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No matter where do we live, labor is the fundamental of dream and being,

and mobility is made of the places we encounter.
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Curatorial Statement

Migrant Workers in Taiwan - Exhibition of Labor

Prof. Huang, Sun-Quan
Kaohsiung Normal University, Graduate Institute of disciplinary Arts
Translator : Zoe Yeh

The dream chases for its own tail like an anxious puppy. To get rid of poverty, people migrant fearlessly to advanced countries which cause the
poverty, only to find the dream in vain. But the chasing has begun, one can only move forward without a choice. ~Yu-ling Ku, <Quest to the
Long Journey>

Migrant workers have become the focus of mass media and social movement organizations recently. Many artists and exhibitions tried to
describe their extraordinary situation with works and discourses, so as to represent them. They are not able to (or how can they) represent them-
selves, they are always represented by others (mass media or exhibitions). It has long been the core issue of exhibition politics and poetics.

It’s nearly impossible to capture the promise of happiness and suffering difficulty brought by migration. No one (We or They, Migrants or Local)
can avoid the deep-rooted prejudice and accurately describe the outcome of global mobility. In previous exhibitions, migrant workers are either
being represented by discourses and artists, or in the other cases, they control the tools of representation. The former’s voice has been interpreted
by artists, but it’s hard to face the twisted seers and objectized migrants in making artworks. Meanwhile, the later speaks up with certain political
restriction and go against the “seers”, but in the end turn out to be seen again. There’s also a crisis of banality in forms of representation.

Thus, in the current exhibition we attempt to go beyond the dilemma of “seer” and “seen” by conducting fieldworks, data analyze and artwork
interpretations at the same time. We need to face the differences honestly, instead of pretending that we understand and we care. We need to see
them through the differences, not describe and interpret them with our own value system. Meanwhile, we turn their visions into something we
cannot ignore. We need to see their dreams through their eyes, so that we can approach each other. If one cannot avoid seeing, we must merge
the interfaces we live. To see is not merely a power, also a “fusion of horizons” as Hans-Georg Gadamer reminded us. We can not avoid to see mi-
grant workers with our prejudice , and shall not be limited by migrants prejudice in their situations projected by historical context. Only when a
fusion of horizons becomes possible can we really understand each other.

The theme of exhibition “Mobility and Labor” is the beginning of mutual understanding. Through discourse and multi-media installations, we
try to sketch out the global mobility within the encounter of visions. With 7 sections below we want to present our understanding:

Section A - We, the Forum

We consider an exhibition as a forum open for dialogues. Not many Taiwanese people have witnessed the scene when migrant labors get off work,
we are familiar yet distant to those exhausted bodies. We are familiar with them since we also lead the same life, we’re distant to them since we
don’t know them. Through the spreading images, text, graphs and installations, we display the history and current situation of migrant labors in
the Taiwan and in the world, to map out the image of migrant workers in Taiwan with migrant worker policies and important historical events.

Section B - Till We Have Faces

There are more than four hundred thousand migrant workers now working in Taiwan. They serve as domestic, construction and businesses etc.
We tend to conclude all of them with a single term “migrant worker”, despite the differences of their nationality, religion, custom, dining habit
and so on. If we lift this filter of generalization, we see their true faces, and a variety of stories behind, as we see the splendid rainbow colors in
light beam through a prism. Section B collects the field research we’ve been conducting for months.

Section C - NGOs

NGOs have been supporting the migrant workers for long, they raise their voices to point out the deficiency in government’s policies and
dedicate themselves to solve every kind of problems migrant workers might have. Section C introduces 10 NGOs, 3 from Kaohsiung, the oth-
ers includes media, community volunteers, organizations. And through the introduction of facilities from Hong Kong and China, we see the
differences in policy-making. In Hong Kong, domestic worker’s lowest wage is not guaranteed while obligated holidays are assigned. In China,
part-time workers from rural areas has become a serious problem, they have no lowest wage guarantee, no mention holidays, workers can only
gather on their own and serve themselves, thus generated the schools, shops, entertainment groups, museum only for workers. Meanwhile, we
also present some paintings from Vietnam brides who married Taiwanese husband. And the only newspaper for migrant workers in Taiwan—4
Way Voice, will be available at the venue. 4-way Voice is a newspaper which writes in Thai, Vietnamese, Indonesian, Philippine and Cambodian,
five languages.

