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Résumé : Reposant sur une enquête récente qui porte sur le travail artistique dans une région 
française, l’article considère les artistes visuels comme une population témoin illustrant les 
destinées possibles du travail indépendant faiblement ou mal rémunéré dans le capitalisme 
contemporain. Les activités artistiques attirent principalement les diplômés et les personnes 
issues des classes supérieures qui acceptent néanmoins d’être très peu payé pour leur art et 
même, comme le feraient les entrepreneurs, d’investir régulièrement afin de poursuivre leur 
activité. Le maintien de leur vocation artistique nécessite alors le recours à des revenus 
secondaires provenant de prestations sociales, de ressources familiales ou le développement 
d’activités rémunératrices complémentaires. Toutes ces combinaisons possibles n’étant pas 
également accessibles, elles déterminent des régimes variables de production artistique, de 
présentations de soi et des articulations diverses entre activités salariées et non salariées, le cas 
limite étant l’abandon de la création. 
 
 
Abstract: Based on a recent survey on the artistic work in a French region, the article considers 
visual artists as a control population illustrating the possible destinies of low or poorly paid 
self-employment in contemporary capitalism. Artistic activities mainly attract graduates and 
people from the upper classes who nevertheless accept to be paid very little for their art and 
even, as entrepreneurs would do, to invest regularly in order to continue their activity. The 
maintenance of their artistic vocation then requires recourse to secondary income from social 
benefits, family resources or the development of complementary remunerative activities. Since 
all these possible combinations are not equally accessible, they determine variable regimes of 
artistic production, self-presentation and various articulations between salaried and non-
salaried activities, the borderline case of which is the abandonment of creation.  
 
 
Destini dell’attività artistica: le molteplici forme di impiego e i compromessi degli artisti visivi 
in una regione francese  
Riassunto : Sulla base di una recente indagine sul lavoro artistico in una regione francese, 
l’articolo considera gli artisti visivi come una popolazione di controllo che illustra le sorti 
possibili del lavoro autonomo poco o mal retribuito nel capitalismo contemporaneo. Le attività 
artistiche attraggono soprattutto laureati e persone provenienti dalle classi superiori, che 
accettano di essere retribuite poco per la loro arte e persino, come farebbero gli imprenditori, 
di investire regolarmente per continuare la loro attività. Il mantenimento della loro vocazione 
artistica richiede il ricorso a redditi secondari provenienti da prestazioni sociali, risorse familiari 
o lo sviluppo di attività remunerative complementari. Poiché tutte queste possibili combinazioni 
non sono ugualmente accessibili, esse determinano regimi variabili di produzione artistica, di 
autopresentazione e varie articolazioni tra attività retribuite e non retribuite, il cui caso limite è 
l'abbandono della creazione.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Long ignored because of their marginal and atypical nature, artistic employment and work 
have been the subject of increased interest in sociology for the past twenty-five years. Some 
studies make this particular type of activity an empirical analyzer of the transformations 
affecting the capitalist mode of production (Chiapello, 1998; Boltanski and Chiapello, 1999; 
Menger, 2002; Borja and Sofio, 2009; Ducret and al. 2017). It is within this general framework 
that some research has highlighted the possible emergence of a “creative class” (Florida, 2002) 
(which would include, alongside artists, craftsmen, researchers, information and 
communication professionals and other symbol workers), or a class of “immaterial workers” 
(Moulier Boutang, 2008) who would be the first to be exploited in a new productive system, 
called “cognitive capitalism” by some authors (Moulier Boutang, 2008). The figure of the artist 
constitutes, for some researchers as well as for some activists, an inspiring figure of 
emancipation from the constraints of salaried work, whereas for others it represents, on the 
contrary, a repellent, exacerbating the new forms of exploitation and the precariousness of 
contemporary capitalism (Banks and Hesmondhalgh, 2009; Tasset, Amossé and Grégoire, 
2013; Murgia, Maestripieri and Armano, 2016; Murgia, Maestripieri and Armano, 2017; 
Perrenoud and Bois, 2017). This figure of the artist at work also inspires sociological analyses 
of other activities, such as those related to digital platforms (Srnicek, 2017; Abdelnour and 
Méda, 2019), which also seem to question salaried employment. The atypical jobs of new forms 
of capitalism and artistic work would be emblematic of the advent of a new era of self-
employment or independent labour, around which absolutely opposite assessments are 
projected. 

