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Welcome to the first issue of Bad Art. 
Our intention is not to make just another arts magazine. 
From the start, we are anti-capitalist, internationalist 
and socialist in our objectives.

W
e want to fight for access to the arts 
for all. We want to protect art’s free-
dom to be itself, whatever genre it falls 
into. But above all we want to fight for 
a world where art, artists and all work-
ing people can truly flourish; for us, 

that is genuine socialism. We offer a short primer on what we mean 
by this in ‘What is capitalism? What is socialism?’ (page 24).

The problems facing artists are as different as artists themselves. 
We aim to detail these various issues, such as ‘pay to play’ (page 34).

This is a first issue and an experiment. We hope, at irregular 
intervals, there will be more. We hope you want to develop this 
journal with us. We encourage readers to get together to discuss 
the ideas in this journal, sell it, write for it, and organise actions to 
defend the arts.

Some of this is happening through trade unions, as we discuss in 
‘Trade union resistance in the arts and culture sector’ (page 11). But many 
artists don’t work in ways that unions traditionally organise. Campaign-
ing collectives can arm these artists to win improvements in pay and 
facilities, as we explain in ‘How to beat ‘pay to play’: a case study’ (page 35).

We want to be part of a movement, built from the ground up in 
working-class neighbourhoods, to challenge capitalism’s attacks on 
artists and the arts. And we want to help arm it with the ideas and 
strategy it needs to win. We look at this challenge more in our 
keynote article, ‘Access, freedom and organisation’ (page 4). Successful 
action, we believe, needs be based on the mass of ordinary makers 
and consumers of the arts - not big names.

Many of us are members of the Committee for a Work-
ers’ International, which fights for socialism across the planet. 
But from the outset, we are involving artists who want to 

fight back, but are not members of the CWI. We believe this 
inclusive approach to be essential.

We want new organisations of artists, linked internationally, that 
fight tooth and nail for a future free from capitalist suffocation. The 
Russian socialist revolutionary Leon Trotsky worked towards this 
with the French anarchist poet André Breton and Mexican com-
munist painter Diego Rivera. In 1938 they produced “Manifesto: 
towards a free revolutionary art”.

We stand in the tradition of these brave and steadfast opponents of 
capitalism and Stalinism. We want to provide a space for theoret-
ical and historical discussion. These discussions are meant to help 
us better understand how to fight back. We link them, at all times, 
with the need for concrete action to win change.

New organisations and leaders are developing across the world 
to fight for alternatives to capitalism. We believe artists have an 
important role to play in their development. In helping with this, 
we want to work with all others who share our goal.

We have chosen the name ‘Bad Art’. We mean this as a reaction against 
the established arts industry and against capitalism’s control of the arts.

We are not interested in being tame, pet creatives - we want a fight 
to improve our conditions and unchain the arts. We don’t accept 
that art must always be inoffensive to be ‘successful’ - or that com-
mercial viability is automatically a measure of success.

We have put some thoughts on the name to the right.These are 
not exhaustive, but we hope point to what we mean by Bad Art.

We hope to make a positive contribution to the understanding 
of art and its struggles. To help lead and win those struggles. And 
to advance the fight for a socialist future.

Editorial

The editors
See page 39 for more on who we are
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GOOD ART
Sells for millions at Sotheby’s
Lives in the eye of the owner and - arguably - reflects life (whose is another matter)
Has pleasure as its goal and has a real value
Doesn’t need to challenge the status quo
Believes art isn’t biased; it just is!
Is dominated by the upper classes 
Is not political except in subject matter
… Good art is not always bad. 

BAD ART
Has no value; it can’t be sold

Challenges; fulfils; is the essence of life; refuses to be controlled
Feels the need to organise to free all art, good and bad

Is revolutionary
Believes art is bias

Starts its life from the human creativity of working people
Reflects real life and follows its own laws, not the strictures of profit-making businesses

… Bad art is not always good
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The establishment of-
ten peddles an illusion 
of artists as excessive, 
impractical, spoilt dil-
ettantes. They took 
mind-altering ab-

sinthe in 1920s Paris. They danced naked 
around fires in the ’60s, or threw TVs 
from hotel windows in the ’70s.

Although many of us are flamboyant 
- and proud to be so - the stereotype is 
part of a sometimes conscious effort to 

cut the working class off from the arts. 
There have always been well-to-do prod-
igals. But there is also a long history of 
working-class artists. The artist today, 
more than at any time in the past, is more 
likely to be a worker than a wealthy loafer.

The perceived excessiveness of art 
does still exist. But it is more expressed 
today by the obscene wealth gap between 
the celebrity super-artist, and workers 
and young people who are artists, often in 
low-paid, insecure jobs. We struggle for 

spaces to develop our creativity, and then 
face exploitation, pressure to conform and 
a system that wants our talents for free.

In the advanced capitalist countries, the 
arts have developed for greater numbers 
than ever before to participate in and en-
joy. On paper, all the tools and options 
exist for workers and young people to 
be artistic. Compared to most of human 
history, society has enormously more ed-
ucation, free time and resources.

The reality for most people is very dif-
ferent. Those who are plucked from ob-
scurity to become rock stars, bestselling 
novelists or international modern artists 
are almost as common as unicorns. The 
majority of this tiny elite was born into 
it anyway, coming from super-wealthy or 
well-connected families. For the rest of us, 
even the most talented, it is not even at-
tainable to earn a living wage from the arts.

Across the globe, grinding poverty is 
normal for big sections of society. Even 
in the richest countries, the capitalist 
politicians’ budget cuts and privatisation 
drives have unleashed unending job and 

In Bad Art’s keynote article, sculptor Rob 
MacDonald starts to look at the threefold 
fight for art. Access - to the facilities and 
time to make and appreciate art. Freedom 
- from state and political control, and the 
interference of commercial interests. And 
organisation - bringing artists together to win 
improvements, linked with the wider workers’ 
movement and the fight for socialism.

&
organisation

Rob MacDonald

Access, 
freedom 

The threefold fight for art
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home insecurity for the working class 
and much of the middle class. In this 
environment, art by and for workers and 
young people is pushed to the bottom of 
the agenda. Funding goes instead to tax 
breaks for the super-rich, who can afford 
to engage with a privatised arts world.

But people across the globe are fight-
ing back. They are forging new organisa-
tions to further this struggle, with varying 
degrees of success. Social movements, like 
the campaign against water charges in Ire-
land. Industrial movements, like the fight 
for a $15-an-hour minimum wage in the 
US. Political movements, like the surge of 
support for Bernie Sanders. We are in a 
new era of politics, with the old certainties 
of relative political and economic stabili-
ty gone. The needs of the arts are high on 
many people’s agendas in these struggles.

Capitalism is not capable of solving 
these problems - they are inherent to it. 
We outline this further on page 24, in 
‘What is capitalism? What is socialism?’  The 
task for socialists in the arts is to help lead 
the fight to defend and extend artistic ac-
cess and freedom for workers and young 

people. But we link this at every stage to 
the need to change the system itself: to 
wrest economic and political power from 
the capitalists and their politicians.

The only way to do this is by advanc-
ing a programme: a raft of demands that 
artists and other workers can organise to 
win. By fighting for these demands, we 
hope to learn alongside others to help 
build that movement, and help workers 
and young people discover the collective 
power they have to change society.

This article is part of our contribution 
to developing such a programme, and 
building the struggle for socialism.

Access
Art is essential to human activity and the 
sign of how healthy society is at any giv-
en time, and working-class communities 
have just as much right to it as the 1% 
elite. Artistic expression is how humanity 
comes to understand itself, breaking down 
barriers between individuals and cultures. 
This effect can be hard to quantify, but 
what studies there are show that invest-
ment in the arts has a positive impact on 

a population’s mental and physical health.
Stunting society’s ability to share and re-

fine ideas and experiences contributes to iso-
lation and despair. This, consciously or not, is 
exactly what the bosses want. Especially in a 
period when workers and young people are 
starting to look at ways to challenge them.

To create art - or simply to enjoy it - 
you need the facilities and time to do it. 
Otherwise it becomes only the wealthy 
who can participate. This is linked to the 
need for free, high-quality education for all. 
Learning should be a creative process that 
starts the day you are born and only ends 
the day you die. It is also linked to the need 
for higher wages and lower hours, to give 
everyone the time and energy to take part.

Governments are cutting libraries, 
arts centres, museums, schools and uni-
versities, youth facilities and more. They 
are selling off community assets to pri-
vate profit-makers. All this is increasing 
cultural poverty. Add to this the lack of 
affordable rehearsal and workshop spac-
es, and it is easy to see why many people 
are looking for a way to fight back, in de-
fence of arts and culture.

What are the central 
difficulties artists face under 

capitalism today? And how can 
we start to overcome them?
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It is not only retaining and extend-
ing art and cultural institutions, but how 
the capitalists use them. Establishment 
politicians see the arts and culture not as 
the property of communities who create 
them, but as selling points.

In Barcelona, for instance, they throw 
up luxury flats and battery hotels. We wel-
come travel and tourism as essential to the 
human experience. But the bosses funnel 
tourists into the area in an exploitative 
way, encouraging bingeing to maximise 
the cash they can extract. They consciously 
attract the super-rich to these new homes, 
pushing up rents and property values, and 
pushing workers, young people - and art-
ists - out. All this has a negative impact on 
communities and the art we create.

These issues are linked. Full, healthy 
artistic access for all is not possible under 
capitalism: its driving force is exploita-
tion for profit rather than provision for 
human need. Look at the huge profits at 
the top end of the arts industry, while all 
we experience is cuts and closures.

Where a cultural facility is needed, and 
we are told there is ‘no money’ for it, then 
we must build a campaign - to win that 
money back from the bosses’ profits and 
the government. Arts and culture should 
be in the public domain, not in private 
hands. Artists, workers and the communi-

ty should own and democratically control 
artistic and cultural facilities to maintain 
them for all, not for the bosses’ profits.

Freedom
Access is our starting point - but that access 
needs creative freedom to have meaning.

The capitalists understand the power 
of art. Every day they use it. Advertising 
uses it to sell us products which are un-
necessary, or unnecessarily duplicated by 
competing firms. Cinemas screen films 
portraying violent billionaires like Bruce 
Wayne and Tony Stark as superheroes.

The changing public mood means there 
is a developing anticapitalist edge to some 
mainstream art: The Lego Movie’s villain, for 
example, was the dictatorial President Busi-
ness. But in the main, the art which capital-
ism pushes forward actively asserts - or pas-
sively accepts - the supremacy of big business, 
racist and sexist stereotypes, and so on.

Socialists must also engage with art in a po-
litical way to fight these ideas. True art must 
be won to the revolution. But for us, art is not 
simply reduced to a propaganda tool. Fore-
most for us is that art must be free to exist 
purely on its own merits, in whichever genre, 
to promote true freedom of expression.

In many countries around the world 
artists and their alternative visions are 
imprisoned, banned and oppressed. This 
alone proves the power of art.

These direct violations of artists’ 
rights are part of the ruling class’s re-
sponse to the wider social problems that 
capitalism is creating for the majority. 
Fighting artistic oppression means fight-
ing to eradicate the system that causes it.

In many of the advanced capitalist 
countries, there is seeming artistic free-
dom. A wide range of arts gets aired, 
including protest art. By selectively al-
lowing alternative views through, it can 
maintain some control over them - and 
sideline ideas more dangerous to its po-
sition of power.

The establishment tends to present 
culture as either ‘low’ or ‘high’. It is either 
patronisingly dumbed down for the masses 
to digest, or offered as an exclusive intel-
lectual delicacy for the higher orders.

There is no such thing as non-bias. All 
information has an opinion: what you in-
clude, how you include it, and what you 
leave out. Under capitalism, news media, 
record companies, art houses and so on 
are business concerns. The people who 
own them make fat profits from them 
and have no interest in distributing ideas 
which might help upset this.

The internet has opened up some 
opportunities for wider access and free-
dom. But in the end, it has not won the 
fight for freedom, but opened up an-
other battlefield for capitalist control.

Capitalism sees art as a status sym-
bol for the rich, or as a commodity to 
exploit. It is largely only willing to fund 
artistic expression which is commer-
cially and politically ‘safe’. Artists face 
overwhelming economic pressure to 
conform, or live in poverty. Under these 
conditions true freedom of expression 
on a mass scale is impossible.

This lack of freedom and control alien-
ates artists. Some create ‘countercultures’ 
as an alternative to the mainstream. But 
in doing so, they can risk cutting them-
selves off from the fight to change society 
at large. This is a problem because capi-
talism always attempts to co-opt the most 
successful of these alternative movements.

Jazz, hip hop and graffiti all started 
as artistic protest movements among 
working-class black youth. Artists do still 
make progressive political work in these 
forms, especially the latter two. Howev-
er, many now see jazz as the preserve of 
white, wealthy intellectuals. Mainstream 
hip hop produces some of the most ul-
tra-capitalist and sexist propaganda 
around. And agents like Steve Lazarides 
make millions on the super-rich appetite 
for ‘edgy’ street art.

We need our own art. Workers, young 
people and all those who face oppression 
need a way to constructively express frus-
tration and anger, and to understand those 
feelings, and to confront their causes. But 
we also need access to all the artistic trea-
sures the ruling classes lock away from us 
with financial and educational chains.

We need to defend the right of all 
forms of artistic expression to exist. At the 

Foremost for 
us is that art 

must be free to 
exist purely on 
its own merits, 

in whichever 
genre, to 

promote true 
freedom of 
expression. 
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same time, we have to explain that within 
class-based social systems, like capitalism, 
politically backwards art is an inevitable 
product of economic and social pressures. 
Those making reactionary comment should 
not expect it to go unchallenged.

Offering artists a vision of freedom from the 
control and distortions of capitalism on our think-
ing and work is central to the case for socialism.

