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YATES McKEE

Perverse as it may sound, the disastrous state of “sovereign exception”
declared by the Bush administration in the aftermath of 9/11 has proven to be a
boon for polit icized art ist ic discourse in the United States. In the robust
Gramscian sense, cultural and intellectual practices—including but far exceeding
the specialized domain of contemporary art—are widely regarded by activists as
having a crucial role to play in the construction of public sentiments opposed to
the occupation of Iraq in particular and the neo-conservative geostrategic project
in general. This has provided an important opportunity for artists, critics, and
curators to link themselves to the expanded networks of activist counter-publicity
that have proliferated over the past decade. 

With a handful of exceptions, October has up until now had relatively little to
say about this cultural-political conjuncture, especially when compared with other
humanities journals such as Social Text, a popular weekly such as The Nation, or
cultural publications such as Artforum, The Brooklyn Rail, The Journal of Aesthetics and
Protest, and Bidoun. Rather than a simple matter of conservatism or bad faith—
charges often leveled against this magazine by Leftist critics—I believe the
reluctance of the magazine to engage contemporary activism can be illuminated
in part by considering an earlier October questionnaire from around a decade ago.

This would be the “Visual Culture Questionnaire” in October 77 (Summer
1996), in which the magazine in essence announced its determination to defend
the specialized field of art from the purported flattening-out and disembodiment
of sensory experience by new media technologies and the emergent scholarly
analyses of the latter, both of which were implicitly accused of contributing to
“producing subjects for the next phase of global capital.” Collapsing technophilic
“global village” narratives with the emergent digital technologies and infrastruc-
tures themselves, October risked painting itself into a disciplinary corner, isolating
itself from the highly energetic counter-public spheres and visual cultures of
activism that, felicitously, the current questionnaire asks us to comment upon. 

As the editors now acknowledge, the Internet is indeed a key infrastructure
for the general elaboration of “antiwar opposition.” However, the framing of ques-
tion 4 insinuates an untenable Habermasian opposition between the contemporary
“electronic-technological public sphere” associated with the decidedly instrumental
activities of “distributing information,” “raising money,” and “organizing demon-
strations,” on the one hand, and the richly cultural activities associated with the
“public protest of the Vietnam era” on the other. The latter included “word of
mouth, flyers, and planning meetings,” the exemplary sites of which were streets,
museums, theaters, and various print media. 

It is very encouraging to see that the editors regard it as being within the
purview of the magazine to consider a full range of practices, forms, and sites per-
taining specifically to political activism—which ironically is more than can be said
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1. Evoking the memory of the nationally coordinated Vietnam Moratorium campaign of 1969,
Jeremy Brecher and Brendan Smith (co-founders of United for Peace and Justice [www.unitedforpeace
.org] that organized the historic global demonstrations of February 15, 2003) describe the thinking
behind the electronically networked Fall 2007 Iraq War Moratorium in “A Moratorium Wired to Stop the
War,” The Nation, June 18, 2007: “Moratorium activities will range from wearing black armbands to not
buying gas; from writing letters to politicians and the media to vigils, rallies and teach-ins; from special
religious services to music, art and cultural events; from film showings and lectures to student-initiated
alternative classes. Organizers will work with netroots activists to post video of Moratorium activities on
the site and on YouTube and similar sites. . . . Since the U.S. invasion of Iraq . . . efforts to bring demon-
strators to the streets have consistently faltered. The Moratorium idea developed in recognition of the
fact that the antiwar movement needs to adapt to the forms of self-expression that people find most con-
genial today—even if they are very different from the mass mobilizations that drew people in the past. If
people go to Amazon instead of the bookstore, Netflix instead of the movie theater, and MySpace to meet
new friends, perhaps the media and the antiwar movement shouldn’t just be counting how many people
show up at demonstrations in Washington, D.C., to measure the scope of social protest.” 

