
266MOUSSE 58 
N. MOHAIEMEN

In Naeem Mohaiemen’s practice as an artist and writer, 
protagonists are figured as a means of mobilizing inquiries 
into the fabric of “global history” (after Samuel Moyn)  
to build a meta-archive. Born in Dhaka in 1969, his films 
explore the intersecting regional histories of South Asia  
and its leftist uprisings, the 1971 Bangladesh Liberation War, 
and the role of misrecognition within global solidarity.  
They are narrated via a personally invested dramaturgy 
which incorporates family annotations and popular culture 
in its reflections on history. His protagonists might be 
categorized as “support acts” in the unspooling reel of 
official chronicles: revolutionaries, novelists, double agents, 
martyrs, and theorists. In this conversation, Mohaiemen 
traces the research coordinates, inventive methodology  
and affective web of relations from his early up to his most 
recent works realised for documenta 14, Tripoli Cancelled  
in Athens and Two Meetings and a Funeral in Kassel.
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Tripoli Cancelled (production still), 2017. 
Courtesy: the artist and documenta 14. Photo: Dimitris Parthimos 
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NATASHA GINWALA 
What sort of narrative arc might exist between United Red 

Army (2011) and Two Meetings and a Funeral (2017)? Let’s talk 
about how these two real-life incidents shaped your thinking toward 
bringing them into cinematic form.

NAEEM MOHAIEMEN 
The arc reaches further back, to Disappeared in America, a 

project from 2002-2006 by Visible Collective (we were a group of 
migrant-origin artists, activists, and lawyers in New York) looking 
at a security panic that fixated on South Asian/Arab/“Muslim” 
migrants as a category of suspicion. Ibrahim Quraishi, Aziz Huq, 
Vivek Bald, Donna Golden, Kristofer Dan-Bergman, Sehban Zaidi, 
Uzma Rizvi, Prerana Reddy, and others came together, through 
Fatal Love: South Asian American Art Now, a show co-curated by 
Jaishri Abichandani. It was a very different coalition from the more 
recent Gulf Labor Coalition (2011-present) that many of us were 
involved in. While Visible Collective was a group effort to enter 
the museum with projects that push back against panic, Gulf Labor 
Coalition focused on a research and advocacy role.

Back in 2002, Visible Collective made work at a frenzied 
pace, but found it difficult to open up conversations when people 
lived in a state of fear. So the collective kept looking back to see how 
this had played out in the past, especially in the 1970s, which the me-
dia of that time hysterically called the “decade of terrorism.” I read 
Jeremy Varon’s Bringing the War Home (2004), and then Sam Green 
and Bill Siegel’s film The Weather Underground (2002) completed a 
circuit in my head. I was in Michigan for a South Asia conference 

Above - United Red Army (The Young Man Was, 
Part I), 2011, Chobi Mela IX installation view  
at the Bangladesh Shilpakala Academy, Dhaka, 
2017. Courtesy: the artist; Experimenter, Kolkata; 
LUX, London. Photo: Farhad Rahman / Chobi Mela

Above, top - Two Meetings and a Funeral (still), 2017.  
Pictured Samia Zennadi. Courtesy: the artist and documenta 14

Above, bottom - Two Meetings and a Funeral (still), 2017. 
Pictured Atef Berredjem. Courtesy: the artist and documenta 14
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Last Man in Dhaka Central (The Young Man Was, Part III) (stills), 2015. 
Courtesy: the artist; Experimenter, Kolkata; LUX, London

Abu Ammar is Coming (still), 2016. Archival photograph 
by Chris Steele-Perkins/Magnum. Courtesy: the artist; 
Experimenter, Kolkata; LUX, London
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Naeem Mohaiemen/Visible Collective, When an interpreter could not be 
found, 2005. Courtesy: Visible Collective

Volume Eleven, flaw in the Algorithm of Cosmopolitanism, 2016. 
Courtesy: the artist and documenta 14

when Dan Wang and I ran into Bill Ayers. I remember finding him 
a kindly grandfather figure with a twinkle in his eyes; but forty 
years back, an overseas war had moved him to make extraordi-
nary decisions. In dialogue with Dan Wang, Sam Green, Afsan 
Chowdhury, Raisuddin Ariff, and others, I began to explore the 
1970s left as a way to approach, at an angle, the bleak now of recip-
rocal violence, first through an essay in Sarai Reader, then through 
the series of films.

Because the 1970s left did not come to power, the groups 
that prevailed were often a rightist coalition (“Islamism” in parts 
of the Third World, Benthamite Panopticon and Xenophobic State 
in Europe). I saw the left transforming into an “accidental Trojan 
horse” that, in its failures, opened the door for, and became the alibi 
for, a right-wing avalanche. That frame led me to United Red Army 
with its Japanese hijackers who are discombobulated by a staging 
ground (Dhaka airport) that bites back, in unpredictable ways. 
The arc that started with United Red Army ended in Abu Ammar Is 
Coming (2016).

