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Dear
friends,
colleagues,
comrades,
co-conspir

ors,

We hope you’re doing okay in these particularly unkind times, in
which there is so much to be scared of, so much to process, and so
much at stake. We hope, despite everything, you have been able to
find ways to be gentle to yourself, and there are people around to
hold you gently, even if it’s from a distance.
We started writing this during the week after the lockdown
in the UK (which never really was a lockdown for so many people,
including Belly Mujinga, Emanuel Gomes, and an ever-increasing
multitude of heart-breaking losses) was forced further open at
the low-waged edges by a reckless government being driven by
the market and urged forward by the classes that fetishise and
shape that market and bankroll the Conservative party. Those
whose wealth accumulates even faster amidst crises, and whose
exploitations leave a smokescreen of ‘aspiration’ in their wake that
tempts others in. Cleaners and nannies have been ‘allowed’ back
into the homes of those who can afford to outsource their labour to
them, even while we cannot afford (in quite a different sense of the
word) to see those we love, those whose proximity and un-waged
support we might desperately miss.
Where our financial means and any patchy government
support has enabled us to, so many of us have willingly
recognised and performed the best kind of care we can give in the
circumstances. As Sara Ahmed writes, for now, ‘being at home,
withdrawing from physical proximity to others, is how we express
our loyalty to others, our care for others. For those who understand
themselves to be less vulnerable, less likely to become seriously ill
from coronavirus, withdrawal is necessary, trying not to become a
link in a chain that could lead very quickly to disaster for others.’
Those of us who are fortunate enough to have had the choice have
slowed down and stayed home, trying our best to look after each
other in this strange, new, disconnected way.
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We’re making the final changes to this text at the end of
the bank holiday weekend in which more chaos and pain has
been created as the government doubles down again and again in
support of a lockdown-breaking special advisor. Under the brazen
lies and dystopian distortions in the wake of Dominic Cummings’
decision to drive his family 260 miles (with Covid-19 symptoms) to
his parents’ estate in Durham, the disturbing immunity of public
opinion to the true nature of a party responsible for the suffering
caused by Grenfell, the Windrush Scandal, 130,000-plus deaths
under politically motivated austerity and more appears to be (at
least temporarily) wearing off. Things are moving fast yet slow;
time and the truth feel distinctly elastic. Who knows where we’ll
be by the time you’re reading this.
From within this overall sense of both catastrophe and
eerie inertia, it has been hard to know where to start in writing
something that attempts to grasp even a fragment of the scale of
the things we are collectively and individually facing. In particular,
how to reconcile this all-encompassing but inequitable emergency
with any tentative thoughts about how we might collectively build
a better version of our field from the inevitable rubble as things
eventually subside. By way of a preface the texts and drawing
we’ve been so delighted to be able to commission here, we started
trying to write a short exploration of our new name in the context
of the crisis. What has emerged instead is a hopeful, ad-hoc, and
slightly unwieldy attempt to grapple with these things through
the possibility of cross-sector solidarity and transformation via
unionisation, alongside other more reflexive coalitions of precarity.

New social universes
The long overdue decision to change our name from GIRLFORUM*
to industria came out of a search for a name that could both move
us away from a binary notion of gender and also speak to a more
general refusal from below (both within and outside of the ‘art
world’). A name with roots that could connect to socialist histories
of unionisation and collective action. We first came across
industria in the e-flux article Productive Withdrawals: Art Strikes,
Art Worlds, and Art as a Practice of Freedom by Kuba Szreder, in
which he borrows from Gerald Raunig’s exploration of the word
in his book Factories of Knowledge, Industries of Creativity. Szreder
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summarises industria as ‘an inventive reappropriation of time,
a moulding of the excesses of collective energy to shape new
social universes.’ Capable of holding complicated and necessary
contradictions around productivity, industry, labour, and art
making, it seemed full of possibility – and it stuck.
Rebecca Solnit tells us that ‘the first lesson a disaster
teaches is that everything is connected’ and that it also shows
us, if we’re paying attention, ‘what’s strong, what’s weak, what’s
corrupt, what matters and what doesn’t.’ She goes on to say that
‘one of our main tasks now – especially those of us who are not
sick, are not frontline workers, and are not dealing with other
economic or housing difficulties – is to understand this moment,
what it might require of us, and what it might make possible.’ The
fractured conditions and inadequate systems which have long
caused pain for so many have been made all the more clear by
the crisis as a whole and, in the UK, the particular refusal of the
Conservative government to mitigate the effects of a virus which is
re-tracing and illuminating the contours of centuries of structural
discrimination. Under the pressure of this crisis, the project of
imagining and building those ‘new social universes’ feels more
urgent than ever.
Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s ever-astute understanding of austerity
politics as ‘organised abandonment’ feels essential to this moment.
The social safety net and workers’ rights have been systematically
dismantled, as those at the sharp end of this ruthlessness and
anyone paying due care and attention have known for a long
time. Not just over the last ten years of renewed Conservative
commitment to de-funding and dismantling society, but over the
last forty years of rampant neoliberalism. The growing addiction
of businesses to badly paid workers on zero hours contracts via
the expansion of the gig economy has escalated alarmingly as a
consequence of these circumstances over the last few years. Now,
it is becoming increasingly hard to ignore that these conditions
are not just cruel but also deadly. There is a growing awareness
that the terrible employment conditions of carers on zero hours
contracts, working without sick pay, has likely been a huge
contributing factor to the surge of Covid-19 deaths in care homes.
Carers and vulnerable residents alike have lost their lives under
these circumstances.
In the last couple of weeks, the data has demonstrated
that black people in the UK are four times more likely to die from
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the virus than white people. The classed and raced lines drawn
between those who have been enabled to isolate and protect
themselves and their loved ones and those who have been made
to keep working in unsafe conditions have been stark. Husband,
father, and migrant worker Emanuel Gomes was a cleaner working
for an outsourced company contracted to the Ministry of Justice.
With no access to sick pay and unable to get by without his £9.08/
hour minimum wage, he was forced to work through symptoms of
Covid-19. Although the Ministry of Justice had been empty of staff,
with most civil servants working from home, he was designated a
‘key worker’ and had to travel into Westminster each day on busy
public transport. He passed away on 24th April after a concerned
colleague took him home.
Against this profoundly troubling backdrop, the fact
that the Right are currently engaged in an effort to use the
crisis to disparage teaching unions should tell us something
about where the powers we can leverage and multiply to work
towards a new settlement might lie. The narrative being spun
(most explicitly on the front page of the Daily Mail on 15th May)
seeks to separate ‘heroic’ workers from their ‘militant’ unions in
the public imagination. Although they are working together to
somehow ensure safe conditions for both students and staff, the
idea is to act as if the teachers are being held hostage by party
politically-motivated unions seeking to undermine the government.
For all sometimes unwieldy structures within unions have often
reproduced problematic hierarchies and inequalities within
their ranks, fundamentally, workers are the unions. Renewed
efforts to obscure this fact suggest that these structured spaces
of collective action and solidarity, however diminished after
years of deliberate restriction, retain their promise of a possible
redistribution of power.
