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ABOVE: Draft conference, 2015 [photos: Rajeev Thakker / Studio X Mumbai]

Draft
Studio X, Mumbai, India

Iranian philosopher and writer Reza Negarestani’s dis-
passionate drone emanated from the speakers as an 
anonymous anthropomorphic profile picture placeholder 
stood for him in the Google Hangout window projected 
onto the screen before his audience. It was yet another 
of his famous remote lectures, and this time his talk, 
“Researching Collective General Intelligence,” engaged 
Negarestani’s rationalist argument aimed at a revision of 
the canonical self-portrait of humanity, or a reconstruc-
tion of the supposedly evident concept of what it means 
to be human.

This lecture formed the epilogue to the Draft confer-
ence, which inaugurated a yearlong project anchored in 
nine cities that hopes to explore how contemporary art 
can “initiate, invoke and contribute to public debates.” 
The three-day symposium took place at Studio X in 
Mumbai, June 4-6, 2015, and participants included art-
ists, curators, theorists, and anthropologists from the cit-
ies of Mumbai, Cairo, Cape Town, Hamburg, Hong Kong, 
Mexico City, Shanghai, St. Petersburg, and Zurich.

In her introduction to the conference—titled “Contem-
porary Art Is Not Radical”—Indian curator Gitanjali Dang, 
who is the co-artistic director of the project along with 
Zurich-based Institute for Contemporary Art Research’s 
Christoph Schenker, said the following: “The problematic 
of contemporary arts’ impact on political discourse arises 
when it is proposed as a radical force …. [A]rt is an agent 
of change and does, in fact, impact political discourse, 
but in misconstruing it as a radical force we’re doing it 
a gross disservice.” She continued with an etymologi-
cal argument that spoke to the art world’s unfortunate 
self-congratulatory self-perception. “Significantly,” Dang 
noted, “‘radical’ comes from the Latin radicalis, as in that 
which goes to the root. And getting to the root is always 
a slow process. It requires a lot of digging and unearth-
ing because we’re not just talking about any root here, 
because there is no single root; we’re talking about rhi-
zomatic roots, which grasp multiplicities.”

Draft has been imagined as an agent provocateur, 
deployed to apprehend and circulate such multiplici-
ties, thus empowering the discursive space of the public 
sphere and, as Dang suggests, making fuzzy the super-
articulate regimented majoritarian “truth” of our epoch. 

Expanding on the discussions that took place in June, 
the project will feature a range of engagements, including 
interdisciplinary research workshops and site-specific 
artworks, in each of the designated cities, before closing 
with another symposium in Zurich next summer during 
Manifesta 11, the European Biennial of Contemporary 
Art. “Through exchange—and also in collaboration with 
other local experts and laypersons—these further inves-
tigations will serve to set up and define an interdisciplin-
ary artistic project,” Schenker explained in his welcome 
address.

Accordingly, the opening conference featured three 
“blocks” per day—nine in total—with each block 
devoted to one city’s collaborative team. Each group, 
which included an artist (or artist collective), a curator 
(or curatorial collective), and another specialist, gave 
three short talks; they were followed by a discussion 
moderated by either cultural theorist Ranjit Hoskote or 
legal researcher Lawrence Liang. Dang has said that the 
process of choosing the cities and collaborators began 
organically, in January 2014, through conversations that 
emphasized cities with vibrant public spaces. During the 
course of the conference, public spheres emerged as a 
focal theme. The Mexico City collaborative comprised 
researcher Helena Chávez Mac Gregor, artistic collective 
Teatro Ojo, and curator Cuauhtémoc Medina. Its pre-
sentations and subsequent group discussion addressed 
issues such as narcopolitics, the political role of the 
monument—and the anti-monument as the continua-
tion of a protest or a sit-in—and protest’s relationship 
to the eventuality of mourning. The St. Petersburg col-
laborative, represented by members of the collective 
Chto Delat, spoke about their plans for an experimental 
space called Rosa’s House of Culture, which will focus 
on education and activism. Hong Kong’s contributors—
sound artist Samson Young; and Giorgio Biancorosso, 
associate professor in music at the University of Hong 
Kong—looked to music as a model for exchange, and 
Young’s project for Draft will explore orchestra-making 
as a community-based practice. The Indian panel com-
prised CAMP, which presented some of its CCTV proj-
ects; Dang, who spoke about her ongoing project, Love 
in the Time of Choleric Capitalism; and architects Rupali 

Gupte and Prasad Shetty, who introduced the audience 
to their project Transactional Objects. That expressive 
attempt to decode the life of Mumbai’s urban structure 
through the possessions of its inhabitants was also exhib-
ited at Okwui Enwezor’s 56th Venice Biennale this year. 
Participants from Cape Town included curator Riason 
Naidoo; curator and choreographer Jay Pather; and 
Richard Pithouse, who teaches contemporary political 
theory and urban studies at Rhodes University. Naidoo 
presented 1910–2010: From Pierneef to Gugulective 
(2010), an exhibition that sought to encapsulate— 
perhaps to revise—a century of South African art to sur-
vey the diversity of art production in the country post- 
independence. On the Cairo teams were Jens Maier-
Rothe and Sarah Rifky, co-founders of the art initiative 
called Beirut; filmmaker duo Jasmina Metwaly and Philip 
Rizk, whose Out on the Street was shown at a private 
screening as part of the conference; and Alia Mossallam, 
who teaches at The American University in Cairo. The 
summit also included a “prologue” talk by journalist P. 
Sainath titled “The Predicament of the Rural and the 
Inevitability of the Urban,” which discussed the rural 
ecosystem and the phenomenal rural-to-urban migration 
in the Indian context. The many presentations triggered 
discussions around the political and social responsibili-
ties of artists, which will perhaps be further explored over 
the course of the project.

Dang posed a series of questions in her introductory 
talk: “When even at an acutely subjective level change 
is achieved with difficulty, if at all, then how do we 
approach humankind’s 200,000 years of ceaseless pat-
tern forming? How does one discuss change in relation 
to a story that dates back as much as this one does? How 
do we even begin to invest ourselves?” Schenker’s open-
ing address posed another: “How does art conceive—or 
draft—human behavior in the face of existence?” Both 
organizers seemed at least in part to be referencing 
Negarestani, for whom being human is a project of self-
cultivation. It is constantly being revised and is never 
cohesive or complete. To be human, Draft seems to sug-
gest, is to always inhabit this tension.

—Roshan Kumar Mogali


