Questionnaire

1. In what ways have artists, academics (faculty, staff, and students), and cultural institutions (including collectors, dealers, and magazines) responded to the U.S.-led invasion and occupation of Iraq? Can you offer examples of significant oppositional practices? How would you assess the forms, visibility, and efficacy (or lack thereof) of opposition?

Mark Wallinger, State Britain 2006 © Tate 
I hope that it is useful to answer these questions in a way that draws on a British perspective, since the involvement of the British state and military in the war is (uniquely amongst its allies) as deep as that of the US, while the political and institutional situation differs greatly. The Stop the War Coalition site lists a number of artists and exhibitions devoted to anti-war themes, which include the work of veteran photomontagist Peter Kennard, Mark Wallinger’s State Britain exhibition, and collaborations between British and Iraqi artists. Globalise Resistance keeps a record of the frequent anti-war demonstrations and meetings in the UK, listing numbers of participants—and many of these have taken place in universities. It should be said that numbers at many of these events are low, and that even large demonstrations receive very little mass media attention. ‘Tent State’, an anti-war event at University of Sussex (at which I spoke), which was modeled on similar events in the US, was opposed by university officials who threatened the organizers with police action, and was poorly attended. Likewise, while Peter Kennard’s work was given some exposure recently in an exhibition at Tate Modern, there is a wide gulf between the committed, specific and propagandistic art of the anti-war movement and the ‘political’-‘documentary’ work that has come into fashion on the global art circuit, which exhibits much higher levels of ambiguity and self-reflection on its own modes of representation. The divide is crossed rarely, perhaps on grounds of long-term constancy (in the case of Kennard, who now serves as a historical figure) or celebrity (Banksy). So generally, the anti-war movement appears ghettoized, and has yet to affect the basic functioning of the universities or the art world.
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Peter Kennard, Apartheid South Africa (1974) © Peter Kennard
2. Are there examples of an active counter-public sphere in which protest against the war in Iraq is conducted with an intensity comparable to the protests organized during the era of the Vietnam War? What, if anything, demotivates the current generation of academics and artists from assuming positions of public critique and opposition against the barbarous acts committed by the government of the United States against a foreign country? Do you consider the absence of the draft the sole significant factor?
Anti-war protest did, of course, reach high levels of intensity before the conflict began, in an effort to prevent it, and declined swiftly thereafter. In part, the low level of involvement of artists and academics in these activities is a symptom of a wider unease with the movement as a whole. The comparison with Vietnam is useful and yields the following contrasts: first, that the left is far weaker as an organizing and unifying force, so that the opposition is fragmented structurally and ideologically. Second, that the NLF in Vietnam were associated with the global left, with the widely held yearning for a juster and more egalitarian society; and that, while they took ruthless action against collaborators with the South Vietnamese regime and the US, they had very widespread support in a nation that was striving for independence and unity. The insurgency in Iraq is of course divided into sectarian bands which show no compunction about the indiscriminate slaughter people of the other side; furthermore, the ideals of their religious fundamentalism are unappealing to most in the West. The problem was very clearly demonstrated during a demonstration against the Israeli action in Lebanon, in which many demonstrators carried placards that read ‘We are all Hezbollah’—in other words, asking for identification with an organization that engages in suicide bombings and rocket attacks against random civilian targets. Third, that while the NLF courted and protected the Western media in Vietnam, the insurgency has made life so dangerous for journalists that, as Patrick Cockburn has written, some of their greatest military achievements have gone largely unreported. This lack of reporting, in part imposed by the mainstream news media, in part by the insurgency themselves, makes an understanding between the insurgents and those who oppose the war even more remote. 
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British Muslims chant: "We are all Hezbollah!", source: youtube
3. Can we speak of the “professionalization” of the artist (as a highly paid and market dependent provider of infotainment) as having reduced or eliminated political consciousness from cultural production? Have academics and those working in cultural institutions been subject to similar processes of professionalization, and if so, what have been the effects of this professionalization? What have been the political effects of the increasing marginalization of the Humanities in American academic institutions? Do artists and academics still regard cultural production as a socially and politically communicative, transgressive, or critical activity?
The war has coincided with a boom—perhaps even a bubble—in contemporary art prices. Yet there has not been a disconnection between a turn to broadly political themes and that market ferment. Commercial galleries show installations by Thomas Hirschhorn or by Jorge and Lucy Orta that include atrocity photographs from Iraq. So professional artists can remain professional while making provocative statements about the war, and indeed the exploitation of this subject matter may be considered a highly professional move. Walter Benjamin’s old and difficult demand (from ‘The Author as Producer’) is pertinent here: it is insufficient to merely load old forms of art with radical content—you must transform the production of art itself.
Academics in the UK are now subject to a variety of state auditing and surveillance mechanisms that have undermined the principle of academic freedom and have done much to foster political pliancy. In particular, the Research Assessment Exercise, in which the work of each academic and thus department is judged by a body of his or her ‘peers’, with dire funding consequences for those departments in which the research is deemed not to meet the relevant ‘esteem indicators’. This has naturally tended to produce much conservative work, pitched safely towards the undisputed centre of a discipline, and written professionally for the consumption of other professionals.
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Thomas Hirschhorn, The Incommensurable Banner (2007) © Thomas Hirschhorn/Brighton Photo Biennial 2008
4. Anti-war opposition seems most visible on the Internet, where information is distributed, money is raised, and demonstrations are organized. How does this electronic-technological public sphere compare to the public protest of the Vietnam era, during which agit-prop cultural activities were organized through word-of-mouth, flyers, and planning meetings, and demonstrations were staged in the streets, in museums (for example, by Guerilla Art Action Group), in the theatres (Bread and Puppet Theater, The Living Theatre), and in a variety of print media (from pamphlets to weekly magazines)?
The issue of political organizing on the Internet should be separated from the particular problems of the anti-war movement. At least since the days of the rapid evolution of the Web in the mid 1990s, the Internet has not been strictly separated from the wider public sphere. Now it is not even separated from mainstream US politics, as can be seen clearly from the efforts of the Democratic presidential candidates to mobilize online support. From the mid 1990s, the anti-capitalist movements began to organize on the Web, and the online environment gave that globalised force a vast advantage of instant international communication over conventional political organizing. Yet, again, online organization was never separated from political activity in the physical world, and conventional meetings were regular and highly important to the movement (this is also true for the development of politicized net.art at the same time). Think of the impetus given to the anti-capitalist movement in 1996 by the Zapatista-organized ‘Encuentro for Humanism and Against Neoliberalism’ and the annual World Social Forum meetings since. Online resistance has its own tools but is used largely to produce political effects in the real world, and these have been as culturally saturated and carnivalesque as those of the Vietnam era; and it is no protection, of course, from police truncheons and bullets, as protestors in Genoa and many other places know. 
5. Does this condition imply a fundamental transformation of the sense of a public political subject? Do advanced technologies (and more specifically the ease with which we consume them) serve simultaneously as universally accessible tools of communication and as spaces of social confinement and depoliticization?
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Opposition to the Vietnam War