Looking back through fragmented histories of unionisation,
resistant acts of collectivity and their erasure by the wider
political circumstances that have shaped the UK ‘art world’, we
want to use this text to consider the possibilities of a renewed
effort towards these kinds of solidarities. Can we look to unions
and more ad-hoc coalitions to problematise the often unhelpful,
politicised line that chalks off art and the arts from the wider
labour market – as ways to work towards ‘new social universes’
that can encompass and even out labour of all kinds? Can we
produce productive and resistant coalitions between various
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precarities, without ignoring cultural capital as a privilege, or
fetishising ‘worker’ as a position? What is our path towards
creating structures in which pauses and inertia (seemingly
impossible in the way we function now) are possible when rest is
needed? With lock-down-limited capacities for heavy reading and
sustained writing, much of this will be left hanging. What follows
is a patchy first-flush of thinking through things together over
Zoom, indebted to the far more mobile and clear-sighted writing,
both pre and post Covid-19, which has informed it.

Precarity and exceptionalism
As artists and art workers, we are all most likely existing within
a disparate and patchy variety of circumstances. Especially now,
depending on how our ‘portfolio lifestyles’ shape up – on whether
we are employed, self-employed, whether we usually make any
money from our practices, or whether paid work has stopped –
we might have fallen through the large cracks in the treasury’s
emergency financial provision to different degrees. There is also,
of course, the question of the generational wealth and family or
social safety nets that might or might not be there to catch us in
some way. As a perennially ‘emerging’ multitude stretching (if
we’re lucky) into an elongated and elliptical mid-career, however,
most of us are some kind of precarious. That precarity, of course,
fluctuates wildly along lines of class, race, disability, and gender,
and the political circumstances through which we’ve lived so far.
There are also general (and sometimes sharp) distinctions to be
made roughly between the categories of artist, freelancer, badly
paid and outsourced museum or gallery worker, and waged art
workers towards the middle and upper echelons of public and
private institutions and workplaces. Although we will occasionally
gesture towards the differences between these positions, we are
writing in the spirit of an upheaval from the grass roots, working
on the basis of a hopeful assumption of a potential solidarity
between at least the majority of these categories that could lead
towards a fundamental restructuring.
A historically fraught relationship between art and labour,
work, professionalisation, and labour organising means that
exceptionalism has often been mobilised as a convenient way of
disguising and excusing the various forms of precarity the existing
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art system runs on. As Miya Tokumitsu attests, although the ‘art
world’ performs the role of a ‘social milieu in which individuals
are supposedly at their freest to engage in provocative critiques
of gender, sexuality, even capitalism’ it is largely ‘just another
hierarchical, undemocratic shop floor where bosses exploit workers
and abscond with the lion’s share of the labour value (and credit)
that everyone produces.’ Larne Abse Gogarty also points to the
‘art world’s fantasy that it is a neutral playing field, calling it a
‘falsehood sustaining the naive individualism of many artists’ belief
that they might be the next exception.’ In Factories of Knowledge,
Industries of Creativity, Gerald Raunig warns against the maintenance
of a separatist notion of the work of artistic production as a
‘cultural exception.’ This phrase is extracted from a 1960s French
financial policy of ‘exception culturelle’, which topped up the
intermittent income of arts practitioners in recognition of what their
creativity offered both people and state. Although it’s not a policy
that has existed in the UK, the rhetorical barrier of exceptionalism
that surrounds cultural production remains a powerful and divisive
psychic tool across ‘art world’ contexts.
On the one hand, exceptionalism develops a sense of
entitlement that leads to variations on the theme of ‘artists must
eat’: a solipsistic, bluntly insensitive, yet bountiful source of
excuses that props up the continued circulation of compromised,
politically dubious opportunities which co-opt artistic labour
for various ends (on which Lizzie Homersham has written
extensively in a text in Art Monthly ). On the other, exceptionalism
is instrumental in developing an understanding of art as a ‘labour
of love’ that is used to avoid paying artists properly, if at all.
Noting the neoliberal cooption of creativity as an attribute for an
ideal, endlessly flexible contemporary worker, Miya Tokumitsu
speaks brilliantly to the spread of the now pervasive mantra of
‘Do What You Love’ throughout the labour market as a whole.
For Gerald Raunig, the growing exhortation to be creative and
flexible, whether or not we are artists or makers, is a strategy of
neoliberalism which excuses and even drives the proliferation of
precarious working conditions: ‘Be creative! – and the creative
sheep are happy as long as sheer pressure, anxiety and existential
worries do not render them incapable of creativity. Everyone is
an artist, so he or she should also work and live in a way that is
accordingly flexible, spontaneous and mobile, or self-exploiting,
without security and forced into mobility.’
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‘Let’s Create’
According to Raunig, the slippage of valorisations of artistic
labour into a capitalist means of squeezing working conditions
and maximising productivity is rooted in the perversion of wellintentioned social-democratic policies, which sought to seed a
vision that can be summarised as ‘culture for all, culture from all’:
‘These large-scale starting points for a “democratization of
culture” were not only intended to enable workers to access
the bourgeois consumption of culture, but also to counter
the “idolatry of sublime art” with a “secularized” cultural
production – this was at least the goal of several generations
of socialist and social-democratic cultural policies of the
twentieth century. Today, their concepts surprisingly seem
to be increasingly realized, but in a completely inverse form.
“Culture for all” implies the culture-political obligation of
art institutions to push quantity and marketing in a populist
spectacular way, and in its perverted form, “culture from all”
indicates an all-encompassing (self-) obligation to be creative.’
Looking at both Raunig and Tokumitsu’s accounts of how
artistic exceptionalism and well-meaning universalism might
be subverted for corporate ends, it is striking to note that Arts
Council England’s ten year plans for the last decade and the
current one perfectly mimic, in two separate halves, the rubric
of ‘culture for all, culture from all’. The 2010 ACE strategy was
titled ‘Great Art and Culture for Everyone’. This was followed in
2020 by the launch of ‘Let’s Create’ as the new working principle.
The first title suggests pushing the consumption of art, while
the second goes some way towards mirroring Raunig’s ‘allencompassing (self-) obligation to be creative.’
Although it might be at least partly rooted in a wellintentioned universalism, the Arts Council’s invitation to ‘create’
certainly feels problematic after a decade of Conservative led
austerity. The up-beat message works as an (unsurprisingly)
uncritical mask for policies of austerity and discrimination that
have dismantled the public services, welfare, and community
spaces that create the conditions in which it is possible for both
artists and the public to ‘create’. As Bethany Rex has written,
‘“Let’s Create” is [...] a stark illustration of Arts Council England’s
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acquiescence to the politics and discourses of austerity and the
marginalisation of alternative values and practices’. Tellingly,
in the introduction to the 2020–2030 strategy, Nicholas Serota
emphasises his vision of ‘crowds of volunteers’ making public
art works possible while speaking of a ‘dissolving of barriers
between artists and the audiences with whom they interact.’
