true in regards to the
work of cultivating the earth. It is the same for intellectual work, but in a more complicated way,
more difficult to specify: the good reputation of a father or grandfather as upright and intelligent in
his work, allows the son or grandson to be more immediately received as a doctor, lawyer, or
professor. This is clear for all types of freelance careers. Nothing can replace the personal, honest,
upright, intelligent and sometimes brilliant work needed to situate man in his environment, giving him
all his radiance, his true personality. When it concerns intellectual work, the two proper qualities to
accomplish a responsibility, an important function in the city are intelligence and uprightness. When
it concerns manual work, we will be more attentive to the drive, the strength, and the endurance
needed to be faithful to the promised task.
This really shows us that human work requires both a practical intelligence ennobled by a habitus
of art and a will that has developed a good sense of justice and of friendly relationships. Depending
upon the diversity of work to be accomplished, it is necessary to acquire the diverse habitus of art, as
well as a great skillfulness in order for the work be intelligent and upright. We understand by this
that work well done deeply integrates man with the universe so that he can create a milieu where he
will be able to blossom and rest.
Even if work is not an essential element to the structure of the human nature, it is, however,
5 We can work for our personal glory, but we can also work to get money.
6 It is certainly obvious that work can very quickly develop in a way which is no longer human and which can
then contribute to man’s destruction. But how can work, which in itself is good and capable of helping man,
deteriorate to the point that it destroys man who is its source? In order to understand fully it would be
necessary to look at another modality of work: intellectual work – both philosophical and scientific.
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essential for the blossoming of the person when the work is ordered to its end and when it is of a
quality that enables man to acquire a habitus of art. Then a flourishing of his life takes place, the life
of a man who can educate others and who radiates thanks to his own activity of seeking for truth and
seeking a friend. Thus, his friends also, near him, are able to blossom and order their lives more and
more towards their end; this brings about the bene vivere, which has unfortunately become so rare in
our world. Therefore, work, as such, is not that which structures the human person but rather that
which permits the human person to blossom.
If work is truly ordered to its end, the working man can, thanks to his work, reach his own
perfection by himself. He can also, thanks to his intellectual work ordered to the truth, reach his own
finality and have a certain spiritual fecundity. By itself, work does not touch the finality of the
human person: it remains in the order of the means, but it is a unique and “privileged means,”
permitting the human person, if the work is well ordered to the search for truth, truly to reach his end.
We find the necessity for work at all the levels of man’s vital activity. Work imposes itself upon
man precisely because of his dependence upon a vital becoming at the level of vegetative life. Man
grows and is born in a radical dependence upon his mother. He must grow; he depends upon a family
who itself depends upon an economic and political community. This first kind of becoming is of
great importance.
A child depends upon an education, an education that implies a maternal teaching, followed by the
classical teaching, which can be more or less directed towards the child’s true end. This classical
education implies the acquisition of the moral virtues and the first intellectual habitus. This kind of
“work” calls for educators, professors and masters who are more or less qualified in their moral
dignity, their artistic finesse, and their scientific or even philosophical intelligence; they can have a
strong influence upon the young people confided to them, trying to maintain in them a true taste for
work. In fact, anorexia, the sickness which is spreading today with such strength at the level of
biological growth, exists also at the level of intellectual and voluntary development. We no longer
want to eat – this first “work”; we no longer want to go to school – a second sort of work – because
we are fed up. No one was able to show these young people the purpose, the end, of work as
something that allows them to acquire a “quality,” be it health, intellectual autonomy, an art, or
temperance. When a child no longer wants to make the effort to nourish himself, he withdraws and
closes in upon himself. When he no longer wants to make the effort to learn how to read or to write,
he closes in upon himself and becomes more and more dependent. Before becoming an artist, do we
not need to work with matter? Do we not need to be an artist who knows his fragilities, his
weaknesses, but also his capacities and his potentialities? This can only happen if we show a child
what he can achieve by working, what he is capable of making when he applies himself to an
intelligent work. This happens when he can watch a master accomplish a beautiful or useful work, or
a work which awakens the disciple’s intelligence because it shows him the grandeur and the beauty of
the truth.