for the majority of actually existing scholarship done under the rubric of visual
culture. But the implicit opposition between electronic technology and embodied
communication invoked in question 4 results in a strange failure to mention
film, broadcast television, and handheld video, all of which were key arenas of
experimentation and intervention for cultural activists in the 1960s and ’70s,
including Newsreel, the Yippies, TVTV, and Ant Farm. These legacies can be
tracked through to recent phenomena such as the Independent Media Network
(www.indymedia.org), formalized in the aftermath of the 1999 Battle of Seattle,
and prankster-activists such as the Yes Men (www.yesmen.org), famous for their
“tactical embarrassment” campaigns in which they infiltrate mainstream media
outlets as hyperbolically impersonated corporate spokespeople in order to draw
attention to the unaccountable practices of war-profiteering “disaster capitalists”
such as Halliburton. Such practices have always complicated any strict opposition
between bodily presence and mediatic displacement, between street and screen;
indeed the most seemingly immediate forms of “direct action” protest, both dur-
ing the ’60s and now, have been structured in their very design and performance
by the presence of image-based media technologies. 

Furthermore, the various forms of “old media” apparently valorized by the
editors have not only continued apace but radically proliferated and hybridized.
This is the case not only in relation to the sheer instrumental possibilities of net-
worked mass distribution presented by the Internet itself, but also the creative
possibilities of so-called “social media,” a term that encompasses a variety of inter-
active devices, programs, platforms, interfaces, and genres whose content is in
many cases user-generated.1 A prime example of such hybridity can be witnessed
at the dynamically designed Web site of the feminist antiwar group Code Pink
(www.codepink4peace.org) in which its relatively traditional 1960s-style street
pageantry and nonviolent civil disobedience activities are remediated into a multi-
faceted participatory architecture of blogs, photo galleries, video spots, news
flashes, celebrity endorsements, phone-a-thons, contests, and speaking tours. 

In terms of the style and tonality of their public address, contemporary anti-
war activisms have oscillated uneasily between the intransigent stance of populist
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truth-telling exemplified by Cindy Sheehan’s Camp Casey project in Crawford,
Texas (2005), and Michael Moore’s massively successful documentary Fahrenheit
9/11 (2004), on the one hand, and a sense of sober media professionalism aimed
to register with multiple audiences, news outlets, and legislators that might be
alienated by overtly Left-wing appeals on the other. While these stances are not
mutually exclusive, and are often coupled in the communications and marketing
strategy of antiwar groups, it is important for artists and critics to pay close atten-
tion to activist techniques of “mainstream” cultural credibility as a counterpoint to
what I have criticized in these pages as a “neo-Situationist” impulse in contemporary
art that aims to revivify a ’60s imaginary of antiauthoritarian, if not revolutionary,
militancy. Such self-satisfied posturing is often relatively foreign to the sensibilities
of nongovernmental activists working on a sustained basis with particular commu-
nities or campaigns. These would range from the counter-recruitment efforts
made by Iraq Veterans Against the War among inner-city students (www.ivaw.org),
to the MoveOn.org-affiliated lobbying efforts of the Americans Against Escalation
coalition (www.noiraqescalation.org), to the longer-term horizons of the Apollo
Alliance, which aims to simultaneously combat global warming and to reorient the
U.S. economy around post-petroleum energy independence with “green-collar”
urban employment programs at its core (www.apolloalliance.org). As Geert Lovink
and David Garcia admonished in their canonical “ABC of Tactical Media” (1997):
“Of course it is much safer to stick to the classic rituals of the underground and
alternative scene. But tactical media are based on a principal of flexible response,
of working with different coalitions, being able to move between the different
entities in the vast media landscape without betraying their original motivations.”

