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Welcome to Letters on Liberty from the Academy  
of Ideas. Letters On Liberty is a modest attempt  
to reinvigorate the public sphere and argue for  

a freer society. 
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Since its foundation in 2000, the Academy of Ideas 
has hosted thousands of public debates, festivals, 

forums and salons where people from all walks of life 
come together to debate often-controversial topics 

and to challenge contemporary knee-jerk orthodoxies. 
We always hold on to one defining principle:  

free speech allowed. 
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What are Letters on Liberty? 
 
It’s not always easy to defend freedom. Public life may 
have been locked down recently, but it has been in 
bad health for some time.  
 
Open debate has been suffocated by today’s 
censorious climate and there is little cultural support 
for freedom as a foundational value. What we need is 
rowdy, good-natured disagreement and people 
prepared to experiment with what freedom might 
mean today.  
 
We stand on the shoulders of giants, but we shouldn’t 
be complacent. We can’t simply rely on the thinkers of 
the past to work out what liberty means today, and 
how to argue for it.  
 
Drawing on the tradition of radical pamphlets from 
the seventeenth century onwards - designed to be 
argued over in the pub as much as parliament - Letters 
on Liberty promises to make you think twice. Each 
Letter stakes a claim for how to forge a freer society in 
the here and now. 
 
We hope that, armed with these Letters, you take on 
the challenge of fighting for liberty. 
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ART AGAINST ORTHODOXY  

A national art gallery cancels a retrospective of a long-
dead artist’s work because it fears the paintings will 
offend and even hurt black visitors. A TV producer 
declares that only gay actors should play the roles of 
gay characters, while a female actress is hounded for 
taking the role of a transgender character. White rap 
musicians are accused of appropriating what is 
supposed to be a black musical genre. A well-known 
author declares he would not adapt Shakespeare’s The 
Merchant of Venice for children because, in his opinion, 
the play is ‘antisemitic’.i Back at the art gallery, critics 
of the decision to cancel its retrospective demand that 
it must reopen - on the grounds that the artist’s 
paintings should be seen as weapons in the fight 
against racism. 
 
In the past few years, the world of the arts, whether 
‘elite’ or ‘mainstream’ culture, whether pop music, 
visual art, literature, theatre or film, has seen a 
profound change in how our culture gives value to 
cultural and artistic works. While books, films and 
other artworks continue to be made, criticising and 
evaluating them has become an increasingly narrow 
exercise, in which issues of social representation and 
political alignment become more important than 
considering the particular qualities of a single artwork, 



  
ART AGAINST ORTHODOXY 

 2 

an artform or broader genre, in their own terms. 
Every extrinsic aspect of the production of creative 
work - from the background and personal histories of 
its makers to the institutions and economies which 
make that work possible - is drawn into arguments 
about social inequalities and individual 
marginalisation. A combination of the politics of 
identity and the now-entrenched idea that art should 
seek to have a social purpose and political effect has 
become the primary way in which cultural works are 
judged to be of worth. 

 
Historically, the arts have often had a tense and 
uneasy relationship with mainstream society. 
Throughout much of the twentieth century, artists 
often sought to break with what they saw as the 
stifling and oppressive conservatism of orthodox 
culture, on everything from the boundaries of artistic 
style to prevalent conservative sexual mores and the 
political attitudes of the day. What artists wanted to 
make possible in the arts, and their own freedom to 
do so, often grated against an official culture which 
sought to limit, censor and control what artists created 
(and what the public could see, hear and read). But in 
the more liberal decades following the Second World 
War, the cultural establishment grudgingly gave 
ground to the desire for artistic freedom which 
chimed with the desire for personal freedom and 
social change present in wider society. 
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In 1945, the economist John Maynard Keynes, 
chairman of Britain’s newly established Arts Council, 
would write enthusiastically that: 
 
‘The work of the artist in all its aspects is, of its nature, 
individual and free, undisciplined, unregimented, uncontrolled. 
The artist walks where the breath of the spirit blows him. He 
cannot be told his direction; he does not know it himself.’ ii 
 
Keynes was adopting the romantic and modernist 
view of art as a place of speculation and 
experimentation, and of the artist as someone whose 
role was to offer new perspectives on the shared 
world of individual and social experience. In the 
decades that followed, the idea that the orthodox 
cultural mainstream should regulate and control 
cultural work according to old-fashioned criteria of 
aesthetic tradition and public morality lost ground. As 
Philip Larkin memorably put it in his poem ‘Annus 
Mirabilis’, ‘sexual intercourse began in 1963… 
between the end of the Chatterley ban / and the 
Beatles’ first LP’.iii Literature and pop music were all 
implicated in the liberalising culture of social and 
personal freedom of the 1960s and 1970s. Although 
there were often fierce controversies over issues such 
obscenity or blasphemy throughout the 1970s and 
1980s, the defenders of moral and artistic orthodoxy 
gradually gave way to the aesthetic pluralism and 
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cultural relativism of the ‘post-modern’ late 1980s and 
1990s. 
 