 
In France, salaried work still largely dominates the world of work. In fact, self-employment 

remains statistically a minority today throughout Europe1. Visual artists constitute an even more 
marginal population of workers. Moreover, the self-employed status of the vast majority of them 
is a long-standing constant, always observed over the most recent period and from one survey 
to the next2. Artistic work and artists are therefore not ahead of the transformations that have 
affected the labour market since the 1980s because, in most countries, they have almost always 
escaped the norm of the modern wage system (Ducret and al., 2017, p. 239). In this sense, this 

 
* Article submitted: 25/11/2019. Article accepted: 12/05/2020. 
** Centre de recherches sociologiques et politiques de Paris. Email: isabelmayaud@gmail.com. 
***Université Paris 8 - Saint-Denis. Email: laurentjeanpierre0@gmail.com. 
1. According to OECD figures, the rate of self-employment remains a minority in the countries of the world for which this 
information is available in 2018: 22.9% of employment in Italy, 15.1% in the United Kingdom, 11.7% in France, 9.9% in 
Germany, and only 6.3% in the United States. https://data.oecd.org/fr/emp/taux-d-emploi-non-salarie.htm [Last Access 
October 2019].  
2. The share of self-employed artists is around 80% among visual artists in France in 2011 (Gouyon, 2015b). In addition, in 
2016, more than 70% of the working population (artists and non-artists) in the visual arts sector were self-employed (Turner, 
2019).  
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population is not in a position to directly provide information on a possible erosion of the wage 
society (Castel, 2009) or on a possible recomposition of the wage condition (Darbus, 2008). In 
this sector of activity, the problem of a possible deterioration in employment conditions as a 
result of a gradual shift from the wage system to a more entrepreneurial system, where the share 
of self-employment would increase, is obviously not the most relevant.  

 
While artists are probably not the pioneers of a new employment regime, their sociological 

study could nevertheless contribute to the reflection on the transformations of socio-economic 
regulation in contemporary capitalist societies. Based on empirical data collected on the scale 
of a French region, this article intends to consider visual artists not as a pioneer population, but 
rather as a control population of the rise of self-employment in contemporary societies. In 
France, the share of self-employment is, in general, higher in the cultural sector than in other 
economic sectors3. And among the cultural sectors, the visual arts are certainly the most 
important area of self-employment. Because self-employment is historically and massively the 
norm in their sector, visual artists are therefore an appropriate population to question the effects 
of a flexible market and labour deregulation – a major socio-economic transformation of 
contemporary societies (Castel, 2009). In the context of a rise, supported by neo-liberal 
governments, in the standards of entrepreneurship and self-employment, the study of the case 
of visual artists provides a kind of indirect assessment of a labour market model that is often 
today a new ideological paradigm. In other words, the way artists deal with their artistic activity 
is of interest to us here in that it allows us to test from experience a regime of employment 
regulation that has already developed and would like to impose itself. In the field of visual arts, 
the time has come to take stock. In this sector, the French case is particularly interesting. A 
renewal of public action in favour of artists is currently taking place. The extent of inequalities 
between artists in the visual arts sector is indeed well known, even if the determination of the 
origin of these inequalities is still the subject of debate (Jeanpierre, 2012; Menger, 2012). These 
inequalities have become a political issue for at least two reasons. First, the population of artists 
in general has been growing steadily since the 1980s (Menger, 1991), which has contributed to 
the increase in the population of poor artists. The issue of poor artists, while not new, seems 
more massive and visible today (Pasero, 2013). Secondly, inter-sectoral comparisons are 
recurrent in France between visual artists and writers on the one hand and performing artists on 
the other. The latter, who work under the so-called intermittent regime (Grégoire, 2013), 
embody a model of risk socialisation of employment that is more successful than that of visual 
artists.  

 
The survey conducted in the Grand Est region partly confirms the elements known at the 

national level, or in other French regions, on the socio-economic and professional living 
conditions of contemporary visual artists (Liot, 2004; FRAAP, 2008; AMAC, 2013; Ministère 
de la Culture, 2017; AMAC, 2018). “In the name of the love of art”4, visual artists live in 
conditions that can be described mainly as precarious and which can be explained by the 
atypical nature of this labour market (1). However, this general precariousness of artistic 
activity is differentiated by variable combinations that correspond to different ways of 
articulating artistic self-employment with other types of activities and income (2). This article 
aims at giving some of the clues that are necessary in order to analyze these combinations. 
 
