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Abstract 

As a rule, artists aren’t fond of rules. Art is often about transgression, pushing boundaries. 

Ethics tends to be about imposing boundaries, providing norms and pushing people to live 

up to them. When a global pandemic hits norms are imposed to control it. What’s an artist 

to do? 

In the age of COVID-19 when information, disinformation, media and disease travel faster 

and more frequently than ever, artists have unique powers—and hence unique 

responsibilities—to shape public thought and public behavior. Actors, filmmakers, and 

musicians can find themselves in an impossible position of both questioning norms and 

obliging us to them. The psychological pressures of social distancing, isolation, lost jobs 

and illness make the succor we derive from art all the more important. But those same 

pressures can undercut the conditions that make art possible in the first place. The result is 

an art scene that is mired in contradiction, and even potentially dangerous.   

This short paper will explore the difficult moral issues artists and their patrons encounter 

when producing and consuming art in the age of COVID-19. I will use some examples 

from the ethics of art and art from pandemics past to frame the discussion, as well as 

contemporary case studies that include comments and activity from artists struggling with 

their work in the current social environment. The goal is not to judge artists, so much as it 

is to draw attention to and reflect on moral problems that artists face in light of the 

pandemic. 
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