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The second issue of Etc., Etc., catalogue was disseminated as
packaging paper for yams given away as part of the Urban Sweet
Potato Gardening Project initiated by artist June LEE. Contents
include a guerrilla planting guide, op-ed society piece from
the e+ Propaganda Department editorial bureau, records from a
Global Economic Forum dérive in Guangzhou as well as recipes and
a conversation on class distinctions in food culture.

risograph print with soy-based inks on paper,
chicken manure ink stencil, sweet potatoes

commissioned by curators ZKIE DONG Bingfeng and Rachel RITS-VOLLOCH
for RRLEEFM Future Life Handbook

Redtory Museum of Contemporary Art; Guangzhou, CN | 2017
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A Sweet Potato Vine of Thought

The precarities of the current sociopolitical climate have cast
contemporary civilisation into something of a brutal time distortion.
Never before have we been so advanced and at the same time so painfully
primitive—we are mobile phone cyborgs who get beaten out of homes,
we are the hard-earned middle class who get tortured with the “best
education”, and we are the media-programmed characters who volunteer
ourselves into institutional shackles thinking that the ‘good life’ is
something we have to apply to others for rather than make for ourselves.
Our 60 year-old Hong Kong aunty sees the long life still ahead of her
(Hong Kong women have the longest life expectancy in the entire world)
as a curse. Because what is that long life of taxes and dues paid when
only to suffer in old age without security or benefits, where even the
roof over her head is precarious? If harmony has been such an important
value, how is it that material, emotional and spiritual instabilities
have become the blaring and overwhelming result?

So if our postmodern, post-capitalist (or as cultural theorist Ackbar
Abbas also calls it, ‘posthumous socialism’) and post-truth spectrum
rotates on this affective axis between harmony and instability, the
spinning hamster wheel which lights up our movements on it basically
powers a large LED sign which says ‘SURVIVAL’. Of course, class
differences will still determine which kind of ‘iR’ treadmill we are
running on, but the malaise, desperation and underscored violence of
the track is unfortunately always present. L calls it BfGi.

In the image of ourselves racing stupidly inside the hamster wheel
or sweating profusely on the rubber treadmill, we are always alone.
Life is tough. No one is going to help us. And on the flip side of
that game, when we win, we fucking did it ourselves and thanks to
nobody else who gave a shit about us when we were struggling. But I
say ‘we’ here. ‘WE’ are alone. And what this insinuates is that such
loneliness is actually a shared trait. So now imagine a residential
highrise with 180 flats in it, and each one inhabited by a lonely,
sweating survivor. Oops, sorry, that’s even more depressing. No, no—
tofu block that image out. What you have to reconceptualise is that
image of loneliness in general. Because in all honesty, loneliness
as a concept, is not a solitary thing. That most singular of things,
singularity itself, is one of the greatest falsehoods of our time,
because being, is and already is, always, shared. Anthropologist Anna
Lowenhaupt-Tsing calls it contamination. In her book The Mushroom at
the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins,
she explores the growth and distribution chains of the matsutake
mushroom as a form of collaborative survival. This exquisite mushroom
itself thrives on detritus, a gourmet product enabled, ironically,
by human deforestation and decay, because the red pine tree which
supports Tricholoma matsutake’s flourishing only grows after the rest
of the forest has been cleared by commercial logging.
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What all of this wants to say, then, is that that pathetic ruin of
your panting life in capitalist ruins is not a solitary thing. And
part of seeing the light out of your own shit hole is to realise the
collaborative shackles of those that helped put you there, but also
the collaboration necessary to really climb out of it. Collaboration
is survival, and this includes not only the friends and partners that
we want on our side, but the complex networks of cause and effect,
systems of relation and power and givers and takers of agency that are
hidden from view—or sometimes that we refuse to see. Everything is
contaminated.

So, maybe like our little helping hands making the small gesture of
contaminating public spaces with good, wholesome Ipomoea batatas, we
can follow a ‘vine of thought’ between the singularity of a gesture
and this poor man’s food (a survivor plant that grows easily and fills
the belly), which was brought to China from the Philippines at the
end of the 16th century to save hungry stomachs after failed harvests
in Fujian. And before that, Ipomoea batatas travelled by the hands of
Polynesians sailing back across the Pacific from South America. People
have been planting sweet potato there for reportedly 10,000 years.

Now come back to a closer past, and think of that puff of warm, smoky,
sweet air that wafts around street corners during cold months. There
is probably nothing more personal than the emotions and evocations
generated by scent, and this particular association of sweet potatoes
being baked live in iron drums, the warm feel of one with its charred
edges held in shivering hands—probably generates for each of us a
travel to a particular time and space, the memory of eating it for the
first time and with whom. And actually, this same nostalgia is shared
in Japan and Korea, where sweet potatoes are commonly prepared as
street food in a similar way. If you like sweet potatoes, at least,
this is the tender side of loneliness, a kind of singularity that we
can realise is actually shared. And to speak further on sharing, the
sweet potato is in fact the world’s first known naturally transgenic
crop, which means that its being is also in and of itself a shared,
contaminated and collaborative thing.

Knowing all this may not save us from the current armageddon that is
contemporary life as we know it. But sweet potatoes are survivors,
dammit! Plant them, plant more of them, plant them everywhere! As the
Fortune Global Forum consolidates wealth and power in Guangzhou this
month, think of spreading the currency of sweet potato all around. And
when all goes to black later, remember that you can also use a sweet

potato and a few wires to power up that LED ‘SURVIVAL’ sign.