If artists choose to tactically engage the expanded networks of counter-
publicity discussed above, what becomes of the disciplinary specificity of their
practice? I believe that the most compelling contemporary artists are those who
sustain a generative tension between semi-autonomous formal and conceptual
investigations, on the one hand, and a sustained attention to the processes, tech-
niques, and circuits of activist campaigns on the other. Mapping this tension
between “vertical” and “horizontal” axes reiterates the Adorno-Benjamin debate
on artistic commitment in light of a contemporary aesthetico-political conun-
drum I would refer to as “art after Abu Ghraib.” This phrase echoes Adorno’s
famous “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric,” but supplements the philoso-
pher’s posttraumatic admonishment about the violence of “turning suffering into
images” with an attention to the inadequacy of the classical axiom of human
rights activism—and implicitly much critical art—known as “mobilizing shame.”
As Thomas Keenan has critically observed, this axiom assumes an automatic relay
between the visual exposure of governmental abuses to the “eyes of the world”
and a subsequent “public humiliation” on the part of the governing agency in
question that forces it to modify its behavior. Such an assumption about the self-
evidence of evidence belies the great deal of mediatic, interpretative, and legal
work required on the part of human rights activists to frame the Abu Ghraib



Questionnaire: McKee 113

images in a way that would stimulate effective public demands for governmental
accountability, rather than simply treating them as outrageous icons of the war in
general. Though these two inflections are not mutually exclusive, the latter has
been predominant in a number of artistic responses to Abu Ghraib. These would
range from Martha Rosler’s deliberately anachronistic reiteration of her Bringing
the War Home series, to the anonymous détournement of Apple’s iPod campaign
appearing throughout U.S. cities (in which the ubiquitous silhouettes of hip
consumers-revelers were replaced by those of torture victims under the title
iRaq), to Richard Serra’s crudely gestural “Stop Bush” meme (which made one of
its many appearances in the form of a billboard in Chelsea to coincide with the
Imagine Festival during the 2004 Republican National Convention in New York, a
well-synergized collaboration among artists, institutions, and activists that marked
a quantitative high point of antiwar activity in the U.S. art world).

A more complex artistic response to the ongoing aftermath of Abu Ghraib has
come from the experimental geographer Trevor Paglen (www.paglen.com), whose
large-scale photographs at Bellwether Gallery last year appeared from a distance to
evoke the effervescent optical space of a high-modernist painting by Rothko. Yet
upon closer examination, the viewer would register a range of spectral forensic
details marking the otherwise abstracted horizontal planes of color. Taken by
necessity with a super-telescopic photographic lens at dozens of miles away from
their intended targets, these blurry, barely legible desert landscapes formed an
index, formally and thematically, of governmentally enforced invisibility. What is
(not) shown in Paglen’s photographs are the negative contours of an “archipelago

Trevor Paglen. Canyons and Unidentified Vehicle/Tonopah Test Range, NV/
Distance ~18 miles/12:45 pm. 2006. Courtesy the artist and Bellwether, New York.
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of exception” constituted by classified military airbases and prisons from Nevada
to Kabul through which terrorist suspects labeled by the CIA as “ghost detainees”
have been circulated extralegally for interrogation and torture: a process known as
“extraordinary rendition.” Paglen’s work calls to mind Mark Lombardi’s meticu-
lous diagrams of the offshore circuits of “black money” underpinning the
unofficial military-industrial diplomacy of transnational elites, but departs from
Lombardi’s ultimately overwhelming dialectic of sublime global interconnected-
ness and democratic debilitation. Inscribed into exhibitions, lectures, newspaper
articles, books, and appearances on mainstream radio and television, Paglen’s col-
laborative work with investigative journalists, human rights activists, and the
amateur Southwestern subculture of “planespotters” has succeeded in tracing,
through moments of absence, disappearance, and invisibility, a globally net-
worked landscape of governmental “black sites” in which the same logic of
sovereign exception spectacularly evidenced by the Abu Ghraib photos is exer-
cised on a systemic rather than aberrant basis.

