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This month the Palme d’Or winning I, Daniel Blake, directed 
by veteran British filmmaker Ken Loach, will be released in 

cinemas across the UK. What drew the master of British social 
realism out of retirement was the film’s pertinent subject matter: 
the devastating personal effects of the successive coalition and 
Conservative government cuts to social welfare, reforms that 
worsened the conditions of people already affected by the financial 
crisis of 2008. Designed to institute George Osborne’s wrongheaded 
notion of ‘expansionary fiscal contraction’ (cutting public spending 
to encourage private-sector enterprise), the cuts will result in the 
loss of 900,000 public-sector jobs by 2018. Arguably the frontline 
for this poisoned two-pronged assault on public-sector funding 
and jobs, the major point of policy impact from which a great 
deal of human misery and suffering followed, has been the slow 
decimation of the provision and efficiency in administering benefits 
to low-income and out-of-work individuals and families, the 
disabled, sick and all others who are reliant on state support to 
survive. An orchestrated attitudinal shift in popular consciousness 
goes some way towards explaining why such activity hasn’t 
prompted mass civil unrest.

General hostility towards poverty cultivated through a 
decades-long project to reclassify state-dependent citizens with 

limited economic means as ‘freeloading layabouts’ has produced 
significant public support for punitive measures affecting the 
so-called ‘undeserving’ poor. It is a sentiment whose general 
acceptance is borne out in the 2015 British Social Attitudes Survey, 
which found 73% of people in favour of the government’s welfare 
cap. This mechanism – along with sanctions (the suspension of 
benefits for reasons including lateness to job centre appointments), 
continuing workfare schemes (including mandatory unpaid work, 
under threat of sanction, for up to 30 hours a week at commercial 
businesses including TK Maxx, Pizza Hut and B&Q), the bedroom 
tax and reductions in disability benefit – has caused deaths, 
suicides, a doubling in the numbers of rough sleepers between 
2010 and 2015 (according to the government’s own partial 
statistics, 1,768 people were ‘sleeping rough’ in 2010 compared 
with 3,569 in 2015) and an explosion in the use and number of 
foodbanks. According to Kayleigh Garthwaite, author of Hunger 
Pains: Life inside foodbank Britain, ‘In 2014-15, for the first time, 
over a million people received emergency food from the Trussell 
Trust’s network of over 400 foodbanks.’ The nightmarish experience 
of two people put through the dehumanising mill of this benefits 
system is given vital dramatic expression in I, Daniel Blake. But 
make no mistake, screenwriter Paul Laverty’s story of bureaucratic 
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dealing with the specific issues of the credit crunch, austerity and Brexit Britain, so 
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across February and March this year ‘Real Estates’ focused on social and political issues around 
the provision, affordability and disappearance of housing, and what the group termed ‘spatial 
justice’ in London – and by extension the rest of the UK. The project operated on two fronts: 
as a shifting gallery display of photographs, video and sculpture, and as a dynamic series of 
talks, screenings and events featuring contributions from over 60 organisations and people 
including Radical Housing Network, Focus E15 Campaign, Legal Defence and Monitoring 
Group, Fuel Poverty Action, artists John Smith, Tom Hunter, Alison Ballance and many more. 
Despite not yet featuring in Afterall’s ‘Exhibition Histories’ series, ‘Real Estates’ is undoubtedly 
a landmark exhibition of canonical significance. Curatorially it demonstrated a contemporary 
way both to move beyond the stuffy conservatism of the quasi-academic symposium and to 
jettison the confusing, endlessly copied multi-platform logic of Okwui Enwezor’s ‘Documenta 
11’. By using a model that gave the gallery over to citizens, activists, artists and campaigners to 
arrange and use as a spatial resource, and by focusing each week on a specific and clear theme 
(homelessness, demolition and redevelopment, issues of social cleansing) which engendered 
lively discussion, ‘Real Estates’ succeeded in creating a democratic space in which hierarchical 
distinctions fell away, connections were made and conversations led to concrete and 
sustained action beyond the gallery, including participation in protests as well as campaigning 
and organisation. This is a model that could easily be adopted by institutions across the 
country, large and small, that wish to engage in and give voice to the growing national number 
of activists, grass-roots organisations, artists and individuals who are campaigning in their own 
ways for significant socio-cultural and political change. 

