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Abstract 

The paper looks at the position of the artist in democratic society, beginning by suggesting 

that people become artists through acts, rather than as a result of character or education. 

Being an artist is not a condition or a status, but a role. As such, it involves the exercise of 

power – if only the power of speech – and so carries responsibilities. It is also inevitably po-

litical, in the broadest sense of that word. The paper considers some of the risks and respon-

sibilities involved in acting as an artist and focuses on three different ways in which artists 

can earn their living: in the commercial sector, through grants and public commissions and 

in socially-engaged practice. In each field, there are different ethical challenges, but it is ar-

gued that reflecting on and living with these (if not solving them) is important both to art 

and to democracy.  

 

 

‘If man does not exist, but makes himself, and if, in making himself, he makes the world 

around him and invents its use, how could he not be seized by fear in the face of such an en-

tire responsibility?’ 

Henri Troyat1 

 

ACCORDING TO ERNST GOMBRICH, ‘THERE REALLY IS NO SUCH THING AS ART. There are only 

artists’, whom he describes as ‘men and women […] who are favoured with the 

wonderful gift of balancing shapes and colours till they are ‘right’, and, rarer still, 

who possess the integrity of character which never rests content with half-solutions 

but is ready to forego all easy effects, all superficial success for the toil and agony of 

sincere work’ (Gombrich 2006:463). This definition, from one of art’s most influen-

tial popular champions, merits examination.  

The first part combines two widely held and indeed ancient ideas about artists: 

first, that they have a gift and, secondly, that the gift consists of exceptional techni-

cal ability. For Gombrich, artists can do some things better, much better, than most 

people. They have an innate talent for drawing, playing an instrument, telling a 

story or designing a building: training can develop that talent, but it must be there 

in the individual from the start. The roots of this concept of an artist lie in classical 

Greece. It recognises and values technique, which, for Aristotle, is distinct from eth-
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ics or wisdom: form and formal considerations – aesthetics – are separate from 

what is expressed (Shiner 2001). It was to this distinction that Leni Riefenstahl ap-

pealed after the defeat of Hitler when, in answering her critics, she described her 

role in filming the 1934 Nazi Party Congress merely as that of an observer (Clark 

1997:50). But is it really possible to separate the undoubtedly remarkable and inno-

vative aesthetic properties of Triumph of the Will from the ideology that it pre-

sents?2 The film depicts ‘Hitler and his entourage in a heroic, even mythological 

fashion’ (Petropoulos 2000:243) and its creator cannot so easily avoid the responsi-

bility for that depiction. 

In the second part of his definition, Gombrich seems to address this problem, 

when he speaks of integrity and sincerity, which he admits is not possessed by all 

artists. (Although he writes as if such honesty were specific to artists, other profes-

sions such as science, medicine or education would claim as much.) But look more 

closely, and it is clear that he is not really concerned with ethics: artwork must 

merely be true to itself. This integrity is self-reflexive. David Batchelor describes the 

position of many artists when he writes that ‘Artists have a responsibility to art, not 

to anything or anyone else’ (Edwards 1999: 297). But, if we accept Gombrich’s as-

sertion that art does not exist, the argument becomes truly circular: artists have a 

responsibility to themselves, not to anything or anyone else.  

This idea, which has been very powerful in Western thought about artists since 

the Enlightenment, is rooted in Romanticism and rearticulated in Modernism. The 

emergence of industrial society gave artists two things: a growing, educated audi-

ence with disposable income and new systems for production and distribution of 

art. Despite our sense of inhabiting a post-modern, post-industrial world (at least in 

the West), this process continues apace, and the Internet is, among other things, 

the latest development in the changing relationships between producers and con-

sumers of art. The ability to sell mass-produced work to thousands or even millions 

of people freed many artists from a dependency on patrons that had previously 

supported them. This new freedom – associated with the development of Kantian 

aesthetics – allowed artists to place themselves as the primary judges of artistic 

value and responsibility. Gombrich’s ‘toil and agony of sincere work’ reflects the 