 

 
3. At the beginning of 2013, non-salaried jobs represent 28% of cultural jobs, more than twice as much as that of the entire 
population (Bisault and Picard, 2017).  
4. We borrow this formula from Maud Simonet who develops the case of the free work done by women “in the name of love” 
(Simonet, 2018). 
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2. Engaging in an atypical activity 
 

In order to describe the different ways of exercising the profession of artist today in the 
visual arts in France, we will base ourselves on the study of a French region: the Grand Est 
region (1.1). Analysed closely at the socio-economic and territorialized level of this 
administrative region, the conditions of contemporary visual artists's lives have the same 
general and paradoxical characteristics as those already recognized by the sociology of artistic 
employment. Artistic activity is paradoxical in nature because it attracts individuals with the 
same social characteristics as those belonging to the most valued socio-professional groups in 
society (1.2.) while, however, it brings in little or no money (1.3.) and even requires multiple 
and costly investments (1.4.), particularly personal investments (1.5.). 
 
 
2.1. Methodology 
 

Our analyses are based on the study of a population of artists residing and/or working 
permanently or temporarily in a French region which, at the time of the survey, had 5,552,388 
inhabitants, or 8.4% of the national population5. Our observations were gathered as part of a 
survey commissioned in July 2017 by the regional directorate of the Ministry of Culture - the 
Direction régionale des affaires culturelles du Grand Est - and by the three territorial 
contemporary art networks in the region (Versant Est, LoRA, Bulles). This survey was carried 
out within the framework of a scheme promoted by the Ministry of Culture and aimed at a new 
territorial organisation of the Republic in a budgetary logic that saves public funds after a recent 
territorial reform that increased the number of French regions from 22 to 136. The Grand Est 
region is the result of the merger of three former administrative regions: Alsace, Lorraine and 
Champagne-Ardenne. It now comprises ten French departments (Ardennes, Aube, Bas-Rhin, 
Haute-Marne, Haut-Rhin, Marne, Meurthe-et-Moselle, Meuse, Moselle and Vosges). At the 
time of writing this article, investigative work using multiple survey tools has been carried out 
or is in progress in several other regions of France: Bretagne, Hauts-de-France, Île-de-France, 
Nouvelle-Aquitaine, Pays de la Loire, etc. Our investigation in the Grand Est region comes at 
a time when public initiatives in favour of a better knowledge of the population of visual artists 
are multiplying and are supported or encouraged by the Ministry of Culture for operational 
purposes. The challenge, at different territorial levels, is to succeed in establishing the broad 
outlines of a specific policy of socio-economic and professional support for visual artists. 

 
The analysis of the observations collected through the administration of two online 

questionnaires during the year 2018 constitutes the main research material. The choice of a 
questionnaire survey was made in order to give voice to the greatest number of professionals in 
the visual arts sector working throughout the territory and to address on a large scale the greatest 
number of questions concerning the supply and demand for artistic activity. A first 
questionnaire, accessible between February 20 and May 7, 2018, consisting of 106 questions, 
most of them closed, was designed for visual artists residing and/or working permanently or 
temporarily in the Grand Est region. A second questionnaire, accessible between August 2 and 
September 30, 2018, was designed for structures related to visual artists in the Grand Est region 

 
5. Figures indicated on the region's website. Text available at the website http://www.grandest.fr/presentation accessed [Last 
Access October 2017]. 
6. Official documentation. Text available at the website http://www.gouvernement.fr/action/la-reforme-territoriale [Last 
Access October 2017]. See also: L’administration territoriale de l’État en mouvement, press kit, Council of Ministers, 31 July 
2015. Text available at the website 
http://www.gouvernement.fr/sites/default/files/document/document/2015/07/dossier_de_presse_-_31_juillet_2015.pdf [Last 
Access October 2017]. 
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and consisted of 102 questions. More than 1,500 artists and 189 structures were directly 
solicited. 669 usable questionnaires were collected for artists and 71 for structures. This is a 
significant total number of respondents for this scale of analysis7. In contrast to national surveys, 
the advantage of a territorialized and regional approach to artistic activity is to increase the 
chances of reaching the most precarious or least legitimate fractions of the artist population. 
Contrary to what has been done in most other recent surveys with the same type of population, 
our population was thus not predefined before data collection, whether on a fiscal, social or 
administrative basis. All individuals who define themselves as artists were brought to respond. 
As is the case at the national level, the proportion of self-employed workers in our population 
is overwhelming: only 2% of artists in the sample report working as salaried workers for the 
sole exercise of their activity as an artist (which does not exclude – and this is often the case – 
that they may be employed elsewhere). In this article, we focus only on questions that reveal 
the economic and material conditions of the activity as they are returned or perceived by the 
artists themselves. 
 