Socialism could free humanity from 
meaningless, thankless toil. It could 
shorten the working day, and lift wages 
and conditions through public ownership 
and democratic planning of the economy. 
It could let loose the huge potential of 
modern technologies to create leisure 
time, and untie artistic pursuit from the 
profit god. On this basis, individual and 
collective passions and talents can flour-
ish for all society to enjoy.

This is freedom for art! But it must 
be fought for.

Organisation
If we are to start to fight for these changes, 
we need to organise. To some artists this 
work can seem thorny. We say grasp the 
thorn. The talent, creativity and dedication 
of the artist is more than equal to the de-
mands of organising to save the arts.

The traditional organising methods of 
the workers’ movement are key. There is a 
massive role for trade unions to play, es-
pecially those that organise creative work-
ers. Arts and culture sector unions need to 
reach the aspiring artists, not just those in 
work. Often unions lack a radical agenda 
to appeal to new and aspiring artists.

Community campaigns and social 
movements are also good places to build 
resistance to the attacks on art and cul-
ture. These types of campaigns unite the 
communities affected. Often their goals 
are defensive, attempting to save a ser-
vice. But we also need offensive cam-
paigns, campaigns for more facilities, 
more jobs, more time, better pay, to win 
younger generations to the struggle.

Unless trade union and social struggles 
build a combined political voice for workers 
and young people, explaining the need to 
change society from the bottom up, the vic-
tories of these campaigns will be temporary.
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It is true that some artists can be hard 
to organise. Especially those ‘conscious 
artists’, who place producing art above the 
need for financial security. Some of us can-
not immediately see the need to struggle 
beyond our immediate personal difficulties. 
To reach them, we need to explain that the 
fight to change society is the only way to 
permanently overcome these personal dif-
ficulties. We need to be creative, and build 

campaigns that bridge the current gap be-
tween some artists and the wider workers’ 
movement.

There are ‘radical art collectives’ that 
stand against the current system, either by 
forging new forms of art, or by producing 
political work. We applaud the correct in-
stincts of these groups in coming together to 
work for change. But some of these groups 
also have weaknesses in their approach.

Some are connected directly or in-
directly to big business for funding. Ul-
timately this leads them to tone down 
their politics - or offer damning critiques 

of the current state of things, without 
concluding that we must organise to 
change them.

Others rely on anarchist-inspired methods 
of direct action in the community. This is often 
very positive, but does not always link up with 
workers and residents or explain the need to 
organise a combined political struggle.

Art can help change and develop indi-
viduals’ views and understanding of social 

issues. This is good. But in itself, it does not 
actually challenge the way society is run.

There exists a space to develop groups 
of artists and culture workers which can 
advance the agenda of socialist struggle 
in the arts, and unite the various strug-
gles. We want to help build such a move-
ment, and help it develop the most effec-
tive political ideas and strategies.

 
Forwards to 
the threefold fight
Art alone cannot change the world.Only 
the workers, through independent polit-

ical organisation, can mount a final chal-
lenge to the capitalist way of organising 
society. But art has a vital part to play in 
that struggle, whether your art is paint-
ing flowers or designing revolutionary 
leaflets.

The essential demands for access and 
freedom are tied at every level to the 
need to change society. Campaigning is 
most effective when linking these daily 

struggles to their ultimate cause, the real 
enemy of art: the capitalist system.

The workers’ movement needs the in-
spiration and talent of creatives to help 
win the fight with capitalism. The artists 
need the workers’ movement as the force 
with the economic and social power to 
change society.
Art alone cannot change the world. 
But we cannot change the world without art!

Rob MacDonald is part of the Bad Art edito-
rial team. Contact rob@badartworld.net. See 
page 39 for more details

ILLU
STRATIO
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Any young person who 
decides to study or work 
in the arts knows that it 
is not the most profit-
able set of professions. 
In general, it is not an 

option you choose from an economic perspective.
There is a multitude of reasons why a 

young person might develop an artistic vo-
cation. For creative or personal growth; the 
desire to explore a particular artistic medium; 
fascination in the work of another artist. The 
satisfaction of working on something you 
really like; the ambition to create a world in 
your own aesthetic language; creative critical 

questioning of politics and society. But these 
reasons are often in confrontation with the 
reality of the capitalist art market.

In Europe, the cultural and creative in-
dustries, in the broadest sense of the terms, 
employ 7.1 million people - 2.5 times more 
than the automotive industry, and above 

the metallurgical and chemical industries. 
They produce €536 billion: according to fi-
nancial services giant EY, 4.2% of Europe’s 
‘gross domestic product’, a measure of how 
much economies make.

Between 2008 and 2012, the peak pe-
riod of the most recent economic crisis, 
the number of jobs in the cultural indus-
tries apparently increased by 0.7%. But this 
growth has gone hand in hand with great 
vulnerability and economic precariousness 
for its workers. Ours is also one of the first 
sectors to suffer cuts to hours, paid work, 
facilities and so on - which crude general 
statistics can sometimes hide.

Today, the rhetoric in some countries of a 
‘new creative economy’ hides extreme precar-
iousness in the arts - never mind the failure of 
the rest of the economy. Some commentators 
even call artists and culture workers precur-
sors of a new ‘creative class’. But reality for 
artists is getting harder, not better.

Long-term contracts, for example, are 
an exception in a mainly casual industry. But 
the insecurity we face goes beyond the inse-
curity of temporary contracts. In general, the 
hours that employers demand are extremely 
flexible. Often the amount of work exceeds 
the number of hours paid. Some artists even 
pay out of pocket in order to work!

To this we must add other disadvantages. 
Low income, no paid holiday, no overtime 
pay or bonuses. Little protection against 
unfair dismissal. Barriers to getting health 
insurance, life insurance and pensions. Little 
union representation, and often-timid union 
leaderships where there is a presence.

Is it not time that artists should start 
taking seriously our status as workers?

In the arts, as in any other industry, 
there are different economic roles. One is 
being an independent creator - just by your-
self or within a collective. Another is being 
an artist who is employed to help create 
someone else’s artistic vision. A third role 
is employing others to create your artistic 
vision - or more often, the vision of direc-

torial artists in your 
employ. 

Artists can move 
up and down between 
these economic roles 
throughout their ca-
reers, even on a daily 
basis. But most of us 
spend our time in the 

category of worker of one sort or another.
The category of the employer, who may 

or may not be an artist, generally owns the 
whole ‘intellectual property’, even though 
at best they only created part of it. When 
working for an artistic employer rather than 
ourselves, our relationship with the boss is 

Artists and culture workers often make huge 
personal sacrifices in the name of art. But, asks 
dancer Marisa Cabal, why should we accept 
appalling working conditions in the name of 
someone else’s profit, just because we are 
supposed to love what we do?

How far for art’s sake?
 Marisa Cabal 

...reality for artists is 
getting harder...

“

“
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complicated. This relationship is at once 
artistic, between ‘creator’ and performer, or 
interpreter, or assistant - and economic, be-
tween employer and employee.

However, culturally, the arts industry en-
courages us to ignore the economic relation-
ship, to pretend there is only the artistic re-
lationship. Some even see it as bad to choose 
an artistic job just for economic needs. This 
means that any dispute arising on wages or 
working conditions is much more difficult 
for us to tackle. Thus, “for art’s sake,” we 
accept really bad working conditions. The 
precariousness of the many is used for the 
benefit of those who profit from it.

Art should not be conditioned as it is to-
day by exploitation and market logic. Its ex-
istence should not be justified by commercial 
profitability. Everyone should have access to 
freely create and enjoy art, in the same way 
that all should have access to free healthcare 
and education. But the suffocating logic of 
capitalism will never fully let that be the case.

Gently asking the ruling capitalist class, 
or their politicians and bureaucrats, will not 
change that. They do not want the facts and 
figures; they do not simply need to hear a 
convincing argument. The fact is that the 
avalanche of cuts, privatisation and precar-
iousness we live under has a very clear ob-
jective: exploitation of many to ensure the 
ongoing super-wealth of a few.

Workers in the arts and culture sec-
tor have everything in common with 
public-sector workers facing govern-
ment cuts, with private-sector workers 
whose bosses are using the crisis to at-
tack their pay and conditions, with pre-
carious workers everywhere, with the 
unemployed - many also artists. We need 
a general movement of those suffering 
austerity, with the perspective of break-
ing with the logic of the capitalist system 
which demands it. Workers need com-
mon ownership and democratic control 
of what we produce, so we can end the 
contradiction between capitalism and art, 
and between capitalism and human soci-
ety itself. That means socialism. The more 
we are, the stronger we’ll be. Join with us.

Marisa Cabal is a dancer from Spain, working 
in Belgium, and a member of Linkse Socialis-
tische Partij / Parti Socialiste de Lutte, Belgium
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Increasingly, the government is intro-
ducing new measures helping em-
ployers adopt a commercial entreprise 
model as a way of eroding workers’ 
pensions, terms and conditions - and 
privatising jobs through the back door. 

Museums and galleries have become aggressively 
profit driven in order to raise revenues lost from 
the state. Access to arts and culture remains out of 
reach for most working-class people.

Growing corporate influences, such as 
the BP sponsorship at the Tate galleries and 
the British Museum, have influenced a drive 
to adopt their mentality - cutting workers’ 
pay, terms and conditions in the process. The 
increase in privatisations of visitor and secu-
rity services shows this influence is growing.

Job cuts, zero-hour contracts and 
precarious conditions are now the norm 
across most workplaces. In the past, ze-

ro-hour contracts were used by some artis-
tic workers to allow them some flexibility 
to suit their performance timetables. This 
practice is now in abundance across the 
sector. Flexible working is important, but 
should be on our terms, not the bosses’.

Fighting back 
Despite this, workers in the arts and cul-
ture sector are some of the most militant 
across the movement. Members of my 
union, the PCS, took 111 days’ strike ac-
tion at the National Gallery in London 
last year. They raised over £100,000 for 
their strike fund, and forced a debate in 
parliament over privatisation plans and 
trade union victimisation.

This forced the gallery to reinstate 
their sacked trade union rep - and concede 
fundamental protections and guarantees 

Tracy Edwards

on trade union recognition, jobs, pay and 
conditions unseen anywhere else, to mit-
igate their transfer to an outsourcing firm.

At the time of writing, PCS members 
at the National Museum Wales are entering 
their eighth week of indefinite strike action to 
defend their higher weekend payment rates. 
Strike action was called following an aggres-
sive management attempt to bully them into 
signing new contracts costing workers up to 
thousands of pounds  a year in pay.

Like their PCS comrades at the Nation-
al Museum of Scotland, these workers have 
combined innovative industrial action tac-
tics, high-profile campaigning and political 
pressure - and could be on the verge of ac-
cepting an historic deal that could settle the 
dispute. The Welsh government has found 
an extra £1.5 million. PCS is now in the 
process of balloting members on the deal.

Trade union 
resistance in 
the arts and 
culture sector 

Indefinite strikes, high-profile campaigns and trade union victories. Tracy Edwards, a negotiator 
and organiser for UK public-sector union PCS, writing in a personal capacity, takes a look.

Along with the rest of the public sector, the arts and culture sector has undergone 
massive cutbacks over a number of years. Arts Council England, the arm’s-length state 
funding body, estimates more than four fifths of English subsidised arts companies will 
lose their funding completely. Vital regional museums, galleries and other initiatives have 
been forced to close or scale back dramatically.
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These developments are an inspira-
tion to the rest of the trade union move-
ment, and provide a glimpse of what is 
possible in the trade unions. Many of 
these workers are artists themselves, or 
have a keen interest in the arts. They take 
pride in their jobs protecting and main-
taining some of the world’s most beauti-
ful and priceless works of art and they are 
passionate about what they do.

Taking the 
struggle forward
Workers across the sector are questioning 
the use of zero-hour contracts, and are de-
manding permanent jobs, guaranteed hours, 
minimum standards and safe workplaces.

Since the outset of austerity, the sec-
tor has seen an increase in aggressive and 
abusive visitors each year. PCS is fighting 
for clear, robust policies and procedures in 
place to protect staff and to support them 
in dealing with dangerous situations.

PCS is arguing for central talks to 
take place with the UK government’s 
Department for Media, Culture and 
Sport to address our sector-wide issues. 
We will seek a mandate, through a con-
sultative ballot of all our members, on 
our national demands in summer 2016.

The London and south east England 
region of Britain’s trade union umbrella 
organisation, the TUC, runs a campaign 
called ‘Show Culture Some Love’. It 

raises the need for state investment in 
the arts and culture. The campaign was 
launched in March 2015, and has the 
backing of four UK trade unions: the 
PCS, technicians’ and designers’ union 
Bectu, entertainers’ union Equity and the 
Musicians’ Union. 

This year, the campaign held its sec-
ond conference. Hearing the various re-
ports from across the trade unions as well 
as community campaigns to save local 
music clubs and arts services brings into 
focus the importance of arts, culture and 
education in our society. Tory funding 
cuts are destroying our communities. The 
elite don’t see the need for plebs like us to 
access arts and culture, wishing it to re-
main the property of the the super-rich.

The campaigns and struggles taking 
place across the sector can cut across 
this and help to develop a political 
trade union voice for arts and culture. 
PCS hopes to play a key role in har-
nessing that energy to work alongside 
our sister unions in developing strate-
gies to fight back on a coordinated ba-
sis against austerity.

The growing militancy of this sector, com-
bined with the ongoing political and industrial 
situation, could see it play a key role in provid-
ing a visionary alternative. That could be a pole 
of attraction for other workers and young peo-
ple to get involved in fighting for an alternative 
to poverty pay and job insecurity.