There is another reason Fugitive Images’ project is of historical import: contemporaneity. 
‘Real Estates’ engaged critically and concretely with the structural, economic and political 

indifference and unspectacular cruelty, destitution and emotional 
distress is also the story of a vast number of vulnerable people in 
the UK: the Department for Work and Pensions’ 2016 statistics tally 
1.93m sanctions applied since 2012. 

Loach’s film is significant for its effortless, light-touch naturalism 
and the startling accuracy of its narrative. But it is also important as 
an incisive and critical artistic intervention that exposes the brutal 
human reality of austerity hidden by the euphemistic Conservative 
mantra of ‘living within one’s means’. While activists, grass-roots 
organisations, academics and other concerned, vigilant citizens 
are exposing the lie of universal austerity one travesty at a time, 
in broadcast and print media a reluctance to cover protests and 
campaigns, coupled with a notable lack of either sustained moral 
outrage or cool detailed analysis of the effects of government 
policy has, whether by default or design, tipped the balance of a 
large proportion of television, radio and print media in the right’s 
favour. Such complacency allowed the EU referendum debate to 
be dominated by the question of immigration and not austerity 
as the root cause of poverty, joblessness and displacement. 
Undoubtedly contributing to the UK’s exit from the EU, this political 
trick of misdirection also served the previous Liberal-Conservative 
coalition government well. It enabled the party to reframe the 2008 
financial crisis and ensuing recession as the result of profligate 
public spending, despite the fact that, as journalist Kerry-Anne 
Mendoza writes, ‘according to the National Audit Office, the UK 
National Debt rose by £850bn as a result of the bank bailout’ – and 
‘Staggeringly,’ writes Garthwaite of welfare claimants, ‘at least 
£10bn in benefits were unclaimed in 2013/14’. 

I, Daniel Blake may currently be the most visible attempt to 
draw attention to the reality of government policy, but Loach’s 
endeavour is also echoed by a growing number of artists whose 
works expose and critically engage with policy, politics and 
their socio-cultural fallout. Distinct from more oblique forms 
of institutional critique, and the protest events and charivari 
actions focused on in writer Yates Mckee’s account of art and 
the Occupy movement ‘Strike Art’, these works are aesthetically 
rich and conceptually rigorous as well as being politically 
direct. Inhabiting a crucial middle ground between the two 
aforementioned approaches, they are not of the gallery, in that 
they are not solely dependent on the symbolic power and history 
of the white cube (and its orbiting arts professionals) in order for 
meaning to be conferred or inferred; but nor do they reject the 
gallery, in that their existence does not advocate, at some level, 
an avant-garde call for the destruction of spaces dedicated to 
the ‘bourgeois’ appreciation of art. The artists responsible are 
also not remote from the situations, struggles and communities 
their works and projects engage with. Consequently, artworks 
can move beyond their sometimes institutionally imposed role 
as temporary sutures between the esoteric world of high art and 
the so-called ‘everyday’ realities of average citizens. They can 
instead represent contributions to a more sustained and enduring 
effort to make exchanges between galleries and diverse publics 
seamless, permanent and intrinsic. It is an effort that is not just 
about increasing access to galleries, but also about asserting and 
taking ownership of the physical spaces that comprise them, and 
the discourses and debates that animate their interiors. A prime 
example of this tendency was an exhibition that took place last year 
at Peer gallery in east London.

‘Real Estates’ was a multifaceted project organised by Andrea 
Luka Zimmerman, Lasse Johansson and David Roberts. Collectively 
known as Fugitive Images, the group came together to document 
and capture events leading up to the demolition of east London’s 
Haggerston Estate, where they were all residents. For six weeks 