 
2.2. A socially attractive profession 

 
Like many professionals in so-called vocational professions, many of the artists in our 

sample report an early desire to become an artist (38% go back to childhood, 38% to 
adolescence, only 24% later). Only 21% of the artists declare that their artistic activity 
constitutes a “vocation” in the strict sense of the word. For them, it is first and foremost a 
“commitment” (28%) and sometimes even a “work” (27%). In the region we are dealing with, 
as elsewhere, there are a plurality of routes to become an artist. Social origins, gender, place 
and year of birth, i.e. generational affiliation, are the most apparent variables that make certain 
types of trajectories more likely than others. But these different components also provide a 
measure of the degree of attractiveness of the activity.  

 
From the point of view of social origins, artistic employment appears to be a rather attractive 

market. Artists come from relatively privileged families. While there is certainly a preeminence 
of unemployed mothers, employed or in intermediate professions on the one hand, fathers are 
often executives, company managers or in intermediate professions on the other. The share of 
artistic parents (3% among mothers and fathers) is relatively low. If the contemporary artists 
can therefore be considered as being mainly “inheritors”, it is above all from an economic point 
of view rather than in terms of specifically artistic resources that would have been transmitted 
by their parents.   

 
More generally, the probabilities of being an artist in the region studied vary according to 1) 

whether you were born to a worker (16% of the sample), farmer (3%) or manager (36%) father, 
2) whether you were born male (47%) or female (53%), 3) whether you were born in the Grand 
Est region (53%), 4) wheter your age group: 27% of the artists in the sample are between the 
ages of 25 and 35, and 9% are over the age of 66. These characteristics are all features that 
make it possible to assess the degree of attractiveness of the artist's profession. This represents 
a desirable – and of course a feasable – activity for people with economically inherited social 
positions that are higher than average. However, judging by income levels, the situation is quite 
different. 
 

 
7. The response rate is rather important here compared to the level of participation recorded in other surveys. Within the 
framework of a national survey initiated by the Federation of networks and associations of visual artists (a major player in the 
sector in France) in 2008, 1243 questionnaires were collected (FRAAP, 2008).  
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2.3. Work that does not pay 
 

All sociological surveys dealing with the visual arts sector show that this artistic activity is 
not very remunerative economically. The low economic rewards resulting from this are even 
more dramatic when correlated to the average level of skills (Ministère de la Culture, 2017).   

While revenues from cultural occupations are generally lower than those of other sectors 
(Gouyon, 2015a), they are particularly low for visual artists. In the population we studied, 84% 
of people report income attributable solely to artistic activity of €12,000 or less per year. And 
66% of them actually earn only small incomes from this activity, less than or equal to 6,000 
euros per year. In addition, it is an eloquent fact that 11% of artists received no income from 
their artistic activity in 2017 (see Graph. 1)8.  
 
Graph. 1. Income distribution (for the last year) 

 
 
 

The breakdown of income distribution shows that sales of works (41%) and copyright 
income (19%) are the main sources of artistic income today. Other sources of income - 
allowances and scholarships, conference attendance, exhibition fees, etc. - appear to be minor.  

 
As the main share of specifically artistic income, sales of works provide low revenues, both 

in frequency and amount: 82% of artists have sold a work in the last three years and almost two 
thirds of them in the last twelve months. Only 5% of artists never sell their works. Direct sales, 
without intermediaries, are important: this is the most frequent case for 54% of artists, and an 
occasional practice for 30% of them. Most sales are therefore not made through gallery owners 
which is an indication of the low level of recognition of the artist in our sample. Historically, 
the art market has indeed developed concomitantly with the figure of the dealer-gallery owner 
(White and White 1965; Giuffre, 1999; Jeanpierre, Mayaud and Sofio, 2012). In fact, only 24% 
of the artists in the sample say that they are represented by one or more galleries. The majority 
of the artists in the sample do not benefit from the recognition of intermediaries, who 
historically hold a crucial position in the visual arts market, which is an indication of their low 
level of recognition that goes hand in hand with low remuneration. Moreover, the works fall 
into four main price ranges: 9% of artists charge very low prices (less than 100 euros), 48% of 
them fix prices between 101 and 1000 euros, 34% of them between 1001 and 3000 and only 

 
8. It should be noted that the proportion of women who do not declare any income or less than 1000 euros for the year is high. 
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For the last year, what is your annual income from your artistic activity as a 
whole (intervention, sale of work, grant, etc.)?

