
389 Author Title

Framing Categories
The two terms I use to construct this argument – secular and citizen – 
annotate each other and suggest ways to connect contemporary art practices 
with a historical agenda. The secular is constructed on an agonistic principle 
that is particularly relevant to artists working in the public domain. 
Citizenship is a contestatory site involving struggles for civil rights and 
forms of political empowerment in relation to the state. 

For all its worldliness, the term secular (meaning ‘of this world’) could 
indicate, as with Edward Said, a sense of liminality: secularism is an 
oppositional critical practice whose meaning emerges in contrast to the 
practice of religious solidarity, nationalist movements, professionalism and 
‘organic’ or class-aligned intellectualism. –1 A witness-in-exile is a favoured 
trope of the twentieth century; it becomes an enabling form of 
internationalism that empowers intellectuals in the third world to dismantle 
and reshape metropolitan systems of authority. On the strength of Said it can 
be further argued that the secular is central to the very formation of 
modernity and artistic modernism, and that being secular is an integral part 
of being an artist in modern times.

To be secular implies participation in an abstract form of citizenship that 
approximates a universal condition and, hence, a dialectically understood 
(un)belonging. Vulnerabilities within the practice of secularism have been 
foregrounded in the global present by the paradoxical re-emergence of 
specifically nationalist, ethnic and religious communities. These 
vulnerabilities have brought into focus a more situational idea of citizenship, 
making it imperative that we acknowledge historical dilemmas of identity 
and advance specific instances of radical partisanship within the nation-state 
and outside it, within civil society and across the more volatile ground of the 
political.

A distinction made by the political theorist Partha Chatterjee between civil 
society, political society and the state is relevant here. Chatterjee states: ‘The 

    
SeculAr ArtiSt,  
citizen ArtiSt

geetA kApur

1 reference here is to edward 
Said’s famous ‘introduction: Secular 
criticism’, in his The World, The Text 
and the Critic, london: Vintage, 1991; 

and to his later monograph, 
Representations of the Intellectual (The 
1993 Reith Lectures), london: Vintage, 
1994.
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question that frames the debate over social transformation in the colonial 
period, is that of modernity. In political society of the post-colonial period, 
the framing question is that of democracy.’ –2 He argues that civil society 
comprises the realm of rule-governed negotiations in a legal framework that 
privilege certain citizens on account of class, caste, etc.: the political domain 
consists of a more chaotic process of negotiation in which different sections 
of the population fight – within a manifestly unequal society – for their 
democratic rights to benefits, public services, representation and 
entitlements on behalf of a community or cause. –

3

Being a citizen within the terms of the nation-state rests on contractually 
conducted, ideologically over-determined and often exclusionary privileges. 
Global citizenship (necessitated by the logic of global capital and the 
contingent need for a mass movement of labour) frequently translates into a 
systematic process of disenfranchisement: the badge of alienation is worn by 
millions of migrants. Heavy with historical contradictions, an international 
civil society is postulated at an elevated (possibly utopian) level, even as the 
discourse of citizenship is rhetorically renewed by asking how the citizenry – 
as a multitudinous force – comes to be redeemed within and outside state 
formations. 

If what distinguishes political from civil society is that the discourse of 
citizens’ rights must translate into a preemptive commitment to radical 
change, we need to reopen a familiar, intensely polemical question: does the 
artist-as-citizen still have a role to play in translating political projects into a vanguard 
aesthetic?

Progressive Movements in Indian Art
There is a recognised set of historical precedents exemplifying styles of 
political intervention in modern Indian art. These are the two left-initiated 
writers’-and-artists’ movements in pre-independent India of the 1930s and 
40s: the Progressive Writers’ Association (PWA), formed in 1936 in the 
syncretic culture of the North Indian city of Lucknow, and the Indian 
Peoples’ Theatre Association (IPTA), formed in 1943 amidst the great 
political ferment in Bengal. –

4 IPTA remains the most valorised movement of 
‘revolutionary’ artists to this day. Most members of IPTA were communist 
sympathisers, and the organisation served as a Communist Party Cultural 

2 partha chatterjee, ‘Beyond the 
nation? Or Within? ’, carolyn M. 
elliott (ed.), Civil Society and 
Democracy: A Reader, Delhi: Oxford 
university press, 2003.

