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Ethics 

‘There is no arts practice that avoids all forms of co-option, compromise or complicity’  

Grant Kester, 2011.53 

Participatory art throws up constant questions about the ethics of engaging others in the creation 
of artistic work: particularly in the context of working with more vulnerable or marginalised 
groups.  Statutory guidelines exist, of course, that provide us with guidance around duty of care, 
equality, diversity and health and safety but where ethics and creativity are concerned the territory 
is inevitably more nuanced. 

Levinas54, one of the philosophers most often referenced in the wider debate around art and 
ethics, centres his thinking around the question of ‘responsibility’, or responsiveness, to ‘the 
Other’: in the particular context of face-to-face encounters.  While not offering a system or 
suggesting generalised rules or guidelines, he proposes that ethical behaviour emerges from, ‘the 
direct experience of 'lived' time and place, and our affective and meaningful relations with 
concrete others’55. It is in recognising our responsibility for others, he continues, we can truly 
become ourselves. 

Ethics in Practice 
In trying to make sense of this complex and contradictory landscape, Rifkin’s guide to the ‘Ethics 
of Participatory Theatre’ expands on the difficulties of finding convergence and agreement 
amongst those working in the field.  In attempting to create some kind of structure, she proposes 
starting from what she identifies as the Radical Ethical Framework (Rifkin 2010, p15) of key 
practitioners such as Boal.  At the same time she notes the implicit rather than explicit nature of 
many of the principles within Boal’s work, highlighting his unwillingness to accept the existence - 
supporting Levinas - of ‘an absolute set of moral values’.  Speaking of his own practice in Theatre 
of the Oppressed, Boal proposes that theory does not exist in a vacuum but can only arise ‘out of 
constant practice56.  

Rifkin finds the International Federation of Arts Councils and Cultural Agencies’s (IFACCA’s) 
report on Ethics in Cultural Policy a useful yardstick on Values:  ‘three ethical lenses through 
which cultural policy can be evaluated: virtue, responsibility and benefit.  Underpinning these is 
the notion of Fair Culture, rooted in human rights principles.’57  However she is not clear how 
these lenses might be used in practice and qualifies them with a further voice of dissent in the 
form of Rustom Bharucha’s interview for Performance Paradigm’s fascinating ‘The End of 
Ethics?’58 issue. Talking of his work in South Africa with people suffering from HIV/Aids, 
Bharucha introduces the idea of the ‘ethics of betrayal’: or rejection of what he calls the ‘”civic” 
limits of theatre’.  Although he acknowledges the notion of ‘betrayal’ might seem perverse when 
speaking about participatory art, he feels it is essential that work guards against a tendency to 
‘succumb to bourgeois morality’ and ‘feel-‐good liberal … sentiments’ or ’political correctness’.  
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In setting out Barnes’ series of ethical principles that have informed her work with young refugees 
at Oval House59; Rifkin offers another possible starting point.  Noting, however, that even this 
seemingly self-evident list, ‘choice, equality, respect, safety and competence’ could be seen as 
contentious. Especially where the notion of ‘choice’ might be said to be compromised by power 
relations, ‘respect’ open to the accusation of excluding challenge and ‘safety’ of negating creative 
risk. 

General precepts? 
Kester and Bishop’s debate (see Dialogical/Aesthetic) is equally concerned with tensions between 
the ‘ethical’ and the ‘aesthetic’. Although suggesting there is no arts practice, ‘that avoids all forms 
of co-option, compromise or complicity’ Kester proposes socially engaged art must have a place 
for ethical criteria such as, ‘respect for difference, the cultivation of the full range of human 
capacities, equal opportunity for participation in decision making’ as part of its evaluation process. 
Bishop, on the other hand, fears, rather like Boal, that a focus on the ethical might mean the 
‘emphasis is continually shifted away from the disruptive specificity of a given practice and onto a 
generalised set of ethical precepts60’.  This, she feels, leaves the work open to fall into the realm of 
‘useful, ameliorative and ultimately modest gestures, rather than the creation of singular acts that 
leave behind them a troubling wake.’  Using Jeremy Deller’s ‘The Battle of Orgreave’ as an 
example, she suggests it is often in the artistic choices that the ethics of participation come into 
play.  Part of the aesthetic quality of the work involving a need to make final judgments in what 
Bishop calls, ‘the grey artistic work of participatory art’ - rather than in the ‘ethical black- and- 
white’ of ‘good’ or ‘bad’ collaboration.’ 61 (Bishop 2012, p 32) 

Mutual Respect? 
The tensions around the ethical nature of the participatory ‘process’ and the ‘quality’ of the final 
‘product’, and within that its ‘social impact’, remain a constant in participatory practice.  
Helguera’s (2011, p12) proposal that undertaking a ‘critically self-reflexive dialogue with an 
engaged community’62 needs to be at the root of effective practice, provides a useful starting point 
for both artists and those commissioning participatory programmes.  Or, what Suzanne Lacy, in 
speaking with Kester about the Oakland Projects’63 (with young people and the police) proposes 
as the need for the participatory artist to engage in ‘ethical sites of enquiry’.  These being:  ‘the 
analysis (or understanding the context in which the work is happening), the process and 
relationships, the commitments or intentions of the group and the representations and the results.’  

Building the kind of mutual relationship that allows ethical practice to arise from on-going 
exchanges of ideas and beliefs between artist and participants, such as those suggested by Lacy and 
Helguera, takes time.  But what it needs firstly is a willingness to recognise and engage with ethical 
issues as part of a reflective practice.  As Rifkin points out, Bharucha’s caveats reminds us of the 
dangers of assuming an implicit ethical worth in the work: 

‘We are all implicated in the very crimes that we condemn, either through complicities of
 silence, indifference or apathy.  For performance to be truly radical, it can no longer aff
ord to fall back on the earlier assumptions of an artist’s innate, if iconoclastic, goodness.’  
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