The evolution of the project is now Two Meetings and a 
Funeral (2017, documenta 14 in Kassel), which pivots away from 
the left of below and outside power, and looks instead at forms of 
socialist manifestation at the state level, and the autocracy and fatal 
errors that make that moment lost as well.

NG 
What of the use of certain kinds of language tools, whether the audio recordings from the hijack scene in 

United Red Army or the letters you compose for the character to unveil his story in Tripoli Cancelled (2017)?

NM 
For most of my life, I have been tracing archives that turn out to be missing or destroyed, or that never existed. 

So I developed a habit of inventing the archive as I went along, stitching together a patchwork from the fragments 
I found: the audio recordings of hostage negotiations in United Red Army, or the Lebanese photographs that don’t 
end up having any Bangladeshi fighters in frame. Tripoli Cancelled is a fiction that connects Disappeared in America 
with other works on the conditions of exile, read through Hannah Arendt’s “spectral humans” and an argument with 
Giorgio Agamben’s more naïve reading of the “Der Muselmanner” figure in Auschwitz. I try to thread larger histo-
ries through small moments that connect to my family—in Rankin Street 1953 (2013), Baksho Rohoshyo (2015), and 
a set of works about my great uncle, the writer Syed Mujtaba Ali. Tripoli Cancelled converges with the site of doc-
umenta in Athens. In 1977, my father misplaced his passport while changing money at Delhi airport. These being 
low-security times, it was not discovered until he tried to transfer to an Alitalia flight in Athens. He was stranded for 
nine days, until the Bangladesh embassy wrote a letter giving permission to the Greek authorities to “deport” him 
back to his own country. The letters to his wife, written in an airport without a post office, become a way to unspool 
the loneliness. Who is it that prisoners expect will see marks they make on their cell walls? 

It was extraordinary luck to find, in producer Maria-Thalia Carras’ library, the exact same (British edition) 
copy of Watership Down (1972) I read as a child. It is not really a children’s book at all, it’s quite dark; I wanted to 
explore the warren as an enclave, and “outside” as a series of dangerous fences. It was then an organic script about 
a man, who remains unnamed (in United Red Army, the hijacker never reveals his name), rereading his son’s book 
for years. And still he stumbles on certain words. The routine is new every time.

NG 
Could you address your interest in the scholarly work of 

Vijay Prashad, particularly his writing on the third world, NAM, 
and economic disparity in the global south? He became a character 
in Two Meetings and a Funeral.

NM 
I have been following Vijay, as a certain model of activist 

academic in America, for more than two decades. I find interest-
ing certain choices he made, which parallel (though are also dif-
ferent from) my own choices. He started out as a historian of Dalit 
India, but shifted to focus on other histories, including that of Asian 
America. Especially in The Karma of Brown Folk (2000) he starts 
looking at how Asian migrants were being pitted against African 
American communities in the “model minority” myth. In Everybody 
Was Kung Fu Fighting (2002), the connecting of Black-Asian collec-
tivities was the contra to the more pessimistic Karma book. I started 
to find his work on America more intriguing to my thinking, than 
his work on India. 

The Darker Nations (2007) was the big book he was build-
ing toward, and the chapters “Algiers” and “Mecca” directly parse 
the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) / Organization for Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC) power struggle that I explore in Two Meetings 
and a Funeral. These books are also intended to be manuals (in a 
way) for building a better left next time, and you see that also in his 
choices of where he goes to lecture, including his time in Beirut and 
fairly deep engagement with the Arab world. Traveling together 
while filming allowed us to debate the book off camera, and replay 
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parts of the thesis on camera. When we were filming at the UN in 
New York, that space was quite regimented (with extended vet-
ting of our film crew), and we felt like renegade ghosts of NAM. 
In Algeria, Vijay was deeply moved when we first set foot inside 
the Palais de Nacion. But by then, I had watched a lot of archival 
footage, and I could only think of the cracks. You see Gaddafi give 
a dramatic speech at NAM 1973, but you know that by 1976 border 
skirmishes would lead to a break with Tunisia, and 1978 would be the 
war with Chad. By the way, in addition to both of us having immi-
grated to the US as adults, another parallel between our biographies 
is that I lived in Tripoli, Libya, through both of those wars, and Vijay 
also lived with his parents for an overlapping period in Libya.

NG
Collective work is so crucial in the mode of responses it produces/organizes, particularly in light of the way the corporate fascist state 

is revealing itself in this era. How do you move between academic research, critical writing, and art making, alone and with collaborators?