Andrea Luka Zimmerman 
Estate, a Reverie 2015 film 

DIG Collective 
(William Bock, Alberto Duman, Sophie Mason and Mark Morgan) 
Hoarding 2015
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forces that are affecting the lives of UK citizens today. This may 
seem a weak basis for praise or distinction given the prevailing 
logic that all contemporary art projects, works and exhibitions 
purportedly deal with the contemporary and are, by definition, a 
product of their times. However, what increasingly constitutes the 
contemporary are overarching and relatively esoteric abstractions 
(the Anthropocene, virtuality, accelerationism, information, 
object-oriented ontology and theoretical considerations of 
contemporaneity) – ideas and theories that are philosophically 
interesting, academically productive and intellectually generative 
but which are, for the most part, of little or no immediate practical 
value. For a great many people, it is not the loss of the indexical 
nature of photographs or our inability to perceive things in 
themselves or identify the spirit of the times that is causing 
destitution and despair; it is benefit sanctions, work capability 
assessments, compulsory purchase orders, astronomical housing 
and rental prices, the privatisation of the public sector, police 
brutality and so on. This distinction between the abstract and 
the concrete is not intended as an outright, either/or qualitative 
judgement. Both spheres are also not mutually exclusive. The point 
is, since the financial crisis of 2008, artworks directly engaging 
with the real human fallout of government policy and procedure, 
corporate behaviours, the financial sector and so on have not 
received the attention, support or coverage commensurate with 
the dominant, ineluctable and inescapable role those institutional 
forces play in structuring lived reality. In other words, given 
how much has happened since 2008, we should be drowning 
under politically engaged work, criticism, exhibitions, symposia, 
publications and biennales. That we are not is perhaps testament 
to a widening gap (made more pronounced by current socio-
cultural and political circumstances, Brexit being only the most 
recent) between a largely monocultural, hierarchical and exclusive 
art world and a multicultural, multivalent society fraught with state 
violence (whether physical or administrative) and institutional 
unfairness. Another way that artists are seeking to close that 
distance – to use the physical and conceptual space offered by 
galleries and the field of contemporary art in order to consider, 
expose and critique government, civic and institutional policy and 
procedure – is through moving image. 

Zimmerman’s Estate, A Reverie, 2015, is a film that both moves and 
enrages. Shot over the course of seven years within her community 
on the Haggerston Estate, it offers an intimate portrait of the lives 
of residents that are disrupted and disturbed by a council-imposed 
progression towards estate demolition and community displacement. 
Theirs is a story of social cleansing – that is, the erasure by forced 

displacement and domicile demolition of diverse low-to-medium-income communities in 
order to make way for more affluent and monocultural groups, who are then displaced in the 
final stages by nomadic high-net-worth individuals – which has been repeated across London, 
the UK and the rest of the world (New York’s Brooklyn and Cape Town’s District 6 being two key 
international examples, see ‘Letter from Capetown’ AM389). For Zimmerman it was important to 
make the work ‘not about the community it depicts, but from within it’. That desire manifests as 
an intensely intimate collaboration with the diverse array of characters featuring across the film’s 
modes of straight documentary, dramatic enactment, role play and documented, site-specific 
interventions. The result is a kind of metaphysical realism, a lyrical portrait of individual and 
collective experience that is a crucial indictment of anti-estate propaganda. 

While Zimmerman’s film used a more poetic register to draw attention to the state assault 
on social housing (the 2016 Housing and Planning Act now offers the legislative powers to 
plausibly cause its disappearance altogether), artist and filmmaker Lucy Parker has taken 
a more forensic approach to the subject of blacklisting in the construction industry. On 11 
June this year, as reported by writer Chris Brazier in the New Internationalist, ‘771 workers 
were awarded out-of-court settlements totalling around £75m’ by leading construction firms 
including McAlpine, Carillion, Skanska and Balfour Beatty. In this case, and others accounted 
for in Dave Smith and Phillip Chamberlain’s book Blacklisted: The Secret War Between Big 
Business and Union Activists, companies had paid for access to illegal lists of workers’ names 
drawn up and maintained by organisations that included the Economic League and The 
Consulting Association (TCA) in order to keep those with actual or even alleged links to trade 
unions out of work. Parker has been researching the use and effects of the TCA’s blacklist, and 
although the culmination of her research looks likely to be a single film titled Blacklist, her 
process has been documented in shorter video works displayed in exhibition. The most recent 
of these is Apologies, 2016, in which Parker films political theorist Dr Mihaela Mihai leading a 
law-school seminar on the subject of the public apology. This setting of a detached academic 
dissection of the usefulness and acceptability of the public apology (perhaps one of the most 
hollow symbolic gestures of corporate, institutional and governmental culpability) initially 
feels too coolly bureaucratic, distanced and minor to deal with the harsh reality of workplace 
discrimination, but the presence and testimonies of two blacklisted construction workers pulls 
the conversation out of legal abstraction and into the lived experience of actual subjects. On 
the basis of Apologies and other footage of group conversations between blacklisted workers, 
Parker’s Blacklist seems set to be an incisive look into an unseen struggle between labour and 
capital, revealing how exclusion from the workplace also functions as an exclusion from a 
society that stigmatises the unemployed.  