Eroding the exceptionalism of art and the arts is one thing (and
a very good one) but devaluing the labour involved is quite
another. As Harry Josephine Giles has written in the wake of the
current crisis we are facing and its impact on the future of the
arts, ‘Making art has never been the problem: the problem
is getting paid.’

From the Artists’ Union to Artists’ Union England
In the UK, the transformation of universalist efforts towards
‘culture for all, culture from all’ into an obligatory ‘creativity’
in the service of capitalism follows the contours of forty years
of market-driven political movement towards increasingly
precarious forms of work. In tandem with successive decades
of neoliberal policy, artists and art workers have apparently
slid towards a reflexive, de-politicised professionalisation. As
Kirsten Forkert says in her exploration of Artists and the Labour
Movement spanning the 1970s–1980s, ‘the creativity of the artist
h[as] been transposed by the the dynamism of the manager.’
Echoing Rauning and Tokumistu, she points to the idea that
the general conceding of a political position within the arts to
a neoliberal consensus may well have smoothed the way for
a reciprocal leakage in which ‘the typical conditions of the
cultural sector, including hyperexploitation, casualisation and
extreme competition, [became] generalised to other sectors of
the workplace.’ To look more closely at these developments,
and what lessons might be learnt from them, it’s useful here to
chart an abbreviated history of the political and social context
in which they occurred. Significantly, the period this covers is
bookended by the existence of two formal Artists Unions which
have arisen within a UK context.
The Artist’s Union (AU) was founded in 1972. Although
it didn’t have a membership sufficient to be an independent
organisation within the TUC, it made links with the TGW
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(now Unite) and the freelance section of the National Union of
Journalists. Their campaign documents made clear that this was
not just a practical move to seek legal and financial resources,
but ‘a reorientation of the arts away from bourgeois institutions
such as museums and commercial galleries, and a move towards
“identifying our aims ultimately with the working class movement
as a whole.”’ As Forkert sets out, at ‘a time when the role and
purpose of the artist was being seriously questioned’, the AU
reached outwards in solidarity, organising alongside workers
striking at a thermometer factory and working with the night
cleaners’ campaign. They also tackled the de-politicisation of
the arts from within, including lobbying what was then the Arts
Council of Great Britain to various ends and signing up new
members outside an exhibition at the Hayward Gallery (the public
face of the ACGB), like union reps leafleting the factory gates.
For any flaws and inconsistencies (including the apparent
omission of a meaningful grappling with structural racism, even
as it organised actively around class and gender) Forkert rightly
suggests that ‘the AU serves as a reminder in reactionary times
that artists can think and act collectively’ and that ‘remembering
these possibilities is crucial if we are to imagine a viable future.’
Forkert believes that the 1970s was a lost opportunity for the Left
to engage with culture and create opportunities to restructure it
along the egalitarian lines of the labour movement. A failure to
sustain a meaningful reciprocity between the arts and the TUC
may well have allowed the Right to reframe culture and creativity
for its own ends. She points to ‘figures such as Alistair McAlpine
and Charles Saatchi, both involved with the Conservative party,
who went on to dominate the visual arts’, seeing such figures as
responsible in no small part for ‘redefining culture in terms of the
glamour of big money.’
This ‘redefining’ is certainly apparent in funding practices
that started to gather pace in the UK in the year the AU folded. In
1983, with Nicholas Serota heading up the Whitechapel, Barclays
Bank, which was participating in the Apartheid regime in South
Africa, sponsored the annual Open exhibition. Members of the AU
scheduled to appear in the exhibition boycotted it and set up their
own exhibition in the public library next door. Shortly afterwards,
in the increasingly anti-union environment fostered by Thatcher,
the AU folded. The funding model used by Serota has since
become so normalised that learning just how recent this juncture
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was comes as a real shock to those of us who weren’t around to
bear witness to the art world of the 1980s.
If, as Forkert says, during the 1960s and ’70s the ‘tumultuous
events of the time (which included the Vietnam war, South African
apartheid, and the nuclear arms race) meant that the familiar
argument that art was beyond the political became increasingly
problematic’, the decade that followed made it increasingly
hard to act cohesively and politically. In the years after Saatchi
& Saatchi’s ‘Labour isn’t working’ advert first helped propel
Thatcher to power in 1979, Arts Minister Richard Luce was quoted
as saying that many arts institutions ‘had yet to be weaned away
from the welfare state mentality’ and that ‘the only test of our
ability to succeed is whether we can attract customers’. The
insistence that the arts become self-sufficient and entrepreneurial
led directly to the funding landscape we are familiar with today,
in which institutions are consistently compromised by relying on
unethical funders. It was also, of course, emblematic of the cruel
vision for the population as a whole that dismantled the welfare
state and entrenched deepening inequalities.
As Nicholas Serota moved to head up the Tate in 1988, the
merging of public and private interests in the arts would only
accelerate. That same year, ‘Freeze’ took place at Surrey Docks
and ushered in the era of Young British Art, with a sensibility
combining the now all-but-vanished possibility of repurposing or
squatting disused spaces with the big money of Charles Saatchi.
The catalogue for the exhibition was even sponsored by a property
development company. Forkert paraphrases AU member Loraine
Leeson in identifying it as an ‘era of individualism and get-richquick schemes’. As New Labour came to power in 1997, pacts with
private finance became an ever-increasing part of the status
quo. In his text The New Conservatism: Complicity and the UK Art
World’s Performance of Progression , Morgan Quaintance critically
lays out the synchronicity between New Labour’s continuation of
Thatcherite policies via Private Finance Initiatives, and the art
world’s willingness to operate within these neoliberal parameters
(apparently with very little resistance).
Although New Labour would walk back some of the most
painful social effects of Thatcherism, the defanging of the arts
continued via a total incorporation into the public face of ‘Cool
Britannia.’ Weaponised as a cultural commodity, Stuart Jeffries
describes how the arts became a way for Britain to ‘cast off [its]
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fusty image and punch above our weight in the new globalised
era.’ ‘Cool Britannia’ and the ‘re-creation of Britain as a “young”
country’ feels suspiciously like an appallingly superficial rebranding of Britain’s violent colonial record (even as the invasion
of Iraq defined its attitude to ‘foreign policy’) and embed British
exceptionalism into cultural output. As Dan Fox has written,
‘[t]he decade was too drunk on its own success to notice being
instrumentalized by New Labour: slap a union Jack sticker on the
“creative industries” and put Blur on the jukebox, Tony’s getting
the next round of lagers in’. Through this promotion of the ‘creative
industries’, the ’90s manufactured and cemented the ideation
of artists as entrepreneurs in the public consciousness. Even as
New Labour introduced university fees in 1998 and started the
rush towards what would become an increasingly exclusionary,
marketised education system, the ‘social mobility’ of working
class artists who achieved serious wealth and celebrity notoriety
was fetishised as part of Brit Culture. Art was positioned as
an investment opportunity from which to reap the rewards of
corporate cultural capital – a means to ‘artwash’ the dubious
politics and practices of big business and wealthy individuals.
Together, all of this suggests a period of profound depoliticisation,
which contributed to a dominant narrative around art and artists
in the UK that obscured both alternative ways of working and the
necessary material conditions to allow them to occur.