Romantic image of the lonely artist, where the pain of delivery is the essential 

guarantor of the final work’s authenticity. It makes of artists Nietzschean supermen 

whose journey towards universal truth can be tested by its difficulty: so Vincent van 
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Gogh, unknown in his lifetime, becomes the archetype of the modern artist, whose 

work is elevated to ‘quasi-sacred status as a fetish object’ (Bennett et al. 2005:6). In 

the increasingly secular consumer societies of Western Europe, art is called upon to 

take the place of religion; artists become saints, critics a priesthood and galleries 

temples (Eagleton 2003:83). 

During the 20th century artists reacted differently to these changing expecta-

tions and the possibilities they offered. For some, they were a licence for personal 

freedom based on a special social status: thus Robert Graves thought that ‘To be a 

poet is a condition rather than a profession’ (Holgate & Wilson-Fletcher 1998:170). 

Others saw this liberty as the right, for example, ‘to extol every form of originality, 

however audacious, however violent’ (Goldwater & Treves 1976:435). Still others, 

such as the Russian Constructivists, reacted against this individualism and sought 

to create socially useful work (Shiner 2001). And today an artist can be a shaman, a 

celebrity and a huckster all at the same time, marketing objects whose financial 

value outweighs any measure of aesthetic or artistic value. These are just some of 

the ideas that shape how the word ‘artist’ is now understood. 

So who is an artist – an artisan with skill and taste, a romantic genius, a con-

structive member of society or a celebrity? How does a person become an artist? Do 

they cease to be one if, like Sibelius, they fall, however reluctantly, into silence? 

(Barnes 2001). These questions matter for many reasons: because artists test, chal-

lenge and reshape the cultural and ideological frameworks of their societies; be-

cause artists have a distinct and complex social standing, which can be translated 

into special fiscal or employment rights; because artists are sometimes allowed to 

say things that others cannot. They matter because, if art matters, the ethical 

framework within which it is produced, distributed and consumed matters also. 

Another way of answering these questions is to think less of what an artist is and 

more of what they do. Perhaps being an artist is not about a person’s nature or sta-

tus, but a way of acting in the world – some people do it very well and others less so, 

some people do it constantly and others only intermittently, if at all, but everyone 

can do it. In this concept, artists create themselves through the act of creating art. 

So what are the elements of acting as an artist? I suggest that there are three: hav-

ing something to say, having the ability to say it creatively and having a platform 

from which to say it.  
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It is important to understand the term ‘say’ very broadly. Everyone has the po-

tential to speak, in the sense of expressing themselves. It has never been easier for 

many people to speak publicly than it is today; the Internet has empowered millions 

by giving them access to a new means of publication and distribution and the 

extraordinary, though perhaps temporary, rise in weblogs, testifies to their desire 

to be heard. That is, of course, entirely separate from the value of what they, or 

anyone, has to say: the worth of their expression. The online democratisation of 

speech is one of the most important cultural, social and political phenomena of the 

late 20th century, and it will have huge and largely unforeseeable consequences in 

the 21st. For all its anarchy, and the challenge it presents to established cultural 

standards perceived by commentators such as Andrew Keen, the Internet may help 

safeguard individual liberties at a time of equally rapid growth in the knowledge of 

(and potential control over) people by states and private corporations.3 The emer-

gence of the information society has brought a titanic battle for control over the 

means of publication; it matters enormously how that struggle is resolved. 

The artist’s voice is a small, but disproportionately resonant, expression in the 

clamour of public contestation. It is a form of speech, but it is different and often 

more powerful than the everyday language that most people feel they control. It 

requires command of all the complex imaginative, creative and symbolic resources 

of art to share with others a feeling, perception or thought. What is being shared – 

what is said – may not be easy to understand or, crucially, to paraphrase or trans-

late into words. That, after all, is one reason why humans have language and art. 