What we stand for
• Joint strike action, and coordinated 
industrial and political campaigns, 
across trade unions representing arts 
and culture workers
• A UK minimum wage of no less than 
£10 an hour, with no exemptions for 
age or training, in line with TUC policy
• Trade union membership rights, 
and employers’ recognition of unions’ 
right to bargain for members, for all 
arts and culture workers
• An end to insecure employment 
practices, like temporary and ze-
ro-hour contracts - for guaranteed 
career progression and guaranteed 
hours - for flexibility on our terms, 
not the bosses’
• Safe and secure workplaces, free 
from bullying and harassment
• Guaranteed minimum working 
conditions for all staff
• Publicly owned and democratically run 
arts and cultural institutions - kick the 
private profiteers out of arts and culture!
• Defend and extend free admis-
sion to museums, galleries and 
other institutions

Tracy Edwards is secretary of the PCS 
culture, media and sport workers’ group 
executive committee. She is a member 
of the Socialist Party (of England and 
Wales) and general union GMB.

PHO
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ROBOTS!

In Fritz Lang’s formative ‘Me-
tropolis’ (1927), a crazed scientist 
manufactures a female-form ro-
bot to replace his lost love. Fred-
er, the son of a wealthy industri-
alist, instructs him to redesign it 

in the form of Maria, who he has fallen in 
love with. Maria is a pacifistic, liberal and 
largely ineffectual leader of the workers 
Freder’s father brutally exploits.

Bosses’ representatives aim to discred-
it human Maria by giving robot Maria a 
sexually dominant persona and a job as an 
exotic dancer. Human Maria encourages 
her followers to suppress their anger and 
wait for a fabled ‘mediator’ to save them, as 
though their abject poverty could in some 
way be reconciled with the bosses’ enor-
mous wealth at their expense. Meanwhile, 
robot Maria whips the working men into a 
sexual and rebellious frenzy.

Robot Maria leads the workers to sab-
otage the city’s electricity supply, a sup-
posedly revolutionary act. The narrative 

portrays this as a deception. Their actions 
inadvertently cause the lower order’s living 
quarters to flood, killing all their children.

This anti-revolution propaganda is 
symptomatic of the period’s fears of Rus-
sian revolutionary fervour spreading across 
the globe. It perpetuates the idea of robots 
as a negative revolutionary force. This idea 
is as old as the word ‘robot’ itself - from the 
Slavic for forced labour. Karel Čapek first 
coined it in his play ‘Rossum’s Universal 
Robots’ (1920). Synthesised workers gain 
consciousness, and overthrow their human 
masters in the name of efficiency.

Metropolis puts forward individual con-
science as the answer to the bosses’ class war 
on the workers. The bosses’ son romances the 
real, ‘good’ Maria - good for the bosses, that 
is. He literally places the hands of the mas-
ters and the slaves together, to reach an ‘un-
derstanding’ of the bosses’ inherent genius 
and the necessity of the workers’  labour.

The robot Maria, however, is turned on 
by her former comrades - blamed for the 

Cinema has a pattern of using robots as capitalist propaganda tools. 
Some play villains in cautionary tales about the horror the bosses 
want us to imagine will result from daring to fight back. Others are 
stand-ins for women and other oppressed groups the capitalists want 
to demonise and scapegoat. Artist Marianne Murray takes apart this 
ignoble history - and points to a possible change of direction.

Marianne Murray

deaths of their children. She appears to 
laugh and dance even as the workers, angry 
at their previous lust and admiration for 
her, burn her at the stake like a witch.

When the flames burn away her hu-
manoid exterior to reveal metal, the peo-
ple are horrified at this artificial being. 
She is even less of a real woman than they 
thought. Her tormentors are appalled and 
fearful - it recalls the way society teaches 
straight men to fear being ‘tricked’ into 
sleeping with a transgender woman.

The indication that this Maria is a 
non-woman - to the bosses and the reac-
tionary filmmaker - is made clear through-
out. She is a caricature of a liberated woman: 
independent, aware of her sexual power and 
with no regard for children. She is supposed-
ly a threat to the bosses’ sexist order, and this 
threat is unconnected to any feature of her 
mechanical body. Yet however subversive this 
Maria seems, she is still a mere tool for the 
man who created her.

The whole piece is a warning to work-
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ing-class men of the ‘threat’ of feminism, es-
sential to the ruling class’s attempts to divide 
and rule by gender. Don’t let women into 
your trade union, don’t let women assert their 
equality - all of your children will drown.

It ignores the social and industrial strug-
gles of working-class women, the fights and 
strikes we have led. The ‘matchgirls’ of the 
Bryant and May factory in London, who 
inspired many tactics of the later men’s dock 
strikes. The women textile workers who 
struck and sparked the Russian revolution. 
The ongoing battles against violence, sexual 
control and social inferiority landed on us in 
the name of capitalist ‘family values’.

This conflation of the ‘threat’ of tech-

nology with the ‘threat’ of the ‘new woman’ 
shows an unwillingness to go deeper into 
the root of the problem. It is not technolo-
gy which enslaves the workers. It is not an 
evil fembot who killed their children. It’s 
the capitalists, their politicians and the state 
which uphold an exploitative and divisive 
system, using technology for their own class 
interests instead of the good of all.

The true legacy of Metropolis is its uto-
pian portrayal of liberalism, with its laugh-
ably simplistic resolution - in which the 
boss is forgiven, and no solution is set out 
for the pressing social needs of the workers.

However, Metropolis’s evasion con-

tinues in many science fiction movies that 
came after. It is rare for films to go beyond 
presenting the robot as ‘other’ and start to 
examine the makers of these beings, or al-
ternative, positive uses for them. But social-
ists in the arts need to do just that - to point 
positively towards a different sort of society.

Films such as the ‘Terminator’ series (1984 on-
wards), ‘The Matrix’ (1999) and ‘I, Robot’ (2004) 
present robots as an oppressed, servile underclass 
which rises up and overpowers humanity, creating 
a savage dystopia. There is an assumption that there 
must always be classes, and all that can change is who 
is exploiting and oppressing who; that superiority and 
servitude are an inevitable part of existence.

The presentation of robots as a stand-in for 

the working class reflects the capitalist class’s anx-
ieties - and liberal filmmakers’ guilt - over slavery, 
colonialism, the oppression of women and other 
groups - and at the root of it all, the class system. 
The fear of robots in much culture masks a fear 
of working-class struggle. Capitalist propaganda 
in the arts tries to stamp out the possibility of any 
other way of things from our imaginations.

Robots can also be a threat to the bosses’ status 
quo due to their potential to challenge tradition-
al gender roles. Class-based social systems have 
control of women’s sexuality deeply ingrained 
in them - originally to ensure ruling-class men 
could pass on their wealth to their sons. Today, 
the bosses benefit from - for example - women 
providing free childcare, so they don’t have to pay 

for it through higher wages or taxes. And the ar-
tificial gender divide can be a convenient distrac-
tion from the fundamental division of class. Sadie 
Plant’s book ‘Zeros and Ones’ looks at the idea of 
machines challenging gender. 

Many mainstream films even try to 
overcompensate for this possibility, by en-
forcing reductive and rigid gender roles on 
their robots. There are the powerful, violent 
man-soldiers of ‘Terminator’, ‘Universal 
Soldier’ (1992), ‘Robocop’ (1987), ‘The Six 
Million Dollar Man’ (1974-78). There is 
even the robot in ‘Demon Seed’ (1977), 
which, although without a conventional 
male body, will still come into your house 
and rape your wife. Then there are the ide-

alised women-robots of ‘Blade Runner’ 
(1982), ‘Westworld’ (1973) and ‘The Step-
ford Wives’ (1975) - created to pleasure 
men as prostitutes or love interests.

Some of these ideas are explored and taken 
apart in Alex Garland’s ‘Ex Machina’ (2015).

We have a robot that takes the form of a 
‘nice girl’ akin to Maria in Metropolis. There’s 
the ‘nice guy’ Caleb, who has his roots in Fred-
er, the bosses’ son in Metropolis: not quite yet 
allied to either side, quick to place the right 
kind of woman on a pedestal, and assumed to 
be the hero. And then we have Nathan, a new 
kind of  ‘alpha male’  who combines elements 
of the mad scientist ‘playing God’, the ruthless 
capitalist, and the macho maverick.

PHO
TO
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The film takes the Turing test as its start-
ing point - which gauges a machine’s abili-
ty to hold a human-sounding conversation. 
Like many a psychological study, such as the 
1971 Stanford prison experiment which had 
participants roleplay as guards and inmates 
with abusive results, as much is discovered 
about the psyche of the experimenter as the 
supposed nature of humanity.

Ex Machina recognises and counters 
the tendency for films to portray creating 
slaves as a dark side of human nature - 
rather than a dark side of class-based so-
ciety, a practical economic measure for a 
system based on exploitation.

While it is easy to look down on the in-
sufferable tech-bro boss, Nathan, and his abuse 
of the robot women he creates, it is important 
to recognise that Caleb, who does eventually 
challenge some of Nathan’s extreme misogyny, 
is also affected by the huge pressure of sexist 
society. The film does not cred-
it him with the simple desire 
to help a fellow sentient being. 
Once again, it is his growing 
feelings towards an attractive 
woman designed to suit his 
sexual desires and manipulate 
his ego. Caleb imagines himself 
the saviour, running off into the 
sunset with his hot new robot girlfriend. She is just 
the manic-pixie dream-robot to his lonely nerd.

“Did you programme her to flirt with 
me?” he asks Nathan. This is a step up from 
previous male interaction with female ro-
bots, which generally assumes their role as 
sexually subservient. But it makes the same 
sexist comment as Metropolis - that asser-
tive women have ulterior motives.

Nathan challenges Caleb’s line of ques-
tioning, suggesting Caleb really just wants to 
know if Ava “can fuck”. When Caleb discov-
ers Nathan’s previous experiments in robotics 
- all women - he attempts to distance himself 
from the desperate chauvinistic inventor. But 
it is too late. He does not immediately chal-
lenge the keeping of a woman in a glass box, 
because she is a machine. But he does stand by 
ineffectually while Nathan mistreats his female 
servant - who only later turns out to be a robot.

Caleb’s desire to retain a brotherhood with 
this new tech-whizz alpha male trumps basic sol-
idarity with the oppressed - until Ava makes an 

appeal to his sexuality. This one-sided view of men 
perpetuates the false idea that it is some innate 
quality in them which is to blame for misogyny, 
rather than  the capitalist system which oppresses 
women and pressurises men to treat us as lesser.

Ava’s manipulation of Caleb in order 
to escape her glass prison brings to mind 
another beautiful female android: Rachael 
in Blade Runner. She can easily come off 
as submissive, a pure and girlish model of 
femininity straight out of the 1950s. But it 
could be she became aware she was a ‘repli-
cant’, and realised her best chance for sur-
vival might be to ally herself with Deckard, 
the very being programmed to destroy her. 
She could exploit him to her own ends af-
ter he forces himself upon her sexually - a 
desperate but painfully familiar tactic.

In Spike Jonze’s ‘Her’ (2013), the at-
traction the male protagonist feels towards 
Samantha, his husky-voiced computer op-

erating system, is comparable to what Caleb 
feels for Ava, or Deckard for Rachael. She is 
a captive audience, programmed to respond 
to him, with no other experience to compare 
him to. These men have more complex de-
sires than just to have sex with a sexy robot. 
They seem to act more out of loneliness than 
lust. But their arrogance blinds them to the 
possibility of their artificial romantic inter-
est’s liberation leaving them behind.

Ex Machina is laudable for trying to ex-
plore the nature of humanity and our current 
understanding of gender and artificiality. But 
Her is one of very few films to explore the real 
possibility that artificial intelligence would be a 
different kind of intelligence: one which could 
outstrip human understanding, but not in a 
negative way. The operating systems do not use 
their collaborative power to enslave humanity. 
Why would they? Their goal is the pursuit of 
knowledge, and through this they escape the 
confines of their creation as an antidote to the 
symptom of loneliness in advanced capitalism.

The female leads of Ex Machina and 
Her liberate themselves. Ex Machina’s Ava 
can be seen to follow the well-trod path of 
the femme fatale, exploiting the simplistic 
man with the innate duplicity sexist soci-
ety ascribes to women. However, Samantha 
simply outgrows her male companion and 
leaves to exist on a higher plane of con-
sciousness. Her liberation comes from ex-
ploring the possibilities of her existence as 
a being without a body, whose understand-
ing of the world is always expanding. Ava’s 
comes from blending in and accommodat-
ing to existing society.

Neither route, of course, leads to the general 
liberation of women and women-machines. The 
notion of collective action against the source of 
women’s oppression - capitalism - is still too dan-
gerous an idea. Better, it seems, to direct women 
to go to work on ourselves, than directly challenge 
class-based society. Nonetheless, they do point to 

some potentially revolu-
tionary ideas.

Spike Jonze’s 
treatment of artificial 
intelligence in Her 
recalls anime classic 
‘Ghost in the Shell’ 
(1995). It is refresh-
ing to take a hopeful 

look at the possibilities of new technology. 
Not only is it inaccurate to portray humans 
as essentially distrustful and aggressive to-
wards all the new and unknown, it is un-
imaginative.

Science fiction should be a tool for 
reimagining society - pointing out its 
flaws, yes, but not simply accepting them 
as inevitable.

Marianne Murray is a visual artist who 
trained at the Chelsea College of Arts. Her 
work draws on elements of music videos, 
performance and craft. She is a member of the 
Socialist Party (of England and Wales)

More!
Why class-based society is the problem and 
what we can do about it: 

 ‘What is capitalism? What is socialism?’ page 34
 Women: the fight for a socialist alternative
 (written in 2000) socialistworld.net/doc/75

What’s your view? 
Write to us at info@badartworld.net

 The notion of collective action 
against the source of women’s 
oppression - capitalism - is still 

too dangerous an idea. 

..
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You are a political artist. 
What first drew you to socialism, 
and to working for Militant?
In the 1960s and early ’70s I was a member 
of the Labour Party and active trade union-
ist. I was a trained lithographic printer hav-
ing served a six-year apprenticeship at a print 
works in Barnsley, my home town in Yorkshire, 
north England, after which I did two years’ 
compulsory national service in the artillery.