Yet today, rather than a place of freedom, exploration 
and inquiry, the world of the arts seems no freer of 
cultural orthodoxy than it would have been in the 
Britain of the 1950s. Instead, the post-modern cultural 
moment of ‘anything goes’, which characterised the 
end of the twentieth century, has morphed, in the past 
two decades, into a new culture of orthodoxy. Rather 
than being a place where we might deliberate and ask 
ourselves questions about our shared present, art is 
permitted only the role of transmitting the ‘correct’ 
messages about how we should think about it. In the 
process, what artworks of every sort do in their own 
terms has become less important than how they might 
serve the goal of fixing the ills of society. 
 
The judgements that we make about artworks - even 
down to the immediate, personal moment of whether 
we simply like a work - are now hedged by the anxiety 
that our judgements should be accountable to higher 
social, ethical and political priorities. Artistic 
judgements - about the value of artistic works on the 
basis of their aesthetic originality or their broader 
social and human insights - are of diminishing 
importance to a culture of judgementalism more 
concerned with whether an artist or artwork conforms 
to the mores and strictures of the new orthodoxy.  
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The new orthodoxy that now hangs over the arts is 
shaped by tendencies which have more recently 
become entrenched in everyday discussions about 
artistic works. The most important of these is the 
preoccupation with the particularities of identity 
which, in the context of art, demands that artists 
should only speak of that experience to which they 
have direct access (their cultural, ethnic or sexual 
identity). 
 

The post-modern cultural moment of ‘anything goes’ 
has morphed, in the past two decades, into a new 
culture of orthodoxy 
 
Associated with this is the propensity to see any 
questioning or exploration of difficult contemporary 
issues as beyond the pale - such questioning has come 
to be seen an offensive or hostile against particular 
individuals or social groups. This has led to the 
acceptance that artists should be made liable for what 
they make and say by forms of professional and social 
ostracism. Broadly speaking, this has come to be 
known as ‘cancel culture’. This orthodoxy has become 
so confident that it seeks to adjudicate on the culture 
of the past, by prescribing what can no longer be 
permitted to be seen, read or heard in the present. 
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Policing identity 

The culture in which artists must confine themselves 
to the expression of only that perspective which they 
can speak of from experience is most vividly apparent 
in TV and film, the artforms where the individual 
actor’s own real person is associated most closely with 
the roles they play. 
 
For example, TV writer and producer Russell T 
Davies recently insisted that gay characters should be 
played by gay actors. ‘You wouldn't cast someone 
able-bodied and put them in a wheelchair, you 
wouldn't black someone up’, he told the Radio Times, 
adding, ‘authenticity is leading us to joyous places’.iv 
The joyous places of authenticity include the one 
where the actress Scarlett Johansson was hounded 
into abandoning the role of a transgender man, her 
detractors insisting that the role should only be played 
by a transgender actor. 
 
Actors are those individuals whose quality as artists 
lies in their capacity for inauthenticity and fakery. Yet 
the demand for authenticity, that all artists should 
‘stick to what they know’, has become a mantra across 
the arts. Rare voices have been raised in opposition to 
this. In her eloquent and measured 2019 article 
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‘Fascinated to Presume: in defence of fiction’, British 
novelist Zadie Smith asserts: 
 
‘What insults my soul is the idea - popular in the culture just 
now, and presented in widely variant degrees of complexity - that 
we can and should write only about people who are 
fundamentally “like” us: racially, sexually, genetically, 
nationally, politically, personally.’v  
 