Share of artists (in %)
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9% reach a segment that can be described as high range (more than 3001 euros). While 1% of 
artists report selling works in a price range above €10,001, most derive very little income from 
them. Other incomes are necessary and they usually come from other activities (cf. 2.1). 
 
2.4. Artistic work at any cost 
 

To fully and properly assess the economic attractiveness of artistic activity, it is also 
necessary to take into account the expenses that condition this activity. The survey shows here 
the importance, often overshadowed, of direct economic investment by artists themselves to 
produce and exhibit their works.  

 
A first investment item is linked to the establishment of a production space. In most cases, 

place of residence and place of work are confused. While 1% of the artists report being homeless 
at the time of this survey, most of them live in apartments (41%) or detached houses (34%). 
Almost two thirds (64%) have a home with a surface area between 31 and 110 m2. Only 10% 
have a housing workshop. The share of homeowners (33%) and first-time homeowners (10%) 
is relatively high but below the national average9. The share of tenants is dominant and higher 
than that observed in other social groups (49% compared to 39.6% in France in 201310). 6% of 
artists report that they do not have a dedicated workplace. It can be hypothesized that these are 
artists who work in public spaces, such as cafés, with computer as their main working tool. For 
most artists, working at home is the norm which is an indicator of a high and shared level of 
precariousness. Almost half (46%) of artists report working from home, either in a common 
space (15%) or a dedicated space (31%). 9% have an accommodation workshop. 39% of them 
work outside their homes. The cost of these production spaces may seem relatively moderate: 
24% spend less than 50 euros per month on their dedicated premises, 53% between 51 and 300 
euros, and only 7% spend more than 501 euros on them. But if we compare these figures with 
average incomes, the place of production is a significant area of expenditure.  

 
The cost of the workplace is often added to other costs that determine the performance of 

artistic work, in particular direct investment in production. Thus, 60% of them declare that they 
have systematically self-financed the production of their works, and 29% frequently over the 
last three years. For the majority of artists (64%), the amounts invested monthly are between 
51 and 300 euros (see Graph. 2). 

 
Graph. 2. Direct investment in artistic production 

 
 

 
9. According to the latest figures from INSEE, the share of owners is 58% in France in 2018. Text available at the website  
https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/3676698?sommaire=3696937 [Last Access February 2020]. 
10. https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/3676698?sommaire=3696937 [Last Access February 2020]. 
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Among the artists' other areas of investment, there is also the cost of exhibiting and 
distributing works. Almost half of the artists report that they have already paid with their own 
money to present their works in an exhibition (47%)11. The amounts are sometimes very large: 
between 2,000 and 6,500 euros, with a median value of around 150 euros. These may be so-
called participating fees, membership fees, etc. 

 
While they may seem relatively modest when analysed one by one, all these capital 

expenditures are nevertheless constrained and recurring and weigh on the artistic activity 
income of artists, who are themselves mostly under 500 euros per month. In the name of “the 
love of art”, the possibility of working for free, or even at a loss, is therefore not absent from 
the ordinary exercise of the visual artists’ activity. 
 
 
2.5. Personal investments 

 
However, engaging in the artist’s life also involves a significant investment of time that is 

not artistic per se.  
 
More than one in three artists in our survey devote between twenty and forty hours per week 

to all tasks related to artistic activities that are not creative tasks (design, manufacturing, 
administration, communication, fundraising, etc.) while 44% of them declare that they manage 
to devote more than 20 hours a week to sheer creative activity (research, production). However, 
the proportion of time specifically devoted to research and creation remains relatively too low 
for many: less than two hours per week for 4%, and between two and ten hours for 23% of 
artists (see graph. 3). 
 
Graph. 3. Share of weekly time dedicated to research and creation 

 
 

As has already been observed for other self-employed workers, self-employment is not 
conducive to a good balance between family and working life (Landour, 2019a; Landour, 
2019b). For instance, there is a higher rate of the visual artists of our study without children 
than in other occupations at the national level: half of them report having no children at all. One 
in three of these artists has two or more children. For women, the rate of respondents without 
children is particularly high: 57% of the female visual artists in our sample have no children, 

 
11. Not taken into account here are the commissions retained by the galleries in the context of their activity of representing 
artists nor the contribution of the artists in constructing the exhibition spaces. 

