






























Take Me Off Your Database

Museum installation�/email feedback loop

Visible Collective/Naeem Mohaiemen

Visible Collective is a project by Naeem Mohaiemen and collaborating artists,
activists, and lawyers. Since 2004, the project has traced hyphenated identities
and ideas of loyalty in times of security panic. The majority of detained migrants in
post�/9/11 hysteria are from the invisible underclass*/shadow citizens who drive our
taxis, deliver our food, clean our tables, and sell fruit, coffee, and newspapers. The
only time we ‘‘see’’ them is when we glance at the license in the taxi partition, or the
ID card around their neck. When detained, they cease to exist in the consciousness.
This impulse to create an insider/outsider dynamic with ‘‘loyalty’’ overtones has a
long pedigree: the World War I incarceration of German Americans; 1919 detention of
immigrants in the anarchist bomb scare; World War II internment of Japanese
Americans; execution of the Rosenbergs; HUAC ‘‘red scare’’; harassment of Deacons
For Defense; COINTELPRO infiltration of Black Panthers; and rise of the Minutemen
militia.

[disappearedinamerica.org]

A segment of the visuals on the preceding pages comes from Nahnu Wahaad, But

Really Are We One, which was installed at the Queens Museum of Art. It was initially a

light box with names of detainees (from a Migration Policy Institute database). The

surface was covered with rice, which the audience had to clear to reveal the names.

Jesal Kapadia talks to Naeem Mohaiemen about the project, context, and subtext.

Jesal: ‘‘[T]hey cease to exist in the consciousness’’ is a haunting thought. I remember

my experience of moving my fingers through the trough of rice and first and foremost

being moved by that experience. What made you want to work with rice as your

material? Was it a tactile choice, or more?

Naeem: Well, we conducted interviews with a few former detainees, and a prevailing

concern was the absence of stabilizing forces in the postdetention family hierarchy. In

conversation, this was linked back to the act of ‘‘putting food on the table.’’

Additionally, I wanted to reference the Bengali slogan: Bhat De Haramjada/Noile

Manchithro Kheye Nebo (Give me rice you son of a bitch/Or I’ll eat your whole map).

The intriguing back chatter is that the use of a putatively ‘‘Asian staple’’ left us
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vulnerable to charges of ethnic absolutism by art critics. Consider this in the context

of Tirdad Zolghadr’s concept of ‘‘ethnic marketing’’ and the limits of art world

internationalism. Interventions by a nonwhite artist can be misread through a prism

of ethnicity.

Jesal: As you read the names, you see that some letters are in bright red (gray in the

RM version). It doesn’t appear to be a random choice to me. Is there a link between

these letters and the title Nahnu Wahaad ?

Naeem: It is a bit strange to verbalize the subtext; it risks becoming too clear. But

anyway, the red shade under some of the names spells out, at a distance, the Arabic

phrase nahnu wahaad (we are one). We were being very tongue in cheek about this

forced, temporary unity around a common experience of marginalization. Anyone

familiar with the condition of South Asian migrants in the Middle East knows that the

notion of a united ummah, sans racism or classism, is an illusion. In the museum

space, once we installed the piece, we realized that in order to see the Arabic outline

you needed to get on a ladder, or hang off the roof to get the right perspective.

Obviously no one was going to do that, so most people just thought it was a ‘‘design’’

fetish*/law of unintended consequences.

Jesal: What do you think is the impact of political art in the public sphere? Where do

political interventions in art appear, and how do you think they are received?

Naeem: There is almost an impulse to go against, or ‘‘correct,’’ the impact of

Okwui Enwezor’s Documenta 11 (referred to as ‘‘the CNN Documenta’’ by the

Village Voice ). The New York Sun, which is a super-right-wing rag, really hated

the 2006 Whitney Biennial because they felt it was too political. I can imagine

that crusty critic having a coronary when he walked up the ramp and saw

the massive installation with peace signs. We also saw the Drawing Center get

ejected from Ground Zero because of the controversy over Amy Burlingame’s

drawing of a hooded Abu Ghraib figure. But more insidious than outright

censorship are market forces, which can eventually strangle political art through

neglect and marginalization.

Jesal: Do you think art critics overlook addressing the subject’s point of view directly,

and instead privilege the insider, art-world audience? Can you talk about the person in

the e-mails that are another thread in this piece? I’m assuming the voice in the title

Take Me Off Your Database is his?

Naeem: The interesting critique of our work was not from the art press, but from this

protagonist. About a week after the show opened, we received an e-mail from Rajiv

Dabhadkar in India, who had discovered his name on our installation. The disconnect

stemmed from his concern that we had created a list of people who should be kept

out of the country. In these e-mail correspondences, we understood that for an

audience outside the white cube walls, the work was already too ambiguous. He was
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initially quite upset, and insisted he should not be on the list (even though he had

earlier given an interview to USA Today about being detained). I think his frustration

was also because our work was not identifiably journalism or advocacy. So the visceral

reaction was: who the hell are you, and why is my name on your project? Later, after

he understood the project, he was fine with it. But that was later.

Jesal: For me, Take Me Off Your Database has really changed my reading of Nahnu

Wahaad . It is clear here that the subjects appearing in the artwork could not only be

the audience for the same work, but their presence also shapes the work in a way that

challenges the status of art. Rajiv Dabhadkar’s ‘‘right to say no’’ echoes Gayatri

Spivak’s notion of ‘‘right to not be helped.’’ In ‘‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’’ Spivak

highlights that artists and intellectuals are also sometimes complicit in this violence

of speaking for the ‘other’, but instead of simply disavowing our responsibility

completely, she reminds us to always be vigilant of this ever present possibility and

never take the power relations in any exchange for granted.

Naeem: There are also questions of ‘‘accuracy.’’ Because we have lawyers in the

collective, we had an obsessive focus on getting the facts ‘‘right’’ and then building

interventions on top. But is absolute truth emanating from the Migration Policy

Institute? Dabhadkar was essentially saying: Yes, I was detained. Yes, I talked to the

newspapers about it. But I’m no victim! He talks in e-mail exchanges about an

organization he founded in India to advocate for high-tech workers coming to the U.S.

I suppose he felt he had already left this issue in his past. Also significant is Rajiv’s

profession as a technology worker, which made him more likely to find the on-line

version of the project. How many people google their own names regularly (except

artists)?

The easy, arrogant assumption is that every detainee wants representation in

culture spaces. What of those who would prefer anonymity, to simply get on with

their lives? Any work in this space is like the butterfly wing effect, conversations that

lead to unpredictable future conversations but not necessarily direct advocacy that

will bring any of these detainees back into the country. So, should they be pressed

into unwilling service as exhibits in a conversation about/against government policy?
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