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Looking into Dark 
Corners

WORK ON E-WASTE

Since 2012, my artistic practice has been a continuous process deal-
ing with the subject of informal e-waste recycling in Delhi, India. In-
spired by years of working in the !eld of electronic art, I developed a 
curiosity about the afterlife of the electronic tools I was working with. 
Moreover, they seemed to be replaced at ever-increasing speed, as 
newer versions were released — rendering the old ones obsolete. 

Persistent exploration of the topic led to a series of works in different 
formats, such as installations, videos, photography, sculpture and a 
book. Each of them allowed a set of the subject’s aspects to be ad-
dressed in distinct ways. The installation Recycling Yantra deals with 
our desire for electronics, incorporating video documentation of the 
dismantling and recycling processes. Photographs of stripped-down 
PC boards, used phone keyboards and broken screens evoke the aes-
thetics of technological decay — complementing the familiar shiny 
surfaces of electronic devices. 

In my practice, I am interested in waste, the outcast and what’s 
hidden in the dark corners of our lifeworld. Looking into these dark 
corners allows me to learn faster, and in greater depth, about the 
environment we are living in, than if I were blinded by the light. 
Addressing margins and outsiders opens up a new central perspec-
tive on mainstream culture and simultaneously shifts the focus of 
the discourse to the periphery. 

Opposite page: detail of a broken screen, photographed in the context of the series ‘Afterlife’, 2019.
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This change of perspective is a tradition of European art history, one 
that Nicolas Bourriaud describes as exform: a border zone, in which 
cultural and societal exclusion and inclusion are negotiated, where 
art rede!nes the separation between the signi!cant and the insig-
ni!cant by shedding light on the latter, and where a given society 
draws and redraws lines of separation from and within itself. Thus, 
this zone is an area where artistic aesthetics and societal politics 
meet: “… the site where border negotiations unfold between what is 
rejected and what is admitted, products and waste. Exform desig-
nates a point of contact, a ‘socket’ or ‘plug’, in the process of exclu-
sion and inclusion — a sign that switches between centre and periph-
ery, "oating between dissidence and power. Gestures of expulsion 
and the waste it entails, the point where the exform emerges, consti-
tute an authentically organic link between the aesthetic and the po-
litical. Their parallel evolution over the last two centuries may be 
summarized as a series of inclusive and exclusive movements: on 
the one hand, the ever-renewed separation of the signi!cant from 
the insignificant in art; on the other, the ideological frontiers drawn 
by biopolitics — the governance of human bodies — at the heart of a 
given society.”

Bourriaud later concludes: “As such, the question of waste — and the 
principles governing its elimination — will be posed in two ways in 
the future: in terms of centrifugal movement, which concerns appa-
ratuses of power, and in terms of centripetal dynamic animating 
countervailing artistic forces.” 1 

With regard to my practice, I see art as a way to intervene in real life 
and I am convinced that it is sometimes necessary to make tradi-
tional artistic values take a back seat, in order to create space for 
activist or political activities. The Cuban artist Tania Bruguera re-
fers to the term esth-ethics, the aesthetics of/in ethics, which on one 
hand questions the function of art today and on the other allows 
new narratives to evolve — not on paper or canvas, but directly in the 
world. 2 Stories are the software on which our society is running and 
we desperately need some new ones. Art experiments, seduces, 
touches and communicates in all imaginable ways and forms. With 

its freedom and serendipitous experimentation, it has an important 
role to play, by cracking open the limits of the contemporary. Having 
research as a starting point, I am neither interested in communicat-
ing facts, nor in morality, nor in purely aesthetic discussions. Instead, 
I look for an emotional punch, which must be found for each piece 
in its own way. Autonomous art is always a product of its time but 
must point beyond the contemporary (with its quirks, aesthetics 
and modes of production) and turn itself toward a !eld of possibility 
in the new. Thus, art is created in the contemporary and must op-
pose it de!antly. 3 If art does not take on this challenge, advertising 
will take over the role of the vanguard, as John Berger argues in his 
brilliant literary and television essay Ways of Seeing. 4 It must be 
added that since his essay was published in the 1970s, advertising 
has learned, via electronic media, to know and predict us better 
than we may ever do ourselves and in turn can serve our pleasures 
and impulses with high precision. This radically new situation obvi-
ously shifts a lot of power and wealth to technological megacorpor-
ations, who are also shaping the cultural sphere on their terms and 
rather as a side effect. Well then, how can art !nd autonomy from 
the zeitgeist and deviate from the contemporary? Or do you always 
want to get what you expect (and want)? 