But the externalisation of something personal and the wish to communicate are es-

sential to artistic action. The act of creating art is an act of publication, whatever 

the size of the intended public. This is true even in such an apparently abstract 

form as music, which is why concerts have sometimes provoked riots and revolu-

tions. As Lawrence Kramer argues, ‘One of the most remarkable features of classical 

music is the way it always seems to teeter on the edge of speech. We can never 

know just what it – almost – says, but we can harmonize our words with its sounds 

in ways worth hearing’ (Kramer 2007:5). 

Consequently, to act as an artist is also – inevitably – to act politically, since to 

speak in a public space is to engage the polis, the group that makes up and occupies 

that space. This will dismay those who believe that art, and artists, can stay outside 

such forums but, as George Orwell recognised, ‘The opinion that art should have 
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nothing to do with politics is itself a political attitude’ (Orwell 1968).4 Because to act 

as an artist – to speak creatively in a public space – is a political act, capable in cer-

tain conditions, of significant authority both in the sense of commanding respect 

and of rewriting the world, dominant powers have normally sought to control the 

right to artistic expression. In autocratic systems, the patronage of royal, aristo-

cratic or religious leaders rewards some artists and marginalises others in a fairly 

straightforward manner. A painter in fifteenth century Italy who was not willing to 

depict religious or noble subject matter was unlikely to get much work or, perhaps 

as importantly, much opportunity to develop and be recognised. But it doesn’t fol-

low that those artists who accepted commissions from powerful patrons did so un-

willingly. There is no evidence, for example, that Piero della Francesca had diffi-

culty depicting the destruction of non-Christians in his series The Legend of the 

True Cross, completed in 1466 in the church of San Francesco at Arezzo (Italy). But 

the scene of the torture of a Jew allegedly hiding the location of the cross is prob-

lematic by today’s standards, not least because of the contrast between that styl-

istic serenity and the subject matter, between the form and the content. Like Leni 

Riefenstahl, though with more excuse, Piero served the powers that shaped his re-

ality.5 Is it reasonable to ask an artist to do more, if butchers, bakers and candlestick 

makers do as much? Piero and Riefenstahl, like all humans, were incapable of see-

ing except through the ideological framework of their time and place.  

One of the most important things that artists can do, when they act, is to make 

people more conscious of that ideology and, perhaps, to question it. But mostly, and 

despite what is widely believed by artists and critics today, being neither braver nor 

more insightful than the rest of humanity, the speech of artists reflects and defines 

their time rather than questioning it. Nor is an artist’s speech intrinsically better or 

more worthy of attention, although in its own terms it may be created with excep-

tional skill, eloquence or originality. As auditors, as audiences, we must always be 

alive to the distinction between truth and eloquence, though art speaks as ever 

through its forms.  

Today, of course, most Europeans live in democratic societies where, in princi-

ple, power itself is limited, divided and distributed, so the artist is, or should be, one 

voice among many. The extent to which she or he is heard will, or should, depend 

on the quality of their speech. To that extent, the artist has no more rights or re-

sponsibilities than any other citizen in a democracy. The ethics of the artist are the 
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same as the ethics of the human: to consider the consequences of one’s action – 

one’s speech – beforehand and accept them afterwards.  

But in practice, away from the ideal, things are more complicated than that. 

First, because of the artist’s need to earn money to live and secondly because de-

mocracy is dynamic. Although often seen as a state or condition, it is better con-

ceived as a process and even the best democratic systems contain contradictions 

and inequalities. Consider first the ethical problems of earning a living as an artist. 

There are three main ways of doing this. First, by selling work, either directly to 

buyers, or through intermediaries such as publishers, galleries, media companies 

and so on; business sponsorship, other than purely altruistic initiatives, is also a 

form of earned income. Secondly, through the modern version of patronage, which 

means commissions and grants from state cultural bodies, local government, art 

institutions and foundations. Finally, an artist can live on income from other sour-

ces including employment (typically teaching), private means, the support of other 

family members and so on; (this kind of income, although it actually supports many 

artists working today, is not sufficiently recognised by policy-makers). The last 

source is not central to this discussion, despite its importance to the lives of many 

artists, since it does not necessarily involve any ethical issues that are specific to 

being an artist as opposed to being, for example, a teacher, a wife or a pensioner. 

