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Introduction

Although creative workers form the core of the creative industry labor processes (and thus
of post-industrial economy), they, their work, and their working conditions have been
largely absent from academic research and significantly under-theorized in academic ac-
counts of creative industries for a long time.” While the more recent turn to creative labor
in social science and humanities? did justice to its importance, this also gave rise to new
theoretical issues and conflicts. Most generally, it stirred up a discussion about the most
appropriate theoretical framework for studying creative labor.” At first, the critical schol-
ars who had begun to pay attention to creative labor processes looked at them through the
lens of neo-Marxism, understanding creative labor as a brute form of oppression but ne-
glecting the micro-level strategies of domination, the diverse subjective and inter-subjec-
tively shared experiences and meanings that emerge as a response to being positioned as
“cultural/creative labor”. Later, cultural studies approaches attempted to compensate for
the neglect of the individual identity in the creative workplace,¥ acknowledged that
creative work generates new subjectivities,” and saw the contemporary creative worker as
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a human being subjected to a regime of self-discipline and governmentality.® Finally, some
researchers, among others David Hesmondhalgh,” have criticized both perspectives, ar-
guing that they wrongly perceive any positive features of creative labor as techniques for
control and seductive compensatory mechanisms that make negative features of work
bearable for workers and lead only to self-exploitation. In reality, this author believes,
apart from “bad” work, there are some components of “good” work in creative industry,
mainly autonomy and self-realization, that the workers can find genuinely satisfying.?

In this paper, based on a piece of research on non-Western creative workers and their
working conditions, I suggest we could take a step further and define creative labor as
“jobs, centred on the activity of symbol-making, ... a compressed version of ‘creative work
in the cultural industries} via its inherent ambivalence and its context-sensitivity rather
than by the categories of good and bad work. Given that, as Richard Maxwell reminds us,
“the work of culture has never taken place outside the areas of life determined by particu-
lar economic systems and power relations,”” and further de-Westernization of studies of
creative labor might shed new light on/broaden the relevance of the debate. Since this
paper not only increases the number of non-Western empirical cases, but also aims to
challenge and add to the existing theoretical approaches, it takes what Ana Alacovska and
Rosalind Gill call “ex-centric” perspective: “the perspective outside of the Anglo-Ameri-
can orbit, that will challenge mainstream theory-building”'V In line with the authors’ am-
bition, this paper provides a non-Western contextual perspective on some characteristics
of creative labor that have been taken as general truths (and perceived highly normative-
ly), such as informality and precarity, and thus challenges their positive/negative value
(see below).

This paper looks specifically into creative labor in one of the Central and East
European (CEE) post-communist creative (audiovisual) industries. These industries are
marked by the coincidence and resonance of media globalization processes with dramatic
political, economic and social transformations.’? While the transformation processes and
their results vary across post-socialist countries — CEE countries with socialist state pasts
formerly belonged to the Soviet bloc' — all of them are “as EU members formally inte-
grated with “The West), yet still marked by their authoritarian past”'¥ This gives rise to
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“post-socialist hybridity”:' the mixing of “old” socialist realities and “new” Western
modes of production. While Katarzyna Marciniak uses this concept to describe cultural
products, it also epitomizes the whole transition and liminality of post-socialist creative
industries. On one hand, the anthropologist Katherine Verdery observes, the post-1989
transformation lead to parcelization of sovereignty and, in turn, to continuity of power
relations and strengthening of the state (against which the revolutions had been pointed).
As Verdery noted, demands for state intervention “were especially vociferous in the do-
main of culture”!® Therefore, paradoxically enough, the specifics of now formally demo-
cratic CEE creative industries display important continuities with the socialist period.'”
On the other hand, post-socialism includes certain idealization of the West, as numerous
stories of post-socialism “have the knights of Western know-how rushing to rescue the
distressed of Eastern Europe”!® This hybridity reflects itself in many particular paradoxes
and problems. Despite unprecedented concentration within the creative sector,' the fi-
nancial position of many CEE media houses and producers remains relatively weak and
media occupations are fragmented, often along political lines. Moreover, because of its
instability and continuing consolidation after 1989, the CEE media sector has experienced
a particularly devastating impact of the 2008-09 financial crisis*” which led to the outflow
of foreign media owners and further strengthened media oligarchization.?" There is ram-
pant instrumentalization of media — media moguls are often active in business or politics
and get involved in media businesses for the sake of the former. While not all these trends
are exclusively linked with post-socialist countries — for example, the 2008-09 financial
crisis together with digitalization affected creative industries globally as oligarchization
also appeared in other media systems, and the CEE media system remained linked to other
media systems through transnational media ownership — this analysis below shows that
the post-1989 development is believed to intensify some of the broader trends. The Czech
media system that this paper focuses on is by some of its actors seen as “distorted and
deviated”, fatally marked by “wild privatization” after 1989, and the neoliberal turn (manifes-
ting itself, among other things, in the opinion that public service media are superfluous).?
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Yet, there is very little academic work on the specificity of post-socialist media production
processes, so that we still have little understanding of creative labor in the post-socialist
context.”¥ The complacency surrounding creative and media work appears to exist also on
the part of Czech policymakers, as exemplified by Czech Statistical Office’s Job Classifica-
tion*” in which creative professions are only roughly outlined.