There is a conservative assumption at the heart of this question that would run something like this: resistance is difficult therefore any form of ‘ease’ must involve compliance. The mere facts of the ease of navigation by mouse clicks, and the speed of the connection, or the comfort of the office chair says almost nothing about what is being seen, heard and thought (even ‘consumed’ may be the wrong word here). Of course, those who go only to the most popular sites, make mundane communications to their friends through social networking sites, will largely find an online landscape that is governed by the concerns of advertisers and the mass media. But, in another contrast to the Vietnam era, oppositional material in the form of videos, photographs, and all kinds of writing from books to blogs is available online: making sense of it in the face of the conservative unity of the mass media is no easy task, and demands the same critical thinking that would be needed in the realm of paper. This is not to suggest that the Net is a political panacea. It is used as much by activists of the right as of the left, and it has been suggested that because of the Net’s very vastness and diversity, it tends to have ample material to confirm the beliefs that fundamentalists of all stripes seek out, encouraging the ghettoisation of groups that increasingly talk only to themselves. Equally, there is nothing intrinsic about it that produces social confinement or depoliticization.
6. What, if anything, do you think can be done to make intellectual and artistic opposition to the war more active and effective? 
Benjamin’s model of artistic production was that which encouraged other producers to produce, and here the Net offers great opportunities. It contains the material with which to assemble a broad counter-hegemonic view, and the technological means to harness the collective labor necessary to assemble it. The challenge is to take the innovations of the free software movement and Web 2.0 and apply them fully to political organizing and the creation of collective oppositional culture. 
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