Baksho Rohoshyo (Chobi, Tumi Kar?), 2016, Baksho Rohoshyo installation 
view at Longitude Latitude 6, Banani, Dhaka, 2016. Courtesy: the artist  
and Experimenter, Kolkata

United Red Army: Timeline [1968–1977], 2012, 
It is not necessary to understand everything 
installation views at Tensta Konsthall, Spånga, 
2017. Courtesy: the artist; Experimenter, Kolkata; 
LUX, London. Photo: Jean-Baptiste Beranger

Natasha  Ginwala  is a curator, researcher, and writer. She is curator of 
Contour Biennale 8 and curatorial advisor for documenta 14 (2017). Recent 
projects include  My East is Your West  featuring Shilpa Gupta and Rashid 
Rana at the 56th Venice Biennale;  Still Against the Sky  featuring Hajra 
Waheed at KW Institute for Contemporary Art, Berlin, and  Corruption...
Everybody Knows  with  e-flux, New York within the framework of the 
SUPERCOMMUNITY project.  Ginwala  was a member of the artistic team 
for the 8th Berlin Biennale for Contemporary Art (with Juan A. Gaitán) and 
curated The Museum of Rhythm at Taipei Biennial 2012 (with Anselm Franke) 
and at Muzeum Sztuki in Lodz (with Daniel Muzyczuk). From 2013-2015 she 
led the multi-part curatorial project  Landings  presented at the Witte de 
With Center for Contemporary Art, David Roberts Art Foundation, NGBK (as 
part of the Tagore, Pedagogy, and Contemporary Visual Cultures Network), 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, and other partner organizations (with Vivian 
Ziherl). Ginwala received the India Today Art Award for her curatorial work 
in January 2017. She regularly writes on contemporary art and visual culture 
and has contributed to numerous publications.

Naeem Mohaiemen blends essays, films, and mixed media installations to 
research borders, wars, and belonging within the decolonization milestones 
of 1947 (India-Pakistan) and 1971 (Pakistan-Bangladesh), and various 
conjunctures of the Third World Internationalism project. The tragic past of 
failed left uprisings, and dysfunctional state socialism, are a central theme 
of his long-term project, The Young Man Was. Chapters have shown at the 
Sharjah, Marrakech, and Venice Biennale, Berlinale, Bangladesh Shilpakala 
Academy, New Museum, Kunsthalle Basel, MoMA (New York), and Kiran 
Nadar Museum. In spite of making work that underscores a left tendency 
toward error, misrecognition, and dystopia, a hope for an as-yet unborn 
global left, as an alternative to silos of race and religion, is an ideological 
basis for his work. Naeem is a Guggenheim Fellow in film-video, and a Ph.D. 
candidate in Anthropology at Columbia University, researching left histories 
within and outside of state patronage.

NM
Most of what I do doesn’t come with a clear roadmap. I try 

things out intuitively, and often work comes out of an accident.  
The moving image is the first way I like to tell stories, with 
text always underpinning it. Through generative conversa-
tions with filmmakers like Molla Sagar (The River Titash, 2017), 
Alex Gerbaulet (Schicht, 2015), Tareque Masud (Adam Surat, 
1989), and Sam Green (Lot 63, Grave C, 2006), the archive has 
become the core of my work. But I have invented archives in 
the absence of a real one, and the telltale signs are often tucked 
away—a move more legible inside the museum. You also have 
the opportunity to pair a film with a mixed-media installation 
that can be the footnote to the film (for example, in the ongoing 
It is not necessary to understand everything at Tensta Konsthall); 
so, heterogeneity of forms come from the willing and open au-
dience, and curators, within this context. But even with all that 
flexibility, you can’t lay out a story in extended detail within 
the gallery. My Ph.D. path came about as a way to chase down 
one of the threads in my work in detail, over a period of years.  
The dissertation looks at the attempt by defeated communists 
within the Bangladesh context to reinvent their roles as historians, 
official and informal, and in this way write a story of almost-victo-
ry in a nation foundation story that also represents the left ’s great 
failure. The Kunsthalle Basel survey show (Prisoners of Shothik 
Itihash, 2014, curated by Adam Szymczyk) was the clearest ex-
ample of the place of text within the work. I first had the idea of 
littering the wall with footnotes, and then we evolved toward pro-
ducing a book as a companion to the show. It was a highly sche-
matic project, with the book almost like an annotated guide; but 
because most visitors don’t pick up a book until the end of their 
visit, and because my work was small scale within a large space,  
I think there was time for audiences to meander through the show 
without having any geographic or event context. So even though 
the work is not abstract, the context could lend it a lot of abstrac-
tion. I think about that show a lot, in terms of what art can do in 
generating conversations not possible within other, more directed 
mediums. A museum show has many more doors for people to 
enter through: a book or film often has a legible starting and end 
point (although there are many ways to hack that as well).
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Top - Schizophrene (after Bhanu Kapil), 2014, Prisoners of Shothik Itihash installation view at 
Kunsthalle Basel, Basel, 2014. Courtesy: the artist and Experimenter, Kolkata. Photo: Kunsthalle Basel

Bottom - United Red Army (The Young Man Was, Part I), 2011, It is not necessary to understand 
everything installation view at Tensta Konsthall, Spånga, 2017. Courtesy: the artist; Experimenter, 
Kolkata; LUX, London. Photo: Jean-Baptiste Beranger