3 this includes, above all, the mass 
movement led during the 1940s by Dr. 
B.r. Ambedkar and his followers until 
the present day to claim an equitable 
space for the dalits in a modern indian 
state; armed struggles by the Maoists/ 

naxalites to claim land rights for 
displaced peasants from the ‘landlord-
capitalist’ state; insurgencies by 
neglected/alienated ‘nationalities’ and 
other minorities seeking autonomy 
from the space of the nation-state; 
forcible negotiations by 
disenfranchised labour and urban 
‘slum’ dwellers to secure their living 
rights. 

4 See Sudhi pradhan (ed.), Marxist 
Cultural Movement in India: Chronicles 
and Documents Vol.III 1943–64, 
calcutta: Mrs pradhan (publisher), 
pustak Bipani (distributor), 1985. See 
also Malini Bhattacharya, ‘the iptA in 
Bengal’, Journal of Arts and Ideas, no.2, 
January–March 1983 ; and rustom 
Bharucha, Rehearsals for Revolution: 
Political Theatre in Bengal, calcutta: 
Seagull, 1983. 
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Front. Comprised largely of performing artists – actors, singers, dancers, 
pedagogues – these spirited troupes saw themselves as the cultural vanguard 
and formed virtual ‘brigades’, going into the country to gain nation-wide 
solidarity. IPTA’s proclaimed task was to mobilise people into a performative 
mode in preparation for a revolution, tapping nationalist and revolutionary 
fervour alike. Indeed, IPTA should be seen as a moment of culmination for a 
liberationist agenda when flanks of creative youth joined the national 
struggle and took on, in one concerted effort, the malaise of indigenous 
feudalism, British imperialism and fascism. (Notwithstanding their ongoing 
struggle against imperial rule, Indians fought in willing collaboration with 
the Allies against fascism). 

 Though named after Romain Rolland’s idea of a ‘Peoples’ Theatre’, IPTA 
was in fact part narodnik in style, part Soviet in ideology, referring especially 
to agit-prop movements and artists’ collectives in the early decades of the 
Soviet revolution. Thus, while it envisioned a mythos of the land and its 
people in a still largely peasant country by configuring indigenous 
radicalisms and extant folk forms, it drew equally on a hundred-year-long, 
critical and creative dialogue in India on the processes of modernity. It was thus 
in a position to engage with Western radicalisms and to deploy advanced 
strategies of political persuasion. IPTA also became the fulcrum for new 
literature and new cinema, such as that of the great Marxist filmmaker 
Ritwik Ghatak, who gave a passionate turn to the politics of realist cinema 
(different in style and ideology from his more famous, more sedate peer, 
Satyajit Ray). Riding the last wave of India’s anti-imperialist struggles, lPTA 
lasted beyond independence (1947) and through the 1950s though on a 
diminished scale. In cultural lore it became the originary moment of ‘true’ 
radicalism in the Indian arts as it cut across nationalist/communist and 
postcolonial/statist worldviews. Though the nationalist and communist 
movements were not always in consonance, they followed a rubric of radical 
change, and IPTA made a direct political intervention, combining the fervour 
of both and situating the working people at the fulcrum of India’s liberation 
struggle.

There is another level at which Indian artists, as honorary members of the 
natonal elite in a postcolonial state, function. Occupying a relatively secure 
space in civil society, they do engage with the question of social and cultural 
transformation, but their voice is heard within a fairly discreet public sphere. 
It is useful here to refer to the concept of ‘passive revolution’, advanced by 
Gramsci and brought to bear on our understanding of the modalities of 
change in pre- and specifically post-independence India by Partha 
Chatterjee. Because the rubric of revolution becomes somewhat ironic by the 
use of the epithet, ‘passive’, Indian cultural practitioners foreground the 
term ‘progressive’. This is a term taken over from leftist discourse and made 
more accommodating to a liberal disposition; it is, however, distinguished 
from the standard, Western notion of liberalism in that a peculiarly charged, 
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though somewhat abstracted ideal of a people’s sovereignty is assumed to 
emerge in the aftermath of decolonisation. 