Against this, Smith argues that ‘all storytelling is the 
invitation to enter a parallel space, a hypothetical 
arena, in which you have imagined access to whatever 
is not you’. At the heart of Smith’s argument against 
those who cry ‘cultural appropriation’ is a rejection of 
the idea that to speak of oneself is also to speak of 
one’s particular ‘community’. She concludes that she 
‘can still pick up a novel by a woman like me in every 
particular - same race, class, sexuality, nationality, 
heritage - read the first sentence and find she is not, 
after all, “like me”’. Smith is all too rare in defending 
fiction as a space in which human experience - 
people’s perspectives, motives and the circumstances 
that are forced on them - is complex and multifaceted. 
In the same way we, as the audience, find ourselves 
projected into the world and thoughts of others 
despite ourselves and the particularity of our own 
experience. 
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From a purely artistic perspective of the actor, the 
novelist or the film director, ‘authenticity’ makes no 
sense at all. But the new orthodoxy confuses the old 
artistic meaning of ‘representation’ with the new 
imperative of ‘representation’ in the political sense. 
The artistic demand that I might portray myself or 
write about my community is a positive political claim 
to securing my presence in the public realm of culture 
- especially when the experiences of minority groups 
were either excluded or caricatured in the cultural 
representations of the mainstream. This is the demand 
for the right to be understood and acknowledged by 
others. But the demand that I alone can play myself or 
write about the community I belong to is the opposite 
assertion; that my experience is both mysteriously 
essential to my subjectivity and unknowable by others. 
 
The point at which the positive claim of speaking for 
myself switches into a prohibition against others 
speaking about me lies in how the artistic question of 
empathy (whether we can ever ‘put ourselves in 
another’s place’) reflects the political problem of the 
entrenchment of divisions between different groups in 
society and the perceived impossibility of solidarity. 
For the new orthodoxy, putting oneself in someone 
else’s place is tantamount to taking their place and 
silencing them in the process. The trouble for the new 
orthodoxy is that such a rigid perspective fails, even 
on its own terms, when it comes to art. 
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Take two recent book reviews, in the Guardian and the 
Observer, of Luster, the debut novel of young, black 
American writer Raven Leilani. It is, according to one 
review, the ‘story of Edie, a broke 23-year-old black 
woman who gets involved with a wealthy older white 
couple’.vi Another reviewer says the book, ‘brilliantly 
presents an absolute and singular subjectivity while 
highlighting the big space of structural inequality that 
works to drown it’.vii While a ‘singular subjectivity’ is 
celebrated, to tell the story of Edie with any possibility 
of truthfulness, the author must, in some way, find a 
way to speak for the white couple, to take their place. 
For a novelist, to write of a self can only be to write 
the self of others too.  

Policing interpretation 

These are not artistic problems but political problems 
now bearing down to limit artistic freedom. They 
reflect the destructive effects of the current form of 
identity politics, which, rather than encouraging and 
seeking out solidarities between people, now goads us 
to suspect and resent the motives and intentions of 
others. In this now-rigid political orthodoxy, all acts of 
artistic representation are reduced to a political 
metaphor of imposition, appropriation and 
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subjugation, rather than an artistic one of exploration, 
encounter and recognition. 
 
The profound challenge artists face is that any honest 
attempt to explore the realities of contemporary life, 
identity, selfhood, society or politics can rarely 
produce a clear-cut and uncomplicated representation 
of reality. There are multiple dimensions to any 
subject that people will often fundamentally disagree 
about. The challenge of the multifaceted nature of 
modern life should be ample raw material for any art 
committed to addressing our experience and 
understanding of the world we inhabit. Yet the new 
orthodoxy is inherently inflexible, only interested in 
the artworks (and criticisms of them) that conform to 
its own narrow view of any subject. 
 
This is made all the more disturbing by the fact that 
this new orthodoxy should seek to impose itself on 
the past, as well as the present. Artworks of the past, 
from high culture to mass entertainment, have 
become targets for a new style of revisionist criticism. 
Much controversy has, for example, attended those 
instances of nervous broadcasters withdrawing 
historical works, whether it is because they contained 
the racial caricatures of their era (like Gone with the 
Wind) or satirised the nationalist and racial prejudices 
of their time (like Fawlty Towers). At first glance, the 
new orthodoxy’s impulse to eradicate cultural 
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representations of prejudice is made in the name of a 
more just and unprejudiced society. But it leads to a 
situation in which we, the public, are no longer free to 
form our own judgement of the art and culture of the 
past. 
 

Under the new orthodoxy, context has no meaning -  
art history is turned into a vehicle for the assertion of 
the correct messages about present-day orthodoxies. 
 