The second artist I consider to be exemplary in light of the October ques-
tionnaire is Paul Chan (www.nationalphilistine.com). As a tactical provocation,
Chan claims to separate his collaborative “political” work—exemplified by mass-
distribution counter-cartographic pamphlets such as The People’s Guide to the RNC
(2004) and The New Yorker’s Guide to Military Recruitment in the Five Boroughs
(2006)—from his increasingly celebrated gallery-based oeuvre. This distinction is
complicated, however, by the two videographic urban portraits Baghdad in No
Particular Order (2003) and Now Promise Now Threat (2005), both of which have cir-
culated in activist and artistic venues alike. Drifting from the buzz of a public
coffeehouse, to a weeping street vender of cast-off poetry books, to an ecstatic Sufi
ritual, to a subterranean memorial to civilian victims of the first Gulf War, the first
video is composed of fragmentary vignettes of everyday life in the Iraqi capital
taken on the eve of the U.S. invasion while Chan was a participant in a witness-
bearing delegation with the antisanctions organization Voices in the Wilderness.
The second video, produced in the aftermath of the 2004 U.S. elections, inter-
sperses highly sympathetic documentary-style interviews of local workers,
students, a pastor, and a military recruit in Omaha, Nebraska (the artist’s home-
town), with uncanny allegorical details of the depressed urban landscape and
radiantly abstracted footage of Al Qaeda beheadings downloaded from online
archives. Marking the not-so-distant world-historical connections between the dis-
aster-to-come of Baghdad in 2002 and the heterogeneous political identities of a
so-called “red state” often scorned by many coastal liberals, Chan’s pair of videos,
like the rest of his work, opens onto an unprecedented problematic for contempo-
rary art that might be described as the postsecular.

The notion of the postsecular involves a critical estrangement of Enlighten-
ment claims to have definitively separated the theological from the political,
treating secularism not as the unmarked, rational telos of global modernization
but rather as a contingent cultural and ideological formation in its own right that
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has come under great duress with the overt retheologization of politics in recent
years by Christian, Jewish, Islamic, and Hindu extremists. Neither denouncing
religious mobilizations tout court as an atavistic “clash of fundamentalisms” nor
relinquishing the universalist aspirations of liberal politics altogether, postsecular
criticism insists that cultural producers take religion seriously as a locally specific,
historically variable, and internally contested set of practices that carry great
weight in the contemporary world. Haunted by the ideologically opposed but his-
torically proximate insights of Walter Benjamin and Carl Schmitt, postsecular
criticism affirms that politics remains constitutively marked by an appeal to some
quasi-transcendental, if not divine or messianic, alterity that cannot be reduced to
the immanent realm of human rationality and mundane legality. These points
present a major challenge to the resolutely secular bias of Leftist art criticism such
as that deriving from Peter Bürger’s Theory of the Avant-Garde, which begins by cit-
ing Marx’s demystification of religion as “the opium of the people” as the model
for its own project of ideology-critique and self-conscious human emancipation
(religion as such is not even mentioned by Bürger as a meaningful historical force,
insofar as he assumes its putatively compensatory, escapist function to have been
transferred to the realm of aesthetic ideology with the disenchanting march of
capitalist development).

Without indulging the neospiritualist pretensions of a Bill Viola, Chan’s work
explores the potency of religious affect—suffering, passion, faith—in the con-
struction of contemporary modes of subjectivity and publicity. He approaches
these questions through a hallucinatory combination of ethnographic documen-
tary material, digital distortion, and seemingly contradictory modernist procedures
such as monochromatic abstraction and alinear surrealist montage. Taking a
provocative step “backward” in the secularizing teleology of the avant-garde, Chan
reactivates what Mark C. Taylor would call the “theoaesthetic” claims of figures
from Malevich to Blanchot, which have often been downplayed by formalist and
Marxist critics alike.

Paglen and Chan complicate the politics of visuality in ways that are highly
suggestive for the task of making “intellectual and artistic opposition to the war
more active and effective,” as the editors put it. If for Paglen art after Abu Ghraib
involves a paradoxical conjuration of unseeable evidence within a variegated and
tactically conceived media landscape, for Chan it is a matter of prayers and tears, a
“profane illumination” of the everyday that speaks simultaneously to the history of
advanced art and certain “others” against which many avant-gardists have tradi-
tionally defined their world-historical mission. 
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