The acquisition of the habitus of art and the person
It is obvious that the acquisition of a habitus of art, weak as it may be, allows the human person to
blossom. It is a victory upon his universe, upon his living environment, upon himself. When a
human person has acquired these artistic qualities, instead of being dependent upon others and
remaining in this dependence, he has acquired the possibility of being autonomous, of being liberated
from these dependencies and of producing by himself all that is necessary for a blossoming of his
human life.
To say this more clearly, when man acquires a more perfect and noble habitus of art, his universe
expands; he begins to taste more profoundly the original charm of his universe. Not only the physical
and natural universe, but also the human and spiritual universe – a universe of culture, a universe of
beauty and of truth. The artist creates for himself a universe of beauty and harmony. When we have
the opportunity to enter into a painter's workshop, we discover a whole universe of man. It is not the
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universe of a man turned in upon himself, a little bourgeois; it is the universe of an artist, the universe
of someone who knows how to transfigure the diverse parts of the world he has seen, looked at and
contemplated. And so it is a transfigured universe which silently praises its Creator. Is not a work of
art a “granddaughter” of the Creator7, of His wisdom, of His magnanimity, of His astonishing divine
imagination? Here, we discover how the art of painting – when it is truly a source of renewal and a
culmination of the light of the universe, of its play upon harmony, forms, and colors – truly gives
man-artist a new penetration of the visible universe, a kind of participation in the gaze of the Creator.
The artist sees a bursting forth of light and a harmony of colors that other men ordinarily do not see –
do not have the time to see or contemplate.
The painter, therefore, has acquired within his human person a very original acuteness in his
way of seeing; he has acquired the capacity to deepen his sensible experience of vision, a capacity to
render it more human and more immediately symbolic. By his habitus of pictorial art, he has acquired
the possibility of discovering a new sense to certain harmonies of light and color, and of expressing,
through his work, this symbolic sense of light and the harmonies (or interruptions) of light and shapes.
He has a new “reading,” so to speak, of landscapes and human figure. This can allow for a new and
original knowledge of the world and human figures: faces of children or the elderly, faces in joy or in
suffering. This knowledge can unveil a new depth in the physical world, an underlying drama, a call
to liberation or exaltation, a fleeting glory – herald of eternal glory! Therefore, there is definitely
something new from the viewpoint of the search for truth, something that certainly remains limited to
our sensibility, but completely impregnated with imagination and spirituality, and even with a call
towards infinity. In this sense, pictorial art can exalt our sensibility, render it human and even glorify
it. It is clearly from the viewpoint of the manifestation of light that the art of painting brings to the
human person something new and acquired. It is similar to the glory of the prophet who sees and
proclaims what other men do not see, who announces in a human way what will happen!
Everything that is true of a painter, who is a visionary by way of his art, can be said of all the great
artists in the proper development of each of their arts. The musician, thanks to the development of his
art, can live in his own world: a world of rhythm, of harmonious sounds, of song. He carries in his
heart, in his entire being and life, his passional, imaginative, spiritual sensibilities; he is in an ecstatic
state, so to speak, a new universe of harmony and everlasting grandeur. He is completely captivated
in his sensible and corporeal being: he dances. He thereby escapes the sadness and despair of a world
so often sad! Man needs to proclaim, to shout, the deepest desires of his heart by singing, by dancing.
Playing different instruments, the depth of his heart vibrates in harmony with his idealized yet so true
universe. He becomes a child of the universe once again, completely sensitive to its life, its breath, its
tenderness, its strength, its brilliance and its profound silence! Through song, dance and music, he
can proclaim how much he quivers to the call of the universe, the ocean, the mountains, the desert.
And through his art he can communicate this call to the persons he loves and cherishes. Musical art
brings about a certain communion between men; it calls to battle by awakening their anger, their
revolt, but it awakens their religious sentiments also, which is magnificently expressed in certain
psalms:
Alleluia! Praise the LORD! Praise God in his sanctuary;
praise him in his mighty firmament!