Someone else using moving image to explore who is being excluded from certain 
nationalistic definitions of society, and to draw attention to and interrogate systems that 
rationalise such exclusions as well as the individuals and organisations fighting to combat 
them, is British-born, currently Rotterdam-based artist Seecum Cheung. Specifically, 
Cheung has been researching the rise of the far right in Europe. Through interviews with 
various key players on the left and far right, from members of the Lampedusa Group 
Hamburg, a group which campaigns for refugee workers’ rights, to Bernd Baumann, 
chairman of the right-wing populist party Alternative für Deutschland (Alternative for 
Germany), Cheung is amassing a wealth of material that is both informing the production 
of her work and will be unpacked for audience consumption during her solo exhibition at 
Birmingham’s Grand Union gallery next year. Her most recent video work, Interview with 
Lennart, 2016, features excerpts from an interview with Lennart Schwarzbach, a member 
of the ultranationalist, far-right Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands (National 
Democratic Party of Germany). Schwarzbach believes in the degeneracy and biological 
inferiority of non-Aryan races, and in the need to restrict access to immigrants who threaten 
the purity of Germanic culture. In Interview with Lennart, Cheung’s presence as a physical 
repudiation of German nationalism’s eugenicist illogic, and her reflections on the emotions 
she felt in Schwarzbach’s company, heighten the irrationality of racism and expose the 
ugly reality of a discourse of hate that has been given a sheen of banal presentability by 
the NPD’s casually dressed advocate. The rise of the far right in Europe should not be 
dismissed as inconsequential, especially when its anti-immigration rhetoric of cultural 
purity has again made its way into British politics. Or perhaps it never left. Ever since (as 
writer Richard Seymour recently retells a well-known episode) the Conservatives won a seat 
in the West Midlands constituency of Smethyck ‘in the 1964 general election on the slogan 
“If you want a nigger for a neighbour, vote Labour”’, racism and its dissemination in certain 
anti-immigration sentiments has proven effective in winning support without addressing 
the underlying issues that are more pertinent to the well-being of UK citizens. UKIP’s 
‘Breaking Point’ poster (in which Jeff Mitchell’s image of kettled refugees crossing from 
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Seecum Cheung 
Interview with Lennart 2016 video

politically engaged, could step in where the culture industry and news media 
have failed. That is to say, the means by which art is analysed, disseminated 
and discussed (ie essays, events, exhibitions and talks) could be used to inform, 
empower and support the public by presenting and elucidating the subject 
matter of works dealing with contemporary socio-cultural and political realities 
that through bias, oversight or lack of interest are not presented elsewhere. At 
least that could be the reality if an appetite for such a move existed amongst 
arts professionals who determine institutional operations and output. 
Unfortunately, the opposite seems to be the case. 

