Why is knowledge of the Arts still necessary in this age of technology?


Cell phones beep their preprogrammed ditties; traffic ebbs and flows to the syncopation of the lights; computer prompts blink with emotionless expectancy. Ours is an era of technology, which has irreversibly woven itself into the fabric of our lives. Convenience, efficiency, ease of use, functionality – these words have become ends in themselves. Technology may embody all these, but it does not make us better people; in fact, it does quite the reverse. Knowledge of the Arts, largely discarded amidst the inexorable march of progress, is more vital than ever now; it keeps us human, it answers the eternal questions that technology is incapable of, at the same time provoking thought about them, and it rounds out our lives, giving them meaning.


Though we are far removed from the dystopic world presented in ‘The Matrix’, the subtle dehumanisation of today’s world is undeniable. Once upon a time, the simple sincerity of sending a handmade greeting card was a seasonal ritual; now this practice has given way to canned e-cards. Conversations were carried out face to face, now they are done cell phone to cell phone, or computer to computer. Convenience and ease brought about by technology has also desensitised us to the suffering of others; they beg for small change on the streets while we chat online with broadband Internet access. While technology is not malevolent in itself, it does affect the user thus. The Arts do likewise – they remind us of what it is to be human amidst this society of mass-production and conformity. Artists such as Andy Warhol touched on this subject; his silk-screen paintings of commercial icons like Coca-cola bottles and Campbell’s soup cans rendered multiple times within a grid, show us the facelessness and depersonalisation of today’s world. We need the Arts to keep us human.


Man, described as God’s highest creation, is the only living being gifted with the ability to question and reflect. The perennial human question is ‘why?’; the Arts seek to provide answers to this difficult word. Technology is merely capable of answering ‘what’ and ‘how’ – you can get Deep Blue to defeat a chess grandmaster, but you cannot get it to question its own existence. ‘Waiting for Godot’, an absurdist play by Samuel Beckett, explored eternal themes of life – its lack of meaning and underlying uncertainty, the seeming apathy of God, routine and repetition, and our futile attempts to impose order on chaos. It also posed questions of its own about the futility of language as a means of communication, and the role and partiality of chance inherent in everything. These questions cannot be ignored or put off forever. We need knowledge of the Arts to question and answer.


As humans, we constantly seek meaning in our lives – the purpose of our existence and the justification of it. We derive meaning in life through joy and fulfillment; these are the oases that keep us going in this desert of suffering. The Arts provide us with both. Michael Cunningham’s novel ‘The Hours’ shows how we live for each other, how human companionship sustains us amidst our times of distress, and how time sweeps away sorrow. It also provides fresh perspectives on life and literature, challenging us to appreciate each of them to the fullest. Technology simply falls flat when it comes to providing meaning; each new model of PDA or handphone will not fill the part of every person that seeks lasting fulfillment; it will remain a void. We need knowledge of the Arts to show us why life is worth living.


Our world may have been shaped by technology, but that does not mean that we should be. Humans will always be human; we will always need to reflect, question, reaffirm the value of life. Art, therefore, needs to be by our side at all times to aid us in this quest, especially in this age of thumb-device and binary code. Technology will make our lives more convenient, but it will not make us great. Art will.
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