Then, as the Conservatives launched their programme of
austerity in 2010 (aided and abetted by the Liberal democrats)
30% of the Arts Council England budget was immediately axed.
University fees were tripled in 2012, followed by the scrapping
of the maintenance grant in 2016. All this took place against the
backdrop of a labour market which responded to the 2008 crash by
proliferating badly paid, precarious zero-hours jobs. This included
public arts institutions increasingly outsourcing their workers as
they looked to slash their spending. In short, over the last forty
years and in the last decade in particular, the means for day to day
survival, let alone higher education or the possibility of sustaining
yourself as an artist, have been sliding ever further out of reach for
so many. For who, under such conditions, is art even a possibility?
As Lola Olufemi points out with urgent clarity, ‘the divide between
politics and art is not real. It is politics that dictates who creates
art, how it is consumed and sold, the conditions in which it is
created, the subjectivities that dominate it.’
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Against the backdrop of these unpromising times for seeding
politicised collectivity in the arts and beyond, a new artists
union, Artists’ Union England (AUE), was set up in 2014 – a few
years too late to make it into Kirsten Forkert’s text on artists and
the labour movement. Perhaps in part due to the de-politicising
effects of the intervening decades, it bears little resemblance
to the multi-faceted activity of the original AU. AUE’s platform
revolves primarily around a reformist effort towards achieving
better pay for artists. Gone are the workshops agitating around
the meaning and political positioning of artistic production that
led the AU to embed themselves alongside community organising
and moments of class struggle. Taking up the narrative of art
and waged labour, Larne Abse Gogarty points explicitly to AUE’s
problematic insistence on ‘professionalisation, and an emphasis on
craft division’, which comes in the form of a list of nine criteria, at
least three of which must be met to qualify for membership. A little
more promisingly, perhaps, the AUE has been willing to criticise
Arts Council England’s limited Covid-19 ‘emergency response’ to
the loss of earnings faced by arts practitioners, in which grants
are being issued to artists who have already received a stamp of
approval via previous public funding. Both generally and in the
particular context of the accelerated precarity faced by the arts
in the wake of the current crisis, however, a continued narrow
focus on pay and the lack of an explicitly politicised position feels
singularly disappointing. How, then, to re-engage with and multiply
the more urgent and expansive solidarities signalled by movements
like the original AU?

Collective precarity
As Julia Bryan-Wilson rightly suggests, ‘the class mobility conferred
on artists makes for a complex story, and artists’ identification
with, dependency on, and estrangement from the bourgeoisie are
longstanding issues.’ Where we might risk failing to substantiate
it as anything more than a rhetorical gesture towards solidarity,
we should be constantly vigilant of any kind of fetishising overidentification of ourselves with the position of ‘worker’. This means
maintaining a particular vigilance around how our cultural capital
might be co-opted, what any recourse to the phrase ‘artists must
eat’ might excuse, and whom it might collaterally harm.
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Recognising the possibilities that could arise from such a
commitment of care, Larne Abse Gogarty discusses the following
proposal by Lisa Soskolne, a member of the US based group WAGE
(Working Artists for the Greater Economy):
‘Soskolne tentatively described a new proposal that WAGE
could certify individual artists committed to exhibiting only
with certified organisations [who pay fair wages as set by the
group], while at the same time describing this as “outlandish”
and divisive. Divisiveness and outlandishness are, in fact,
characteristics that need to be affirmed today. At best, such
strategies could potentially mark a commitment not only to
one’s own politics, but also to each other; such a gesture
of solidarity remains fairly radical in relation to the largely
individualised and accommodating behaviour that dominates
the art world. By means of such a commitment, we might also
hope to reconnect practice with politics along lines that would
not simply slake a cynical thirst for “critical” art, but rather
provide new modes of consciousness that are capable of
breaking with the current epistemological and material limits
to social transformation.’
For this kind of transformation to be possible (certificate or no
certificate) we would need to avoid the reflex to squeeze what we
can from cultural capital in a field that colludes to keep us hungry,
whether, as Lizzie Homersham says, that’s for ‘actual food or
visibility and career success.’ We would also need to avoid falling
for the kind of empty aspiration conjured by those in comfortable,
salaried, managerial and administrative positions with the arts, or
those artists who have managed to become ‘exceptional’. Certainly
easier said than done, but it is a commitment that clears the
ground for an honest assessment of our precarity and draws lines
towards solidarities far more effective than what Abse Gogarty
calls ‘the blind faith in merit that dominates the art world.’
So where might we be able to find and cultivate the kinds
of outward-reaching solidarity aimed at by the original AU today,
in our current political context? As we have already suggested,
public museums and galleries have become increasingly
accustomed to outsourcing the day to day labour that keeps them
running, with private companies absolving large institutions of
responsibility for many of their workers, along the same lines as
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innumerable corporations heavily invested in late capitalist practice.
In spite of the deteriorated material conditions brought about by
these patchy, problematic labour relations under the roofs of arts
institutions, workers in some instances have managed to turn them
into sites of resistance that have begun to seriously reinvigorate
conversations and action around labour and unionisation. The same
goes for universities and art schools, where teaching staff are
being employed on increasingly eroded terms and maintenance and
security teams are being outsourced and under paid.
It is here, at the points where the ‘art world’ and the gig
economy meet, that there have been glimpses of the possibility
for wider political change through the meeting of struggles for
workers rights with a desire for a wider ethical transformation of its
institutions. In 2018, for instance, the Independent Workers’ Union
of Great Britain (IWGB) tackled the poor pay and conditions of
outsourced cleaners working for EY (Ernst and Young) by staging a
protest at Tate Modern, where the investment firm was sponsoring
that year’s Picasso exhibition. Choosing to use Tate’s ‘artwashing’ of
EY as a way to make the struggle of the workers visible to a wider
audience also created a useful alliance between precarious workers
and ethical struggles around private sponsorship, which artists and
campaign groups have long been working on. In the same year, the
coalition ‘Justice for Cleaners’ was supported by Goldsmiths students
in a protest at the opening of Goldsmiths CCA. As the new £4.5
million gallery space opened on campus, cleaners who had been
outsourced to cut spending campaigned to be brought back in house.
The protest asked ‘Who keeps the cube white?’, a question that
points to the ethical failure of a space of art and education propped
up by hidden, precarious, and badly paid labour – while also hinting
towards the discrimination and labour relations that stratify society
and dictate for whom art exists and for whom art making is possible.
Similar alliances have happened further afield too. Last
year, at the Whitney Museum in the US, in parallel with its
workers struggling to unionise, a multi-level protest was born out
of workers, artists, and the group Decolonise this Place coming
together to protest the position of Chairman Warren Kanders in
light of his wealth accumulated through the production and sale of
‘less-lethal’ weapons. The possibility of coalitions that encompass
precarious workers and those protesting the precarity of lives
lived under state-sanctioned violence feels hopeful and resistant.
Together, these patchy coalitions and moments of solidarity echo
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and revitalise the types of action taken by the Artists’ Union in
solidarity with factory workers and cleaners through the 1970s.
