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Wage and Labor

As time has moved forward, art and those that make it have done a fine job of moving past the limitations of creating only paintings or sculptures to express certain subject matter. The very process of art-making became an art form itself. This idea applies especially when contemporary artists are confronted with the representation of issues like wage and labor in their work. Now, it seems as if these artists address these issues in ways that only emphasize their importance through work that relies heavily on how process achieves deeper meaning. 


For example, Mierle Laderman Ukeles underwent a two year period where she contacted sanitation workers, thanked them for their work, and shook each of their hands. This period of time was documented as a performance piece. Although seemingly unassuming, it functions as a powerful statement about the sometimes unseen work that goes on in a city. Similarly, in the film  Waste Lands, Vik Muniz sought to unify a group of people (workers working in the same garbage dump) by creating portraits of sanitation workers in the same recyclable material they work with every day. I thought that this was rather a rather poignant idea, considering some workers said working at the garbage dump allowed them to avoid other less desirable lines of work. In this way, the physical relationship between the workers and the recyclable material becomes incredibly important as they work together to create portraits. What was also interesting to do was to document sounds of labor that is not always seen right away, which would force a listener to think about work that isn’t always out in the open, kind of like the work sanitation workers do. 


Overall, it seems like contemporary artists really try to heighten the sense of awareness people have for different kinds of labor that are necessary parts of our society. In the end, a beautiful end product is not always important, sometimes even deliberately documented with a low-quality image, as pointed out by Helen Molesworth’s writing. What is important for many artists is to achieve some communication of their ideas about important issues through the physical act of making the work. 


As for how I as an artist define value in my own life, it’s hard to say. Generally, I try to be cognizant of issues that are important to me, although I can not say I have explored the topics of wage and labor in my work before. The work I’ve done in the past has not at all been about the documentation of it, which could be interesting. The grid activity done in class was all about the process, which is opposite of what I tend to do. The part of the grid that was shaded didn’t matter much. What mattered was the physical effort and act of filling in each square in the grid, something that proved to be more difficult than expected.