For example, it could be argued (though speciously) that while standard 
solo and group exhibitions can only ever offer a partial view, it is large-scale 
exhibitions (biennales and art festivals) that are best placed to unravel and 
present the true complexity of how Conservative policy in particular and 
contemporary politics in general are affecting and dispossessing people in the 
UK in strikingly similar ways. But in the three most prominent exhibitions of this 
type in 2016, such activity was largely absent from seemingly risk-averse and 
strangely inconsequential curatorial frameworks through which selected works 
were positioned to be read. Anna Colin and Lydia Yee’s anodyne ‘British Art 
Show 8’ (Reviews AM391) explored ‘artists’ engagement with the material world 
at a time of increasing convergence between the real and virtual spheres’; Sarah 
McCrory’s ‘Glasgow International’ (Reviews AM396), though not unified by an 
explicit overarching theme, seemed primarily occupied with arch exuberance; 
and despite the 11 curators of the ‘Liverpool Biennial’ (Reviews AM399) devising 
a sprawling structure of six thematic ‘episodes’ – including ‘Ancient Greece, 
Software, Children, Chinatown, Monuments of the Future and Flashback’ 
– nobody seized the obvious opportunity to include politics. All things 
considered, the only large-scale exhibition that dealt with our contemporary 
socio-political situation in an incisive, comprehensive and innovative manner 
was the month-long ‘AV Festival’ directed by Rebecca Shatwell (Reviews AM395). 
Inaugurated in 2003 as a biennial of art, film and music held across venues in 
Newcastle, Gateshead, Sunderland and Middlesbrough, this year’s instalment, 
‘Meanwhile, what about Socialism?’, took its lead from the resurgence of 
interest in socialism – demonstrable in the rise of Bernie Sanders in the US and 
the Labour leadership of Jeremy Corbyn in the UK – and used talks, exhibitions 
and events to explore and foreground regional, national and international 
attempts to actualise social democracy in some shape or form.  

With this last point in mind it is worth stating, for the avoidance of 
confusion, that the purpose of this brief survey is not to draw a qualitative 
distinction between art that is politically engaged and art that is not; nor 
is it to suggest that all contemporary art should be political. If there is an 
underlying point at issue, it is the matter of parity of coverage – or rather 
its lack. In other words, the inclusion and integration of politically engaged 
art, alongside equally valid and important works exploring subject matter 
of a more conceptually oblique, abstract, esoteric or self-referential register, 
should not be the exception, it should be the rule. Art-historically speaking, 
diversity and heterogeneity – in artistic and curatorial approach, exhibition 
and interpretation – make for a richer, more dynamic and progressive field 
less likely to congeal around staid theoretical or aesthetic orthodoxies and 
norms of perspective. And while contemporary art is still largely identified as a 
left-leaning, liberal, nonconformist and critically engaged discipline, it is fair to 
argue that institutions, directors, curators, magazine editors and all those in the 
position to act as the field’s gatekeepers or custodians have a moral obligation 
to present and support artworks and projects that engage with and elucidate 
important features of our contemporary socio-political present and that are 
contributing to citizen-led resistances to state power, government policy, 
right-wing movements and the repressive overarching ideology of neoliberal 
capitalism. That is the correct institutional response to what is and will be seen 
as one of the most unmistakably significant and foundational socio-political 
moments of the 21st century. z

MORGAN QUAINTANCE is a writer, musician, broadcaster and Cubitt curatorial 
fellow for 2015/16. 

Croatia into Slovenia was distorted and emblazoned with the capital-lettered 
phrase ‘breaking point’ to falsely suggest a rush to British borders (see Francis 
Frascina’s ‘Foreign Bodies’ in AM399) was one of the more unashamed recent 
instances of this strategy. While media outrage over UKIP’s advert was almost 
uniform, so too was the normalisation and propagation of anti-immigration 
discourse not only in those same media outlets but also across the official in 
and out campaigns. Because it exposes the roots, ugliness and widespread 
nature of this ideology and how it is gaining ground and legitimacy in 
Europe, Cheung’s ambitious project contains vital information for a public 
patronised by self-serving politicians via an increasingly remiss and partial 
broadcast and print media. 

In fact, the above is true of all the artworks and projects cited so far. 
Housing, workers’ rights and the rise of the right are all concerns that are 
playing and will continue to play a major role in shaping peoples lives in the 
UK, Europe and the rest of the world. Disappointingly, these are all issues 
that struggle to receive sustained comprehensive and rigorously researched 
coverage in cultural products developed for popular consumption 
(television, radio, cinema, music etc) and through news media that, due 
to lack of funds and resources, increasingly rely on the less than diligent 
wire services of the Press Association, Reuters and the Associated Press. 
The lack of factual analysis compared with the glut of opinion pieces and 
commissioned, cultural commentator essays following Brexit was testament 
to this state of affairs. In some ways, contemporary art’s position in all of 
this is akin to how centrist and centre-right politicians have attempted to 
frame the private sector. But while the private sector has failed time and 
again to step in and support the diminished public sector, those working 
in the field of contemporary art, by supporting works and projects that are 