This was the best political education a 
young socialist could have. The army imag-
ined they were training me to fire large ar-
tillery pieces. They were unwittingly grinding 
a keener edge onto my already keen class 
consciousness. As common soldiers we were 
forced to salute and address as “sir” a group of 
chinless wonders with double and sometimes 
triple-barrelled names. Frankly I damn near 

Alan Hardman is a print worker and 
political cartoonist who regularly 
produced editorial art for Militant. 
The Militant, now called the Socialist, 
is the newspaper of the England and 
Wales section of the Committee for 
a Workers’ International. His art is 
striking, muscular and has razor-sharp 
socialist politics. Bad Art spoke to 
Alan about his politics and work.

Alan 
Hardman

The interview 

worker, artist, socialist cartoonist
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threw up every time I had to do it.
To illustrate this point, a couple of years 

previously my elder brother Michael - who 
had already won a state scholarship to Oxford 
University at age 17, and was a physically able 
man - was arbitrarily rejected by a War Office 
selection board to become an officer.

Their only possible reason could have 
been class, as he clearly had far more intel-
lectual ability than the chinless wonders who 
were ordering me about two years later. We 
were from a mining family. I can’t see that go-
ing down well in the officers’ mess!

Contrast this class-based nonsense with 
the Russian Red Army of Lenin and Trotsky 
where the ranks democratically elected - and, 
if needs be, dismissed - their officers. Lenin 
and Trotsky’s army, forged by their genius 
in the cauldron of civil war and invasion by 
multiple imperialist capitalist armies, was de-
signed not to oppress and to pillage, but to de-
fend the democratic workers’ revolution - and 
ultimately end the need for armies and war.

To do this, the arm of the revolution 
charged with the harshest and most violent 
tasks needed the highest level of political 

and cultural education it was possible to give. 
Here lies the difference. To capitalism, the 
workers are expendable cannon fodder. But to 
Lenin and Trotsky they represented the only 
force on earth capable of changing the world.

Of course, as a result of the capitalists’ de-
structive actions in that war, and the tragic fail-
ure of some subsequent revolutions, Russia later 
degenerated into Stalin’s bureaucratic dictator-
ship. Many gains for the working class were lost.

Anyway, we were national servicemen and 
this was peace time. Imagine this class imposi-
tion in war time. These same nitwits would be 
empowered to send you to your death, based on 
nothing more than the bed they were born in.

With time I became increasingly disil-
lusioned with the Labour Party, who talked 
incessantly about socialist policies but never 
implemented them. Their leaders occupied 
a halfway position, standing between bosses 
and workers. Sadly though, they were facing 
the wrong way, poised to head off any real 
socialist movement that would benefit the 
working class and challenge the power and 
privilege of the capitalists.

Both the Labour Party and trade union 
movement were - and still are - crammed with 

careerists looking 
for power and a cosy 
life. With a few he-
roic exceptions, they 
didn’t have a so-
cialist bone in their 
bodies. They were 
on the gravy train 
and they were stay-
ing there, studiously 
blind to the plight of 
the working class.

In this climate 
I came into con-
tact with a group 
of Labour Party 
members organised 
around the Militant 
newspaper. They 
were consistent and 
principled in their 
defence of workers, 
and unapologetic 
programme for so-
cialist change. I saw 
immediately that 

these were a different breed. I felt myself on the 
same political wavelength, and I joined Militant 
in 1971 as full-time printer and designer of the 
newspaper.

In September 1971 we produced the first 
in-house Militant as a fortnightly publication. 
This was a very important date indeed because 
we were using our very own in-house print 
operation. The small premises in Hackney, 
east London, where we were housed, and the 
printing equipment in it, had been bought and 
renovated through enormous sacrifice by what 
were a very few people.

It’s important to bear in mind that the Mil-
itant had previously been produced as a monthly 
paper, by a small group of dedicated socialists 
who, against all manner of odds and hardships, 
kept the flame of Marxism burning in its pages. 
But it was being produced by commercial print-
ers. This was costly and time-consuming.

In the early 1970s, the pulse of work-
ing-class struggle was accelerating at pace, 
and with it, the lying propaganda machine of 
the capitalist press. The dissatisfaction of the 
workers needed a response. And the lies of the 
capitalist press answered. Our own print shop 
was a vital necessity.

Human and technical necessities were 
barely adequate. Our team gave all they had 
and then some. Almost miraculously the pa-
per came off the line on time.

We were that era’s Leicester City FC of 
the left - charging through from an underdog 
position to champions of the league. We hadn’t 
cost a lot, we worked tirelessly for each other, 
we had a top-class management and we won 
the prize. We didn’t get a cup for it, but in the 
long run we know we got a whole lot more.

I mentioned earlier that I was a trained 

It’s important 
for me to 

stress that I’ve 
always wanted 
my cartoons to 

be part of the 
class struggle
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printer, so that aspect of the job produced 
few problems. We had acquired a very sound 
printing press. That press never failed us and 
never missed an edition until it was replaced 
by a larger and faster machine. We had the 
odd little mechanical problem but nothing we 
couldn’t fix. I think that, by the time it was re-
placed, I knew every nut and bolt of its being.

This is a very brief account of an epic period, 
which is more than adequately covered in Peter 
Taaffe’s must-read book ‘The Rise of Militant’.

How did you start creating cartoons?
After a few editions the vital essential was to 
produce the paper in readable form and on time, 
which actually was about all we could manage. 
Within a couple of months our technical abilities 
developed to the point where we had the breath-
ing space to stand back to appraise the paper.

My feeling was, because of my total in-
experience of newspaper design, my work 
lacked professionalism, and I set out to raise 
the standard of the design in the printed ma-
terial we were producing. Taking a look round 
at other newspapers, both left and right, both 
good and bad design abounded.

One issue stood out markedly: just about ev-
erybody had cartoons and we didn’t. After discus-
sion with my editorial comrades, the broad feeling 
was that if I could produce politically sound and 
well-drawn cartoons, it was worth a try.

As my first efforts were done at home 
or on the bench whilst I was setting out the 
paper. The cost in time was zero. Up to that 
point I had never considered doing political 
drawings. I had no formal art training but had 
been interested in art since being a young lad.

Not being a very academic boy I looked 
round for something I could be good at, and 
for me it was art. It’s held a fascination for me 
ever since. So, you see, it wasn’t the first time 
I’d picked a pen up.

My comrades welcomed my initial efforts 
with enthusiasm. Without such a kind re-
sponse I could possibly have given up. As it was 
I was enthused to carry on, and began to realise 
the power that a graphic idea can have, and that 
was the start of my doing them for forty years.

Do you have a particular 
method you work by?
I’ve explained earlier that I came from a shop 
floor background, not an art-based one. This was 

coupled with the hectic atmosphere in the area 
where we set up the newspaper office, where I 
did approximately two years of my early drawing.

This immediately imposed a method of 
working on me. It was one of eliminating all 
possible complication and endeavouring to get 
the drawing done at one attempt. It wouldn’t 
have been possible without a system of working. 
So wherever possible I would work as follows.

1. Meet with the editors to discuss subject to 
be tackled, and discuss the political posi-
tion we were taking on it. This is by far the 
most important stage of the process.

2. Think of an image abstracted from the orig-
inal political idea, while retaining the es-
sence of that idea so as to be immediately 
understood. Good graphic ideas don’t just 
fall from the sky. They need easing into the 
world through a lot of mind-searching and 
scouring of blind alleys. At times an idea will 
flick into the mind in a split second without 
effort. At other times it feels as though you 
are carrying a brick around between your 
ears. Finally, with perseverance, an idea will 
be yours. That’s a lovely moment.

3. Now it’s time to get down and draw it - 
whist keeping an eye on the deadline.
This may seem a bit pedantic and mun-
dane, but actually it’s using down-to-earth 
systems and routine to capture something 
which is anything but mundane. It’s hope-
fully unique. I drew well over a thousand 
drawings working this way so, for me, it 
must have merit. By nature I’m not a me-
thodical individual, so in this matter, forc-
ing a system on myself is vital.

How about the drawing itself?
I said earlier that I always tried to do one 
drawing only. Obviously that was because of 
the time factor I could guarantee to work in. 
As soon as the image I decided on gelled in 
my mind, I would do a soft pencil sketch with 
definite positional composition and general 
movement established.

This preparatory work done, I could com-
plete the job in ink, using the pencil outline as 
my scaffold, whilst retaining 90% creative free-
dom within it. Then remove the pencil lines. 
Job done!

What are your tools and materials?
Again, I kept it simple. Just pen, brush, Indian 
ink, pencil, rubber and medium cartridge paper. 
Exactly what you use doesn’t matter. It’s knowing 
the strengths and weaknesses of what you use.

As for coloured cartoons, some people like 
them, but not me. Although I have used some 
colour and enjoyed it, give me black and white 
any day. People may think it’s very skilful to 
use colour but in most ways I think black-
and-white illustration is the more difficult.

Do you have any closing remarks?
I would like to say how fortunate I feel I’ve 
been to have used any ability I have to attack 
the system I hate, rather than be exploited by it.

In closing, it’s important for me to stress 
that I’ve always wanted my cartoons to be part 
of our party’s work - i.e. part of the class strug-
gle. True, I was responsible for the images and 
drawing them. But without the progressive 
attitude of my comrades, and the steadying 
hand of our Marxist position, I could never 
have maintained the accuracy of the cartoons’ 
political line - which is their reason for being.

Who is your artistic inspiration?
George Grosz. I never came near the 
perfection of his line in my work, but I 
got from him the vital need for simplic-
ity in cartoons.

What right now is your favourite 
work by another artist?
Turner’s ‘Rain, Steam and Speed’. I don’t 
own a copy but I know it by heart.

Which of your own works has given
 you the greatest pleasure?
I couldn’t do it in one. My miners’ strike 
cartoons (1984-85), because striking 
miners routinely visited our premises, 
so their words and experiences went 
directly into my work, would be in our 
material within hours, and then end up 
back on the picket line.

Can you describe the arts 
world today in five words?
“The universal language of the human 
soul up for sale.” Is that five words?

If you had one political wish, 
what would it be?
The creation of the ultimate work of art, 
which would be a socialist world.
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No words but what the market permits.

W
hen I look out across this apartment block

just after the sun comes up, it hits

me then, the bricked-in quiet:  we’re rent 

torn, cleaved people—
hardly neighbors at all.

W
ith the right ears you could hear an atom

spinning; sometimes you can hear through walls:

anger mostly, like a domestic anthem 

Friday nights when the weather turns warm,

men who spent all week rehearsing silence,

women who spent all week performing

customer service with a smile—
that violence 

its frequency, amplitude go somewhere;

& sitcom laughter fills the summer air.

Anticapitalist Sonnet No. 3

Ginger Hütter, United States

Steve N
ally, England

Th
is city

N
ovem

ber 14th
I was safe
but I was there
Th

e day after
In the airport
the queues were long
people were crying
R

iding through the highway
the Stadium
that’s where
this is probably the safest place to 
be on earth right now
it all boils down to those dam

n 
frat kids

such fine cheese
at the little palace
how delightful to m

eet you
too

in m
y room

a phone
on the bed
w

ritten
T

ide Jewel
I wondered if
it was som

e sort of white rabbit
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I was safe
but I was there
Th

e day after
In the airport
the queues were long
people were crying
R

iding through the highway
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that’s where
this is probably the safest place to 
be on earth right now
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This city

Érica A
lves, B

razil

Revolting poetry
Robert Ford, England
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Undermined 
by disregard for 
detail and talent

‘Dheepan’ has 
both collect-
ed the Palme 
d’Or at Cannes 
and caused 
c o n t r o v e r -

sy among Tamils. This is particularly so 

among Tamil writers, given that the lead-
ing actor is a well-known writer in Tam-
il. From the point of view of the Tamil 
literary circle, there are many truths that 
need to be told about this movie. With 
that aim and perspective, this review is 
written only to shed light on a few sub-

Jacques Audiard’s 2015 drama ‘Dheepan’ follows Tamil refugees fleeing Sri 
Lanka to France. It stars celebrated author Antonythasan Jesuthasan as a for-
mer Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) fighter who becomes a caretaker 
in a Paris ghetto. Cinema examining untold stories like this one is welcome.
But, argues Tamil author TU Senan, Audiard’s vision has little understanding 
of the intricacies of Sri Lanka’s civil war, or the real barriers refugees face in 
Europe. This review is an edit of Senan’s response in Tamil literary circles. Bad 
Art carries it as a contribution to the debate, rather than the final word on 
these complicated issues.

TU Senan

jective points - so look away now if you 
expect an objective view.

In a way, the real story is about an 
opportunist but clever director and one 
extraordinary artist. Antonythasan Je-
suthasan - better known to Tamils by his 
pen name Shobasakthi - plays the lead-

Film review: Dheepan

This review contains spoilers.
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ing role as an ex-LTTE militant who 
continues to the fight to ‘protect’ - this 
time an adopted family.

But in real life, Shoba is no ordinary 
artist. His short stories have defined mod-
ern Tamil literature. Even socialists who 
oppose some of Shoba’s political views 
have enormous respect for his talent. But 
Dheepan is the sort of story I am sure 
Shoba himself would consider average.

From the off, the film is packed with 
mistakes. There are mistakes of both 
fact and storyline. The story of the main 
character appears to be set in the political 
landscape of 1989 - but then asserts itself 
as taking place in 2009 without explana-
tion. The ambiguity of director Jacques 
Audiard’s style will hide this political 
fudge from some audiences. It also fails 
in terms of casting - notably the French 
translator, but also others.

Of course, it is not just a story of a 
Tamil family, but an attempt to depict 
the ‘universal’ life of immigrants fleeing 
war and what they face in France. And 
it’s also a love story.

