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The Push to Unionize Art  
and Culture Work in Canada
by Maya Wilson-Sanchez

Finding good employment in the art world 
has never been easy. Short-term contracts 
that rely on grants, donations, or special 
temporary projects are often the norm. 
The framing of arts work as a passion, 
together with job scarcity and insecurity, 
creates the best conditions for exploita-
tion. Following long-standing attempts 
to promote the understanding that arts 
work is work, developments in the last 
few years have opened up new and re-
newed questions around labour issues 
and how to tackle them. 

Many of my peers and I are disap- 
pointed to see how art institutions 
develop Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
(DEI) policies that may change their 
subject matter or programming, but have 
little to no effect on their work culture 
nor toward fair compensation, job securi-
ty, and better working conditions. If DEI 
policies don’t create workplaces where 
workers—especially BIPOC or other eq-
uity-seeking workers—are valued, fairly 
compensated, and treated well, then 
what are they there for? I really can’t 
think of anti-oppression work as being 
separate from labour issues, although 
that is how they are usually presented. 

Though these issues have plagued 
the art world for decades, the pandemic 
brought them to the surface. Many of 
us were laid off while others were asked 
to work in unsafe conditions. A lot of us 
were angry and scared—and some of us 
were able to ask for, fight for, or at least 
imagine something different, something 
better. In 2020, these sentiments in-
cluded calls for universal or guaranteed 
basic income that manifested in a letter 
to Prime Minister Justin Trudeau signed 
by hundreds of art workers and organi-
zations, and an announcement support-
ing it written by the presidents, CEOs, 
and executive directors of the Toronto, 
Edmonton, Montreal, Calgary, and 
Winnipeg art councils published in The 
Globe and Mail. Advocating for living 
wages, rather than just minimum wages, 
has also gained traction, with multiple 
living wage networks now across Canada 
that offer certification for employers 
that pay living wages.

Another approach was forming unions. 
Recently the Toronto Star reported that 
for the first time in decades, there is a 
slight increase in the percentage of union- 
ized workers in Canada,1 with union rep-
resentatives noting that they’re getting 
more calls.2 Many of the people I’ve 
spoken to about unions mention that 

it’s a good way to get a seat at the table, 
especially for non-salaried or front-facing 
workers (where the most BIPOC em-
ployees tend to be concentrated). For 
others, forming a union was one step 
closer to dismantling the power struc-
tures within the art world. I spoke with 
individuals from two unions that were 
formed during the pandemic: Jonny  
Sopotiuk, the president of the Vancouver- 
based Arts and Cultural Workers Union 
(ACWU), and a group of past and pres-
ent employees of The Power Plant in 
Toronto who contributed to a successful 
unionizing effort last year. (In light of 
the fact that they are still in the midst 
of negotiating their first collective agree-
ment, C and I have respected their request 
to keep their identities anonymous.) 
Among other gains, this work toward 
improving labour conditions came from 
a genuine place of caring for this field—
caring for its future and in creating fair, 
equitable, and sustainable conditions so 
that we can keep doing this work, and 
doing it better.

 1.

  MWS: Why did you start a union?
 
Jonny Sopotiuk: We started the ACWU 
as a community organizing project to 
address precarity and exploitation in the 
arts. I had seen too many friends aban-
don their arts practices after graduating. 
They couldn’t make a living in Metro 
Vancouver. High rents and a lack of ac- 
cessible studio space are endemic here. 
Even the artists who took on jobs with 
arts organizations struggled to balance 
their practice and work. A small group 
of four of us came together to create 
change. Over time, our founding team 
grew to eight and then to 17.

  MWS: How did you start? And why 
did you choose to work with the 
International Alliance of Theatrical 
Stage Employees (IATSE) union in 
New York City? 

JS: It started out as a lot of one-on-one 
conversations over coffee and food. 
We started holding monthly and then 
biweekly planning meetings online, in 
galleries, and in our living rooms. We 
had incredible conversations about labour, 
work, quality of life, politics, solidarity, 
community, and mutual aid. We debated 
arts practice and the definition of an artist. 
After a year of meetings, we founded 
two sibling organizations: the ACWU, 
which is an independent union, and the 
Vancouver Arts Labour Union Coop- 
erative (VALU CO-OP). After we found- 

ed the ACWU, we connected with an 
organizer from IATSE Canada; we picked 
IATSE because of their expertise in the 
film and theatre sectors, and they sup- 
ported our development with staff time 
and access to lawyers. We knew we 
wanted to develop a portable extended 
benefits plan for artists. We met with 
IATSE reps for over a year, originally 
discussing an affiliation, but in January 
2020, IATSE invited us to become full 
members and chartered our very own 
local in BC. Our founding members voted 
unanimously to join, and our charter 
arrived from New York City in March.