This paper examines the work and professional identities of twenty-four workers in
Czech audiovisual industry, television reporters, and feature film screenwriters, and in it,
I address the following question: what kind of experiences do “primary creative jobs™ in
a post-socialist audiovisual industry offer their workers? In specific, I ask: what makes
these workers’ labor good or bad? How, and to which extent, are the good and bad aspects
of creative labor narratively linked to the post-socialist context? How does this all inform
their audiovisual professional identities? By illustrating how certain “good” aspects of
creative labor such as autonomy and self-realization can be directly interrelated with the
“bad” ones and that the valence of individual aspects depends on the context and on their
role in the creative professionals’ narrated professional identities, I propose that David
Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Baker’s categories of good and bad work can be read rather as
two sides of the same coin instead of as separated, decontextualized and either positive or
negative features of work in the field. Therefore, I suggest that the trouble with the good
aspects of the labor such as autonomy and self-realization is their deep ambivalence and
their susceptibility to the context rather than their inherently seductive and manipulative
nature. Furthermore, stressing the ambivalence can also bring about a new perspective on
the conflict among the current theoretical approaches, and thus help to de-Westernize the
debate.

First, I shall develop the theoretical approach employed in this paper. After explaining
the method of data gathering and analysis, I shall discuss the ambivalent aspects of crea-
tive labor in the Czech audiovisual industry, and how these features were co-shaped by the
post-socialist context. In the last part, I will summarize how the contextualized good and
bad work informs the interviewees’ professional identities.
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Good and bad creative work: the paradox of self-realization and self-exploitation
and the socialist heritage

Because of the symbolic, experiential and non-utilitarian nature and value of their prod-
ucts, creative industries are marked by higher uncertainty,® inherent both to the creative
process and to the putative reception of creative products, and by unpredictability of the
demand, the production costs and the profit. To increase certainty and reduce unpredict-
ability, creative industries employ a variety of mechanisms which have significant conse-
quences for creative work. For example, the industry can be restrained in valuing intel-
lectual work, which resonates with the fact that creative labor remains to have the
seemingly-dazzling haze of leisure activity characterized by autonomy and fulfillment that
make creative work “hardly like work at all”?”) This leisure myth? stems also from its com-
monness: symbolic creativity, defined as “communication of experience through symbolic
production” is something we all do, yet creative professionals perform this action in
a particularly intense form and use learned skills in the process.

At the same time, however, there is a grain of truth in the myth. As Stephanie Taylor
and Karen Littleton® suggest, the promise of “not work” is what makes creative work at-
tractive to creative workers, who avoid the conventional careers and workplaces which are
associated with the daunting caricatures of modernist industry and its correspondingly
unattractive lifestyles. Creative workers often love their work and are driven by the desire
for self-realization. Indeed, the very expressive and non-routine nature of creative work,
the self-actualization, self-fulfilment, freedom, flexibility, autonomy and independence
that are often associated with it, can be regarded as positive features of creative (self)em-
ployment.>V

While the “not work” features of creative work can be attractive, creative workers often
pay too high a price for these rewards in risks they bear on their shoulders. Their precar-
ity (i.e. existential, financial, and/or social insecurity) is exacerbated by precisely the flex-
ibility of a labor market that has deep roots in media and cultural production.’” Among
the most typical ways and features of creative workers' precarization are freelancing,
short-term contracts, temp work, part-time jobs, self-employment and other types of in-
termittent, irregular and informal work, income instability, lack of a safety net, an erratic
work schedule, dependency on individual acquaintances and social relations, working on
unpaid positions such as internships, low pay, and so forth.*» As Isabelle Lorey points out,
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these conditions “are all too often accepted as an unalterable fact; nothing else is even de-
manded. Conditions of inequality often go un-remarked”** Similarly, Barbara Townley, et
al. conclude that “risk has been absorbed by individuals as the necessary corollary, and
cost, of their occupation. Indeed, the passionate endorsement of high employment risk is
a defining characteristic of the identity of creative workers”* The professional identity*®
which has absorbed the risk further reflects itself in individual biographic strategies, such
as family planning.?”

Some features of the post-socialist context can further problematize these risks. In
general, the overall instability, continuing transition, fragmentation and instrumentaliza-
tion of (enterprises in) cultural and media sectors® further increase the uncertainty as
well as potentially strengthen all its side effects. In the Czech film industry, this reflects
itself not only in the missing adequate valuation of intellectual work, but also in the inher-
ited mode of organizing creative work: the importance of informal relationships, produc-
tion “units’, and the mistrust of professional associations. As Petr Szczepanik® suggests,
using Fernand Braudel’s concept of the longue durée, there is a continuity in post-socialist
filmmakers” thinking and acting: “the collective mentalities of film workers develop at
a significantly slower rate than the rapidly changing ‘history of events’ that affect cinema
as it intersects over time with the political”’*” Therefore, the State-Socialist Mode of Pro-
duction keeps affecting current CEE media industries. For example, the former mode of
production, which was organized around and managed through “units” (small semi-au-
tonomous groups of writers, directors, production managers, and sometimes other per-
sonnel), might reflect itself in the nowadays widespread preference of close and, above all,
informal relationships between authors and producers: ,,Both authors and producers pre-
fer making oral agreements to written ones. To use professional legal advisors (in particu-
lar, specialized attorneys) is seen as a ‘luxury, which only established producers and well-
off authors can afford”*Y Moreover, many authors who were then unwilling to subjugate
themselves to the ideological demands of the socialist state used to produce their works
literally outside of their official, often unskilled work. Therefore, the force of habit may
strengthen the idea that, for example, writing a script for free and in one€’s leisure time is