Praise him for his mighty deeds;
praise him according to his exceeding greatness!
Praise him with trumpet sound;
praise him with lute and harp!
Praise him with timbrel and dance;
praise him with strings and pipe!
Praise him with sounding cymbals;
praise him with loud clashing cymbals!
7 “…when possible, your art follows nature as a pupil does his master, in effect, your art is like the grandchild
of our God” (Dante, Divine Comedy, Hell, XI, 102-105).
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Let everything that breathes praise the LORD!
Praise the LORD! Alleluia!8
Musical art – the art of song and dance – is the closest art to religious man; it is the most
primitive and elevated art, because it captivates the heart of man in both its most elevated and most
sensible aspects. The dimension of the human person of his cosmic individuality and sentiments of
communion with the universe and the Creator of the universe is then exalted and proclaimed, which
can lead to a kind of individual and passional ecstasy and equally to a kind of collective fantasy.
Our universe is both a natural cradle, the good earth, but also a terrible storm that can destroy
everything, that takes revenge because it is not acknowledged; it has been butchered by man, it has
been cruelly repressed by an omnipresent and tyrannical technology! Through his musical art, man
communicates his unconscious feelings for the universe, for the earth in its unflinching jealousy, for
the ocean in its hidden and untamed strength, yet often brutalized and violated by its own storms and
cyclones, its own “breath.”.. with the suffocating mildness of its silence. Through musical art, man
captures all these hidden, innocent, unconscious, repressed forces, falsely tamed by an increasingly
monstrous and overwhelming technology. The artist captures the cry of the child, of the earth, of the
ocean, of the clouds, of his agonizing breath... In this sense, he could be a prophet of the end times, an
eschatological prophet! In this way, he is very close to the art of poetry. But music is the art of the
voice, whereas poetry is the art of human words and silence.

Art: an escape?
But one might object: this world that the painter, the musician, or the poet creates for himself is it
not just an imaginary world? Is not art just an escape? The reality of our world being too hard and
divided by jealousy and ambition? The artist escapes from this world full of struggles, this world that
tastes of death and unyielding struggle. Instead of increasing our realism, does not art favor an ideal
and unreal world? And in so doing, it leads the artistic man to see nothing but his dream, which
becomes a sort of refuge; instead of strengthening him, it moves him away from what is real and
keeps him in a purely imaginative ideal.
It is obvious that this danger exists. But it is not the possibility of danger that must hide the reality
of our human life lived in all its dimensions. The world created by the artist is a world more real for
him, as an artist, than the world of little dramas or big dramas in which man so often lives and dwells!
In order to preserve his true personality – a personality capable of going beyond all the little dramas
of someone too turned in upon himself, does not man need to nourish what is spiritual within him?
The artist’s world is spiritual; it is beyond this purely materialistic world. It is not, therefore, purely
imaginative and unreal. It exists in the spiritual man-artist; it exists for the spiritual man, as a world
which allows him not to fall into despair. It exists as a world that will one day come to pass!
It is in this sense that art enlarges man’s horizons and transforms his individuality, which often
turns in upon itself and easily leads him to despair. In developing what is spiritual in man, art
reminds him that this spirituality is truer for man than the egoistic and limited materialism. Is there
not here a personal choice that needs to be made between these two dangers? The individual absorbs
the person in bringing him, so to speak, to what is real, but which is, in fact, simply the economy of
daily life. On the other hand, work and, above all, art ennoble the individual and give him a personal
élan! To chose this requires great strength, because we are often alone! But, through this, we remind
men – who are often so far from any spiritual or religious truth – that man is essentially a spiritual
being. If the spirit is rejected by the denial of the religious dimension and the artistic aspect in man,
man is reduced to a radically unsatisfied and repressed individual, capable only of endless demands.
He is condemned to a radical dissatisfaction for the rest of his life! Man cannot be a “super animal,”
an animal having reached its ultimate degree of evolution. This would kill what is greatest and
8 Ps 150.
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noblest in man. Art reminds him constantly of this spiritual dimension.
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