In this context, the resurgence of dedicated unionised activity
for artists with the new Artists Union England is welcome, but
a limited scope which addresses artists’ pay and other strictly
professional issues within the ‘art world’ inevitably smooths
over the complicated intersections of the lives of artists with the
wider labour market. Where the AUE is defined by a ‘division of
craft’, broader new unions like the IWGB and United Voices of
the World (UWU) have organised more vibrantly around precarity
as the defining characteristic of their memberships. The UWU
(which is also the union Emanuel Gomes belonged to) represents a
coalition of precarious workers including migrant workers, those
in the gig economy, strippers and sex workers, gender-based
violence workers, designers, and cultural workers. Whilst political
squeamishness in the past has maintained a troubled relationship
between the positions of ‘artist’ and ‘worker’ and the labour
movement, recently formed unions are clearly undeterred and
prepared to leverage the visibility of art and culture as a useful
space for struggle. Where larger, traditional unions have been
slower to react to changing labour relations, smaller unions and
more ad-hoc coalitions of workers have been quicker to assemble
and fight back. In the process, they tantalisingly suggest the
possibility for a wider re-politicisation of the context for art and art
making and a chance to revisit something of the ‘lost opportunity’
Kirsten Forkert sees in the alliances abandoned after the 1970s.
Perhaps, if a new multiplicity of artists committed to these
possibilities choose to join the AUE, its scope can be expanded to
become an effective part of this cacophony.

Solidarity without space
The difficulty, for now, is the extent to which usual forms of
protests need bodies and ‘productive withdrawals’ require space
to be occupied in the first place to withdraw from and signal
a refusal. We are all in some way currently displaced, and
solidarity through gathering and physical proximity is impossible
for the time being. So how do we enact a pause or a break from
‘business as usual’, when normality has been so fundamentally
disrupted in ways beyond our control? It has been notable and
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perhaps disturbing how readily the ‘art world’ in particular leapt
online to continue the circulation of content and the appearance
of productivity. This has taken place partly out of a necessity
to produce ways to commission artists and get them paid when
work in the physical world might have been deferred or cancelled.
Elsewhere, artistic labour has been usefully leveraged by its makers
to raise much-needed funds for those in need. The question is how
much of the other online content being extracted and circulated
are artists actually getting paid for? And how much of it is being
positioned as an artistic duty, an obligation of our supposedly
exceptional status, to provide a ‘balm for the soul’ in these difficult
times – disseminated by institutions seeking to reaffirm their cultural
importance in the current crisis? What does it mean that, rather than
pausing to see what the ‘real world’ might need from institutions and
individual constituents of the ‘art world’, much of the system threw
its energies into adapting itself for an online existence?
There may well be some good collateral changes to come out
of our ‘online-ness’ during this crisis. Institutions being more online
could permanently open things up to those of us whose ‘normal’
necessarily more closely resembles life in lockdown. There’s a
chance online art fairs could become the standard, with so much
waste and so many air miles eradicated immediately. The muchneeded pause spoken about by Sara Ahmed, Rebecca Solnit and
many others has in many ways, however, been smoothed over by
our impulse to adapt. Is all this malleability a sign of a lack of
resistance? As Harry Josephine Giles says in their excellent blog
post I woke up and the arts was gone, ‘the more that arts workers flail
around trying to bring back whatever there was before into the
after, the worse this situation will be.’ We should be wary of the
possibility that the energy required to make this leap might mean
that we change without changing the status quo, which Solnit
refers to as an ‘arrangement of power relations’ – something which
will persist whether we are working off or online. Our industry
already (intentionally) confuses the boundary between labour and
leisure time, and our now always-online world with no transition
between spaces and places has muddied this even further. As
Gerald Raunig asks, ‘what can strike mean for creative workers
and industrialists, whose punch-clocks know no on and off, but
only countless versions of on’. Without real space, it is even harder
to draw the boundaries between the disparate elements of our
multifaceted ‘portfolio’ existences.
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A temporary conclusion
As we draw towards some kind of conclusion, it is crucial to
reiterate that any efforts towards a transformative solidarity
within the ‘art world’ cannot fall on the shoulders of artists
or the grass roots alone. Those of us who are precarious, or
at least sensitive to precarity, will be all too aware of the
widespread dysfunction of salaried curators and managers of
art commissioning sometimes year-long projects at a fraction of
their own yearly wage. Here, Paul Maheke’s achingly poignant
text The year I stopped making art is compulsory reading. A
constantly switching succession of brief and conjoined first
person narratives flip between years and reasons for stopping,
developing into a complex every-artist made up of innumerable
kinds of precarity, painful disappointments and drop-outs. Some
of these might feel so emotionally familiar they edge towards
autobiography as you read them; others take only a little cerebral
time travel and a short leap of empathy:
‘The year I stopped making art, it was before COVID-19. It
didn’t take a global pandemic to end my career. I just didn’t
manage to pay my tax return on time. It was 2019 and I had
a bike accident on one of my shifts when I delivered food to
people’s door. The year I stopped making art, it didn’t take for
the wealthiest parts of the world to go in total lockdown, to be
made redundant from the arts industry.
It was so mundane no one noticed.
No one noticed because I couldn’t make an artwork out
of it. It couldn’t be turned into art. It just ended. My shows
were cancelled and no one paid me and no one saw me.’
Meanwhile, a shapeshifting, fig leaf perfume-wearing managerial
presence suffuses Maheke’s text, checking their healthy bank
balance and trading bitcoin in a museum office, or saying ‘I am
sorry to hear you’re experiencing difficulties. It’s a tough time for
us all’. The figure reads as a poetic manifestation of the drastic
re-settlement needed to re-prioritise artists and art making within
the concentric structures of a management-obsessed ‘art world’
– especially those most marginalised by its current machinations.
In this vein, Harry Josephine Giles speaks enticingly to a post
Covid-19 strategy that looks like this:
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‘First, arts work should centre the workers who make art,
and all funding should be on that basis. This means that
artists need secure work at a living wage, and this should
be arranged alongside the work of administrators, not
subordinate to it. The fewer managers we have, the better this
will be. This also means breaking the boundary between arts
and support work: more artists need to take responsibility for
how art happens, and more administrators need to be given
the time and resources to make the art they want to make.
So, when a venue reopens, imagine it like this: the venue
is managed collectively by all who work there, who are all
paid the same rate. If there are management-only roles, they
rotate, and they are not privileged, and the workers provide
the direction. Everyone who manages the venue is also paid
to make art, and everyone who is paid to make art in the
venue also manages it. We all take turns to clean the toilet.’
Faced with so many uncertainties, the temporary conclusion to
this text is a call for us all to join a union where we can afford to,
whether from the position of artist, worker, or both. It is clear to
us that in the context of the struggle being manipulated through
the Covid-19 crisis, we need to re-emphasise what should be an
implicit solidarity with our precarious cross-sector counterparts.
