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Abstract

Marcel Duchamp’s readymades are considered one of the most significant turning points in modern art, as they
introduce a fundamental question concerning the nature of the artwork by transferring every day and industrial
objects from their functional context into the space of art. In these works, objects that previously belonged to a net-
work of instrumental functions are presented as artworks without any noticeable artisanal transformation. This
situation raises a philosophical problem: where does the boundary lie between a thing, a tool, and a work of art,
and how can the transformation of a tool into an artwork be understood? This question gains further significance
when considered in light of Martin Heidegger’s reflections on the concepts of thing, tool, and artwork. In works
such as Being and Time and The Origin of the Work of Art, Heidegger develops an ontological analysis of these
categories and explores the conditions under which artworks reveal truth. The aim of this research is to clarify
the relationship between Marcel Duchamp’s readymades and Heidegger’s philosophy of art, and to examine the
possibility of understanding the transition from tool to artwork within the framework of Heideggerian concepts.
Accordingly, the central question of the study is formulated as follows: how can Duchamp’s readymades be inter-
preted through Heidegger’s philosophy of art, and what meaning does the transformation of a tool into an artwork
acquire within this framework? The present research is based on a hermeneutic phenomenological approach. It
is conducted through a conceptual analysis of Heidegger’s philosophical texts alongside an interpretive reading of
Duchamp’s works and statements. The data for this study have been collected through library research and schol-
arly sources. The findings of the study indicate that Duchamp, by suspending the instrumental function of objects
and removing them from their network of utility, creates a condition in which the object transcends its status as a
mere tool and enters the horizon of the artwork. In this suspended state, the object is no longer encountered pri-
marily as something to be used, but rather as something that appears and invites reflection. From this perspective,
Duchamp’s readymades provide a new way of understanding the relationship between tool, truth, and artwork in
light of Heidegger’s philosophy of art.
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1. Introduction

Marcel Duchamp’s readymades represent one of
the most radical transformations in the modern
understanding of the artwork. By selecting ordi-
nary manufactured objects and relocating them
into the context of art without visible craftsman-
ship or aesthetic modification, Duchamp reo-
pened a fundamental philosophical question:
what counts as an artwork, and how can it be
distinguished from a mere object or a practical
tool? Objects chosen by Duchamp originally be-
longed to everyday networks of use and utility.
Through the act of selection and displacement,
however, they are removed from their ordinary
context. As a result, they no longer function as
tools, yet they cannot simply be reduced to inert
objects. Instead, they occupy an ambiguous po-
sition between thing, tool, and artwork.

This transformation shifts attention from artis-
tic production toward the conceptual conditions
that allow something to appear as art. Rather
than emphasizing technical skill or aesthetic
beauty, Duchamp foregrounds the act of choice
and the role of context in determining artistic
meaning. The readymade therefore challenges
traditional aesthetic assumptions that define art
in terms of originality, craftsmanship, or expres-
sive genius. At roughly the same historical mo-
ment, Martin Heidegger was engaged in a philo-
sophical inquiry into the nature of things, tools,
and artworks. In works such as Being and Time,
What Is a Thing? and The Origin of the Work of
Art, Heidegger develops a conceptual distinction
between three ontological domains: the mere
thing, the tool, and the artwork. Tools derive
their meaning from networks of practical use,
while artworks open a different dimension in
which truth emerges or becomes unconcealed.
Although Duchamp and Heidegger were con-
temporaries who profoundly influenced twen-
tieth-century thought, Heidegger never direct-
ly addressed Duchamp’s work. Nevertheless,
Duchamp’s readymades invite interpretation
through Heidegger’s phenomenological analysis
of equipment and art. The suspension of instru-
mental function in these objects raises a phil-
osophical question: how can an ordinary tool,
once removed from its functional context, ap-
pear as an artwork? This study therefore seeks
to clarify the relationship between Duchamp’s
readymades and Heidegger’s philosophy of art.
It asks how objects that have lost their practical
function can be interpreted within Heidegger’s
distinction between thing, tool, and artwork, and

whether the suspension of utility in the ready-
made can be related to Heidegger’s concept of
truth as aletheia, the unconcealment that occurs
in the work of art.