All through the national movement and up until the recent past, Indian 
artists represented, both euphorically and critically, the imagined community 
of the nation and the state. The new national state that came into its own 
under Jawaharlal Nehru looked to the intelligentsia, the intellectual and 
artist community, to stage an honourable transition from the feudal to a 
modern, democratic, secular and moderate version of socialist society. 
Correspondingly, the cultural position of post-independence Indian artists 
has been largely ‘reformist’ in relation to tradition and indigenist /
communitarian formations. As members of the intelligentsia, artists can be 
seen to function not only within the terms of this new body-politic, but in 
tune with the state’s embodiment of an emancipatory agenda. They have 
‘trusted’ state initiatives in establishing its claims of a democratic and 
secular polity via constitutional norms and good governance. They have 
found forms of critical affiliation, devised genres, styles and figural types, as 
well as aesthetic strategies for the purpose of addressing the national. –

5 
Indeed, for a period, artists in India can be seen to play a substantial 
mediatory role in the very site of those cultural institutions deemed 
progressive by the postcolonial state – and only occasionally has the project 
of modernisation and the historical teleology set up on its premise been 
opened out for critical consideration. Thus a peculiar coincidence occurs between 
the state’s constitutional promise of democratic secularism and the secularising logic of 
aesthetic modernism. 

The declarative stance of artists as modern, secular, progressive members 
of the national elite has led to the valorisation of artists as ‘universal’ 
moderns and, as such, citizen-subjects with an enhanced sovereignty. 
Significantly, these artists have exercised their special liberties in order to 
subvert religion, gender norms and class in a language both eccentric and 
acute – as befits alternative embodiments of subjectivity in the modernist 
mode. –6 Indian artists, highly ‘accredited’ members of the Indian Republic, 
have wielded power as bearers of the national imaginary with, through and 
also, at times, outside the sanctioning institutions of the state. By way of 
introducing alternative readings, I argue further that several of these artists 
recognise the changing contours of Indian democracy and, faced with 

5 For example, two major post-
independence artists – Maqbool Fida 
Husain and kg Subramanyan – can be 
said to have forged a painting 
vocabulary corresponding to what the 
indian state, the intelligentsia and an 
enlightened public would designate as 
national, modern, secular 
consciousness.

6 As an example i refer to the 
painter Francis newton Souza (1924–

2002), goan-catholic turned 
modernist, mysogynist, universal 
antagonist – an enfant terrible of indian 
art; and to Bhupen khakhar (1934–
2003), master subversionist who 
produced a remarkably unique 
iconography for gay sexuality. i also 
refer to feminist articulations by 
artists using a wide range of materials 
and strategies: for example, painters 
Arpita Singh and nilima Sheikh; 

installation/video artists and 
photographers nalini Malani, 
rummana Hussain, navjot Altaf, 
Sheela gowda, pushpamala n, 
Dayanita Singh, Anita Dube, Sheba 
chhachhi, Sonia khurana, tejal Shah 
and Shilpa gupta. together this 
output marks, quite literally, the full 
stretch of vanguard art practice in 
india.
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assertive aspects of state power, take political dissent beyond the protocol of 
civil society. Particularly since the late 1970s – thirty years after independence 
– the more political among these artists have faced the historicist bind of the 
nation-state and found the problematic of a plural culture, as handled by the 
centrist government and its state bureaucracy, inadequate. They have sought 
allegories or otherwise deconstructed signs of the national whereby they can 
be both inside the nation and outside the state in their interpretative 
rendering of the political. –

7

Consider some specific instances during the Indian Emergency declared 
by the supposedly left-liberal government of Indira Gandhi in 1975–77. As 
the state cracked down on all opposition and suspended the democratic 
process to combat what it called a situation of nationwide anarchy, a 
considerable number of Indian artists tested their courage and challenged 
the state’s injunctions. –8 On another plane, since 1992 there has been a 
sustained opposition to the ascendant right-wing parties (the Bhartiya Janata 
Pary [BJP] that led a ruling coalition, National Democratic Alliance [NDA], 
between 1998–2004). How artists responded when rightwing ideology and 
anti-secular/proto-fascist forces engineered riots and conducted a virtual 
massacre of the Muslims will be discussed later. Here I seek to establish that 
modern cultural history will see Indian artists not only as supporting the 
more progressive values of a democratic polity, but as positioning 
themselves in the public sphere to engage moderately but significantly with 
urgencies of the political moment.