But the others do bring the immediate and obvious tension between what the artist 

considers it right to say and what his or her customers or patrons wish to hear said. 

The difference between the two is that the first involves people buying on their own 

behalf while, in the second case, people are buying for others, in the hope of acquir-

ing some perceived social good.   

In the creative market, the artist risks losing their integrity in the scramble to 

provide what the customer wants, is perceived to want or, worst of all, can be made 

to want. The French writer Daniel Pennac decries what he calls ‘an industrial litera-

ture’ that is ‘happy to reproduce endlessly the same types of stories, to mass-

produce stereotypes, to retail sentiment and sensation, to exploit any opportunity 

offered by current events for fiction and that, surrendering to ‘market analyses’, 

unloads, according to circumstance, tailored ‘product’ on specific categories of 

readers. These are, without a doubt, bad novels. Why? Because they don’t spring 

from creativity but from the repetition of conventional forms, because they are an 

undertaking in simplification (which is to say in lying) while the novel is an art of 
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truth (which is to say of complexity), because in flattering our instincts they lull 

our curiosity, and finally – above all – because the author is absent together with 

the reality he claims to describe.’6 

In the past decade, the ‘creative industries’, have received much greater atten-

tion from commentators, planners, policy-makers and politicians, and understand-

ably so, given their social, economic and cultural importance and their rapid rate of 

growth. But, with economic liberalism – until very recently – such a dominant ide-

ology as to be sometimes mistaken for the apotheosis of human development, this 

enthusiasm has been largely uncritical. Pennac reminds us that there are more im-

portant things at stake than whether books are sold and money is made: there is art 

and there is rhetoric, there is truth and there are lies, there is honesty and there is 

deception. And there is self-deception. Unless artists, who are the wellspring of the 

creative industries, safeguard their integrity, there is not much to hope for here.  

Ethical questions are no less important for artists who avoid the market place 

but sell their work to public institutions, to state agencies, to local government and 

similar bodies. Here, the risks are multiplied and increasingly complex, as the chain 

between those who buy and those who receive what is bought stretches further and 

further. It is fairly straightforward for an art institution to commission work for its 

audience, with whom it has at least some consistent relationship. But when it comes 

to providing funds for a public event or commission, things become more difficult, 

while community art projects, which are increasingly freighted by their donors with 

ambitious, often naïve and sometimes inappropriate social objectives, bring a host 

of ethical challenges and responsibilities in their wake. The most obvious risk here 

is that today’s artists, like Piero della Francesca before them, find themselves arti-

culating the standards and values of the politicians, policy-makers and managers 

who commission their work. Equally governed by the ideological frameworks of 

their age, will they produce work – in good faith, perhaps – that merely supports 

the existing structures of power?  

These are the everyday ethical challenges faced by artists working in post-

modern, democratic, liberal consumer societies, where commerce and the state are 

the principal sources of finance for artistic activity. But there is a further complica-

tion, already touched upon: the imperfect nature of democracy. In practice, people’s 

ability to exercise their rights – above all to make their voices heard – is far from 

equal in every country, irrespective of the strengths and weaknesses of its particu-



The Triumph of whose will? Power, responsibility and the artist 8 | 11 

February 8, 2009 

lar democratic philosophy and arrangements. Albert Camus spoke ‘in the name of a 

society that does not impose silence, whether through economic oppression or 

through police oppression’ (Camus 1965:382).7 Social status, prosperity, education, 

race, sex and sexuality, health – these and many other factors, not all envisaged by 

Camus, have been used in different times and different places to restrict people’s 

ability to speak and to be heard. Whole social groups, unpopular with others, may 

be marginalised and silenced: women, people with disabilities, young people, peo-

ple from minority ethnic groups, gays and others in various avowedly democratic 

societies have had their right to public utterance curtailed. And among these 

groups, of course, have been many artists, whose creative voices have been silenced 

by the critics of the dominant majority.  