A recent controversy in the world of visual art 
confirms that a diversity of interpretation is the first 
casualty of orthodoxy. The controversy related to the 
cancellation of a major retrospective of work by the 
American painter Philip Guston, which should have 
toured from US institutions to the Tate Modern this 
year. Pulled at the last moment by the director of the 
National Gallery of Art (NGA) in Washington, the 
show was to include many of Guston’s ‘Ku Klux 
Klan’ paintings - cartoonish satires the artist made at 
the end of the 1960s at a time of heightened racial 
tension and violence in the US. Guston, the son of 
Russian Jews who had fled persecution by emigrating 
to America, had meant these paintings as an attack on 
the racism that he had witnessed and experienced 
throughout his life. 
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Forty years after his death, in the wake of Black Lives 
Matter protests, the NGA abruptly postponed the 
show because of anxieties that Guston - now reduced 
to the label of a ‘white’ artist - was not entitled to 
address black suffering and that the presence of 
paintings of white-hooded figures might offend black 
visitors.viii While subsequent commentators would 
demand the restoration of the exhibition on the 
ground that the work needed to be seen as a 
contribution to the fight against present-day racism, 
no one thought to question the curatorial premise that 
Guston’s paintings were reflections on an assumed 
‘white complicity’. 

 
What is significant here is that present-day theoretical 
fashions regarding race - of an undifferentiated 
‘whiteness’ and ‘white supremacy’ - were projected 
back on to the complicated history of an America in 
which anti-Semitism existed alongside racist 
discrimination, causing Guston to anglicise his name 
from ‘Goldstein’ to evade anti-Semitic prejudice. 
Under the new orthodoxy, context has no meaning -  
art history is turned into a vehicle for the assertion of 
the correct messages about present-day orthodoxies. 
 
How we interpret the art of the past, and how we 
understand the motives and meanings of artists and 
their art, should be a matter of open public discussion 
and reflection, not an imposition of one-sided critical 
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frameworks merely interested in pursuing the political 
agendas of the present. The bitter irony of the Guston 
debacle is that Guston, having erased his Jewish name, 
went on to abandon the style of communist-inspired 
social realism he had first espoused as a young artist 
during the 1930s. Instead, he turned, in the late 1940s 
and through the 1950s, to a style of hazy, empty, 
gestural abstract painting. Faced with the paranoia of 
legal persecution, corporate censorship and self-
censorship that was rife in McCarthyite America, 
artists could ill-afford to go against the reigning 
cultural orthodoxy. 

Opposing the new orthodoxy 

Twenty-first century Britain is not McCarthyite 
America. Yet we should make no mistake that the new 
cultural orthodoxy is as mainstream and stifling of 
artistic freedom as the censoriousness, stuffy moralism 
and conservatism that dominated Western society 
until relatively recently. The worst irony of the cultural 
changes of the past two or three decades is that the 
expressions of radical and anti-orthodox culture that 
fought for their freedom of expression in earlier 
decades have themselves become the mainstays of an 
increasingly censorious and intolerant cultural 
establishment. Those who fought for the liberty to 



  
ART AGAINST ORTHODOXY 

 14 

speak freely and make art against the narrow and 
repressive norms of orthodox culture seem blind to 
the fact that they are busy creating another, equally 
orthodox, culture with different values but the same 
impulse to control, police and suppress the expression 
of other views and perspectives. 
 

Art will, by definition, fail to be ‘orthodox’ - it is 
heterodoxy that makes art more than a mere 
repetition of received opinion. 
 
Artists and their public cannot exist in a culture 
without freedom. To see artworks of every sort only 
in the light of one ‘correct’ perspective is to destroy 
our capacity to form our own judgements and 
interpretations. Its greatest violence, in fact, is to 
frighten us into refusing to think for ourselves about 
artworks, and to frighten artists into refraining from 
freely expressing their own perspective of our culture 
and society. Against this, we should insist that there 
are no simple answers to the many dilemmas we face 
as a society, and that our common and active 
involvement is needed to address them. This requires 
a commitment to openness and tolerance of those 
perspectives we disagree with. 

 
We should insist that the institutions of culture - the 
broadcasters, producers, museums, galleries and 



 
  

 15 

publications - reflect and express the multiplicity and 
messiness of modern public debate, rather than 
attempt to stifle, patronise or curtail it. The arts only 
have real significance when they allow us to address 
each other, to question what it is we share in common, 
what lies behind our divisions and where we might be 
going from here. Art will, by definition, fail to be 
‘orthodox’ - to conform to the ‘the generally accepted 
beliefs of society at a particular time’. It is heterodoxy 
that makes art more than a mere repetition of received 
opinion. We should start by insisting on the right of all 
artists to be free to give shape to their view of the 
world. We should also argue for our freedom to see, 
read and hear their work, and to judge it on our terms 
- not those of the new orthodoxy. 
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