Beyond this left-liberal response is the more intrepid position that rejects 
the (self-attributed) placement of the artist as member of the national elite, 
and demands that radical social intervention be predicated on a position that 
is exactly its opposite – the subaltern position. Two such contexts need to be 
established. There is an explosive development in literature from the 1960s 
with group formations and collective movements taking on a forthrightly 
antagonistic role. Foregrounding their view from a subaltern locus, Dalit 
writers (the lowest/‘untouchable’ members of the Hindu caste hierarchy who 
have assumed the term dalit, the oppressed, as a sign of their estrangement 
and defiance) challenge, defy and mock the ideology of the ruling class and 
caste, the hegemony of the state, and the very legitimacy of the national. 
There is a generically different dalit literature (especially in Marathi and 

7 i refer here to india’s lofty 
tradition of auteur-based, modernist 
and avant-garde cinema and, when we 
talk of testing the limits of sovereign-
subjectivity, to filmmakers as diverse 
as Satyajit ray, ritwik ghatak, kumar 
Shahani, Mani kaul, Mrinal Sen and 
Adoor gopalakrishnan.

8 During the indian emergency and 
later, between 1992–2004, when anti-
secular/proto-fascist forces 

engineered riots and virtual genocide 
of the minorities in different parts of 
india, visual artists were able to 
articulate the rupture in the 
democratic equation between the 
state and the polity by changing the 
course of what until then was a 
largely classical/modernist art scene. 
Artists – foremost among them Vivan 
Sundaram, nalini Malani, rummana 
Hussain and navjot Altaf, followed by 

younger artists, especially the 
Mumbai-based Open circle – 
incorporated documentary 
photography and switched over to 
sculptural and video installations, as 
well as public art interventions. By 
boldly changing their language-in-use, 
they also changed the subject-position 
of the artist, making it more unstable, 
more volatile and more radical. 
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Tamil) that places unprecedented pressure on what a culturally validated 
modernist aesthetic could possibly mean or, rather, fail to mean, in the 
deeply divided social life, as in the national-political formation of India 
itself. 

Additionally, anti-state Maoist politics came into existence in the late 
1960s and created a counter-culture prevailing in metropolitan India: an 
outright rejection of what was declared by the revolutionists to be hollow 
promises of the Indian Republic, and therefore a rejection of the 
constitutional and democratic structures of the nation-state. The Indian 
Communist Party (CPI) had split in 1964 and given birth to CPI (Marxist); 
they split again in 1967 to found the CPI (Marxist-Leninist). This last 
formation, the CPI (ML), is also referred to as the Naxalite movement after 
the location of Naxalbari in Bengal; here, in 1967, the first call was given for 
an armed capture of land by, and on behalf of, the deprived and landless 
peasantry. The CPI and the CPI (M) participate in the democratic process, 
have held power in the states of Kerela and West Bengal since decades and 
act, at the present juncture, as major players in the existing politics of India. 
Meanwhile, the field of operation of the CPI (ML), or the Naxalites, has been 
the predominantly tribal, peasant and lower-caste regions – the first being 
Bengal, Kerela and Andhra, then parts of Bihar and adjoining states. At its 
high point through the 1970s it had a committed following in urban India as 
well. The call for action directed against the class of landlords, but also 
against India’s comprador bourgeoisie, the pro-landlord-capitalist state and 
the urban middle-classes with their flawed trust in parliamentary democracy, 
also attracted students and middle-class youth, as well as sections of the 
intelligentsia. Unlike the classical CPI, with its legion of artist-affiliates 
(including IPTA) and the CPI (M) (of which I shall soon speak), artists’ input 
in the Naxalite movement is more locally, though no less radically, 
configured through vernacular traditions of dissent. Fewer visual artists 
from the metropolis were involved in the movement, except during the late 
1980s when a brief and brilliant intervention was made by The Radical 
Painters and Sculptors Association, largely comprised of young artists from 
the communist state of Kerela. –