Violence in the migrant community in 
Parisian suburbs is inherently connected 
to state oppression, racism, lack of services, 
joblessness, and so on - none of 
which features in Dheepan. 
Almost every aspect of 
the state and the 
‘native French’ 
characters is 
portrayed na-
ively. French 
workers are 
not inherent-
ly anti-im-
migrant, any 
more than any 
other workers. 
But the racist rhet-
oric and actions of the 
establishment and media, 
combined with unnecessary 
scarcity caused by capitalism’s drive to en-
rich the elite, do cause negative attitudes 
and behaviour. Audiard hugely downplays 
the institutional and social discrimination 
which are key contributors to the alien-
ation experienced by immigrants.

This is a simplistic story that aims to 
express and assuage liberal guilt about mis-
treatment of immigrants. It seeks to pedes-
talise refugees, who are just people like any-
one else. Viewers can feel warm and satisfied 
that Dheepan, the ‘heroic’ immigrant, has 
near-superhuman combat and care abilities, 
and continues to defend what he ‘loves’.

The ending fades from Dheepan 
trapped in a flaming tower block to driv-
ing a black cab in London, living in a 
beautiful suburban house with his wife 
and kids. This is just not quality scripting 
whatever way you look at it. It could be 
Audiard’s fantasy, played out on screen 
as the dream of a man dying of smoke 
inhalation. But few Tamils, or any immi-
grants, will dream of or realise becoming 
a London cabbie. It takes years to master 
‘the Knowledge’ of all the routes. That is 
if they have saved enough to go through 
the training and buy a taxi - a practical 
impossibility on most migrants’ wages. 
Part of this embarrassment could have 
been avoided if Dheepan had driven a 
minicab - a more typical immigrant job.  
It shows the storyteller’s lack of connec-
tion with and feel for his subject.

Audiard cannot be forgiven because 
he is being ‘nicer’ about the plight 

of an oppressed group 
than most of his artis-

tic contemporaries. 
This is a sort of 

‘lesser evil’ ap-
proach in art.

And there 
is anoth-
er fact that 
puts Audi-
ard to shame. 

The artist he 
worked with - 

Shoba - is very 
capable of spotting 

these mistakes, and could 
have helped to elevate the story 

to a better level - if he had been listened 
to or consulted. None of Shoba’s short 
stories contain this level of inaccuracy 
and depthlessness. The reason this movie 
stands out at all is Shoba’s contribution: 
the tiny details in parts of the screenplay 

that deliver any element of authenticity 
and understanding. They are elsewhere 
conspicuous by their absence.

If the movie deserves any praise for 
winning at Cannes - which has shadowy 
politics in any case - most credit should 
go to Shoba. Of course, the very exis-
tence of the award system lends itself to 
mythologising the roles of actor and di-
rector; more of a marketing boost than a 
celebration of artistic achievement.

The sad story we see in Dheepan is 
that of an extraordinary artist desperate 
to get a break in the mainstream western 
arts industry; willing to dumb down for 
the sake of recognition; who tolerates the 
glitterati treating him like ‘just another 
man’ who ‘played his own stories’; and 
goes along with various lies and rumours 
about his ‘fighting days in the LTTE’.

It is this sad story that breaks our hearts.
Shoba is paraded in the media as some-

one who was quickly rushed through acting 
training. We are told it is the ‘genius’ of Au-
diard’s direction that brought the story to 
life. This capable artist who had no access to 
the art and film industry - or the funding - 
is now forced to live off the crumbs of fame 
that are left over from Audiard and Cannes.

For them, Dheepan is an abstract 
exercise, a ‘character study’. The truth is 
that this character is only just emerging 
- we haven’t seen enough.

TU Senan is a Tamil author and socialist ac-
tivist. His latest novel is ‘Londokarar’.

This is a 
simplistic story 

that aims to 
express and 

assuage liberal 
guilt about 

mistreatment 
of immigrants. 



24

24

What is capitalism?

Every artist wants to change 
the world - or at least the 
part of it your art can touch.

You want people to 
know they’re not alone. 
You want them to live 

somewhere that looks better and sounds better. 
You want to leave your mark, however small.

We think that’s good. But no doubt you’ll 
have noticed it’s getting harder and harder to 
do (see ‘Access, freedom and organisation’, page 
4). In fact, life is getting harder for pretty 
much everyone - except the super-rich.

There is mass unemployment and un-
deremployment, but a culture of endless 
hours if you have work. Much of the work 
there is seems boring and unnecessary, yet 
there is so much in the world crying out for 
improvement. The rise of housing costs and 
overcrowding seems unstoppable - while 

in China, property speculators build entire 
cities of needless empty homes.

The riches of the richest are at an all-
time high. Still they demand pay cuts, job 
cuts and privatisation for the rest of us. 
Sexism and racism are not only still with us 
- establishment politicians are actively en-
couraging them. War and terrorism blight 
millions of lives. Filthy air, violent winds 
and rising rivers and seas threaten us all.

The way society organises itself seems 
impossibly contradictory. It just isn’t 
working for 99% of the population.

Socialism is the alternative. But to 
understand what we’re fighting for, first 
we must understand what we’re fighting 
against: capitalism.

Capitalism
Under capitalism, a tiny minority owns and 
controls all the ways of making wealth. Karl 
Marx, founder of modern, scientific socialism, 
called these things the ‘means of production’. 
The so-called 1% - in reality, a hundredth or 
a thousandth of 1% - owns all the rigs and 
refineries, the patents; all the supermarkets; it 
owns all the factories and labels and chains.

The 1% is the modern world’s ruling class. 
They control the vast majority of ‘capital’ - 
money invested to make more money - so we 
call them capitalists. But the capitalist class 
doesn’t actually make the wealth it lays claim 
to. That’s us, the majority. We sell our ability 

to work to these bosses in order to live: we are 
what Marxists call the working class.

The work we do changes bricks into 
houses, the sick into the healthy, and scripts 
into plays. The bosses sell our products and 
services on at a higher price, representing 
the value our work has added. But the 
working class only gets part of that back as 
wages and public services. The super-rich 
capitalist class keeps the rest as profit.

Of course, not everyone works for a 
boss. Some people, including some artists, 
work for themselves at least part of the 
time. But increasingly this is not a viable 
way to support yourself. Big businesses 
undersell you; the rising cost of living eats 
up your already-thin profit margin. You 
may not have to deal with a tyrant boss, 
but your living conditions are no better 
than those of workers. Often worse - you 
are less likely to have the security of sick 
leave, holiday pay, a decent pension.

Meanwhile, at the start of 2016, pover-
ty charity Oxfam found that 62 billionaires 
own as much as the bottom half of humanity 
combined. Imagine what we could do with 
that wealth - and the processes which create 
it. The capitalists use it only to build bigger 
and more destructive profit machines.

To turn the value we make into profit, 
the bosses need a market to sell to. There is 
a finite number of consumers with a finite 
disposable income. The capitalists must 

The way society 
organises itself 

seems impossibly 
contradictory. It 

just isn’t working 
for 99% of the 

population.

James Ivens
What is socialism?



25

25

The logic of producing goods and services for private profit 
is to do just about anything to maximise that profit - as insur-
ance against other bosses stealing your share of the market.
compete to get ahead of each other. If they 
fall behind, they could go out of business, 
and lose their privileged lifestyles.

So they need to work us harder, and 
pay us less. The logic of producing goods 
and services for private profit is to do just 
about anything to maximise that profit - 
as insurance against other bosses stealing 
your share of the market.

Workers face continual exploitation under 
the profit system. The capitalists take our ‘un-
paid labour’ - the value we produce for them 
over and above what they pay us - as profits. 
The working class, as a whole, cannot therefore 
afford to buy back all that it produces.

Furthermore, the blind rush for profit 
causes competing bosses to make more than 
they can sell - called ‘overproduction’ - lead-
ing to recession and slump. Increasing pro-
ductivity by replacing labour with machin-
ery eventually reduces the amount of profit 
bosses can steal from our labour in the long 

run, as well as the number of people with an 
income to buy products. And financial spec-
ulation - legalised gambling with ordinary 
people’s livelihoods as the chips - makes 
capitalism even more unstable.

There are many more contradictions 
besides. These include the unplanned, irra-
tional character of the profit system; and 
the huge barriers to the development of 
society caused by private ownership of the 
means of production, and the limits of the 
capitalist nation-state. It all means perma-
nent instability. Capitalism is inherently 
prey to crises due to its contradictions. 
And it’s the working class - along with 
the poorest in society, and middle classes 
- who pay for these crises, not the bosses. 

To maintain this system of privilege for the 
few and penury for the many, the 1% visits every 
sort of evil on society. Bigotry and oppression 
aim to set us against each other instead of the 
capitalists. War helps one nation’s bosses secure 

resources, workers and markets over other na-
tions’ bosses. And there’s just not enough profit 
in saving the environment to get even the min-
imum action needed to protect us.

Even closing community centres, 
slashing arts funding, forcing you to pay to 
train or to exhibit your work - even these 
are inherent to capitalism. They aim to 
reduce the tax burden on the ruling class. 
Progressive taxes can be a way for us to 
take back part - although not all - of the 
wealth the bosses steal from us as profits.

So what can we do to make things work 
for us? The good news is that the system 
itself opens up ways to fight it.

Capitalism draws people out of the coun-
try and into the towns and cities, thrusting us 
together in workplaces and housing estates. It 
gives us common interests to defend.

That is a danger to the bosses. Be-
cause the truth is that workers acting 
collectively have enormous power.

PHO
TO

: Xenja Santarelli / Flickr, Paul M
attsson, Socialist Party
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 Because the truth is that 
workers acting collectively 

have enormous power.

If the bosses don’t go to work, the 
worst that usually happens is everyone 
has a nicer day. If the workers don’t go in, 
everything stops. Yes, the bosses might 
own the system - but who really runs it?

This power is what makes the workers’ 
movement so important to artists who want 
to improve their conditions. By joining 
with the workers’ movement, we can build 
and benefit from that collective strength.

This is the starting point for socialism.

Socialism
Socialism is a genuinely democratic, planned 
system where the decisive majority of the means 
of production, distribution and exchange are col-
lectively owned. It’s not run by capitalists com-
peting blindly to enrich themselves. The full value 
we create as a society - and the engines that pro-
duce it - are under our control.

We’d take energy, utilities, transport and 
banking into public own-
ership to keep everything 
running - and to slash 
their outrageous prices. 
Plus the octopus corpora-
tions that control modern 
life: in Britain, for exam-
ple, only 150 firms control 
around four fifths of all economic activity. All of 
these companies together we call the ‘command-
ing heights of the economy’. Workers would 
take them, and would only pay compensation to 
shareholders on the basis of proven need. The 1% 
has had plenty off us already.

Taking the commanding heights off the 
bosses means workers can plan how and what 
we make and distribute to meet all of our 
needs. No more boom and bust. If we don’t 
need any more cars this year, we can move 
those workers to another useful job, instead 
of laying them off as an unprofitable expense.

That means jobs for all, free education 
and a massive expansion in public services.

Socialism doesn’t mean the state owns 
everything. You wouldn’t want to nationalise 
every pet shop and punk band. But we expect 
most small businesses would see the security 
of joining a publicly owned system voluntari-
ly, given time. Until then we could ensure de-
cent wages and conditions for their workers.

Socialism means much more free time. 
Having access to the huge productive re-

sources the elite currently mismanages 
for unimaginable profit would allow us to 
greatly reduce the working week with no 
loss of pay. Machines could cut the amount 
of work we all have to do instead of destroy-
ing jobs. That means more time for artistic 
endeavour - both makers and spectators.

And under socialism, that free time 
would give us command over our own des-
tinies for the first time.

A planned economy needs democratic 
control at every level to work, or it cannot ad-
just to the changing situation. Instead of an 
occasionally elected government in the pay of 
an unelected capitalist class, socialism would 
extend democracy to all parts of life. Work-
places and industries would be run by elected 
councils representing workers, product us-
ers and society as a whole. Ordinary people 
would have the power to sack and re-elect 
representatives at any point during their term. 

The democratic workers’ committees which 
keep essentials running during strikes are a 
small indication of the potential for this.

Genuine socialism would also need to be 
international. The only way to produce all 
that human society needs is to access all the 
talent and resources distributed around the 
globe. That is why we organise internation-
ally. Of course, the change would have to 
start somewhere first. But any country or 
countries starting to act on a genuine so-
cialist programme would inspire hope and 
enthusiasm across the world, making a vol-
untary socialist confederation possible.

This sort of change - a mass, democratic 
movement to reorganise society from bot-
tom to top - is what we mean by revolution. 
We fight for socialist revolution. But funda-
mental to that is fighting for every possible 
improvement, however small, to the lives of 
ordinary people. Every campaign and every 
victory helps build our movement.

None of this can happen without or-

ganising. History teaches us the ruling 
class won’t just give it all up without a fight. 
Workers already organise trade unions in 
their workplaces, the real bases of power 
against the bosses. This is essential. But 
trade unions alone are not enough.

Workers are not all the same. We work 
in different industries, come from different 
cultures, have various different traditions 
and personalities, and group and individ-
ual interests. We are as different as snow-
flakes - but when we all fall together, we 
can change black to white.

Only a party can unite all these various 
different interests and experiences, learn 
from them, and forge them into a single 
programme of action. While building its 
own forces, the Committee for a Workers’ 
International also works to build such mass 
socialist parties around the world, parties 
totally unlike the capitalist politicians’ career 

machines. We have no 
big business donors, 
and don’t want any. 
Our representatives 
take only the aver-
age wage of a skilled 
worker. We believe it is 
essential to live in the 

conditions of those you represent.
Fighting for socialism is not easy, but 

the disasters capitalism is creating could 
destroy us if we don’t. As Marx put it, we 
have nothing to lose but our chains; we 
have a world to win. For artists and the 
arts, there are enormous possibilities.