The way the battle lines are being drawn by politicians and the
press shows we’re entering a time where there is much to be
lost or gained. If we multiply solidarity and throw our weight
into unionising, there is a real chance we could regain ground
that has been lost to the neoliberal mindset over the last forty
years, reaching beyond reformist demands for fair pay for artists
towards a new social settlement. Perhaps one that makes what
Harry Josephine Giles suggests possible at scale, beyond just a
vibrant and committed grass roots. Returning to Kuba Szreder’s
text on ‘productive withdrawals’ it feels pertinent to end with
the uniting, mobilising phrase ‘we, precariat’, under which a
group of art workers in Poland assembled in 2012. To be clear,
it is crucial that ‘precarity’ is understood throughout not just as
a condition of work but as a condition of living. Workplaces are
just one site of possible resistance, and work and productivity
should never be the only, implicitly exclusionary, means through
which to gain stability or dignity. Alongside struggles for better
conditions within work, the emphasis of the IWGB and UWU
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on migrant workers foregrounds the state-enforced precarity
enacted by discriminatory policies such as ‘No Recourse to Public
Funds’. Increasingly and importantly, unions also have community
wings, formed to represent those not in waged work. Perhaps in
its simplicity and capacity to hold so many within it, therefore,
‘we, precariat’ is the best possible summary of this assemblage
of historic and emergent ‘lines of solidarity’ – and as the current
crisis makes our positions all the more precarious, it’s something
which we can all gather around and hold onto.

In this issue...
Before we sign off, we wanted to introduce the brilliant writings
and drawing we’re delighted to include alongside this text, as well
as a few extra thoughts that have settled around them and this
first industria publication as a whole.
At the start of lockdown, we were thinking about what we
could add to the conversation in the context of our new name
by revisiting our old format (under GIRLFORUM* ) of disseminating
writing online only. Amidst the barrage of online content, however,
we realised we wanted to slow things down and put together
something that would be sent out first in print and eventually made
available online. Something to hold and read slowly, hopefully
outside or by a sunny window. Having been given funding to
commission things for the first time through Black Dogs, we
wanted to give these commissions physical space, to let them be
held onto rather than scrolled through. Each of the three elements
we’re delighted to bring together here enact or look at some
kind of pause amongst everything. Carole Wright has written
up a resonantly politicised daily walk through South London,
bringing together tensions and connections between buildings,
trees, people, and histories to map out an experience of being
‘Blak Outside’. One of us is spending lockdown with her parents
in Kent and has re-traced a dislocated version of Carole’s walk
to collect leaves from the same species of trees. These have been
scanned and scattered throughout the issue. Cecilia Wee gives
us a brilliantly personal-political account of her relationship to
productivity, industriousness and waged work – a text which
sits as a useful counterpart to the thoughts we outline here. Jade
Montserrat has drawn a new commissioned work to adorn packets
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of wildflower seeds sent out within each copy of this publication.
Jade’s commission arises from her research into the practice of
enslaved women braiding native seeds into their hair before being
forced to board transatlantic slave ships, hoping against the odds
for autonomy on the other side. She also draws on a Victorian
erotica book seen in her childhood home which showed women
stood with their legs apart and plaits hanging down between their
legs. The resulting drawing combines the idea of a ‘lady garden’
with plaits and seeds as well as drawing on tantra and those
symbols of fertility and unity. Since we have both enjoyed growing
things (on however small a scale) during lockdown, we wanted to
share seeds amongst us so that we can all hopefully scatter them
wherever the opportunity arises and watch them grow. We’ve
chosen bee and butterfly friendly wildflowers, in the hope that
we can all seed a mini ecosystem, whether in a pot, a grass roof,
alongside a pavement, or in the corner of a park.
You’ll also notice that the publication comes packaged
inside the kind of (fully compostable) stand up pouch usually
used to package coffee beans. While we were thinking through
the relationship of seeds, growing, and the slow time they can
offer in relation to the maximised capitalist just-in-time speed we
are used to living at, we read a text on the relationship between
coffee-growing, coffee-drinking and capitalism. Summarising from
Coffeeland: One Man’s Dark Empire and the Making of Our Favorite
Drug by Augustine Sedgewick, Michael Pollan examines the
colonial history of coffee plantations and their deep entwinement
with the rise of capitalist industry. In the drive towards maximum
efficiency as the demand for coffee increased, El Salvador coffee
plantations became sites of colonial discipline and ‘totalitarian
monoculture’. Coffee coincided so neatly with capitalism because
it ‘had the extraordinary ability to generate surplus value not only
in its production but in its consumption as well’ and ‘freed us from
the circadian rhythms of our body, helping to stem the natural
tides of exhaustion so that we might work longer and later hours.’
Many of us squeezing art making and responsibilities into the tight
spaces around paid work will be no strangers to feeling caffeinedependant.
Incidentally, thinking about productivity, crops, and seeds
alongside Carole’s work as a community garden manager, we
greatly enjoyed reading Ruby Tandoh’s essay ‘Empire of Seeds’
about the legacy Esiah Levy’s astonishing garden in Croydon and
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the political act of claiming space by growing plants and saving
seeds. Tandoh’s text abounds with political thinking about the
capitalist co-option of seeds and agriculture and the drive towards
infertile monocultures genetically engineered to require yearly
purchase instead of being self-sustaining. All of this produces
useful metaphors for thinking about the infertile ground the
‘art world’ currently offers grass roots production. In the wake
of the coming Covid-19 induced recession, with a Conservative
government in power, we are surely facing a renewed funding
drought from an already overstretched, underfunded public sector
with a narrow imagination. We are at risk of the art world being
dominated even further by large hierarchical institutions stretched
ever thinner, becoming even less capable of taking ‘risks’ and
fulfilling their responsibilities to artists and audiences. As Harry
Josephine Giles says, even before taking the looming implications
of the current crisis into account, ‘the arts has failed in its mission
of bringing culture to people: a decade of equality, diversity and
inclusion policies has barely changed the make-up of its paid
workforce, while working-class culture has been destroyed or
assimilated, creating deeper cultural divides between the arts and
the people.’ With monocultures in mind, it’s interesting to note that
in his introduction to the ACE ‘Let’s Create’ strategy we mentioned
earlier, Nicholas Serota suggested that ACE has come a long way
from the Arts Council of Great Britain’s 1951 aim of growing ‘few,
but roses.’ If ACE continues to function apolitically throughout
further social squeezing and funding droughts, however, can
anything else be expected to thrive?
If ‘Empire of Seeds’ gives us damning metaphors of
monocultures and unfertile ground to apply to the ‘art world’,
it also gives us metaphors that can be strategies of resistance.
Tandoh’s descriptions of Esiah Levy’s distributed, defiant garden
are irresistible:
‘The plants from which the seeds were harvested scrambled
up garden fences, sprouted up from plastic grocery bags filled
with soil and even grew in makeshift planters on the roof
of an abandoned car park. They grew on the balcony of an
apartment with no outdoor space. They grew in tiny plots of
land in public allotment sites. From between the cracks, they
sprung forth. And from these plants came a bounty of seeds
that would migrate halfway across the world.’