  MWS: You’re both a union and a 
democratically run workers coop- 
erative. Can you tell me more about 
why having a co-op model is  
important to you?

JS: The co-op takes the union a step 
further. We’re creating a space where 
our members run the workplace. They 
get to make the decisions that impact 
their lives, careers, working conditions, 
and enjoyment at work. So many arts 
organizations replicate the top-down hi-
erarchical corporate culture of business. 
Although they’re value-driven organiza- 
tions, we see abuse of arts workers in all 
sizes of organizations. We believe all 
workers deserve and need a union, and 
that many small arts organizations are 
better suited for a cooperative governance 
model that provides proper compensation.

  MWS: After you received your  
union charter in February 2020, 
what happened? 

JS: We received a start-up loan, established 
our constitution and by-laws, opened a 
bank account, and elected an interim ex-
ecutive. We held monthly meetings and 
created our first collective agreement 
for members working through VALU. 
And then we turned our attention to 
helping grow the cooperative and con-
necting with other arts workers in BC.

  MWS: You’re based in Vancouver, 
and your union covers all of British 
Columbia. You’ve already had major 
successes; in July 2020, the work-
ers of the Contemporary Art Gallery 
(CAG) in Vancouver voted unan-
imously to join the union. Do you 
have plans to expand and cover the 
rest of Canada?

JS: After we launched, we received inqui-
ries from workers at other arts organiza-
tions in BC who wanted to know more 
about our organizing work and the role 
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of a union in small arts organizations. 
We held meetings and responded to in- 
quiries and over the year we saw workers 
at five arts organizations unanimously 
vote to join the ACWU. 
 Gallery Gachet workers led the way, 
which resulted in our union getting for-
mal recognition at the Labour Relations 
Board; workers at the CAG, CARFAC 
BC, Cineworks, and Love Intersections 
all joined shortly after. We’ve supported 
those workers in bargaining their first 
agreements and have seen considerable 
improvements in wages, benefits, and 
working conditions. The lowest paid work-
er at CAG saw a 42 percent increase in 
their base pay! 
 Our focus right now is on support-
ing our members in BC and building an 
accountable and responsive union struc-
ture. We’re also currently working with 
artists in Calgary, Toronto, Halifax, Los 
Angeles, New York City, and elsewhere 
to expand or support their local organiz-
ing projects.  

 2.

  MWS: Why did you start a union at 
The Power Plant (TPP)? 

The Power Plant Workers: There had been 
chatter about unionization over the 
years, so the desire really came from a 
series of issues that had been accumulat-
ing for a long time. The pandemic was 
the catalyst for us to come together and 
start organizing, since the non-salaried 
employees had been furloughed when 
the gallery closed in March 2020. Those 
who remained employed and working 
from home were constantly asked to take 
on more tasks and more responsibilities 
that were often outside the purview of 
their job, without additional compensa-
tion, training, or sufficient resources. We 
all felt devalued and overworked. 
 There are many highly skilled and 
qualified employees among us, with vary- 
ing degrees of education and unique 
professional experiences, working for 
well under liveable wages. It is common 
knowledge that [TPP] wages are among 
the lowest in Toronto for the same or 
comparable jobs. Stagnant wages and 
the rising cost of living are common 
issues across industries, and as inequity 
was instantly laid bare by the pandemic, 
we believed in doing our part to hold the 
arts and culture sector accountable. We 
wanted some tools, support, and resources 
so that we could advocate for our needs 
and rights as arts workers. We also want-
ed the formal opportunity for financial 
transparency from the institution. 
 The union came from a deep com-

mitment to our work. Workers have a 
stake in the institutions where they are 
employed, and they want to see these 
institutions do better, reflect their man-
dates, and create conditions for all of 
their employees to succeed and thrive. 

  MWS: How did you and other 
non-salaried employees at TPP 
start the union?