D - Eat, Pray and Love
For migrant workers, Taiwan is a place of dream and toil where they stay temporarily. What can we see through their eyes? What can we hear

through their dreams? What can we think of when we see their productive but coarse hands? Section D is composed of three series of works. In
first part “A Day”, ten migrant workers are invited to take photos of what they see by cell-phone, the photos are then programmed and pre-
sented in a video. What they see become what we see. Second part displays the ceramic works from members of “Creative workshop for migrant
workers”. Through their works we can sense how their dreams are formed. In third part our curatorial team brought the clay to working sites of
migrant workers and invited them to make handprints for us and sign their name and where they’re from. Each hand contributes to Taiwan’s
prosperity, without them, we won’t reach today. We gaze at their hands and should feel grateful.

Section E - Screens

Migrant workers moved to Taiwan from their homeland, brought us different cultural and dreams, enriched the cultural diversity in Taiwanese
society, also reflected Taiwanese’ situation. In section E we invited six documentary directors from National Tainan University of the Arts to
record and also represent migrant workers’ live beyond working, we see their love, desire and daily life. Meanwhile, we also invited a Philippine
migrant worker photographer to show his works. It’s not necessary to organize or teach migrant workers how to express themselves, many of
them are born artists.

Section F - Tracking flows

According to the report of Taiwan’s Council of Labor Affairs in 2010, total number of migrant worker is 353,805, which includes 176,988 of in-
dustrial workers and 176,718 of service workers. To specify with job content, 168,179 of domestic workers (including nursing helper) is the most,
shares 49% percent of total workers. And if we go through the reports of TCLA in recent years we will notice that the import of service workers is
growing while the proportion of industrial workers is shrinking. Domestic workers come to Taiwan to take care of our homes, what about their
homes? How long is the distance from dream to their original home? In section F, interactive installations are provided for migrant workers to
measure how far they are to their home. Through techniques of time lapse photography, distances measured are presented visually. They become
story lines of workers’ migrant experiences, each line brings Taiwan a little hope and happiness.

Section G - The Route

Made for the 2006 Liverpool Biennial, Chen Chieh-jen’s video The Route is based on the historic Neptune Jade incident and the global worker’s
movement. For the video, Chen invited members of the Longshoremen’s Union of the Port of Kaohsiung to perform a simulated strike. In the
video Chen mostly focuses on the expressions and movements of the longshoremen. He deliberately crops out the ocean and port scenery to sug-
gest that as the world’s ports are gradually swallowed up by privatization policies, these areas are waiting to be opened up and seen again.

Exhibiting politics is the power of institution and the functional manipulation of the material exhibited. We admitted our own prejudice, which
has caused our reflexive thinking in analyzing the phenomenon of global mobility and the field researches conducted. To break through Taiwan-
ese’ stereotype of generalized “migrant workers”, we have to swift the vision, to see through their eyes. The desire and love they posses beyond
their jobs are recorded in the exhibition, we can feel the happiness of Taiwan supported by hundreds of thousands of migrant worker’s hands.
Their daily lives have propped up our daily lives.

An exhibition must face the poetics of exhibition as well. Say, how to construct a meaningful narration. We reversed the traditional exhibiting
way, display of objects, in Kaohsiung Labor Museum, and combined the function of education and abstract interpretation of contemporary art
together. On one hand we show the data analyses and graphic to illustrate our understanding of Taiwan’s labor within global flow. On the other
hand, through interviews and digital records, we hope to densify the creative meaning-adding. Think about the scene when migrant workers get
off work, measuring their distance from home, they remind us the historical memories slept deep inside our bodies, we used to be them. In the
end, with the work of Artist Chen Chieh-jen, we connect the local workers to the workers in the rest of the world.

An exhibition is not a project for dictators. For example, we need to be aware of the pain migrant workers have experienced, also the argument
in favor of policies from government. We need to strike the balance between artist’s will and bureau’s concern. We need to follow up with the
relation-building after field research. And that are the true difficult part in curatorial practice. We must remember the labor market in Taiwan is
not the confrontational relationship between local labor and foreign labor, but a living community.