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To be resistant, gardening between the cracks or working from the
grass roots to build across and upwards has to be emphatically
not about plugging gaps left by inadequate space or funding,
but about taking up space politically and with intent towards a
total re-envisioning of the ‘art world’. To return, once more, to
the meaning of industria : ‘an inventive reappropriation of time, a
moulding of the excesses of collective energy to shape new social
universes.’ Some wishful thinking for while we sprinkle our seeds
and cross our fingers that they grow.
In solidarity,
industria x
25 May 2020
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Walking
whilst being
Blak
Outside

Carole Wright

Time to take the one hour government sanctioned
Covid-19 outdoor exercise.
A walk then, so this third generation Black British
female can remain socially connected and physically
distanced, mentally and emotionally well-balanced in
these strange times.
Trying my best to be two metres apart from other
pavement surfers on the narrow SE1 pavements
around Elephant & Castle and then Walworth.
Meandering between SE1, SE17 and SE5 postcodes.
Setting off from land formerly home to the Magdalen
Hospital. Like so much in this part of SE1, given
the rebrand treatment as it was previously known
as ‘The Hospital for the Reception of Penitent
Prostitutes.’ Even the road it sits on, Blackfriars,
used to be Great Surrey Street.
‘Ch-ch-ch-ch-changes’ as David Bowie, my fellow
Brixtonite, would sing, 102 years after the Peabody
Trust would buy the land and the Magdalen Hospital
would relocate to my birth borough, Lambeth.
Walking southbound on Blackfriars Road, towards
the traffic junction past Barratt Homes luxury flats,
premier dry cleaners, large Starbucks, a nod to some
social housing in the new development, outnumbered
by units in the tower block of lease holder properties.
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The tower dominates the skyline at the southern
end of Blackfriars Road. It occupies the site of the
former Artists Studio Company (ASC) which had 128
affordable workspaces for artists and a gallery.
Now the St George’s Circus obelisk is overlooked by
this display of opulence and the rebranding continues
with the development being called ‘Blackfriars
Circus’ – flats in its 27-storey tower range from
£450,000 - £1.8 million.
A quick glance to my right towards Lambeth Road,
I sway around the Blackfriars Circus tower onto
Borough Road then shimmy down Keyworth Street.
Walking down here, marked by Southbank University
campus buildings, removed social housing, new shiny
private housing tower blocks, a solitary green wall,
silver birch trees desperately trying to keep hold of
leaves and branches as the wind tunnel batters them
and the glass from the tall buildings causes a heat
island effect assisted by lots of paving.
Standing at the pedestrian crossing on Newington
Causeway opposite the Salvation Army UK and
Republic of Ireland Territorial Headquarters, which
signposts the long gone Victorian philanthropic past
of the area.
Crossing the road, I pick up speed now. Past the
1936 blocks of Rockingham Estate, up the gradient
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of Meadow Row, all signs of the fields and meadow
which occupied this space have long since gone.
A few beautiful cherry trees exist outside the
bilingual (English-Spanish) St Matthew’s-at-theElephant and a block of flats. The church speaks
to me of the migrant communities which have made
SE1/SE17 their homes. This part of Southwark,
Elephant & Castle, and all around the shopping
centre is Latino.
This is the European hub for Latino migrants. Just as
previously West African and Caribbean communities
had settled around the area having come to the
‘Motherland’ from the Empire’s former colonies.
The shopping centre’s been sold to Delancey so
here we go with another round of displacement
of the working classes and the cultures which
enriched this part of the metropolis. Same as
Brixton (my manor), Hackney, New Cross – the
list goes on.
And that rich cultural and social heritage displayed
on building site hoardings where once the 1964 Tim
Tinker-designed Heygate Estate of brutalist blocks
and maisonettes stood. Oh yes, local groups have
helped to rename streets and tower blocks in what
is now known as ‘Elephant Park’. They take part in
community fun days. They must be made complicit
in their own social cleansing.
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Walking faster all the way down the length of Sayer
Street, which the heritage hoardings tell me is named
after John Sayer, a successful 16th century merchant
who became an MP. Now this new shopping street
recalls a street which existed before the Heygate
was built.
Now to zigzag past the new terrace housing. Hopping
up and walking over some tree logs in the nature
garden on Wansey Street. Then a sharp right down
Brandon Street, swooping past Peabody Walworth
Estate down the serenely named Content Street and
its almshouses.
Round the first phase of the Heygate redevelopment,
down the streets which connect it to Aylesbury
Estate, another 1960s estate undergoing major
redevelopment. More hoardings let the residents,
public, and commuters on the 343 bus know how
many residents have received financial grants,
training, and gained employment.
Still walking fast, the pavement becomes more of
a mosaic of concrete pavers and tarmac as the
Norwegian maple tree roots make their presence
felt. The trees were generously planned and planted
by previous Southwark planning officers and
council arborists. They knew the benefits of large
greenspaces for the mental, physical and emotional
well-being of the concrete dwelling urbanites.
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Heading up Thurlow Street, I enter Burgess Park, my
favourite greenspace in London. A very changed park
to the derelict space I played in as a child visiting
grandparents. Thanks to an £8 million makeover,
there’s now new paths, new play areas, BMX
track, more trees – some of them fruiting, improved
grasslands, a reworked lake, and horticultural
meadows.
Entering the gates, looking right at a wildflower
meadow, I speed walk up the first of five hills, down
across the expanse of one of the many large grass
areas, making the Egyptian geese and ducks getting
their worm breakfast look up as I speed past.
Then it’s time to go up the largest hill in the park with
the best panoramic views of the surrounding streets
of Walworth, Camberwell, Peckham, and over towards
the City of London and The Shard at London Bridge
station. You can see the buildings of the Square Mile
when the sky is clear of the air pollution haze.
Standing here looking down at the lake, over towards
the barbecue area which is normally buzzing in the
spring and summer, now all hazard taped off, telling
us to keep two metres apart, I hear voices.
It’s the spirits of my ancestors, grandparents
Wilhelmina and Eric Wright, my Jamaican lineage.
They lived in Camberwell on the Elmington Estate,
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in a slab-like tower block built in the 1950s. They
moved there in the ’60s. That’s gone. So here we
stand, my past, present and future. ‘Come let’s walk
Nana and Grandad’.
We walk past joggers, cyclists, families exercising on
the grass areas and others admiring the aquatic life
on the lake, or people sitting meditatively.
Leaving the park through the Thurlow Street gates
we walk together to East Street when they peel off to
the market, a favourite of my Nana’s. I’ve always liked
Brixton Market more.
I feel a tap on my shoulder, I jump. I turn to look at
a young white man, ask who he is, he replies ‘I’m
the spirit of Private Lee O’Callaghan, lived on the
Heygate, died in Basra, Iraq, in 2004. I’ll guide you
back to Heygate’. So off we walk and talk about
his love of Millwall. I say I’m a Gooner and love the
Millwall motto ‘No one likes us, we don’t care’. I like
to think it’s a South Londoner’s statement of fact about
our psyche.
Lee and I race along Orb street and are met by a
group of young men. They say they are spirits too,
and that their names are Rolan Adams, Rohit Duggal,
Stephen Lawrence, Trayvon Martin and Ahmaud
Arbery. The first three are Asian and Black British
and say they’re South Londoners, all racially murdered
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between 1991–1993. The latter two are African
American, also racially murdered in 2012 and 2020.