0,04

0,23
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0,21 0,23
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From ten to thirty hours Over thirty hours

How many hours do you spend on average (over a week) on your creative 
activity (research, production)?

Share of artists (in %)
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while 42% of men have no children. In addition, 27% of women have two or more children, 
compared to 41% of men. 

 
The exercise of the artist’s activity in the region we have studied may seem paradoxical 

insofar as it attracts a socially well-endowed population even though the net incomes and living 
conditions it promises seem unattractive. In other words, for the majority of artists, engaging in 
the artist’s life is nowadays synonymous with financial downgrading, unless low income from 
artistic activity is compensated for by other sources of income. This apparent paradox is not 
new and has been often observed in the sociology of artistic professions (Becker, 1982; Menger, 
1999). It also and more broadly concerns many of the new self-employed workers whose level 
of qualifications does not have the protective effect, which would spare them the experience of 
socio-economic precariousness12. To the extent that income from artistic activity remains low, 
most of these self-employed people are forced to find other solutions to maintain their artistic 
activity. This commitment to the life of the artist induces in this sense trade-offs which, 
although they remain specific to each individual, nevertheless present certain regularities.   
 
 
3. Finding the right balance to remain artist and self-employed 
 

If artists do not necessarily live from their art, they can live more or less well with artistic 
self-employment. In other words, there are more or less happy combinations, more or less 
comfortable ways, economically and subjectively, of being and remaining self-employed in the 
arts. For most artists, it consists in dealing with other sources of income and with one or more 
other activities. In this sense an artist is more than an artist: he has other activities by which he 
can try to remain an artist (2.1.). While this logic of combining activities is now the standard of 
professional life for visual artists, it varies from one group of individuals to another and does 
not have the same impact (2.2.). In the long run, it can sometimes even compromise the very 
exercise of the artist’s activity (2.3.). 
 
 
3.1. More than an artist and more than an independent worker 

 
Given the low net income generated specifically by the artistic activity itself, the 

combination of activities and sources of income is the norm for visual artists. This is reflected 
in the fact that income from artistic activity represents the total income for just over a quarter 
of the artists who responded to our survey. Conversely, for almost half (45%) of them, artistic 
income represents less than a quarter of the total income of the last past year. Few artists are in 
fact full-time artists (Menger, 1989; Perrenoud, 2007; Bureau, Perrenoud and Shapiro, 2009) 
especially in countries where, as in the French case, artistic supply and demand remain 
centralized: business opportunities tend to be less important in the periphery, which in this case 
means outside Paris13.  

 
In the region we studied, 42% of artists report that they carry out one or more other paid 

professional activities outside artistic creation activities on their own account. Education is the 
main other sector of employment for more than a third (35%) of them, in higher arts schools, 

 
12. Precariousness refers to uncertain employment and living conditions that do not allow people to project themselves into the 
future. Many empirical studies analyze this relationship to work (Tasset, Amossé and Grégoire, 2013; Tasset, 2015; Contarini-
Hak and Marsi, 2015 ; see in particular Jeanpierre and Mayaud, 2015).  
13. On the centrality of Paris, see the seminal article of Menger (1993). All recent studies confirm this concentration of 
resources in the Île-de-France region to the detriment of the other French regions (Calvier and al., 2018). 
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public secondary schools or high schools, and at university. The cultural sector, widely 
understood (cinema, circus, dance, literature, music, theatre, etc.), is the second most important 
sector of employment for 20% of them, with a slight predominance of the visual arts over other 
fields of activity. However, the income from these side income-generating activities remains 
average or low. A quarter of the artists receive with them, less than 600 euros per month (see 
Graph. 4). 
 
Graph. 4. Income from another professional activity 

 
 

For some, an additional income is therefore ensured by a second complementary activity or 
even by several other activities. For others, the necessary additional income comes from 
existing social redistribution mechanisms in France, such as the Revenu de solidarité active 
(RSA14) for the poorest populations (14% of respondents receive it) or unemployment benefits 
(10%). In other cases, the low income accumulated by the artist is partly offset by the economic 
support of the spouse (15%), the financial support of the parents (8%) and the occupation of 
free housing owned by parents or relatives. 