No matter where do we live, labor is always the fundamental of dream and being, and mobility is made of the places we encounter.
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2006, 35mm transferred to DVD, color and black and white, silent, 16 minutes and 45 seconds, single channel video, continuous loop

Made for the 2006 Liverpool Biennial, Chen Chieh-jen’s video The Route is based on the historic Neptune Jade incident and the global worker’s
movement. For the video, Chen invited members of the Longshoremen’s Union of the Port of Kaohsiung to perform a simulated strike. (1)

In the 1980s, all British ports started undergoing systematic privatization under the Thatcher government. Companies assuming control of the
ports replaced unionized longshoremen with temporary and non-union labor.

In September of 1995, the Mersey Dock and Harbour Company dismissed twenty Liverpool longshoremen without warning. The company’s
remaining four-hundred workers immediately banded together, staged a strike and picketed the company. The Liverpool demonstration touched
off a global longshoreman’s movement against port privatization.

Two years into the strike in September of 1997, non-striking dockworkers at Liverpool Harbor loaded the Neptune Jade, a container ship bound
for the Port of Oakland in San Francisco Bay. Workers in Oakland, notified of the Liverpool strike by the International Longshore and Ware-
house Union (ILWU), supported the strike by picketing and refusing to unload the ship when it arrived.

Longshoremen in Vancouver, Yokohama and Kobe also joined in supporting the Liverpool strike, and the Neptune Jade was unable to unload its
cargo atthese various ports around the world. At 12:30 am on October 17, 1997, the ship finally sailed from Kobe to Kaohsiung, where the cargo
and the ship were reportedly auctioned off together. (2)

The longshoremen in Kaohsiung never had contact with the ILWU and were unaware of the events surrounding the Neptune Jade. The Kaoh-
siung Longshoreman’s Union had also staged a work stoppage the same year as the Liverpool incident to protest the Taiwanese government’s
privatization of the loading and unloading of cargo ships. Due to the complexity of local politics and lack of international support, however, this
protest did not change privatization policies at the Port of Kaohsiung, resulting in these longshoremen having to accept their status as tempo-
rary, day laborers.

After discussing the Neptune Jade Incident with the Kaohsiung Longshoreman’s Union and getting their approval, Chen Chieh-jen staged a sym-
bolic strike from August 17 to 19, 2006. Without their employer’s knowledge, workers at a private company (a Port of Kaohsiung tenant) helped

Chen gain access to a private dock near the port, and it was here, along with an adjacent public area, where filming took place. The film was later
exhibited at the Liverpool Biennial, thus initiating dialog with Liverpool residents.

Chen’s simulated strike responds to neoliberalism promoted by national governments’ alliances with capitalism, and suggests a course of politi-
cal action for the future. In making this film, Chen was also concerned with art as a means of extending the outcome of the historic Neptune
Jade incident and highlighting its inspirational value and dynamic significance. Chen hopes the incident is not simply relegated to the past just
because of its conclusion, and raises questions about how art can continue to develop meaning around the incident after the fact, such that it will
continue to occupy the public imagination and experience.

In the video Chen mostly focuses on the expressions and movements of the longshoremen. He deliberately crops out the ocean and port scenery
to suggest that as the world’s ports are gradually swallowed up by privatization policies, these areas are waiting to be opened up and seen again.

Special thanks to: The Longshoremen’s Union of the Port of Kaohsiung; Kaohsiung City Bureau of Labor; Kaohsiung Museum of Labor Prepara-
tory Office; Labor Video Project, San Francisco, USA; CASA UK.

[1] Information regarding the Neptune Jade incident and related developments can be accessed on the Chinese language blog: http://blog.
roodo.com/dkchen10/archives/4695239.html. The site features articles by Professor Chen Hsin-hsing, including “The Legend of the Neptune
Jade—Memorializing a Contemporary International Workers Rally” Information for this introduction and preface to Chen Chieh-jen’s video
was obtained from Professor Chen Hsin-hsing’s article, as well as from interviews with Liverpool longshoremen involved in the incident.

[2] Chen Chieh-jen went to the Kaohsiung Harbour Bureau to inquire about the auction of the Neptune Jade, but was unable to obtain any
information.
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