Consequently, in the period following the Second World War, as democratic wel-

fare states were being established in most of Western Europe, a number of artists 

began consciously to try to address this democratic and cultural deficit. A range of 

approaches has been used, reflecting different ideological positions. At one end of 

the spectrum, policy in countries such as France has prioritised the induction of 

marginalised groups into an existing cultural offer, principally through educational 

means or what is termed ‘médiation culturelle’. At the other, and usually with much 

less support from the state or public institutions, artists have worked with margin-

alised people to enable them to create their own artistic and cultural expressions, 

sometimes directly challenging the hegemonic values of state subsidised and com-

mercial culture (Frye Burnham & Durland 1998) And much of artists’ work with 

people finds a space somewhere between these poles, seeking to engage with oth-

ers to enable them to act in the role of artists, principally by helping them acquire 

the means and confidence to express themselves creatively and – though this is 

much less common – by ensuring they have a platform from which to say it.  

The ethical issues that come with this kind of work are arguably the most com-

plex and intractable of all those associated with the act of being an artist. Some of 

them are fundamental paradoxes. For example, as Terry Eagleton argues, in resist-

ing power, culture ‘is itself a compelling form of it’ (Eagleton 2003:100-101). Con-

sequently, for him, it is important not to assume ‘that art is always and everywhere 

positive’ and to be ‘mindful […] of the abuse and exploitation which so often lie at 

its roots’ (Eagleton 2003:101). Recognising this does not invalidate art, any more 

than recognising the misuse of education invalidates learning, but it does demand 
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that artists be more tentative, self-critical and conscious of the form and conse-

quences of their acts. Speaking in the public space is one thing; encouraging others, 

particularly those who are already in situations of vulnerability or precarity, to do so 

is quite another. It transfers the risk to people who may be far less well protected 

from it than the artist. 

Despite the best intentions of artists working with community groups, there will 

always be inequalities of knowledge and power in cultural life that need to be ac-

knowledged and understood, along with inequalities in other areas of society. The 

work itself may test the artist’s competencies – good art practice often does – but to 

what extent is it acceptable to invite people to take part in an experiment? There 

are huge difficulties in finding a common language and in establishing shared ex-

pectations between the artists, the people they are working with, the funding body 

and other stakeholders. One artist, in seeking to communicate honestly with par-

ticipants and to make clear to them her own uncertainties about the process, found 

that this attempt at honesty was interpreted as lack of credibility (Bourne 2007:4).  

In recent years, such questions have received more attention from artists and 

from theorists and new terms have emerged to conceptualise aspects of this prac-

tice, such as ‘new genre public art’, ‘relational aesthetics’ and ‘dialogical practice’ 

(Lacy 1995, Bourriaud 2002, Kester, 2005). Work at here at Gray’s, notably the 

‘Working in Public’ project, is also making a valuable contribution.8 The sophistica-

tion of some of this thinking is clear, but the extent to which it has begun to perme-

ate the everyday practice of artists who work with people, or to inform their often 

acute and pragmatic ethical challenges, is less so. Nor is there much evidence of the 

thinking of artists being informed by ethical developments in other disciplines, 

such as community development, education or social work. It is often said, and 

rightly, that the artist is not a social worker. But that should not mean that those 

who choose to work with vulnerable people are entitled to remain ignorant of ethi-

cal issues in that field.  