 
In any case, the multiplication of income-generating activities and sources of income appears 

to be the cardinal norm of the status of visual artists in contemporary France. In this sense, 
visual artists share the condition of many artists from other sectors: forced to “self-multiply” 
(Menger, 1997), the contemporary artist is a fundamentally “plural artist” (Bureau, Perrenoud 
and Shapiro, 2009). Non-artistic activity or activities, although not very remunerative, occupy 
an imposing place in weekly working time: between ten and twenty hours for 24% of them, 
between twenty and thirty hours for 25%, and more than thirty hours for 29% of people.  
 
 
3.2. Combinations and variations of income and activities 
 

However, this multiplication of activities has variable modalities. Carrying on an artistic 
activity without any other source of income is first and foremost to accept an uncertain 
relationship towards the future. In terms of earnings, 68% of visual artists with no other source 
of income report their retirement as unlikely or very uncertain, while 56% of those with other 

 
14. The amount of the RSA for a single person is 559.74 euros. Its obtention is conditional on the place of stable residence 
(France) and age (25 years or more). https://www.service-public.fr/particuliers/vosdroits/F19778 [Last Access October 2020]. 
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sources of income consider it in the same way. In contrast, the fact of exercising another 
professional activity does not make it possible to compensate for the uncertainties induced by 
the activity of self-employed artist: those who do not have another professional activity consider 
their retirement unlikely or very uncertain at 59% and those who exercise another professional 
activity are 63% to have this feeling. In other words, retirement seems more secure for those 
who have additional sources of income but not for those who have an activity complementary 
to their artistic practice. This apparent paradox is probably due to the low income from these 
other professional activities (see above). But it also makes it possible to formulate the 
hypothesis that the activity of self-employed artist provides less uncertainty about the future if 
one benefits from family economic support (parental, conjugal, etc.). 

 
This hypothesis seems all the more solid given that an overwhelming majority of the artists 

surveyed (85%) believe that the exercise of another professional activity has been a significant 
obstacle to the development of their artistic career. It should be noted that this accumulation of 
activities seems even more penalizing in the case of women. Of all those who carry out another 
activity, 85% declare that they have encountered obstacles. The proportion of women among 
those 85% who report encountering barriers is higher (62%) than that of men (38%). Many 
women who have no other sources of income have only one child (20% of them, compared to 
15% of men in the same situation) while men who have other sources of income are more likely 
to have two or more children than women in the same situation (35% compared to 30%).  

 
While for men and women, accommodating low artistic income and possible pluriactivity 

does not mean the same thing (Buscatto, 2007; Cacouault-Bitaud, Ravet, 2008; Ravet, 2013; 
Miller, 2016), on the other hand, social origin (understood through the socio-professional 
category of the father's affiliation) does not seem to be decisive in defining the various existing 
relationships to the economic precariousness of artistic life. The age variable is more 
significant, particularly for the youngest and oldest artists. Between the ages of 25 to 35 and 
over 66, artists more often have other sources of income without having to engage in any other 
professional activity. 

 
The combinations between sources of income and complementary activities are therefore 

multiple, depending in particular on the sex or age of the artists. For some of them, we can 
speak of a double life, as Bernard Lahire understands it (Lahire, 2006). They are based on a 
fragile balance that may compromise for some the activity of the artist itself even if this other 
income-generating activity, which is not an artistic activity, is not necessarily negatively 
assessed as an obstacle to independence. Nearly one in three artists believe that it contributes 
to their balance, even though nearly half of the artists consider it to be “food”, and a little more 
than a third consider it to be too time-consuming. 
 
 
3.3. Representing and declaring oneself as an artist 
 

If the population of visual artists has for so long posed problems of definition for 
sociologists, this is due in particular to the coexistence of several ways of declaring their 
professional situation to public administrations. In the French case, there are indeed several tax 
and social security regimes of reference each governing artistic activity in a non-univocal or 
exclusive manner. The complexity of this recording system is such that, for many visual artists, 
the legal aspects of the exercise of their activity remain unclear (AMAC, 2013). Self-declaring 
oneself as an artist today in France is thus not obvious from a legal point of view. But this 
objective difficulty also reflects more subjective feelings expressed by the artists themselves. 



12 
 

The plurality of artists' activity and remuneration regimes derives not only from the variable 
place of the creator's or artist's independent activity in them, but they also command diversified 
modes of presentation and self-definition. 
 

