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L a l chand Azad talks to video and digital artist Ko o j
Chuhan from the group Virtual Migra n t s , about the -
o r y, p ractice and in particular their set of works col -
l e c t i v e ly titled ‘ Terminal Frontiers’ wh i ch bears the
s t rap-line ‘ d ep o r t at i o n , terror and murder by paper’.

LALCHAND: Virtual Migrants have pro d u c e d
e d u c a t ive wo rk s , artistic wo rk s , and wo rked in
association with campaigns. H ow do you see the
relationship between these areas of activ i t y ?

KOOJ: Campaigning is genera l ly to gain support
and lobby—whether through militant action or
o t h e r w i s e — for a specific change and to prov i d e
focal activity for progre s s ive energ i e s . Po l i t i c a l
education is to impart positive or suppre s s e d
i n formation and ideas, to generate critical discus-
sion and present systematic, c o h e re n t ,a l t e r n a t ive
p e rs p e c t ives and practical appro a ches; also to
assist your understanding of your own position
among the power structures of society. P rogre s s ive
art practice in this context is that which enab l e s
heartfelt engagement with the ideas, s t r u c t u re s
and human realities which political education
deals with.

The question is how these fit into social or
political ch a n g e . For any given issue or theme, t h e
associated campaigning, education and art pra c-
tice will be part of a movement whether closely
and active ly or distantly and with minimal re f e r-
e n c e . Change with any signific a n c e , fo u n d a t i o n
and continuity can only be produced if the ele-
ments of a movement can support each other.
U l t i m a t e ly, fundamental political change will only
t a ke place when a whole range of dive rse and
d eveloped elements of a mature movement can be
o rganised cohesive ly and integrated within a log i s-
tical and philosophical fra m ewo rk . In Britain at
the ve ry least this is a long way off, so for now let's
talk about appraising current art practice in re l a-
tion to campaigning.

C e n t ral to Virtual Migrants’ wo rk has been a
connection with anti-deportation campaigns fo r
some ye a rs .These campaigns are part of a move-
ment supporting mainly asylum seeke rs to gain
legitimate refuge in this country where it has
been denied. O ver a long period of time—includ-
ing the twenty ye a rs since I first got invo l ved in
s u ch campaigns—the success of such campaigns
has not moved fo r wa rd despite certain forms of
o rganisation within the movement hav i n g
a dva n c e d — l aws have tightened and people are
being snatched and unfa i rly deported more than
eve r. M aybe this isn’t the fault of the move m e n t
and is just inev i t ab l e , along with the wider dow n-
turn of political consciousness over the same peri-
o d . On the other hand, m aybe the right seeds we re
just simply not sown way back .M aybe short term
victories we re the order of the day and swa l l owe d

up all ava i l able energ y, in which case we should
be able to re d ress this with benefit of hindsight.

LALCHAND: So is Virtual Migrants about sow i n g
s e e d s ?

KOOJ: Recently we have wo rked on two re s p o n s-
es—an educational CD-ROM and the Te r m i n a l
Fro n t i e rs series of art wo rk s .The almost unfunded
C D - RO M , titled ‘ We A re Here Because You We re
Th e re ’ — w h i ch me and Aidan (Jo l ly) put tog e t h e r
with a lot of contributions—is an intro d u c t o ry cri-
tique about immigration and asylum in Britain,
p a r t i c u l a rly geared towa rds schools key stage 3
o n wa rd s . In compiling material for the CD-RO M
we realised that such intro d u c t o ry pers p e c t ive s
and information simply did not exist in any
fo r m — we had to write it ours e l ves rather than
being able to modify existing litera t u re that possi-
b ly should have alre a dy been ava i l ab l e . Pe r h a p s
that in itself answe rs the question about whether
seeds we re sown befo re and whether we might be
c o n s i d e red to be sowing a few? I mean, after all
these ye a rs it re a l ly feels to me that I have had to
c reate this CD-ROM to move fo r wa rd from the his-
t o ry of the legal discrimination focus which has
dominated critical litera t u re about deportations.
The theoretical broader base of links and contex t s
has never been estab l i s h e d , let alone popularised.
The CD-ROM serves to introduce a broader con-
t extual base while the Terminal Fro n t i e rs art-
wo rks allow passionate and empathetic
connection with the ideas in a viv i d ,m oving and
m e m o rable way. But this needs to be part of a
m ovement of sowing similar seeds if wo r t h w h i l e
fruits are to be reaped in the future since we are
up against re a c t i o n a ry ideological seeds being
s own all the time.

LALCHAND: And how does this fit in with the
p rocess of the campaigning activ i t y ?

