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Recomposing Urban Collective Life:
On Operations and the Inoperable
AbdouMaliq Simone, Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious and Ethnic Diversity, Göttingen, Germany
How do lives reach each other, what do they want or need from all the different instantiations of living? How much do
particular enactments of living really need to engage all those others taking place in the larger surrounds; how much
do they simply need to know that specific ways of doing things are there, somewhere, without necessarily needing
to interact with them? When interaction is necessary, how much has to be conceded and recalibrated? In cities where
thousands upon thousands of things are going on simultaneously at any given time, how do particular lives know what
it is exactly that is relevant to them, that poses serious implications for who they think they are or what they want
to be? How far can inhabitants trace the impact of their own actions, and how far and to whom should any ethical
obligations extend, and in what form?
These are questions that are critical to the efforts undertaken by people residing in districts they largely constructed
by themselves so as to now deal with dispossession and the disentanglement of long-honed collective operations.
How do residents of the residual urban cores of Jakarta, and many other cities of the Southern latitudes, deal with
the conundrums involved in attempts to update these operations in the midst of multiple forms of urban intervention,
some of which are replete with opacities of uncertain potential and effect? Even if the more opaque interventions
seem inoperable, never concretely realized, they nevertheless generate unanticipated impacts and frictions. Even
the massive volume of projects and infrastructure that is realized sometimes ends up instigating futures far from that
which was promised. The presentation considers what might be taking place at the tension-filled, disruptive interfaces
between varying logics and forces of spatial transformation and updated operations of autoconstruction.
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