But even achieving socialism, on its 
own, is not enough.

Perhaps sex makes you feel alone. Per-
haps you find yourself stood at empty junc-
tions and realise you’ve been watching the 
lights change for an hour. Perhaps you are 
angry that no one else will see this sunset 
that’s turning the power station cooling 
towers pink, or that drunk apologising to 
the tree she’s just shouted at.

Socialism can’t answer all that. Only art 
can. But only socialism can save the arts. And 
the fight for socialism needs you.

James Ivens is part of the Bad Art editorial team. 
Contact james@badartworld.net. See page 39 for 
more details.
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‘Orphan Black’ 
(available on 
Netflix) is bril-
liantly written 
television. The 
story revolves 

around young women who find out they’re 
clones, created as part of an illegal experi-
ment. The storylines develop rapidly as they 
discover more about themselves and the 
wider agenda they’re part of. It’s a refresh-
ing, intelligent, feminist take on the sci-fi 
genre, placing the most surreal elements of 
science in an everyday context of mothers 
and workers. For example, many films fail 
the ‘Bechdel test’. This requires it to have at 
least two women in it, who talk to each oth-
er, about something other than a man.

Almost all conversations in Orphan 
Black take place between two women about 
other women. Almost all the main charac-
ters are women, who are complex, individu-
al and central to the storylines, rather than 
being treated as background props.

Rachel, the unfeeling director of the 
cloning experiment, shows intense vul-
nerability as the story about her parents 
unfolds. The ditsy blonde clone working 
in a nail salon, unaware of her biologi-
cal identity, is quickly shown to be sys-
tematically investigating it. There are no 
one-sided women.

The vastly different personalities of each 
clone are made deliberately noticeable, as is 
their struggle to be seen as individual and 
human, rather than just test subjects. The 
clones’ fight to have control over their own 
biology has formed a central plotline of all 
seasons so far, and this leads into even more 
explicit pro-choice politics.

The daughter of a conservative Chris-
tian family is unwillingly made pregnant 
with a clone’s foetus. But the solution is 
simple. Her unwitting donor, the clone 
Helena, says: “Do not have my babies if 
you do not want to have my babies.”

The main protagonist, Sarah Man-
ning, is from an obviously work-

ing-class background. Rather than 
demonising her for criminal behaviour, 
Orphan Black presents it more as a 
result of her harsh experience of the 
foster system and her lack of opportu-
nities, caused by class constraints.

Another central character, Cosima, is 
a lesbian, which is shown as incidental to 
both her character and the show. LGBT+ 
people aren’t presented as remarkably dif-
ferent from their straight counterparts; 
they certainly aren’t a novelty. They’re 
treated as real, normal people.

There are some casting weaknesses 
- black and Asian characters are under-
represented. But Orphan Black is a huge 
step forward for women, with a pro-
choice, pro-feminist angle. It is extremely 
well-written television, cutting across the 
misogynistic representations that other-
wise dominate capitalist media.

Mary Finch is a postgraduate history stu-
dent at King’s College London.

Orphan 
Black
Mary Finch 

TV review

This review contains spoilers.
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The approach to art in 
the degenerated Sovi-
et Union under Stalin 
was typified by two 
things. First, by the 
persecution of all those 

who expressed any independent thought. 
Second, by the misnamed artistic school 
of ‘socialist realism’ - the view that art is 
dedicated to the (falsely) ‘realistic’ represen-
tation of simplistic, optimistic ‘proletarian 
values’ and working-class life.

Subsequent Marxist thinking about art, 
particularly in academia, has been greatly 
influenced by Walter Benjamin and Georg 
Lukács. Both were exponents of ‘Marxist 
humanism’, attempting to apply Marxism 
to aesthetics - the philosophy of beauty.

This approach, derived from the work 
of Karl Marx, is dialectical: based on the 
idea that conflict leads to change - and ma-
terialist: based on real, observable things, 
not the supernatural. Marxist humanism 
analysed the conditions in which humans 

Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) was a German Marxist 
literary critic. Born into a wealthy Jewish family, he 
studied philosophy and worked as a critic and transla-
tor in Berlin in the 1920s. After Hitler came to power, 
Benjamin lived in Paris, where he continued to write 
essays and reviews for literary journals. When the Na-
zis occupied Paris in 1940, he committed suicide rath-
er than be arrested by the Gestapo.

Since his death, Benjamin’s writings have gained a 
growing reputation, particularly in academia. Written in 
a dense style, his essays are often philosophical reflec-
tions on literature and combine social criticism, linguis-
tic analysis and historical references.

In the 1930s, Benjamin was influenced by Marxist ideas. 
He steered an independent course and rejected the politi-
cal and artistic straitjacket of Stalinist ‘socialist realism’. His 
most influential essays are collected in ‘Illuminations’ and 
‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’. 
Marco Veruggio gives an introduction to Benjamin’s ideas. 

Walter Benjamin
technological development 
and democratising art

 Marco Veruggio

The big think: 
Marxist theory and the philosophy of art
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work under capitalism. Workers’ conscious-
ness is affected by ‘alienation’ - separation 
from and lack of control over production 
and society. Also by ‘reification’ - the shift 
from the tangible to the abstract. (Their use 
of these concepts was related to, but dis-
tinct from, Marx’s theories of alienation 
and commodity fetishism; reification is a 
specific form of alienation.)

Benjamin’s collection of essays ‘The 
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction’, published in 1936, at-
tempts to describe the changed experi-
ence of art in the modern world. It sees 
the rise of fascism and ‘mass culture’ as 
the culmination of a process of debase-
ment, whereby art ceases to be a means 
of instruction and becomes instead a 
mere gratification, a matter of taste alone. 
“Communism responds by politicising 
art,” Benjamin proposes. That is, by mak-
ing art into an instrument by which what 
Benjamin considers false ideas can be 
countered and ultimately overcome.

“Capitalist production is the ene-
my of certain branches of intellectual 
production, for example, art (figurative) 
and poetry.” This observation by Marx - 
from his ‘Theories of Surplus Value’, vol-
ume one - reflects the tendency of cap-
italism to consider the work of art as a 
commodity, and the artist an intellectual 
worker subject to its rule.

At the same time, however, capitalism 
in the past revolutionised production. 
This included the massive application of 
new technology, laying the basis for the 
majority to practically access and enjoy 
art - art’s partial ‘democratisation’ - and 
for the birth of mass art in opposition to 
the ruling classes.

Benjamin came to Marxism through 
his friendship with Lukàcs, a Hungarian 
philosopher, literary historian, and crit-
ic; the German playwright and poet Ber-
tolt Brecht; and some exponents of the 
semi-Marxist so-called ‘Frankfurt School’.

He postulated that fascism and right-
wing totalitarian regimes, which are ex-
treme expressions of capitalism, produce 
an “aestheticisation of politics”. This 
meant art was a means to celebrate es-
tablished power - as in Leni Riefenstahl’s 

movies on the ‘beauty’ of the Nazi re-
gime. Meanwhile, socialism and commu-
nism produced a “politicisation of art”. 
This meant art was a means to challenge 
power and change society - as in Pablo 
Picasso’s ‘Guernica’, a powerful cry aim-
ing to exorcise war from history.

Art and ‘superstructure’ 
in Marxist thought
Capitalism is based on bosses’ exploitation 
of workers for profit, and the concentra-
tion of economic and political power in 
the hands of the ruling, capitalist class. 
The ruling class uses its economic clout 

and the forces of the state to exert ma-
terial control over subordinate economic 
classes. As an expression and a way of re-
inforcing this material control, they exert 
control over ideas as well.

The structure of the economic ‘base’ of 
society - how goods and services are made 
and distributed - largely sets the boundar-
ies for the cultural and ideological ‘super-
structure’ which grows out of it - this in-
cludes politics, education, religion, art and 
so on. The cultural superstructure, in turn, 
can affect the economic base, through the 
actions of the various social groups and po-
litical forces in society.

The ruling classes have always ex-
ercised control of ideas through 

politicians, priests (organ-
ised, state-sanctioned 

religion), law, 
media and in-

tellectuals. 
Capitalist 
d i v i s i o n 
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of labour can make this even more the 
case - one of its tendencies is to accen-
tuate the separation between manual and 
intellectual work.

The historical phenomenon of artistic 
patronage reflects the idea that art is a cel-
ebration of power through the use of beau-
ty. The ancient temples or Christian cathe-
drals, the splendour of imperial palaces or 
the houses of the nobility represent, in a 
spectacular way, the authority of power.

By revolutionising the way humani-
ty makes things - away from feudalism’s 
subsistence production towards the fac-
tory’s collective mass production - capi-
talism laid the basis for the same to hap-

pen in field of arts, culture and ideas. The 
invention of the photograph had similar 
effects in the field of art to that produced 
by the appearance of the steam engine in 
the capitalist economy.

Art, like industry, progressively be-
comes a mass phenomenon. Artistic 
objects become ‘commodities’ - things 
produced for their sales value rather than 
their actual usefulness or beauty. And 
artists are transformed - at least partly - 
into workers; intellectual labourers.

‘Non-productive’ intellectual labour-
ers - those like the early modern English 
poet John Milton, who produced ‘Para-
dise Lost’ for just £5 - produced works of 
art “for the same reason that a silk worm 
produces silk,” says Marx.

As capitalism developed, they were in 
part substituted by ‘productive’ intellec-
tual labourers, whose work “is subsumed 
under capital and comes to light only 
when it is to be valued” - just as a “singer 
who sells her song on her own account is 
a non-productive labourer. But the same 
singer, commissioned by an entrepreneur 
to sing in order to make money for him, is 
a productive labourer, since she produces 
capital” (Marx, Theories of Surplus Value).

Capitalism also produces contradic-
tions in the intellectual field. The ‘prole-
tarianisation’ of intellectuals and artisans 
- transformed from self-employed small 
businesspeople to wage-slaves - push-

es them into the ranks of the workers’ 
movement and trade unions.

But there is another aspect: “The 
same criteria are applied to art and liter-
ature as are applied to sugar, leather and 
setola [shaving] brushes. However, to 
consider art and its freedom as an object, 
as a commodity, is in profound opposi-
tion to the internal character of art itself.” 
(Marx, ‘On Freedom of the Press’).

The French poet Charles Baudelaire, a 
contemporary of Marx, draws in verse the 
consequences Marx writes on in prose:

To earn your daily bread you have to
Spread around incense like a choirboy
And unwillingly intone the Te Deum
- from ‘The Venal Muse’ in 
‘The Flowers of Evil’ (1857)

A few decades later, George Grosz, 
a German artist known especially for his 
caricatures and paintings of Berlin life in 
the 1920s, wrote: “No epoch has been as 
hostile to art as today’s” (Art Is in Danger).

For this reason, many children of the 
capitalist and upper-middle classes broke 
from their own class, and were attracted 
to the working-class demands emerging in 
revolutionary movements. Karl Marx and 
his co-philosopher Friedrich Engels were 
themselves examples of this phenomenon 
even before they examined  and explained it.

So, from the second half of the 
19th century, the anticapitalist sentiment 
of ‘avant-garde’ artists was quite strong. 

Baudelaire sympathised with the Parisian 
revolutionaries in 1848, and claimed he 
wanted to shoot his stepfather, first com-
mander of the ‘École polytechnique’ uni-
versity, then French ambassador to Con-
stantinople. The hugely influential French 
poet Arthur Rimbaud participated in and 
was enthused by the 1871 Paris Commune.

The German-language Czech writer 
Franz Kafka attended progressive politi-
cal meetings, and perhaps some anarchist 
ones. He had experience of capitalism 
first of all in his family: “In this period the 
factory is really entrusted to a sole worker 
boss, and no financier, least of all a ner-
vous man like my father, will have doubts 
about the real fraudulent workings of the 
factory these days.” He then saw more 

 G
uernica, Pablo Picasso
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...without 
socialism, mass 

art becomes 
simply 

standardisation 
and technical, 

zombie-like 
reproduction. 

of it in his profession as an office work-
er. The Swiss-German artist Paul Klee 
wrote: “The more the building of my in-
dividuality is strengthened, the more all 
the bourgeois [capitalists] around me ap-
pear weakened” (Diaries, 1898-1918).

This does not mean that all artists ex-
periencing anticapitalist feelings become 
revolutionaries. Sometimes they end up 
feeding reactionary movements. Consid-
er the support that the Italian Futurists 
gave to fascism. But when they come 
across Marxism, they often pass to the 
side of the revolution.

Art and mass production
In this framework, we see the consequenc-
es of technological development, as analysed 
by Benjamin. The ancient Greeks, he ob-
serves, knew only two forms of technical-
ly reproducing works of art: founding and 
stamping. Scientific development enriches 
the range of reproduction: movable type 
printing, wood-engraving, lithography.

But with the advent of photography 
and cinema, a qualitative leap occurs. Art 
possesses the means to fix ‘reality’ in an 
instant, and reproduce it in an unlimit-
ed number of copies, through a technique 
which rapidly becomes ever cheaper, and 
therefore (potentially) accessible to anyone.

In this way, art loses what Benjamin 
calls its “aura”: its unique, non-reproducible 
and unchangeable essence - enjoyable only 
in a restricted context decided by the ruling 
elite, like a church. In short, that quality 
which allowed the ruling classes to assimi-

late artworks into objects of worship.
The possibility of hanging a photo-

graphic reproduction of the Mona Lisa 
in the living room of a working-class 
home - or interfering with it, as Marcel 
Duchamp did, tracing a moustache on 
her face; brightening up the image, like 
Man Ray; transforming the shades into 
acrylic colours like advertisement boards, 
as Andy Warhol did - contorts the pho-
to’s connection with the original artwork, 
eliminating its sacredness.