KOOJ: The CD-ROM add resses the need to impart
i n formation and pers p e c t ives to a broad cro s s - s e c-
tion of the public. We felt this to be particularly
important because of the power of the media in
a reas where there are no refugees yet people are
ve ry anti-asylum, and also because of the lack of
a ny invo l vement of a campaigning or progre s s ive
voice in such geographic are a s . In fa c t , mu ch sin-
c e re progre s s ive invo l vement of local campaigners
is directed towa rds assisting and wo rking with the
victims of state immigration policies, w h i ch may
be welcome but leaves behind the more aw k wa rd
e f fort to debunk myths and encourage pro p e r
d ebate with local indigenous people. I might go on
to argue a similar process having contributed to
the rise of the BNP around Greater Manchester to
s h ow it is part of a broader tendency, and how the

results of this lack of ‘seed sowing’ can allow some
seeds from the far right to be successfully planted
i n s t e a d .B a s i c a l ly, I am saying that there are too
f ew activists who ve n t u re outside ‘ c o nverted’ terri-
t o ry, and while doing so may feel the most unre-
wa rding and even the least mobilising it may in
the long term be the most politically useful.
Perhaps there is a short-termism about mu ch
a c t ivism and campaigning, w h e reas serious politi-
cal education is a long-term affair through which
we are trying to lay the foundations for the future .
I think there is a general lack of unders t a n d i n g
among the left, p rogre s s ives and minority activ i s t s
about the possible roles of art other than as
putting on a benefit or cultural eve n t , or prov i d i n g
p romotional media.

LALCHAND: And within progre s s ive art pra c t i c e
is there perhaps too mu ch ‘ p re a ching to the con-
ve r t e d ’ ?

KOOJ: Having used the phrase myself I have to
s ay it is a re a l ly misleading and unconstructive
c o n c e p t . It certainly is an accusation levelled at
p rogre s s ive artists but it misre p resents the needs
of progre s s ive move m e n t s .S i m i l a rly, my arg u i n g
for the greater sowing of educative seeds is not
the same as pre a ching to the ‘ n o n - c o nve r t e d ’ . Fi rs t
of all, what is ‘ c o nverted’? Within any group sup-
porting progre s s ive activism there are many differ-
ences of opinion, a range of contradictions and
( l i ke for eve ryone else) many suffer from a lot of
m i s i n formation from the dominant discours e s .
Th e re is little opportunity to ex p l o re ,u n d e rs t a n d
and fo c u s , or to re s o l ve pers p e c t ives and further
q u e s t i o n s . Art and media wo rks are a key way in
w h i ch people can come together and do this in a
less didactic way and retain a closeness to the cen-
t ral concerns, a sense of purp o s e , along with the
‘sing it together’ sharing of common ground which
n e c e s s a r i ly sustains any interest-based gro u p.
Though didacticism also has its place—for ex a m-
ple the ‘ We A re Here . . .’ CD-ROM which wa s
intended as an educational wo rk with a capital
‘ E ’ — for use in schools and so on rather than as an
art pro d u c t .H aving said that, it is certainly no
m o re didactic than any school history book and
p ro b ab ly less so; didacticism has to be placed in
c o n t ext and we should challenge those accusa-
tions of being didactic and dogmatic when indis-
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c r i m i n a t e ly used against wo rk which states a pro-
gre s s ive critique.

LALCHAND: Lets move on to the Te r m i n a l
Fro n t i e rs ex h i b i t i o n . Can you briefly describe the
p ro j e c t ?

KOOJ: It was a two - year long project with a nu m-
ber of sections which resulted in five differe n t
e l e c t ronic art wo rks being produced by a range of
artists at different leve l s , including Keith Piper,
with a range of contributions including from peo-
ple seeking asylum and also from school ch i l d re n .
The processes invo l ved in creating the wo rks we re
ve ry intensive with a general attempt to scra t ch
b e l ow the surface at the underlying causes for and
c o n t exts around issues to do with asylum and
g l o b a l i s a t i o n , while at the same time wanting to
be true to our personal responses to these issues.
I t ’s all well documented on our web s i t e .

LALCHAND: One of the two key pieces (Ke i t h
P i p e r ’s being the other) was the ‘ What If I’m Not
Real’ installation which you directed and which
i nvo l ved collab o ration with a number of artists.
H ow did this wo rk and what was it ab o u t ?