TPPW: The [early part of the] process 
made us realize that some issues were 
pervasive across departments; we want- 
ed to bring all non-managerial staff 
together, i.e., front-of-house, installa-
tion, and office workers. We started by 
organizing a meeting outside of work 
hours to discuss whether being part of 
a union was something the staff would 
support, and the answer was a resound-
ing yes. Then we began holding regular 
meetings to research the process, since 
we had little prior knowledge on the 
matter. We read over existing bargain-
ing agreements at various institutions 
across Ontario, which are accessible 
online, comparing them and picking 
out clauses and protections we found 
appealing, such as health care coverage, 
overtime pay on holidays, vacations and 
leaves of absence, paid sick days that if 
not used could be cashed out, and even 
RRSP contributions being topped up by 
employers. None of these are particular-
ly outlandish, but they have been made 
to feel like a luxury for many of us and 
generated a lot of excitement. Review-
ing them allowed us to imagine financial 
security. We slowly reached out to trusted 
staff one by one and identified those we 
thought wouldn’t be supportive. This was  
nerve-racking, but surprisingly much 
easier than we imagined. We proceeded to 
reach out to the unions that represented 
the strongest collective agreements. 
In the end we chose the Ontario Public 
Service Employees Union (OPSEU) 
because of their impressive history of 
organizing within institutions of this 
scale and larger, and for having the lowest 
union dues based on gross pay. 
 Anyone interested in unionizing 
should know that it poses a risk until the 
vote goes through and you are certified. 
Trust is very important, as is keeping 
the process before the vote confidential. 
Despite the risks, the promise of better 
working conditions was worth it. After 
the hardships of the past few years, we 
suddenly felt heartened and invigorated. 
It forged stronger relationships between 
us. We acknowledge that it takes time 
and effort to organize, and we certainly 
benefited from having time off due to 
the pandemic. 

  MWS: What happened after the vote?

TPPW: OPSEU publicly announced our 
union forming, and that the vote was 
unanimous—we hope that this initiative 
might encourage other cultural workers to 
do the same in their respective workplaces. 
 We expected challenges, particularly 
because of the pandemic, but we have 
continued to be patient when it comes 
to the next steps. We’ve elected a bargain- 
ing team and await the creation of our 
first collective agreement [with TPP]. 
We have up to a year to bargain; it can 
be a slow process.

  MWS: What role do you think unions 
can play in improving working con-
ditions in the Canadian art world?

TPPW: We see unions as a way to demand 
accountability and establish more equi- 
table structures within institutions. The 
problems that we are trying to address 
are not unique to TTP, they are wide-
spread in the art world. We are often 
told that non-profit organizations are by 
definition financially precarious; however, 
the risk and burden posed by a lack of 
funding shouldn’t fall on the workers 
who sustain them. Precarity should not 
be an excuse not to pay employees a live- 
able wage. We did this not just for our 
own benefit but for future employees. 
 Workers should understand the power 
they hold collectively, and that creating 
structural change is attainable. For us, 
unionizing serves a larger purpose. We 
hope that in the future this initiative can 
inspire a Canada-wide support network 
for cultural workers, art administrators, 
and artists to have formal processes to 
advocate for our needs and rights.
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an inheritance 
by Kosisochukwu Nnebe
Text by Nya Lewis 

The world has already begun to spin the grief of the 
last two years into a heroic tale of resilience. As a 
society we return to the compounded reckoning with 
anti-Blackness as a site of reflection and departure 
from what we considered a show of our worst. We’ve 
come to tout the spirit of our resistance, our commu-
nal drive for justice, our relentless search for the light 
at the end of the tunnel. When we recall the last two 
years, we will speak of the tireless endurance of Black 
communities, the indelible aspects of this uniquely dif-
ficult time, the sacrifices made, and the magnitude of 
the loss endured. I add, both in defence and critique of 
Black resilience, a reference to the hopeless, despair-
ing, passionate grief that found a powerful and healing 
presence in rage. In an inheritance, Nigerian-Canadian, 
Ottawa-based artist Kosisochukwu Nnebe reclaims 
Afro-diasporic histories of rebellion by confronting the 
potential of rage to destroy and construct.

As a Black queer woman, I admit that the term 
grief carries an air of unfamiliarity and privilege. My 
Trinidadian grandmother had a saying for times of in- 
explicable sorrow: “Put grief in your pocket”—as if to 
note its uselessness and its tethered nature. I am oblivi-
ous to any true meaning of grief, but far too aware of 
its connotations. Grief and its complexities felt unavail-
able to me, missing from the cultural narratives that 
grounded my intersectionality. I understood there was 
no linear Kübler-Ross five- or six-stage process, no 
successful completion of grieving prescribed for Black 
folks like me. I consider Dionne Brand’s articulation 
of the pandemic of anti-Blackness—the ever-revolving 
state of grief—and its inextricable link to racism, sexism, 
homophobia, marginalization, violence, and oppres-
sion.1 Caught in a cycle of irresolution (mourn, rage, 
survive), I inherited a persistent grief, inveterate and 
disenfranchised. It feels foreign and then again too 
familiar to name. It is, for me, trite, par for the course, 
and in no uncertain terms a contradiction—unwanted 
and vital, mine and borrowed. In my attempts to define 
and understand my consuming grief, I examine the 
ways in which we realize and absorb devastation. If 
anti-Blackness is unrelenting, does rage for Black 
communities become synonymous with a deferred, 
ceaseless grief? I lean on the grief that is made alive 
in bell hooks’s demarcation of Black rage and Black 
deprivation as a vehicle for transformative revolution-
ary action,2 and in Lucille Clifton’s characterization 
of the luxury of forgetfulness for “Black and going on 
women.” 3 I believe this distinctive persistent grief has 
shaped the potential for critical consciousness and 
commitment to justice. 