Lee guides us to O’Callaghan Way, named after him
in Elephant Park. He smiles and looks a bit teary as
he tells us all about how the campaign to name it
after him was started by Millwall supporters.
I point out the London Plane trees nearby,
remnants of what was Heygate Urban Forest.
Thankfully campaigners managed to get 50%
saved from the developers’ axe, not so the housing
estate.
I suggest we end our walk at the Southwark War
Memorial by Kenny Hunter, placed in the new
public space, Walworth Square. A bronze sculpture
of an anonymous twelve-year-old standing on a
fallen Ash tree.
I explain I like to think the sculpture represents
not only those it was intended for – people killed
in global wars, conflict, migrants – unveiled for the
100th anniversary of the WWI Armistice. I always
add to the list those displaced by social cleansing,
killed by domestic violence and state oppression.
Four of the spirits will always remain teenagers.
Ahmaud, the eldest at 25, was out jogging in the
public domain. A jog in American countryside
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outside Brunswick, Georgia, accused of being a
burglar. So another reason to kill Black men is added
to the list: exercising in Nature.
Whenever I’ve walked solo or in a group of Black
people in the English countryside, Kent or elsewhere,
I’ve been made to feel unwelcome, by looks and
stares even when having lunch in a pub on the route.
So as I read out the title inscribed on the plinth taken
from a Hamish Henderson poem, one by one the men’s
spirits disappear. ‘Against the armour of the storm I’ll
hold my human barrier’.
Time to end my Covid-19 walk.

Carole Wright is a community garden manager,
walk leader, creative Londoner and lifelong social
housing resident
Follow Carole’s journeys on Instagram/Twitter
@blak_outside
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Saturday’s Child:
Notes on Work & Living

Cecilia Wee

I have always felt ambivalent about this nursery rhyme predicting
one’s personality according to the day of one’s birth. Evidently
bullshit, but like the way that fortune tellers’ words have the
tendency to abstractly resonate, I find myself returning to this
rhyme in an internal dialogue on productivity. My best friend
when I was 16 asked me: What job do you want to have when we
are older? ‘I want to figure out how to be a student for as long as
possible and to put off working for as long as possible’. I feel like
I have been working on this project ever since. I wanted to be an
idler, to refuse work and its fantasy of emancipatory self-control,
whilst recognising this was a wholly privileged perspective. This
was an option only open to me because of free state education,
free music lessons, free university tuition and being alive when I
could access the last year of university maintenance grants in the
UK, as well as being so lucky that I knew about art colleges, that I
knew there was a cultural life that existed in professional realms,
because my dad worked at an art college, as a technician. So I
was fucking lucky.
I’m whispering these words onto this paper, quietly. We
mustn’t say them too loud. I feel like I’m supposed to deliver
some wisdom here, but all I can muster is scrambled thoughts at
midnight. What has my experience told me? That I already had
a conversation with myself about working this way a few years
ago and we made a pact to refuse. But I’m not saying no, I fear I
can’t afford to, so I get through the emails, the Zoom meetings, the
phone calls, the messages. And of course, I count myself extremely
privileged to have lived so long, that I have a roof over my head,
that I have great friends and colleagues and support, that I can
work from home. Still, these questions are a refrain:
How much do I need to do to fulfil these tasks?
How much further must we, or I go?
What does it mean to make a living?
Millions of words have been written about the nature of artists’
labour and the phenomenon of self-precarisation. The critique
of ‘decommodified labour’, as Leigh Claire La Berge calls it in
Wages Against Artwork, is a scene in itself and there’s many
trips along the path. It takes work to try to belong. If only it
was as easy as reflecting the ‘lifestyle politics’ soup du jour and
‘appearance-as-identity’, because there are some things that we
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can’t change – for instance, my ‘slitty’ Southeast Asian eyes. I
pretended I did not hear those comments when I encountered them
as a child in South London (and thankfully I rarely hear them as
an adult, although who knows to what extent Covid-19 will be
racialised in the coming days) but I don’t blame my mum when
she tells me not to react to remarks voiced to irritate me and not
to ‘steer [the boat] against the wind’, because frankly there are
other, more productive ways to spend my energy.
I have put on too many masks, no wonder I feel like an
imposter. Those masks have been at various points a hindrance,
necessity, protection, resistance, yet also provided comfortable
over-familiarity, especially to those who found me alternately
curious and/or divisive. We don’t talk about the existence of
the masks. I’m not sure I have the capacity to explain whilst
I’m second guessing impostures, navigating the slipstream of
authenticity and the disturbing turbulence of congruence. Fred
Moten and Stefano Harney cut no slack: ‘But we already are.
We’re already here, moving. We’ve been around.’ And there you
have it: the ethos of quiet industriousness drilled into those of us
immigrants schooled in Christian traditions, is overwritten with
every gesture, wiggle and writhe. I’m slipping through the cracks
of neoliberal self-improvement frameworks telling me I am not
good enough, not working hard enough, that grade in class wasn’t
enough, I didn’t earn enough last year, I am not white enough, not
able-bodied enough and all the other pick ’n’ mix judgments of
patriarchal capital.
Team curating and co-curating is therefore a question of
safety. Buddying up means that we can bolster one another,
corroborate and help each other along. The turning tide towards
collaborative processes is positive for me, and it took me a while
to realise why it works: with a clear understanding of a specific
division of labour in a team, I can say things that my partner
can’t and vice versa. Similarly, the swallowing of difficult news
is easier if it doesn’t always come from me. More work and more
masks are needed to counter the tendency that this may compound
conventional dynamics. And whether this vague schema works or
not depends on time, will and something akin to what Mia Mingus
terms ‘access intimacy’ - ‘anything that makes joy, healing and
trust more possible. Anything that can take away the power and
cruelty of oppression, violence, abuse and trauma’. I hope with
every project that I/we can carve out space that trusts and heals
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to set in motion ideas, relationships and work that we are in need
of and want to see emerge more in the world. Curating was and
still is the main way that I have coalesced and expressed my
beliefs about the world, hence my always emotional connection
with the themes, events and people that I work with. Hope was the
only thing left in Pandora’s box, but it feels like a box of quantum
entanglement. Hope today for tomorrow? Is hope ever in the
present tense? Well, yes. adrienne maree brown: ‘What you pay
attention to grows’.
For me – a curator who for the last few years has not been
curating, and a zero hours gig economy art school educator
(currently at the No.1 art and design school in the world) who
is experiencing the immediate collapse of art education - my
attention has turned in the last few years to infrastructures, how
they are built, the principles that underpin them and what they
provide, and to whom. This focus on infrastructures will, I think, be
absolutely vital for our futures - especially since we have been told
they are unnecessary and/or that they don’t exist - infrastructures
that are collectively created, in which one can simply exist, be
valid and valued without judgment. These are clearly the ways in
which we can and must take space and make change. This is both
a political but also creative and generative act.
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Chair of Live Art Development Agency and
Visiting Tutor in Visual Communication at the
Royal College of Art, London. ceciliawee.com
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