KOOJ: ‘ What If I’m Not Real’ was deve l o p e d
t h rough mu ch collab o ra t ive discussion with the
e n t i re group of six artists, w h i ch included five of
m i grant origin. A c ross three screens in a circ u l a r
a r ra n g e m e n t , accompanied by other sculptura l
e l e m e n t s , the viewer can fo l l ow the simple move-
ments of the adult, child and official on their
re s p e c t ive screens producing a visual narra t ive
accompanied by fin e ly cra f t e d , mu l t i - d i re c t i o n a l
and alternating musical atmosphere s .A m o n g
other things, the adult tries to sew together the
b o rd e rs of two maps with a thread that will alway s
be too short, the child tries to piece tog e t h e r
assorted fragments of photographs of fa c e s ,a n d
the official both sends off military vehicles and
re c e ives money from the 'ground' of wa t e r.Th e

i n t e rp l ay between the ch a ra c t e rs leads to a fin a l
retaliation from the adult, although equally the
p ower of the piece is that it allows a range of men-
talities between aggressor and underd og to be
woven tog e t h e r, ex p l o red and played out.Th e
mask wo rk and plain garments we re intended to
m i n i m i ze the specific gender and cultural re f e r-
ences while at the same time keeping the sense of
ch a racter and drama—the intention was to cre a t e
a simpler and more unive rs a l ly applicable set of
m e a n i n g s .

LALCHAND: Originally coming from an ex p re s-
sion of a group of artists, h ow does it wo rk as art
and as a contribution to progre s s ive ch a n g e ?

KOOJ: We l l , the wo rk was ve ry mu ch our pers o n a l
response to the issues presented befo re us, t h o u g h
we clearly wanted the final wo rk to support our
political sympathies. Being true and authentic to
yo u rself and also to your politics and beliefs is a
d i f ficult trick to play and takes some commitment,
a rguments and a learning curve to ach i eve . Th e
wo rk is incre d i b ly rich with personal appro a ch e s
and ideas such as the sense of opposites which
was so critical to our poet Tang Lin.The ch a ra c t e rs
we re all placed on water suggesting on the one
hand a relief from the problems of land—both
w h i ch the migrant has left and also which the
m i grant must go to—yet on the other hand the dis-
turbing sense that as land cre a t u res they can’t
float there fo rever and will need to leave this tem-
p o ra ry re s p i t e . Blood is also used to re p re s e n t
both life and death with the adult migrant fin d i n g
her own resolution by using her own blood along
with that of others as a form of fuel. Keith Piper’s
immediate comment wa s ,‘ G o d , the production va l-
ues are re a l ly high!’ And a number of people who
h ave genera l ly held the painfully common view
that ‘political art is just an excuse for a slogan at
a r t ’s expense’ we re all persuaded otherwise once
t h ey had seen this wo rk . In fa c t , a fuller text ab o u t
its aesthetics would be a significant piece in itself

but unfo r t u n a t e ly the wo rk ’s strength of provo c a-
t ive content usually leads the discussion away, a s
it will do now.

As with many such wo rk s , it is essentially ab o u t
engaging people with human feelings and re a l i t i e s
at a deeper level than facts and statistics, m a n a g-
ing to emotionally distil global processes and re l a-
tionships into simple, u n ive rsal human narra t ive s .
It is clearly non-didactic, a l l owing ex p l o ration of a
range of metaphors within a structured fra m e-
wo rk , yet still makes a clear statement that is
l a rg e ly free from specific cultural re f e re n c e s .I t
re a ched out to those interested in the art and the
i s s u e s , and to art audiences more genera l ly who
would not normally frequent such a space.
Further to this, it has stimulated interest in such
wo rk amongst artists and art spaces. I would add
that the whole set of Terminal Fro n t i e rs wo rk s —
along with the CD-ROM—is a compelling, c o m p l e-
m e n t a ry combination at all leve l s . One of the
wo rks was designed to be portable and toured va r-
ious public and community ve nues away from the
g a l l e ry space. E ven though we had va r i ab l e
responses to this ‘ c o m munity tour’, its value and
possibilities are enormous and we want to try it
a g a i n . It is part of our commitment to make wo rk
g e ogra p h i c a l ly accessible, even if demanding,
while simu l t a n e o u s ly avoiding it being marg i n a l-
i zed from the mainstream where it can also be
seen in a more dedicated env i ro n m e n t .

‘ Terminal Frontiers’ will be coming to Street Level
gallery in Glasgow this autumn, and is due to contin -
ue touring through 2004.The show was pre m i e red at
C a s t l e field Gallery (Manchester) in late 2002 and
was subsequently shown at the ICA (London).
The artists involved in the Terminal Frontiers series
of works are Kooj Chuhan, Aidan Jo l ly, Tang Lin,
H a fiza Mohamed, Miselo Ku n d a - A n a k u ,J i l a h
B a k s h ayesh and Keith Piper.

contact: info@virtualmigra n t s . c o m
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