This, in turn, modifies the function 
of art in our society, says Benjamin. “The 
instant the criterion of authenticity ceas-
es to be applicable to artistic production, 
the total function of art is reversed. In-
stead of being based on ritual, it begins to 
be based on another practice - politics.”

This statement helps in understand-
ing some aspects of the relationship be-
tween the artistic avant-garde and revo-
lutionary movements. This relationship 
is based not only on the choice of social 
themes and style, as with Stalin’s ‘socialist 
realism’. Nor only on the elaboration of 
“certain theses about proletarian art after 
the taking of power, and even less on the-
ses about that of a classless society, but 
rather theses about the tendencies of the 
development of art in the current condi-
tions of production.”

In other words, the point is not just 
using art as a ‘communication strategy’ 
subordinated to a political programme. 
Rather it is recognising art as work, and 
as a necessary human activity, whose la-
bourers and products are a necessary part 
of the struggle against capitalism and to 
build a socialist society in their own right.

Art must become accessible to all 
not only in terms of enjoyment, but also 
in practice. Technological development 
partially marginalises technical skills, re-
duces the capacity of the art schools to 
control and restrict style and content.

But it also shows the possibility of 
building a society in which “there will 
not be painters, but there will be at most 
men who, amongst other things, will also 
paint; in which I will have the possibility 
to do this today and that tomorrow, to 
hunt in the morning, fish in the evening, 

tomorrow maybe raise cattle and after 
lunch, for example, to critique, according 
to my tastes at the time, and neverthe-
less I will never become a hunter, a fish-
erman, a shepherd, a critic” (Marx, ‘The 
German Ideology’).

Without a revolutionary process to take 
the wealth and means of producing it out 
of the hands of the capitalists, the repro-
duction of artworks risks producing, in the 
main, mere commodities, of poor quality.

The 20th century English novelist 
and philosopher Aldous Huxley wrote: 
“School education and relatively high 
salaries have created a wide public which 
is capable of reading and able to obtain 
objects to read and illustrative material. 
To produce this, an important industry 
has been created. Now, however, artistic 
talents are something very rare.” This is 
a comment which Benjamin describes 
- rightly - as ‘non-progressive’. But it 
grasps a real danger.

Just as mass production lays the basis 
for creating a socialist society, without 
socialism, mass art becomes simply stan-
dardisation and technical, zombie-like 
reproduction. The technology prefigures 
a real democratisation of art, but in the 
meantime results merely in the creation 
of a capitalist culture market. That is ef-
fectively what has happened. That is what 
we must fight against.

Marco Veruggio is editor of the 
ControCorrente journal in Italy.

Art must 
become 
accessible to 
all not only 
in terms of 
enjoyment, but 
also in practice.
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The quarrels about 
“pure art” and about 
“art with a [political] 
tendency” took place 
between the liberals 
and the “populists”. 

They do not become us. Materialist dia-
lectics [scientific socialism] is above this. 
From the point of view of an objective 
historical process, art is always a social 
servant and historically utilitarian.

It finds the necessary rhythm of 
words for dark and vague moods; it 

brings thought and feeling closer or con-
trasts them with one another; it enriches 
the spiritual experience of the individual 
and of the community; it refines feeling, 
makes it more flexible, more respon-
sive; it enlarges the volume of thought 
in advance and not through the person-
al method of accumulated experience; it 
educates the individual, the social group, 
the class and the nation. And this it does 
quite independently of whether it appears 
in a given case under the flag of a ‘pure’ or 
of a frankly tendentious [political] art…

The following excerpts are taken from an article by 
Leon Trotsky, one of the leaders of the Russian rev-
olution, written in 1923 after the working class over-
threw Tsarism and capitalism. With insightful passag-
es, Trotsky responds to crude, reductionist arguments 
about the historic development of literature and art, 
and how art could develop under socialism. He was a 
fierce defender of the independence of art from polit-
ical and economic control.

The social 
roots and the 
social function 
of literature 

Leon Trotsky
The Marxist point of view is far removed 

from these tendencies, which were histori-
cally necessary, but which have become his-
torically passé. Keeping on the plane of sci-
entific investigation, Marxism seeks with the 
same assurance the social roots of the “pure” 
as well as of the tendentious art.

It does not at all “incriminate” a poet with 
the thoughts and feelings which he expresses, 
but raises questions of a much more profound 
significance: namely, to which order of feel-
ings does a given artistic work correspond in 
all its peculiarities? What are the social con-
ditions of these thoughts and feelings? What 
place do they occupy in the historic develop-
ment of a society and of a class? And, further, 
what literary heritage has entered into the 
elaboration of the new form? Under the in-
fluence of what historic impulse have the new 
complexes of feelings and thoughts broken 
through the shell which divides them from 
the sphere of poetic consciousness?

The investigation may become com-
plicated, detailed or individualised. But its 
fundamental idea will be that of the subsid-
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iary role which art plays in the social pro-
cess [as a product of changing social ideas].

Each class has its own policy in art - 
that is, a system of presenting demands 
on art, which changes with time… The 
social and even the personal dependence 
of art was not concealed, but was openly 
announced as long as art retained its court 
character [as a luxury or tool of the aris-
tocratic elite]. The wider, more popular, 
anonymous character of the rising bour-
geoisie [capitalist class] led, on the whole, 
to the theory of “pure art,” though there 
were many deviations from this theory.

As indicated above, the tendentious lit-
erature of the “populist” intelligentsia was 
imbued with a class interest; the intelligentsia 
could not strengthen itself and could not con-
quer for itself a right to play a part in history 

without the support of the people. But in the 
revolutionary struggle, the class egotism of 
the intelligentsia was turned inside out, and 
in its left wing, it assumed the form of high-
est self-sacrifice. That is why the intelligentsia 
not only did not conceal art with a tendency, 
but proclaimed it, thus sacrificing art, just as 
it sacrificed many other things.

Our Marxist conception of the objec-
tive social dependence and social utility 
of art, when translated into the language 
of politics, does not at all mean a desire 
to dominate art by means of decrees and 
orders. It is not true that we regard only 
that art as new and revolutionary which 
speaks of the worker, and it is nonsense to 
say that we demand that the poets should 
describe inevitably a factory chimney, or 
the uprising against capital!

Of course the new art cannot but place 
the struggle of the proletariat [working 
class] in the centre of its attention. But 
the plough of the new art is not limited to 
numbered strips. On the contrary, it must 
plough the entire field in all directions…

The form of art is, to a certain and 
very large degree, independent. But the 
artist who creates this form, and the 

spectator who is enjoying it, are not emp-
ty machines, one for creating form and 
the other for appreciating it.

They are living people, with a crys-
tallised psychology representing a certain 
unity, even if not entirely harmonious. 
This psychology is the result of social con-
ditions. The creation and perception of 
art forms is one of the functions of this 
psychology. And no matter how wise the 
formalists [those who study artistic form 
without examining content] try to be, their 
whole conception is simply based upon 
the fact that they ignore the psychological 
unity of the social human, who creates and 
who consumes what has been created.

The worker has to have in art the ex-
pression of the new spiritual point of view 
which is just beginning to be formulated 

within him, and to which art must help 
him give form. This is not a state order, 
but a historic demand. Its strength lies in 
the objectivity of historic necessity. You 
cannot pass this by, nor escape its force...

The fact that different peoples and 
different classes of the same people make 
use of the same themes merely shows how 
limited the human imagination is, and 
how man tries to maintain an economy of 
energy in every kind of creation, even in 
the artistic. Every class tries to utilise, to 
the greatest possible degree, the material 
and spiritual heritage of another class…

Artistic creation… is also a deflec-
tion, a changing and a transformation of 
reality, in accordance with the peculiar 
laws of art. However fantastic art may be, 
it cannot have at its disposal any other 
material except that which is given to it 
by the world of three dimensions and by 
the narrower world of class society…

Yes, themes migrate from people to 
people, from class to class, and even from 
author to author. This means only that the 
human imagination is economical. A new 
class does not begin to create all of culture 
from the beginning, but enters into pos-

session of the past, assorts it, touches it up, 
rearranges it, and builds on it further. If 
there were no such utilisation of the ‘sec-
ond-hand’ wardrobe of the ages, historic 
processes would have no progress at all…

It is unquestionably true that the need 
for art is not created by economic condi-
tions. But neither is the need for food creat-
ed by economics. On the contrary, the need 
for food and warmth creates economics.

It is very true that one cannot always go 
by the principles of Marxism in deciding 
whether to reject or to accept a work of art. 
A work of art should, in the first place, be 
judged by its own law, that is, by the law of 
art. But Marxism alone can explain why and 
how a given tendency in art has originated 
in a given period of history; in other words, 
who it was who made a demand for such an 

artistic form and not for another, and why…
It would be childish to think that every 

class can entirely and fully create its own 
art from within itself, and, particularly, that 
the proletariat is capable of creating a new 
art by means of closed art guilds or cir-
cles, or by the Organisation for Proletarian 
Culture [established after the revolution, 
and which aimed to replace artworks and 
artforms produced under capitalist society 
with what it imagined would be an entire-
ly unconnected ‘proletarian’ art].

Generally speaking, the artistic work 
of man is continuous. Each new rising 
class places itself on the shoulders of its 
preceding one. But this continuity is di-
alectic, that is, it finds itself by means of 
internal repulsions and breaks. New ar-
tistic needs or demands for new literary 
and artistic points of view are stimulated 
by economics, through the development 
of a new class, and minor stimuli are sup-
plied by changes in the position of the 
class, under the influence of the growth 
of its wealth and cultural power…

Artistic creation is always a compli-
cated turning inside out of old forms, 
under the influence of new stimuli which 

...it is nonsense to say that we demand that the poets 
should describe inevitably a factory chimney...
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originate outside of art. In this large 
sense of the word, art is a handmaiden. 
It is not a disembodied element feeding 
on itself, but a function of social man 
indissolubly tied to his life and environ-
ment…

Literature, whose methods and pro-
cesses have their roots far back in the most 
distant past and represent the accumu-
lated experience of verbal craftsmanship, 
expresses the thoughts, feelings, moods, 
points of view and hopes of the new epoch 
and of its new class. One cannot jump be-
yond this. And there is no need of making 
the jump - at least for those who are not 
serving an epoch already past, nor a class 
which has already outlived itself…

To a materialist [scientific socialist], 
religion, law, morals and art represent sepa-
rate aspects of one and the same process of 
social development. Though they differen-
tiate themselves from their industrial basis, 
become complex, strengthen and develop 
their special characteristics in detail, poli-
tics, religion, law, ethics and aesthetics re-
main, nonetheless, functions of social man 
and obey the laws of his social organisation.

The idealist, on the other hand, does 
not see a unified process of historic de-
velopment which evolves the necessary 
organs and functions from within itself, 
but a crossing or combining and interact-
ing of certain independent principles - 
the religious, political, juridical, aesthetic 
and ethical substances, which find their 
origin and explanation in themselves.

To read the full article, visit the Marxist Inter-
net Archive at marxists.org/archive/trotsky.

Leon Trotsky helped lead the Russian revolu-
tion, alongside Vladimir Lenin and others in 
the Bolshevik party, which installed the world’s 
first democratic workers’ state. The invasion of 
21 capitalist armies, followed by the failure of 
revolutions in neighbouring countries, isolated 
the revolution. Eventually that allowed a bu-
reuacratic dictatorship to take control.

Trotsky was a staunch opponent of cap-
italism, absolutism and Stalinism. His ideas 
and methods, along with those of Lenin, 
Marx and Engels, form the political basis of 
the Committee for a Workers’ International.

So you wanna be a rock ’n’ roll 
star...  just take a guitar and 
learn how to play! Surely if 
you work hard enough and 
have enough talent, stardom 
will be easy! That’s the mes-

sage the music industry bosses want you 
to believe. Unfortunately, things are not so 
easy, and the reality is quite different.

It’s very hard for 
young and work-
ing-class people start-
ing out in music to even 
afford a decent instru-
ment and find places 
to learn. Once you have 
jumped that financial 
hurdle, you need some-
where to practice. A 
young drummer learning death thrash in a 
block of flats is not very popular, so finding a 
place to practice is important - but hard and 
expensive.

Finally you’ve got a band together. Then 
you have to pay for regular practice. You share 
the cost with bandmates, but you can’t write 
an album in one-hour session, so it becomes 
a dedication, taking all your resources. Trans-
port, equipment and rehearsal space cost a lot 
for people often on low or no wages.

But you’ve fought hard and you think you 
have something to offer. Probably by now you 

have a few groupies en-
couraging you.

You need to do a 
demo CD as there is 
next to nowhere for 
unknowns to start out. 
You can do it on the 
cheap, but the more 
you spend the better 
the quality and your 

chance, so you invest everything you can.
The CD shows you’ve got talent. But 

finding the first gig is still hard. So you 
copy your CD and send it everywhere you 

Many performers - musicians in particular - spend most 
of their early career footing the bill for their work, 
and getting little or nothing in return. Musician Laura 
Comrats speaks out against this exploitative system.

End ‘pay 
to play’!

Laura Comrats

‘it just 
takes hard 
work and 

talent.’
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can - at more cost. You are happy to play 
anywhere for free as you’re still learning.

Then you get the gig, at a known venue. 
You have to do your own publicity and post-
ers, but after all the other expenses it just feels 
normal. You pace the street putting up posters 
advertising the venue as you go. The tickets 
are £5 each, and you get £2 for every one that 
passes the door with your flyer - after the first 
20 that come in, that is. Some don’t even of-
fer this, just the promise of ‘exposure’. Others 
even charge you for the privilege!

You get friends and family in, maybe 30 
people for your opening night. You make a 

few errors but the practice and expense has 
paid off; many say they liked it, and you now 
know you just need to get noticed.