Labour; Isabelle Lorey, ‘Virtuosos of Freedom: On the Implosion of Political Virtuosity and Productive La-
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the way it goes. Finally, the former regime discredited collective organizing, and as a re-
sult, the main Czech professional association for authors — the Association of Directors,
Screenwriters and Script Editors (ARAS) is seen as relatively dysfunctional and insignifi-
cant — “it seems that the post-communist mistrust towards trade unions, professional
organizations and any collectivism still prevails”*? As Ivan David, et al.* suggest, authors
therefore need to rely mostly on their own negotiating skills. The mistrust towards profes-
sional associations is relevant also for television reporting: the Syndicate of Czech Journal-
ists, until recently, showed little signs of life and proved to be weak in negotiations with
Czech policymakers.*) By contrast, TV reporters’ work was never surrounded by the mist
of a leisure activity; rather, the new generation of television foreign reporters that started
almost from scratch after 1989 jumped straight in the myth of renegade, brave and cool
professionals,® idealizing Western journalism and perhaps blindly following American
journalistic patterns. In short, the two realms of activity have experienced the transition in
intense yet different ways.

The contradiction and paradox that are central to these “virtuosos™® identities are
dealt with in various ways. Neo-Marxist critics of creative labor diminish its rewarding
aspects by emphasizing its oppressive character and by pointing to the manipulative ex-
ploitation of creative workers’ desire for experience, recognition and self-realization
(while acknowledging the possibility of “resistance” and building collective solidarity). By
contrast, some scholars grounded in cultural studies point out that we cannot grasp crea-
tive labor using the framework developed for understanding other workers™ precarious
conditions'” — while creative labor embraces older forms of exploitation, it also generates
new subjectivities.* These researchers, largely inspired by poststructuralist concepts and
assumptions,*” therefore speak about “self-exploitation” and “self-precarization”*” As Re-
becca Finkel, et al.*" note, people working in creative industries often refuse such analyses
and believe that they self-fund their creative practice “voluntarily”, which, however, can be
understood as full subjugation to governmentality. Finally, a few researchers criticize both
the approaches. Hesmondhalgh®? argues that such studies lack any conception of what
might constitute good work, which then limits critique. According to Hesmondhalgh and
Baker, whose stance is inspired by epistemology grounded in critical realism, creative
work can be both good and bad based on: the level of autonomy the workers enjoy; the
extent of sociality (vs. isolation); interest (vs. boredom); self-esteem and self-realization;

42
43
44
45

Szczepanik et al., Studie vyvoje, p. 260.
David et al., Smluvni vztahy.
Waschkova Cisafova and Metykova, ‘Better the Devil.
Kotisova, Crisis Reporters; Mark Pedelty, War Stories: The Culture of Foreign Correspondents (London,
New York: Routledge, 1995); Chris Peters, ‘Emotion Aside or Emotional Side? Crafting an ‘Experience of
Involvement in the News), Journalism, vol. 12, no. 3 (2011), pp. 297-316.
46) Lorey, ‘Virtuosos of Freedom.
47) Hartley et al., Key Concepts, p. 64.
48) Finkel et al., ‘Diversifying the Creative.
49) Hesmondhalgh, ‘Normativity and Social Justice’
)
)
)

= =

50) Banks, The Politics of Cultural Work; Lorey, ‘Virtuosos of Freedom’; McRobbie, British Fashion Design.
51) Finkel et al., ‘Diversifying the Creative’
52) Hesmondhalgh, ‘Normativity and Social Justice’




34  Johana Kotiova: Devastating Dreamjobs

work-life balance and security that it grants the workers; and based on quality of the crea-
tive product.

Conceptualizing “good” and “bad” work:*?

Good work Bad work
Process « Good wages, working hours, high levels | « Poor wages, working hours and levels
of safety of safety
o Autonomy o Powerlessness
« Interest, involvement « Boredom
o Sociality o Isolation
o Self-esteem o Low self-esteem and shame
o Self-realization « Frustrated development
o Work-life balance o Overwork
« Security o Risk
Product « Excellent products o Low-quality products
o Products that contribute to the common | « Products that fail to contribute to the
good well-being of others

As Hesmondhalgh®? argues, future research should emphasize and draw critically on
concepts of autonomy and self-realization as possible components of good work. Howev-
er, as Eva Illouz® reminds us, self-realization and self-actualization also form a part of the
popular psychological narratives of self-development and personal growth, directed to
reveal and develop one’s potential to the fullest extent possible and equating self-realiza-
tion with health. Thus, the concepts are bound up with deeply problematic forms of indi-
vidualism and with therapeutic culture or culture of narcissism in general, so their “good-
ness” needs to be considered carefully.