9 However, a broad flank of ultra-left writers 
and filmmakers, theatre practitioners (and these few artists) have expressed 
their identification with subaltern movements and strengthened the 
subjectivities produced therein. The corresponding genre is either 
expressionist or documentary, and though each has a very different 

9 the radical painters’ and 
Sculptors’ Association (1987–89) was 
led by the dynamic k.p. krishnakumar 
until his suicide in 1989. this brought 
a tragic closure to the youthful 
movement that questioned and 
refused all before them – in art and 
politics alike. See Anita Dube, 

Questions and Dialogue (exh. cat.), 
Baroda: the radical painters’ and 
Sculptors’ Association, 1987, and 
Shivaji panikkar, ‘indian radical 
painters and Sculptors: crisis of 
political Art in contemporary india’, 
in ratan parimoo (ed.), Creative Arts 
in Modern India: Essays in Comparative 

Criticism Vol.II, Delhi: Books and 
Books, 1995. A strongly polemic 
handling of the issues is to be found in 
Ashish rajadhyaksha, ‘the last 
Decade’, in gulammohammed Sheikh 
(ed.), Contemporary Art in Baroda, 
Delhi: tulika, 1997.
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geneology, they privilege a rhetorical style of address intended to expose the 
(un)truth of the state’s democratic claims.

By the 1990s the socialist compact, such as it was in the early post-
independence decades, was devolving into neo-liberal strategies and leading 
on to India’s induction into global capitalism. This soon became declared 
state policy. It was accompanied by rightwing ascendancy (not unexpectedly, 
perhaps, given a world-wide record of such a tendency), with cultural 
agendas antithetical to the modern, secular claim of the Indian Republic. 
The artist community tended to view this economic transformation as 
inevitable; India – as widely believed by a massive, upwardly mobile, middle 
class – had to accept the logic of the world economy. In fact, object/
commodity-orientated visual artists found it more-and-more conducive as 
the art market expanded manifold and there was an unprecedented 
acceleration of Indian artists’ participation in global art events. But the entire 
artist community – almost as a whole and across the entire nation – 
responded with alarm at the turn towards religious sectarianism in the 
political and cultural arenas. There has been a refusal of Hindutva (‘being’ 
Hindu or the Hindu way) and of the retrograde party ideology of the BJP that 
came into power and formed a ruling coalition between 1998–2004.

 
A New Collective Agency in the Public Sphere: SAHMAT

SAHMAT (Safdar Hashmi Memorial Trust) is an artists’ and intellectuals’ 
forum formed in early 1989 in solidarity against the murder by ruling 
Congress Party goons of Safdar Hashmi, a young theatre activist and 
member of the Communist Party of India (Marxist). A charismatic figure, 
Hashmi’s funeral was attended by comrades and others in the thousands, 
and it became, in its outpouring of grief and rage, an unparalleled rallying 
point. –10 SAHMAT (henceforth referred to as Sahmat, since the acronym 

actually means agreement/compact) issued 
its first call with the slogan ‘Artists Alert!’. 
Mobilising artists, academics, journalists 
and activists in Delhi and across the entire 
country, it provided a platform to articulate 
dissent in moments of crisis, when 
democratic rights of Indian citizens are 
flouted. Almost in one stroke, Sahmat 
succeeded in placing the Indian artist at the 
centre of a cultural juncture where civil 
society and the national state can be said to 

10 Safdar Hashmi’s street-theatre 
group, Jana Natya Manch (peoples’ 
theatre platform), run by his 
comrade-wife Moloyshree Hashmi 
and the group’s ideologue, Sudhanva 

Deshande, sees itself inheriting some 
of its activist energies from iptA; it 
also acts as a cultural front of the cpi 
(M). See, among their other 
publications, a special issue of their 

journal: Nukkad Janam Samvad on 
‘people’s Art in the twentieth 
century: theory and practice’, vol. ii/
iii, no.s. 4–8 (Delhi: Jana natya 
Manch), July 1999–Sept. 2000. 