To act as an artist – to use creativity to speak in public – is difficult. It carries 

profound ethical and philosophical challenges precisely because it is so central to 

being a full human being. But that is also why it is so important. In a democratic 

society, where rights, obligations, values, beliefs and meanings are in continuous 

competition and negotiation between individuals and groups, the artist’s act is 

fundamental to that process, and never more so than when it reaches out from the 
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individual to the social act. Its importance is inseparable from its difficulty. But, in 

the words of the poet Geoffrey Hill: ‘that which is difficult / preserves democracy: 

you pay respect / to the intelligence of the citizen’.9 
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Notes 

1  ‘Si l’homme n’est pas, mais se fait, et si, en se faisant, il fait le monde qui l’entoure et invente la maniè-

re de s’en servir, comment ne serait-il pas saisi de crainte devant une si entière responsabilité?’ Troyat, 

H. 1951, La Tête sur les épaules, Paris. p. 131. 

2  Yet film enthusiasts do make such distinctions, as this comment on Triumph of the Will from the 

Internet Movie Data Base illustrates: ‘Utterly brilliant film that was unfortunately very difficult to 

find […] until a dvd release recently. Just look at the long shots. Absolutely no cameras visible. Truly 

meticulous work. Astounding score.’ (Accessed 18 August 2007 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0025913/usercomments. Similar problems are presented by D. W. Grif-

fiths’ 1913 film, Birth of a Nation, which lavished huge developments in cinematic technique on the 

racist ideology of the Ku Klux Klan. 

3  The democratisation of publishing is one of the most important cultural, social and political phenom-

ena of the late 20th century, and it will have huge and largely unforeseeable consequences in the 21st. 

For all its anarchy, and the challenge it presents to established cultural standards perceived by 

commentators such as Andrew Keen, the Internet may help safeguard individual liberties at a time of 

equally rapid growth in the state’s knowledge of (and potential control over) its citizens (Keen, A. 

(2005), ‘Web 2.0. The second generation of the Internet has arrived. It's worse than you think’ The 

Weekly Standard, 15 February 2005 

http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/Articles/000/000/006/714fjczq.asp (accessed 4 July 

2007). In the information society, there is a titanic battle for control over the means of publication; it 

matters enormously how that struggle is resolved. 

4  ‘Why I Write’, Gangrel No. 4, 1946, reproduced in The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of 

George Orwell, London 1968. 

5  One commentator has described the whole sequence as ‘a paean to Christian triumphalism, showing 

non-believers of all sorts being humiliated and sometimes massacred by the power of the cross’ 

(‘Piero della Francesca and his age’ George Simmers, Letters to the Editor, Times Literary Supple-

ment, 29 June 2007).  

6  ‘Disons qu’il existe ce que j’appellerai une « littérature industrielle » qui se contente de reproduire à 

l’infini les mêmes types de récits, débite du stéréotype à la chaîne, fait commerce de bons sentiments 

et de sensations fortes, saute sur tous les prétextes offerts par l’actualité pour pondre une fiction de 

circonstance, se livre a des « études de marché » pour fourguer, selon la « conjoncture », tel type de 

« produit » censé enflammer telle catégorie de lecteurs. Voilà, à coup sûr, de mauvais romans. Pour-

quoi ? Parce qu’ils ne relèvent pas de la création mais de la reproduction de « formes » préétablies, 

parce qu’ils sont une entreprise de simplification (c’est-à-dire de mensonge), quand le roman est art 

de vérité (c’est-à-dire de complexité), parce qu’à flatter nos automatismes ils endorment notre curio-

sité, enfin et surtout parce que l’auteur ne s’y trouve pas, ni la réalité qu’il prétend nous décrire.’ 

Pennac, D. 1992, Comme un roman, Paris, p. 180-181 (my translation). 

7  ‘Je parle au nom d’une société qui n’impose pas le silence, que ce soit par l’oppression économique ou 

l’oppression policière’ Camus, A. (1965) Essais, Paris, p. 382. 

8  http://www.workinginpublicseminars.org/ 8 February 2009 

9  ‘On Reading Crowds and Power’, 3. Hill, G. 2007 A Treatise on Civil Power, London 