Here, Taylor and Littleton’s®® critique of the governmentality-inspired conceptions of
creative work can be very helpful. The authors believe that the inescapable “freedom” to
invent the self and the continuous construction of an identity does not do justice to the
conflict inherent to creative identities, and rather stress multiplicity and ambivalence of
creative identities. Aspects of creative work, the authors believe, can be perceived and ex-
perienced as both genuinely satisfying and worrying, depending on how they are made
sense of within individual professional narratives. This paper brings together Hesmond-
halgh and Baker’s model and Taylor and Littleton notion of multiplicity to investigate the
relevance of the concepts of self-realization, autonomy and other “good” and “bad” fea-
tures of creative labor in a CEE audiovisual industry. In what follows, I show that, in the
studied context, rather than looking through the lens of “good” and “bad” what helps to
understand creative work is ambivalence, which further extends the notion of “post-so-
cialist hybridity” to the realm of cultural production.
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Method

The present study draws from semi-structured interviews with two types of creative
professionals: screenwriters (n=12) and TV reporters (n=12) both male and female, all
white, in various stages of their careers. Both the professional groups are parts of what
Hesmondhalgh and Baker®” call “primary creative personnel’, i.e. those creative workers
whose input into the creative output is said to be more significant than that of other per-
sonnel within creative teams, such as craft and technical workers, managers, administra-
tors, executives and unskilled laborers. On the other hand, TV reporters and screenwriters
are exemplary of two distinct types of autonomy. While feature film and high-end televi-
sion screenwriters represent potential bearers of aesthetic autonomy, public service televi-
sion reporters can enjoy relatively high levels of professional autonomy. As the authors
argue, “for analysis of creative labor, we need an understanding of [these] two different
kinds of autonomy.*® The purpose of studying screenwriters and television reporters is
therefore not to compare the two professional groups but to address the research questions
based on two types of professional experience associated with two different kinds of
autonomy.

The screenwriters’ professional milieu — the independent production of Czech feature
fiction films and high-end television — is extremely fragmented and volatile, organized on
a project-by-project basis, consisting of small, under-capitalized and short-lived inde-
pendent companies with only little and episodic ties to international televisions and dis-
tributors.” Screenwriters’ work processes and the cooperation within the creative trian-
gle®® — i.e. between the producer, the director and the screenwriter — largely depend on
the budget of a concrete project.®” Yet, even some of the most successful screenwriters find
themselves close to unbearable existential insecurity.

The TV reporters that I interviewed for this study, on the contrary, all work in a rela-
tively stable and large organization, the Czech public service medium Czech Television
(CT). The organization runs six channels, including a 24/7 news channel, and an online
news service. It was created in 1992 from its Czechoslovak antecedent and operates in all
regions of the country. Being funded mainly by television fees (set by an Act of Parlia-
ment), it has nearly 7 billion CZK (roughly 272 million EUR) budget (2017) and remains
formally independent of the state budget and the state. Despite the relatively stable posi-
tion of CT, there are factors that make the reporters” position difficult, such as some politi-
cians’ verbal attacks on public service media.

57) Hesmondhalgh and Baker, Creative Labour.

58) Ibid., p. 66.
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DOI: 10.1177/1749602018763546.
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(London: Routledge, 2013).
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The two sets of semi-structured interviews, i.e. conversations between a creative work-
er and myself in the role of a researcher,*” were conducted® in Czech (the excerpts from
interview transcriptions used below have been translated into English by me) based on
interview guides that included questions related to work and professional identities yet
was largely adjusted to individual interviewees experiences and narratives. As Hesmond-
halgh and Baker® suggest, reflexive narration is key for grasping how good and bad work
are incorporated into a worker’s identity,® as it provides a sense of identity connectedness
and unity. Because of the focus on reflexive identity construction in the creative workers
narratives, the most appropriate method of analysis was discursive psychology.®® The
method, a more programmatic than (for example) thematic analysis, goes beyond treating
talk as simple description and focuses on details of the version of pre-existing, collective-
ly-held meanings and values presented by the speaker. At the same time, unlike for exam-
ple the most seminal types of discourse analysis, it focuses less on various expressions of
power relations and more on psycho-social categories. In the case of CEE creative profes-
sionals, this means for example looking into how the interviewees made sense of the com-
munist past’s effects on their current positioning towards the West, i.e., adding codes de-
scribing the interviewees emotionality, sentiments that are believed to be collective,
sense-making of the diverse aspects of the jobs, identity construction, self-reflexivity, per-
ceived limits to autonomy, perceived mental health risks and so on. Indeed, as Taylor and
Littleton observe, this method of analysis also offers insights into emotions, which, as
I illustrate in the next section, proved to be a fruitful concept that helped to understand
the narrated ambiguity.

The personal data that the research deals with — personal opinions, attitudes, emo-
tions — together with the small media market create an ethical challenge. Apart from
using informed consent forms, I therefore very carefully anonymized all the excerpts used
in the analysis below and use pseudonyms.