It explains why, when asked about their professional activity, visual artists often respond by 
accumulating names or in a vague and uncertain way («I do different things», answers for 
example a 30-year-old respondent, born in Paris)15. Similarly, self-declaring of one’s activity 
remains problematic for writers (Heinich, 1995). These responses also reveal several 
regularities: the combination of distinct activities (symbolized by the and in self-definitions of 
oneself); their non-substitutability, or the fact that they are highlighted according to the context; 
the importance of the technique, the medium, the doing, to be able to define oneself beyond the 
multiplication of the self. The artist is not only plural because he practices a plurality of 
activities, s/he is also plural because s/he represents and presents him- or herself to others in a 
variable or multiple way. This multi-faceted identity representation is likely to contribute to 
fuelling a double precariousness, not only objective, but also subjective16. 

 
The subjective self-representations that visual artists have of themselves, on the one hand, 

and, on the other hand, the value they place on the combinations of income and activities that 
result from the choice of artistic independence as a life horizon are therefore both variable. 
These representations also reflect compromises and constant efforts to be and remain an artist 
not only for others but also for oneself. 

 
 
Conclusion 

 
In order to question contemporary attitudes towards self-employment, this article presented 

some elements of a recent survey conducted by questionnaire on the artistic work of visual 
artists in a French region. The results confirm that artistic activities mainly attract graduates 
and people from privileged social backgrounds who nevertheless accept to be paid very little 
for their art and even, as entrepreneurs would do, to invest regularly in order to continue their 
activity. Studies conducted in other regions indicate that this condition is shared by artists 
elsewhere in France, and an ongoing national survey seems to confirm these observations17. The 
objective precariousness of artistic activity is often combined with a subjective feeling of 
precariousness of professional identity, which makes this population doubly vulnerable. In the 
case of French visual artists, the socialization of these risks experienced individually is not 
collective but relies primarily on personal and family arrangements. As we conclude this article, 
the question of living conditions of visual artists in France is the topic of various discussions. 
It follows the submission of the so-called Racine report, named after Bruno Racine, senior 
adviser at the Cour des Comptes, a French administration in charge of controlling the regularity 
of public accounts18. Beyond the question of the strong inequalities of income between artists, 
this report observes a problem of wealth sharing between the different protagonists of the art 

 
15. The first question in our survey was open and read: «When you are asked what is your professional activity, what do you 
answer? » 
16. On the gaps between an objectively precarious reality and a reality subjectively perceived as precarious, see Duvoux and 
Papuchon (2018).  
17. AMAC, 2013; AMAC, 2018. The result of a national study conducted by Frédérique Patureau and Jérémy Sinigaglia should 
be published in the course of year 2020.  
18. Presented on Wednesday 22 January 2020 to the Minister of Culture Frank Riester, this report intitled The Author and the 
Creative Act aims at contributing to the adaptation of public policies in favour of artist-authors.  
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world. The Ministry’s intervention here attests to the failure of the model of a market that is 
self-regulating and naturally redistributing wealth.  

 
The low economic remuneration of artists for their artistic labour requires the ability to 

combine different sources of income or to build up a portfolio of remunerative activities. These 
combinations of income and activities in order to exercise an artistic activity and to remain a 
professional artist as long as possible often lead to compromises which have an impact on 
family life, but also on professional life and career. However, depending on age and gender 
among other factors artists are not equal in the art of articulating and cumulating these different 
resources. The higher than national average rate of privileged social backgrounds artists may 
also explain both financial risk taken and the ability to combine different activities. Our survey 
indicates the extent to which the combinations are more or less favourable to the continuation 
and perpetuation of the artist's activity, and probably also to full self-realisation, the borderline 
case of which is the abandonment of creation.  

 
Beyond its particularities, the concrete sociological study of the artistic activity of visual 

artists thus illustrates some possible destinies of the development of low or poorly paid self-
employment in contemporary capitalism. But it also shows how forms of employment, wage-
earning and non-salaried employment in particular, cannot always be opposed but are, for some 
agents, on the contrary conjugated diachronically but also synchronously. Far from a sudden 
shift from wage-earning to non-salaried employment, neoliberal capitalism is therefore now 
rather having the effect of confronting a growing part of the population with various forms of 
employment, throughout life on the one hand, and in the same time-period of activity on the 
other (Chicchi, Savioli, Turrini, 2014). For the sociologist, the empirical and theoretical 
challenge is then to relate the varying modalities of this combination of independence and wage-
earning (or other sources of income) to the social properties of individuals. And to evaluate the 
effects of these new forms of employment on work engagement. 
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