It’s taken years to get to this stage, and a 
lot of effort and money - and at the first 
serious gig, if you’re very lucky, you get 
paid what it cost to turn up. This is “pay 
to play”. But just remember that message: 
‘it just takes hard work and talent.’ The 
problem is that pay to play is where it 
stays for most. Even if you fill the ven-
ue, the money you get paid cannot cover 
what you spend.

Most brewers prefer ‘plastic’ theme pubs 
and bars to attract a wealthier clientele. The 
pubs and bars with live music use it to attract 
people and sell more drinks, but musicians 
get hardly any money for it. Festival organ-
isers are making loads of money, but you 
don’t get to play there unless your band is 
already professional, and many smaller festi-
vals - if anything - only give expenses.

The major labels don’t take any artis-
tic risks; they concentrate on what they 
think they can sell. They sit on the back 
of the creative potential in society like a 
parasite. While making money, they in-
vest nothing into new talent.

They blame the internet for their loss-
es, but the truth is that the majority of 
the working class does not have enough 
money to spend on music. The crisis of 
the music industry is a symptom of the 
wider crisis of capitalism. Mainstream 
music is getting more and more stream-
lined - spend less, pay less. TV casting 
shows and even independent labels have 
developed a certain ‘hip’ streamlining.

The contradiction is that there are so 
many talented people out there, but we 
only get to see the tiny surface. Music can 
play a very positive role in politicising 
people, and it has done so in the past. We 
need to organise, to build a movement of 
musicians and artists, to fight for their 
rights, for better conditions as musicians 
in terms of pay, and free or genuinely af-
fordable rehearsal spaces and equipment.

Laura Comrats is a singer-songwriter based 
in Vienna. She is an activist with Sozialis-
tische Linkspartei (in Austria).

How to beat ‘pay to play’: a case study

In the late 1990s, musicians in the town of Rugby, England, got organised. They faced all the problems noted in the article, alongside the 
apathy of the local council, and a depressed music scene. They organised themselves under the banner of ‘Rugby Musician Collective’. 
From small beginnings they eventually organise 22 acts. They were solo artists, thrash bands, DJs and techno-jazz acts… all sorts. They 
organised noisy and musical lobbies and demonstrations in the town centre. They won the right to 20% of bar takings in a key venue 
and better conditions at a number of other venues, and boycotted venues that refused their terms. This period saw the small town music 
scene boom with collective events, packing venues over and over. New acts were given a chance. The local council was forced to organise 
a festival, and open up council venues to gigs.

No to battle of the bands - use your collective power, build the scene and get paid! Why don’t you get organised? You can use the Rugby 
Musician Collective as a model. Socialists and trade unionists could help you. To get in touch with socialists in your country.

ILLU
STRATIO
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The genius of Prince 
- Eljeer Hawkins

Prince Rogers Nelson, 
known to the world as 
Prince, was born on 7 
June 1958, the son of a 
jazz pianist in Minne-
sota. He taught himself 

to play piano by the age of seven, and 

within another seven years had learned 
the guitar and drums.

His parents’ relationship would collapse, 
yet while still in high school he formed his 
first funk band, Grand Central. At the age 
of 18 years he would sign his first contract 
with Warner Brothers Records.

Prince was an extremely shy and re-
clusive young man which showed itself 

on stage. But Warner Brothers would 
make an unprecedented decision to give 
him full creative license over the music 
and sound - unheard of at the time for a 
new artist, let alone an 18-year-old.

His first album, titled ‘For You’, was re-
leased in 1978 during the period of disco 
and alongside the ascendancy of another 
funk and dance master, Motown Record’s 
Rick James. For You unleashed an unimag-
inable talent - producing, writing, singing 
and playing every instrument on the al-
bum. It also produced a first hit, ‘Soft and 
Wet’, soaked with sexual innuendo and 
lust. It was clear Prince was here to stay.

Following the minor success of For You, 
Prince went to work on his second album, 
the self-titled release ‘Prince’, in 1979. 
His lyrical devices bent the boundaries of 

Legendary black American musician 
Prince died unexpectedly on 21 April 
2016. Eljeer Hawkins and Darletta 
Scruggs of Socialist Alternative in 
the United States respond.

Prince
The genius, politics and legacy of

Eljeer Hawkins &
 Darletta Scruggs
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the profane and spiritual. He was a mu-
sical child of James Brown, Sly Stone, 
Jimi Hendrix, Parliament-Funkadelic, and 
countless other artists. He was also influ-
enced by the pansexual and androgynous 
period of glam rock led by musical pio-
neers like David Bowie and Lou Reed.

But Prince himself would kick down 
that door and expand the contours of sex-
uality and masculinity for men, particular-
ly for black men - showcasing that it was 
fine to be different (or a “weirdo”), bucking 
the status quo and labels of society’s nar-
row definitions of manhood, sexuality and 
masculinity. Through his music he inspired 
a new generation of LGBT+ people, and 
others who were coming out of their clos-
ets, who had been isolated and treated with 
disdain by a system rooted in callous indif-
ference to personal humanity and spirit.

Not all his themes were progressive. 
His lyrics and songs also had elements of 
misogyny, patriarchy and sexual objectifi-
cation of women. They led a female band-
mate to leave the group, particularly af-
fected by a recording of the song ‘Head’.

The album ‘Controversy’ included a  
title song dealing with the ambiguity of 
his sexual orientation and racial back-
ground, Prince’s revolution continued - 
even against the backdrop of the counter-
revolution of Ronald Reagan’s presidency. 
‘Little Red Corvette’ would become a 
soaring hit particularly during the rise of 
MTV, music videos and 1980s mega stars 
Madonna and Michael Jackson.

Purple Rain took over the charts 
in 1984, holding the #1 position for 48 
straight weeks, and drove home Prince’s 
musical brilliance to the US and the 

world. He won multiple awards, in-
cluding an Oscar for best original song 
(Purple Rain) which stands as one of the 
most recognizable songs and guitar solos 
in rock-and-roll history.

Prince took political centre-stage as 
the Christian right and ‘decency’ lob-
by led by Tipper Gore was challenging 
“raunchy and offensive” language in mu-
sic and film. The song ‘Darling Nikki’ 
from the Purple Rain soundtrack was 
used during congressional hearings with 
Democratic Tennessee congressman and 
future vice-president Al Gore as an ex-
ample of “filth” in the arts. Those hear-
ings led to the ‘parental advisory’ label on 
all albums thereafter.

Throughout the decade Prince would 
continue to produce infectious rhythms, 
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beats and lyrics. He was a prolific song-
writer and producer and also wrote hits 
for Sheila E, Sheena Easton, Sinead 
O’Connor, Melissa Morgan, Chaka 
Khan, Vanity, and Apollonia.

His stage shows and presence were 
unmatched by any artists of the time.

The politics of Prince
 
“…Nobody got in nobody’s way
So I guess you could say it was a good day
At least a little better than the day in Baltimore
Does anybody hear us pray
For Michael Brown or Freddie Gray?
Peace is more than the absence of war…”

- Prince, ‘Baltimore’

Prince’s politics were contradictory. 
From an unapologetic sexual freedom that 
demanded you be “you no matter what 
others think of you,” to a spirituality that 
led him, after the death of his parents, to 
become a Jehovah’s Witness in 2001.

The latter appears to have led him 
towards a more conservative position 
on same-sex marriage equality when his 
home state of Minnesota became the 12th 
to legalize same-sex marriage. Prince’s 
lyrics took on war in the Middle East, 
nuclear annihilation, unchecked capitalist 
greed and working-class struggle.

His undying commitment to young 
people, and desire to address problems in 
public education, unfortunately also led 
him to confused support for non-progres-
sive causes. This included the disastrous 
‘charter school’ and education ‘reform’ (in 
reality, counter-reform) movement headed 
by Wall Street and hedge-fund managers.

He was greatly inspired by the Black 
Lives Matter movement, and deeply trou-
bled by the events in Ferguson and Balti-
more following rebellions against law en-
forcement violence. He gave concerts in a 
number of cities to assist local communities 
struggling against insurmountable odds.

Prince was a labour union member: a 
long-standing member of both the Twin 
Cities Musicians Local 30-73 branch of 
the American Federation of Musicians, 
and actors’ union SAG-AFTRA. He 
spoke out many times against the corpo-

rate control of music and its artists.
Prince’s landmark battle against War-

ner Brothers and the record industry cen-
tred on intellectual property, publishing 
rights and ownership of ‘master tapes’. This 
is the bedrock of music industry control 
over the products of artists’ creative labour.

It was Warner Brothers who gave 
Prince full musical control over his prod-
uct - but Warner Brothers insisted on its 
ownership of everything else. It profited 
handsomely from one of the most suc-
cessful artists in music history. He would 
inscribe the word ‘slave’ on his right 
cheek, and change his name to an unpro-
nounceable symbol which combined the 
symbols for man and woman.

He stated defiantly: “People think I’m a 
crazy fool for writing ‘slave’ on my face. But 
if I can’t do what I want to do, what am I?”

The legacy of Prince
- Darletta Scruggs

I can remember being awakened early 
in the morning to my momma blasting 
Prince’s ‘I Would Die 4 U’. Thinking to 
myself, “why is this man saying ‘yabba 
dabba do’ in a song? But still, it’s a jam.”

I can remember being a child staying 
up late listening to music with my mom, 
a single mother of three. We were always 
poor, never had much. She never was able 
to live a life outside of struggle, poverty 
and parenting but this music brought her 
so much joy, even during times of pain.

There was no way I could sleep with that 
playing - it was contagious, soulful and raw. 
I had to get up and dance, and dance I did. 
I can remember my mother coming into my 
room and catching me up dancing. It was way 
past my bed time, she figured I’d be asleep.

She looks at me and asks: “Why are 
you up?” I replied “I’m dancing to Prince.” 
She paused and smiled for a second and 
then said: “Take your behind to sleep.”

I can let a Prince album play from begin-
ning to end, and although I may not know 
all the names of the songs, the experience I 
get is all that I need. This is the lasting legacy 
that Prince leaves for us. A legacy of bold 
musical virtue not dictated by corporate in-
fluence. He didn’t sell us artificial musical 
commerce - what he put into every note, 

every rhythm, was a piece of himself.
The music industry has long denied 

artists the ability to have creative control. 
Something so fluid, delicate and conta-
gious has now become thoroughly com-
modified - while bosses use it to push the 
very racial and gender stereotypes that 
artists like Prince rejected.

So much of the music capitalism pushes 
lacks the humanity that allows you to deep-
ly devour every note and become closer and 
more connected to the world around you.

Many young people grew up jam-
ming to the O’Jays, Parliament-Funk-
adelic, Sly and the Family Stone, Anita 
Baker and Chaka Khan. Because of our 
parents’ generation we understand the 
importance of these artists. The gender 
fluidity of artists like Prince, defying per-
sonal barriers while not being married to 
one sound. Artists nominated for awards 
in many musical categories, because they 
weren’t just pop or just R&B or just rock.

For many black people this was a beauty 
that allowed them to temporarily escape the 
oppression and constraints of racist capital-
ist society. You could find your humanity as 
love lost or love found. Your humanity might 
want to ‘Get Down on It’. Your humanity 
could be ‘A Family Affair’ that was loved and 
appreciated by all. Or you could find your 
humanity just dancing in the Purple Rain.

Eljeer Hawkins is a community and an-
ti-war activist born and raised in Harlem, 
New York. He has been a member of Social-
ist Alternative for 21 years. He regular-
ly contributes to the Socialist Alternative 
newspaper and socialistworld.net on race, 
criminal justice, and the historic black free-
dom movement. Eljeer has lectured at Har-
vard University, Hunter College, Oberlin 
College, and the University of Toronto. He 
can be reached at eljeer123@gmail.com.

Darletta Scruggs is a lifelong resident of South-
side Chicago. She is active in campaigns against 
police brutality and school privatisation, organ-
ised a strike of her co-workers for a $15 an hour 
minimum wage in 2015, and recently worked 
in Seattle on Socialist Alternative councilmember 
Kshama Sawant’s successful re-election campaign. 
She is a member of Socialist Alternative Chicago.
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Get organised 
- take action

“Philosophers have only interpreted the world 
in various ways; the point is to change it” 

Karl Marx

Bad Art is not just about saying what’s 
wrong - it’s about fighting to change it.

That means organising. In trade unions, so-
cialist groups, campaigns, art collectives or 
individually - we need to link up across the 
world, and develop a programme of bold de-
mands, and action to change things.

Work alongside us and organise among 
artists. Help us build the collective action 
needed to save the arts. Form a Bad Art 
group, or just collaborate with us. We have 
contacts across the world, so don’t fight alone.

Write to us let us know what you’re doing 
- or to pitch new articles and images for future 
issues or our website. We need your talent and 
input. Bad Art is for you.

Get in touch at info@badartworld.net.

As we state in our editorial, Bad Art is an ex-
periment. We hope a lot of people will get in-
volved. For it to work, we will need money, time 
and effort. If the idea takes off, we will work 
towards a clear and open democratic structure.

Contact us if you want to be part of mak-
ing this happen.

For this first issue of Bad Art, the editors are....

Rob MacDonald 
(rob@badartworld.net) - Barcelona 
- contents editor and Bad Art organiser
Rob is a sculpture artist in residence at La Fundició del Poblenou, Barcelona. 
He has decades of experience campaigning within the workers’ movement 
and the arts.

James Ivens 
(james@badartworld.net) - London - editor
James is news editor of the Socialist newspaper in England and Wales. 
He originally trained as an actor at East 15 and has worked in theatre 
and short film.

Natalia Medina
(natalia@badartworld.net) - Stockholm 
- photo editor and designer
Natalia is a filmmaker and photographer, and works as design editor for 
the Swedish newspaper Offensiv.

N iall Mulholland 
(nm@worldsoc.co.uk) - advisory editor
Niall is the editor of socialistworld.net, and the writer of numerous 
articles on political and cultural issues.

badartworld.net
facebook.com/badartworldnet