Analysis

The Risk of Self-realization and Interest

Both the professional groups genuinely love their work,*” since, not surprisingly, the best
thing about writing screenplays is the opportunity for self-realization it provides. The
screenwriters can “fall in love” with, “be carried away” and enthused by certain themes
(Salim); they enjoy playing with genres, kinds of poetics and viewpoints, turning complex

62) Hilary Arksey and Peter Knight, Interviewing for Social Scientists: An Introductory Resource with Examples
(London: SAGE, 1999).

63) The screenwriters were interviewed by me, Petr Szczepanik, and Eva Pjajc¢ikova, at that time working at
Masaryk University.

64) Hesmondhalgh and Baker, Creative Labour.

65) John T. Caldwell, Production Culture: Industrial Reflexivity and Critical Practice in Film and Television (Dur-
ham: Duke University Press, 2008); Paul Du Gay, Consumption and Identity at Work (London: SAGE, 1996);
Karl E. Weick, Sensemaking in Organizations (London: SAGE, 1995).

66) See Taylor and Littleton, Contemporary Identities.

67) Cf. Ibid.
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motifs, situations or characters into linear narratives. Similarly, for the reporters, the in-
volvement and interest in international affairs, the possibility to “be there” and to directly
and in real-time witness history, are perhaps the most rewarding features of the job. While
most of the reporters openly talked about the thrill of seeing globally significant — often
negative — events, others displayed their involvement by immersing themselves in (at
times terrifying) stories from the field.®® The screenwriters’ self-realization and related
creative autonomy, however, had two interrelated preconditions, money and good reputa-
tion/fame, i.e., economic and symbolical capital®:

“That’s what I bet on, I know I have to be successful, this is how I make myself free,
so that I can film what I want.” (Salim)

By comparison, and compared to Hesmondhalgh and Baker’s’” assumption that jour-
nalists enjoy rather professional than aesthetic autonomy, the reporters considered them-
selves as autonomous both in the sense of being independent on politics and advertis-
ing,’ and of having freedom of their aesthetic expression,”” which concurred with the
jump into the independent self-mythologizing, particularly of American journalism.
However, their autonomies were delimited by public service principles. Thus, in practice,
their professional autonomy means showing all sides of conflicts, which “is the task of CT”
(Thomas), while the aesthetic autonomy manifests itself in respecting the language and
visual styles of individual reporters, as far as they fit into a certain moderation and brevity,
i.e., if they are not cheesy, melodramatic or undignified (Ester, Mary). Their sense/taste is
shaped by professional socialization: “everyone has internalized [the moderation and
brevity]” (Mary), and the know-how to use [such] autonomy is perceived as a defining
feature of public service reporters. In this respect, ‘autonomy’ as an individual-level con-
cept is quite problematic.”’® Furthermore, the autonomies are not equally distributed:”
for instance, high-profile permanent correspondents enjoy much greater levels of auto-
nomy.

The screenwriters’ dismal incomes — low fees” and step deals,” giving rise to a kind
of uncertainty, risk and unsafety (“Because bills come every month and you don’t know
whether you’ll get a job” /Monique/) — are by no means specific to Czech filmmaking
milieu.”” However, what is specific is, first, the relative incapability to pursue collective

68) See Kotisova, Crisis Reporters.
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70) Hesmondhalgh and Baker, Creative Labour.

71) Mark Deuze, ‘What is Journalism? Professional Identity and Ideology of Journalists Reconsidered, Journal-
ism, vol. 6, no. 4 (2005), pp. 442-464.
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bargaining strategies. Due to the historically specific experiences — “communists discred-
iting labor unions, the interventionist yet selective cultural politics of the state””® —
screenwriters criticize local policymakers rather than their producers and tend to focus on
learning and mobility barriers rather than exploitative financial conditions. Secondly, the
increased uncertainty within the media system reflects itself in the intensity of the finan-
cial risks that screenwriters face. The very first phase of work that lasts up to a year (Ter-
ence) is unpaid and can remain so in case the producer gets into “development hell”” and
stops the project, which “is a thing that can destroy one. Destroy, and it happens!” (Fred-
eric). While, as Monique noted, the risk is “mutual’, faced by both screenwriters and pro-
ducers,* the development phase is the riskiest one (Ian, Frederic) and the writer bears the
risk of the project alone for a relatively long time. The common fragmentation of writers’
activities (taking part in a variety of projects or becoming directors or producers, the latter
is predicted to become a new trend) is therefore not only something that our interviewees
set about to increase their incomes,®” but an existential necessity enforced by the para-
digm of the small, post-socialist film industry, within which not even the most successtul
feature film screenwriters (could) earn enough for living. As the award-winning Vincent
noted, “If [screenwriting] was to be my livelihood, I would not be alive, in the first place,
and I'd be in a state of permanent hysteria” The screenwriters often further connected the
financial instability within the profession with a generally low self-esteem. Learning to
handle the feelings of standing in the darkness, being overshadowed by directors, getting
rude feedback from Czech Film Fund “with as little emotion as possible, which takes time
to learn” (Andrew), i.e., learning to maintain the right distance, seemed to be a specific
type of screenwriters’ emotional labor.*? Enhancing the self-esteem through external trust
could make the work significantly better and sustainable:

“a kind of support and trust coming from [your] environment, including the Fund
(...) makes you to overcome the moments in which you are telling yourself, fuck,
I have no, no, no idea” (Monique)

Unlike the screenwriters, none of the television reporters complained about their wag-
es — rather, they were unsatisfied with their working hours. Achieving a work-life balance
was particularly impossible during the reporters’ legendarily grueling business trips,
whether covering a crisis or for permanent correspondents. In all these situations and
positions, reporters could work up to seventeen hours a day (based on TV schedules),
several days in a row (Matt, Ester, Joseph, Thomas) without any respite and without free
weekends:

“You don’t work five days a week. Neither you work eight hours a day” (Joseph,
a permanent correspondent)
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“Your bosses don’t divide your personal and working time” (Emma)

Emma further compared the post-socialist professional colonization of journalists’
personal time with a “Western” model, where, she believed, “the professional world is dif-
ferent”, media professionals are used to being valued and having their privacy respected
and thus divide their personal and professional time. The Czech frenetic working habits
were, in her view, outdated in the West: “I think that we still need to crash into the mo-
ment when people say enough and start to separate it, at least journalists” To most of the
reporters, however, the interconnection of their personal and professional time and iden-
tities*” came as an unreflected and unintended side-effect of social media use. The work-
load and the practical inseparability of personal and professional time significantly af-
fected the journalists’ intimate and family lives. The impact of the overwork on family life
is accompanied by mentally and emotionally difficult coping with the farrago of negativity,
stress, and the “mad contrast of the parallel worlds” (Ester), not to mention physical en-
dangerment — attacks, robberies or kidnaps — faced while reporting on international
crises.*”

Together Alone: Sociality, Powerlessness, and Isolation

Another “good” feature of screenwriting is sociality. Our interviewees stressed the sine qua
non of good emotional interpersonal ties based on trust, mutual respect and esteem, un-
derstanding, shared points of view, and friendship throughout the process of developing
a script. A few of them also blissfully reminisced about weeks or weekends they spent in
pubs, at their cottages or abroad, having round-table discussions with their colleagues (co-
authors, directors, script-editors, producers), together working on screen-plays, drinking,
and talking. “Stories were being associated, our parents and parents’ parents and thou-
sands of situations were being recalled,” said Andrew, and stressed the efficiency of such
a process: “And then you send further the fun you had (...) to an imaginary audience”
Such a working regime shows that despite the strongly desired self-realization, most of the
screenwriters do not adopt the Kantian myth of an artist as a lonely individualized geni-
us® and rather (eventually have to) accept and at times even enjoy the mode of work
bridging the categories of “writing” and “filmmaking”

On the other hand, the sociality can border on powerlessness. While the powerlessness
traditionally stems “only” from the antagonism between writers and producers and mar-
ginalization of the former,*”” here the closeness among the creative professionals and the
importance of friendly ties, historically strengthened by the habit to work in “units”* lead
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to the screenwriters’ unwillingness to dirty their hands with formal acts such as negotiat-
ing better working conditions, and thus to their powerlessness in their relation to produc-
ers and directors. Writing up to fifteen versions of the script (Tobias, Andrew), having to
accept unwanted interventions in the work or passing the license on to the producer
(Tan)®, i.e. literally losing the ownership of one’s motifs and themes, were a norm. The
powerlessness can be understood as the dark side of not only sociality, but also self-reali-
zation: “If it’s a film that I invent and feel the need to see it on a screen, I know I won't be
able to dictate the conditions.” (Monique) Rather than understanding the self-realization
and sociality as factors that turn exploitation into self-exploitation,*” the interviewees ex-
perienced continuous tension and emotional oscillation between sociality and powerless-
ness, self-realization and marginalization, and collaboration and individualism.””

By contrast and somewhat counterintuitively, the television reporters’ work was per-
meated by various forms of isolation: those who are abroad for a short or long time need
to manage everything on their own and “don’t have the backing” (Guy); they usually work
only with a camera person, so that they perform many roles including that of a driver, an
editor and a production manager. This convergence and loneliness, as Simon stressed, is
distinct from “big televisions such as BBC and CNN, that you are there alone (...). That’s
what’s so hard about it” In their isolation, the Czech reporters therefore stood out among
other, typically Western media professionals on the spot: while CT was able to send its
own reporters out, it was unable to keem them company.

Looking Back, Looking West: The post-socialist hybridity of media products

The quality of the interviewees’ products is also perceived as ambivalent, and largely re-
flects the post-socialist hybridity,”® the mix of “old” socialist realities and new, western
models of production, albeit in different ways. The screenwriters believe that from time to
time, they (Czech screenwriters in general) produce scripts that they “hopefully need not
be ashamed of” (Elijah), and give credits to Czech cultural-historical specifics, including
forty years of communist dictatorship, resulting in appealing to “weird bitterness, sea-
soned with a kind of humor that no one understands” (Elijah). However, the totalitarian
heritage — corruption, atheism, skepticism, and an all-encompassing post-revolutionary
disillusionment — manifests itself also in deficiency in big, internationally attractive
themes. According to Bjorn,

“At the moment, our whole society is in the phase of mending of what had gone bad,
what had been going bad for forty years, so it might take forty years to fix it”.