 
ENGAGING

As I see the urgent necessity of an intervention into reality beyond 
art, I allow myself the liberty of even going a step further and en-
gaging with a smartphone app, providing bottom-up education and 
support for the informal e-waste workers in India. Yes, I am a white 
male going to India, working on the ground with local people from 
various walks of life. The !eld of questions in which we operate is 
based on neocolonial practices and touches upon how products are 

1  Bourriaud, Nicolas. The Exform. Futures, #5. London, Brooklyn: Verso, 2016. Pages X and 96.
2  Bruguera, Tania. ‘Arte Útil’. In Truth Is Concrete: A Handbook for Artistic Strategies in Real Politics, 

edited by Florian Malzacher and Anne Faucheret. Sternberg Press, 2014. Page 299.
3  Olma, Sebastian. Art and Autonomy, Past Present Future. Rotterdam: V2_Publishing, 2018.

4  Berger, John. Ways of Seeing. Penguin Books, 1972. 
Berger, John. Ways of Seeing: Camera and Painting. Vol. 1. 4 vols. Ways of Seeing.  

British Broadcasting Corporation. Television Service, 1974. https://archive.org/details/ 
waysofseeingcameraandpainting.

Berger, John. Ways of Seeing: Women and Art. Vol. 2. 4 vols. Ways of Seeing. British Broadcasting 
Corporation. Television Service, 1974. https://archive.org/details/waysofseeingwomenandart.

Berger, John. Ways of Seeing: Painting and Possessions. Vol. 3. 4 vols. Ways of Seeing.  
British Broadcasting Corporation. Television Service, 1974. https://archive.org/details/ 
waysofseeingpaintingandpossessions.

Berger, John. Ways of Seeing: Fine Arts and Commerce. Vol. 4. 4 vols. British Broadcasting 
Corporation. Television Service, 1974. https://archive.org/details/ 
waysofseeing!neartsandcommerce.
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Rampant waste generation is a global concern and ef!ciently 
managing it remains a critical issue, especially in the context of de-
pleting natural resources. It is all the more concerning when the 
waste is toxic and when we are trying to address it in a developing 
country, where environmental governance is poor. 

In recent times, the Indian economy has grown substantially.  
Rapid technological changes and lowering of costs, combined with 
an increase in disposable income among the middle class in the 
country, has led to increased consumption of electrical and electron-
ic equipment (EEE), especially in the last two decades. Repairing 
electronics that are now ‘designed for the dump’ is no longer eco-
nomically worthwhile, leading to faster discards and growing 
piles of waste from EEE, commonly known as e-waste. India is cur-
rently the world’s !fth-largest producer of e-waste, estimated to 
generate more than 2 million tonnes annually.

80-85% of this waste, which contains a cocktail of toxic chemicals 
and metals, is recycled in the informal sector. The value chain  
in the informal sector, which is a well-networked group of collectors, 
traders, dismantlers and recyclers, is quite pro!cient in collection 
and refurbishing but disappoints when it comes to ef!cient resource 
recovery or recycling. The rudimentary processes employed  
by these unorganised players have grave impacts on human health, 

E-waste:  
Time to rethink 

 
PRITI MAHESH

Opposite page: Open-air workshop in Mandoli, 10. 10. 2018.
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Work is an interesting term with which to describe Raphael Perret’s 
activity. Since his work is exhibited in museums and contempo-
rary art spaces, and is discussed in art magazines and exhibition 
catalogues, Raphael Perret belongs undoubtedly to the art world, 
conforming to the institutional de!nition of an artist. On the other 
hand, the work that he has been developing in Delhi relates rather to 
the concept of work as labour. He has collaboratively conceived, 
developed and published an application for smartphones with the 
objective of facilitating access to information on working condi-
tions and health dangers related to the recycling of electronics. 
Furthermore, the work performed by the workers in Delhi is in itself 
the subject of his examinations. Not only is it possible that his 
position as an artist is barely understood by some partners involved 
in the project, including the funding institutions that have been 
solicited to support it, but his role as an artist has also become more 
complicated and has possibly made it more dif!cult for him to 
properly communicate his intentions and develop his project. By 
blurring the lines between work of art and work as labour, Perret 
certainly did not intend to create any confusion, and he is possibly 
the !rst not to consider the result of his endeavour as art, that is, 
the smartphone application envisioned as open-source software. 
However, the fact that he has operated as an artist and not as a 
businessman, politician or independent humanitarian has relevance 
and consequences for his work and how it is perceived, a work  

An open-source 
application as 
a collaborative 

work of art 
 

BORIS MAGRINI
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