Nnebe’s photo series positions rage as a necessary 
aspect of resistance for communities in constant me-
diation of racism. Her practice makes use of phenom- 
enology as a methodology with which to work through 
themes of racialization, diasporic experience, and 
epistemic violence and restitution. Nnebe’s work spec-
ulates opacity (that which is undecipherable, hidden) 
and transparency (that which is legible, hypervisible) 
as mechanisms to obfuscate, transform, and reveal 
new ways of seeing and understanding.4 an inheritance 
turns to cassava—a crop native to South America that 
became an important food source for people of African 
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descent in the Caribbean and on the continent through 
the Columbian exchange. A naturally poisonous root 
vegetable, cassava became, for some enslaved Africans 
and Indigenous people, a weapon with which to poison 
enslavers and colonialists. For those who made use of 
it in this way, it was the ultimate rejection of a world 
order premised on their dehumanization, their way 
of asserting their agency and subjectivity both covertly 
and revolutionarily. Nnebe mocks the societally ingrain- 
ed, repetitive process of grieving, inviting Black audi-
ences to confront the persistence of grief in “relation 
to the complexities of Blackness and the historical by any 
means necessary rhetoric.” 5 Black rage is made visible, 
constructively defying Black victimization and passivity. 

an inheritance depicts a step-by-step process for  
producing the cassava poison. Employing visual perform- 
ance, image making, and narrative text, the vignette 
subtly reveals a dynamic interplay of retaliation and mono- 
tonous regularity. Cut, peel, grate, wring, putrefy, harvest, 
dry, powder, and load. The subject packs the cassava un-
der their thumbnail. Historically, the poison from cassa-
va was transferred from the thumbnail to the drink or 
meal of the person being poisoned. The insinuated 
performance ending functions as a phantom mark of 
exacerbation, and a defiant articulation of rage, memo-
rializing the significance of the silent threat. In a world 
where Black and African people are incentivized to 
suppress rage, Nnebe captures an instance of “sim-
mering rage” 6 as a catalyst to reclaim Black emotional 
subjectivity. She manipulates grief as a legible and edi-
fying practice of retribution. an inheritance asks us: in 
what ways must our rage be deliberately hidden, veiled, 
and choked down? In what ways can embracing this 
rage destroy those things which no longer (and never 
did) serve us and point us toward alternative courses of 
action, ones that create new possibilities for living? 7

Living in the dissolving aftermath of 2020 is a new 
grief all its own. In my pocket I’m carrying the emotional 
manipulation, hurt, and rage from the veils of resolution 
and progress. I’m carrying Anique Jordan’s words, we 
have done enough,8 Ravyn Wngz’s calls to disarm, dis- 
mantle, demilitarize, destabilize, 9 and Clifton’s “Black and 
going on women.” I am learning that for me grief is 
everyday dejection and anti-Black racism. Grief is not 
just a model for resistance but an obligatory condition.

Nya Lewis’s hybrid interdisci-
plinary practice is a culmina-
tion of centuries of resistance, 
questions, and actions rooted 
in the theorization of Black 
cultural production. She is 
an MFA candidate, the year-
round programmer at the Van-
couver Queer Film Festival, 
a Research Assistant at the 
Centre for the Study of Black 
Canadian Diaspora, and an 
independent curator currently 
serving as Guest Curator at 
UBC Museum of Anthropology 
and grunt gallery.

Kosisochukwu Nnebe is a 
Nigerian-Canadian visual 
artist whose work has been 
exhibited at AXENEO7, the 
Montreal Museum of Fine 
Arts, Place des Arts, the Art 
Gallery of Guelph, the Nia 
Centre for the Arts, Studio 
Sixty Six, Z Art Space, Station 
16, and the Mohr Gallery. She 
has given presentations at 
universities across Quebec, 

including Laval, McGill, and 
Concordia, and has facilitated 
workshops at the National 
Gallery of Canada, the Ottawa 
Art Gallery, and Redwood City 
High School in California. She 
is currently based in Ottawa. 
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