Among the things that are believed to need fixing is film funding. Its post-revolution-
ary setting, causing lack of money and related lack of continuity in the development phase
allegedly results in “lots of rubbish emerging here” (Elijah), because “the continuous post-
poning is not really good for the materials” (Tobias). More precisely, the time/money con-
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ditions are perceived as very harmful.”” The Czech film industry is further marked by
narrow-mindedness (including lack of courage and passion) and provincialism (including
the screenwriters’ language barriers), and allegedly also by opaque processes of film fund-
ing (as some believe that the Czech Film Fund’s grants are rigged).

Contrarily, the reporters from CT believed they were doing a relatively excellent job,
however, in their case, post-socialism appeared instead as an idealization of Western
know-how.”” They were avowedly inspired by and attempted to keep up with renowned
global television networks such as BBC, CNN, France24 etc., and sometimes were even
successful (within the regional context):

“The bosses [of CT] are really proud of foreign news, because the people do like re-
ally great job here, (...) [they] are competent, it's not only that they parrot some-
thing, usually they really are versed, care for the context;” (Simon)

The reporters felt they did not have any alternative and had to “look much more to the
West” (Joseph) while creating a new post-1989 journalistic tradition. Any indigenous
journalistic traditions were seen as either non-existent, had stagnated in the wild 1990’,
or had gone in the wrong direction (e.g. creating complacency to international news). The
new tradition, at least in the current organizational milieu of CT, was to consist in fast
reactions (Cestmir) and both international and regional on-the-spot reporting, enabled
by a relatively sizable budget. The reporters took it as their vocation to set the wrong direc-
tion right, and to help Czech audiences understand the global affairs.

Discussion and Conclusion

The paper, based on 24 interviews with Czech creative audiovisual professionals, sought to
extend the understanding of creative labor behind the former Iron Curtain, and to suggest
that the concept which helps to reconcile the various approaches to creative work is am-
bivalence of its “good” and “bad” aspects, or multiplicity.*

The analysis shows that the boundaries between the good and the bad features of the
creative works in Czech audiovisual industry are far from clear and each of the good as-
pects has its dark side, which form inherently ambivalent professional identities. It seems
that conceptualizing the work processes as either good or bad does not do justice to their
complexity. As Bridget Conor® points out, the seductive/destructive duality of creative
work often acts as a privileging mechanism; the very narratives about deeply and inher-
ently more pleasurable and painful work reconstruct the romantic professional myth.””
While the screenwriters truly enjoy self-realization and the social aspects of the work, on
their way to achieving them, they experience powerlessness and bear the risk related to

93) See also Szczepanik et al., Studie vyvoje.

94) Verdery, What Was Socialism.

95) Hesmondhalgh and Baker, Creative Labour; Taylor and Littleton, Contemporary Identities.
96) Conor, Screenwriting.

97) E.g. Pedelty, War Stories.




42  Johana Kotiova: Devastating Dreamjobs

feature film development and production on their shoulders®® which can be, and at times
is, “devastating” (Terence). Although the television reporters usually live much further
from the dole, they embody a similarly paradoxical complex of good and bad processes.
On one hand, they enjoy high levels of involvement and interest in their job, the possibil-
ity to directly and in real-time witness history; on the other hand, the eye-witnessing and
the on-the-spot experiences can lead to physical and mental health risks. As their involve-
ment is a source of the reporters’ professional authority,” they have little choice.

Both the kinds of professionals have limited autonomy. The screenwriters” desire for
higher creative autonomy and satisfactory remunerations lead them to search for ways
how to take part in later stages of film production and distribution; the convergence with-
in the filmmakers’ professions is therefore a trend that has emerged partly from the post-
socialist undercapitalization of the industry. The reporters (say that)!* while “covering”
the events, they typically have both creative and professional autonomy, which, together
with the know-how to use it, are defining features of their organizational (i.e., public ser-
vice) identities,'*" shaped by their professional socialization.

Counterintuitively, the reporters often mentioned they disliked the isolation that some
of their tasks brought about, while the screenwriters stressed the social nature of writing
screenplays.'®® The latter, however, could easily turn over to powerlessness, because the
importance of friendly ties inside the creative triangle lead to the screenwriters’ unwilling-
ness to contaminate them with formal acts such as negotiating better working condi-
tions.’® This double-bind then resulted in a continuous tension between sociality and
powerlessness, self-realization and marginalization that defined the screenwriters’ profes-
sional identity. Both the professional groups also spoke about tough emotional labor'™
that included keeping the right distance from their work, suppressing and mitigating disa-
greeable emotions such as stress, revulsion, sadness (the reporters) and humiliation and
grievance (the screenwriters).

Screenwriters” and television reporters’ kinds of precarization vary significantly. Greig
De Peuter'® distinguishes three types of precarity typical of creative industries: cyber-
tariat, autonomous worker and precog. Here, the two latter are particularly relevant. The
autonomous type, encompassing self-employed artists, stresses the ways of precarity that
stem from flexibility and self-employment. Czech screenwriters indeed seem to pay for
the flexibility and self-employment: that they perceived their incomes as irregular, unpre-
dictable and inadequate (i.e. the scheduling of payments did not correspond to the actual
working time and workload). As a result, it was impossible for most of the authors to make
a living solely by creative work, which can be attributed to business models and methods
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of funding within the small, peripheral, post-socialist Czech audiovisual industry.'® The
precog, typically a media or education professional, emphasizes the passionate commit-
ment to work, willingness to work for nothing, or perpetual re-skilling. The tv reporters
bear some of precogs’ traits; their precarity is constituted largely by the risks related to
their emotional and physical involvement in work.