2. Literature Review

Several philosophical and art-historical stud-
ies have addressed the relationship between
Heidegger’s thought and modern or avant-gar-
de art. Joseph Parry (2011) examines the rel-
evance of phenomenology for contemporary
art, providing a framework that helps situate
Duchamp’s challenge to traditional aesthetics.
Steve Levine (2011) explores the ontological
status of Duchamp’s readymades, arguing that
their removal from practical use resonates with
Heidegger’s analysis of tools and equipmen-
tality. Dalia Judovitz (2011) directly compares
Duchamp’s readymades with Heidegger’s ques-
tion of being, suggesting that the readymade
destabilizes conventional distinctions between
objecthood and artistic creation. Michael Kelly
(2007) investigates whether avant-garde works
such as Duchamp’s can be understood with-
in Heidegger’s conception of the artwork. Paul
Crowther (2007) and Thierry de Duve (1996)
likewise explore the philosophical implications
of Duchamp’s challenge to aesthetic tradition.
Persian scholarship has also addressed related
themes, particularly the concept of instrumen-
tality in Heidegger’s philosophy and its rele-
vance for modern art. However, few studies pro-
vide a systematic interpretation of Duchamp’s
readymades through Heidegger’s triadic distinc-
tion between thing, tool, and artwork. This re-
search attempts to address that gap by bringing
Duchamp’s artistic practice into dialogue with
Heidegger’s ontology of art.

3. Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative interpretive ap-
proach based on hermeneutic phenomenology.
The research relies on textual analysis of Heide-
gger’s philosophical writings on art alongside
Duchamp’s artworks, statements, and relevant
interpretive literature. Sources were collected
through documentary and library research, in-
cluding books, scholarly articles, and academic
studies in both Persian and international schol-
arship. The analysis follows the logic of the her-
meneutic circle: Heidegger’s concepts are inter-
preted in relation to Duchamp’s artistic practice,
while Duchamp’s works are reconsidered
through Heidegger’s ontological framework. In
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this interpretive process, differences between
the two thinkers are temporarily bracketed in or-
der to explore possible conceptual intersections.
This approach allows the study to examine how
Duchamp’s suspension of instrumental function
can be understood within Heidegger’s phenom-
enological account of tools and artworks.

4. Findings

The analysis shows that Heidegger’s phenom-
enology of tools provides a productive frame-
work for interpreting Duchamp’s readymades.
In Being and Time, Heidegger explains that tools
normally remain inconspicuous in everyday use.
Their material presence recedes as they function
smoothly within practical activity. Only when a
tool breaks down or ceases to function does it
become noticeable and available for reflection.
Duchamp’s readymades enact precisely such a
transformation. By removing ordinary objects
from their practical contexts and placing them
within the space of art, Duchamp suspends their
instrumental function. The object therefore ap-
pears in a new way: it is no longer primarily
something to be used but something to be seen
and interpreted. In this sense, the readymade
reveals the ontological structure Heidegger de-
scribes, in which the tool becomes visible when
its functionality is interrupted.

Furthermore, the readymade occupies a liminal
position between thing and artwork. Heidegger
describes tools as entities that share character-
istics with both mere things and works of art.
Duchamp’s selected objects—such as the famous
Fountain (1917)—retain traces of their former
practical function while simultaneously enter-
ing the conceptual space of art. This ambiguity
situates them within a borderline condition that
destabilizes traditional categories. From a Hei-
deggerian perspective, the significance of this
transformation lies in the possibility of disclo-
sure. Heidegger argues that the artwork is not
simply an aesthetic object but a site where truth
occurs as aletheia, the unconcealment of beings.
When the functional context of an object is sus-
pended, the object may reveal aspects of itself
that were previously concealed within everyday
utility.

An analogy can also be drawn with Heidegger’s
reflections on poetic language. Poetry trans-
forms ordinary language by removing words
from habitual use and allowing them to appear
in new meanings. Similarly, Duchamp’s ready-
mades transform ordinary objects by suspend-
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ing their utilitarian purpose. The familiar object
is thus revealed in an unfamiliar way, opening a
space for reflection. These observations suggest
that Duchamp’s gesture should not be under-
stood merely as anti-art. Rather than negating
art, the readymade challenges the dominance
of traditional aesthetics and redirects attention
toward the ontological conditions under which
objects can appear as artworks.

5. Conclusion

This study has explored Duchamp’s ready-
mades through the framework of Heidegger’s
philosophy of art. The analysis suggests that
readymades can be interpreted as objects that
move from the domain of practical tools toward
the horizon of artistic disclosure. Although
Duchamp’s works do not fully correspond to
Heidegger’s model of the artwork, they reveal a
similar transformation in which the suspension
of utility allows an object to appear in a new
ontological light. The readymade therefore oc-
cupies a boundary position between thing, tool,
and artwork. Despite significant differences be-
tween Duchamp’s avant-garde practice and Hei-
degger’s philosophical project, both challenge
the reduction of art to aesthetic representa-
tion or technical production. Duchamp does so
through a conceptual artistic gesture, while Hei-
degger provides the philosophical framework
for understanding how such transformations
can reveal truth. In this sense, the readymade
demonstrates how an ordinary object, once re-
moved from the network of everyday use, can
disclose new meanings and appear as art.
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