While some of these ambivalences are by no means specific to the post-socialist con-
text, the historical heritage of the industry formed a part of the audiovisual professionals’
narratives and played a role in how they made sense of their professional identities. The
screenwriters’ narratives included both a sense of rupture and continuity. Taken together,
they told a story about how the wild post-1989 transformation of film funding lead to
unsustainable funding models, dragging the authors to existential insecurity, and pro-
posed, for example, that Czech Film Fund should control how producers redistribute ob-
tained grants. This confirms Verderys finding that post-socialist societies called for
strengthening of the state in the domain of culture.'”” However, none of the screenwriters
mentioned basic income for creative workers that “would help to bridge the pay gap be-
tween gigs, to insulate against immiseration, to ease the pressure to take a dubious job at
any price,”'® as advocated by some scholars. At the same time, the continuity of the modes
of production, more specifically the habit to work in “units’'* perhaps strengthened the
importance of informal ties that resulted in imbalanced contractual relationships and au-
thors’ powerlessness. The post-socialist context is also still believed to significantly affect
the end products of screenwriters’ work, both in positive (such as their specific sense of
humor and somewhat bitter poetics) and negative ways (the absence of big current themes,
provincialism, narrow-mindedness and the Czech authors’ language barriers; the lack of
enthusiasm and courage, which results in mediocre movies but no excellent ones). On the
other hand, Czech journalism suffered instead from the rupture. Because of the disconti-
nuity in the conception of journalistic professionalism, mostly young people after 1989
jumped into the Western dominant professional ideology valuing objectivity, detachment,
and promptness,''” simultaneously trying to stir up the public’s interest in international
affairs, without considering contextual constrains and individual professionals’ needs. Ac-
cording to some, even the public service television thus overdid the transformation to the
liberal journalistic model, leading to the colonization of personal identities by profes-
sional ones,'"" without having enough resources to prevent reporters from isolation and
overwork (stemming largely from the insufficient size of parachute reporters” teams). This
was clearly a consequence of the continuing and widespread idealization of Western
know-how'? for news making and managing people. The idealization of Western modes of
production was apparent in both the groups, just as the toothless collective organization,
stemming from the historically discredited professional bodies and collective initiatives.
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The relevance of ambivalence and multiplicity that is apparently believed to character-
ize the post-socialist creative industry should, I believe, be further investigated by ethno-
graphic research in individual media organizations. It is the organizations rather than
individuals — notably the public service media with their long and often troubled histo-
ries — whose functioning is inevitably pervaded by collective memory. At the same time,
further studies could follow the fruitful emotional track, as emotion proves to be an im-
portant dynamic in both the practice of symbolic production and the very cultural indus-
tries.
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SUMMARY

Devastating Dreamjobs
Ambivalence, Emotions, and Creative Labor in a Post-socialist Audiovisual Industry

Johana KotiSova

Recent studies of creative labor have stirred up a discussion about the most appropriate theoretical
framework for studying it: is creative labor a brute form of oppression? Or does it rather generate
new and multiple subjectivities? Does creative labor subject the workers to a regime of self-disci-
pline and governmentality? Or does it have purely positive features that cannot be reduced to com-
pensatory mechanisms? Discussion of the accuracy of the different approaches still needs to be
better grounded in empirical research. In particular, what is missing in the emergent work on crea-
tive labor is insight into non-Western creative workers’ identities and working conditions.

This paper addresses both the good and bad aspects of creative labor in a post-socialist audio-
visual industry. Based on twenty-four in-depth interviews with Czech television reporters and
screenwriters, I aim to address the following questions: What kind of experiences do creative jobs in
a post-socialist audiovisual industry offer their workers? What makes these workers’ labor good and
bad? How and to what extent are the good and bad aspects of creative labor narratively linked to the
post-socialist context?

The findings suggest that while screenwriters’ and TV reporters’ forms of precarity vary, their
work is still marked both by a post-1989 sense of rupture in funding and professional ideologies and
through continuity in modes of production. In the audiovisual professionals’ narratives, the post-
socialist context appears as an idealization of the West and of liberalism, yet also features discontent
about the state’s deficiencies, great uncertainty, the fragmentization and instrumentalization of me-
dia industries, a specific sense of humour, and also, provincialism. Importantly, I argue that both the
types of audiovisual professionals perform extensive emotional labor which resides in the carefully
measured immersion in (as well as detachment from) their work. By illustrating that and how the
audiovisual workers’ professional identities are inherently ambivalent and by bringing in the con-
cept of emotions, this paper seeks to further de-Westernize the research of creative labor and broad-
en the debate on the good and bad work in creative industries.

keywords: crisis reporters, screenwriters, film, journalism, emotional labour, good and bad work
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