Safdar Hashmi 
performing a 
street play with 
his theatre 
group, Jana 
natya Manch, 
shortly before 
his murder in 
1989. photo 
courtesy, 
SAHMAt.
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have entered an ongoing crisis (a crisis that decidedly dates back to the 
declaration in 1975 of the Indian Emergency). By energising public debate 
on issues of art and citizenship, by activating a dialogue on the relevance of 
the arts within the sub/or proto-bourgeois public sphere in India, Sahmat 
succeeded in attributing a responsibility to the artist on behalf of an often-
recalcitrant state. In that process, Sahmat has faced and won battles against 
attacks by belligerent parliamentarians as well as state forces compromised 
by the pressure of a growing rightwing within Indian political culture. Well 
understood to be broadly aligned with the leftwing, Sahmat on occasion acts 
like a de facto cultural front of the CPI (M); on other occasions it privileges its 
artists’ constituency and defies the party line, thus developing remarkable 
strategies of commitment and autonomy.

Well known to be especially proactive on issues of minorities, their rights 
and security within national cultural space and Indian polity at large, Sahmat 
has functioned: 

– within civil society as a conciliatory platform; 
– vis-a-vis the state through channels of government policy; 
– out in the public sphere, addressing issues of civil society,  
 of governance and justice; 
– directly within the political arena, via confrontational debates  
 in the parliament, in the judicial courts and in the media. 

Indeed, Sahmat’s mediatic success in galvanising opinion in the public 
sphere has been staggering given that the media was overrun by a right-wing 
blitz from the 1990s through to 2004. Building opinion through directing 
media attention to issues of urgent public interest – via signature campaigns, 
petitions, widely reported press conferences, the staging of public rallies and 
protest meetings, and artist-designed posters as well as ‘direct action’ at 
street level – Sahmat can be said to have proposed a rhetorical form of public 
culture. 

Sahmat’s emergence in 1989 resulted in, numerically speaking, extraordinary 
participation by the entire breadth of India’s artists, from academy-style painter to 
classical singer, from alternative filmmaker to community theatre enthusiast, from 
Communist Party griot to small-town photo-journalist. Sahmat’s interventions 
quickly laid out a new mode of artistic operation in the Indian context, bringing on 
board waves of voluntary conscripts from the art world, the intelligentsia and 
‘cultural workers’ who embraced Sahmat as a national platform for anti-state and 
progressive dissent. By the time of its ‘Anhad Garje’ … [meaning: unborn, 
boundless, raging sound] campaign of 1993 – its quickfire response to the Babri 
Masjid demolition, when all other elements of civil society and the state seemed 
paralysed – Sahmat was routinely pulling off tremendous logistical feats on a 
national scale, straddling events in several different cities (up to 30 at a time) with 
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input and involvement from hundreds, even thousands, of artists. From certain 
standpoints, this made Sahmat into the largest-ever voluntary collective of artists 
coming together to share a single political platform. –11 

To elaborate on some of its activities, soon after Safdar Hashmi’s death a 
National Street Theatre Day was declared by Sahmat; 25,000 street plays 
based on democratic/leftist issues were believed to have been staged 
throughout the country on 12 April 1989. From the early 1990s, the Hindu 
rightwing began acting out its agenda for cultural, economic and political 
majoritarianism, propagating an anti-Muslim (anti-minority) ideology of 
hate, and resorting to political vandalism (the demolition of the sixteenth-
century Babri Mosque in December 1992), riots and massacres (Mumbai, 
1992–93) . In 1991 Sahmat responded with a multiple-arts project Artists 
Against Communalism, which brought together musical performances, 
lectures, films and street theatre. This traveling project was staged in several 
cities. –12 After the demolition of the mosque, Sahmat composed, designed, 
printed and distributed 20,000 protest posters across the country. On 1 
January 1993 Anhad Garje, a stupendous musical programme, turned into a 
caravan of classical, folk and popular musicians, traveling from Delhi to six 
riot-torn cities, including the curfew-strapped cities of Gujarat. They also 
performed in burning Mumbai, and in Lucknow near Ayodhya (where the 
mosque was razed to the ground). Anhad Garje turned the syncretic, sufi-bhakti 
traditions of music from a medieval genre into a contemporary one. Its rare 
dynamic, the way its subliminal dissent resounded against the vulgar 
demagogy of Hindutva ideology, marked a new stage in the very definition of 
how, and when, traditional art forms become (re) radicalised; how they 
acquire political iconicity and a fresh aura. –13 On the eve of Independence Day 
in 1993, within a year of the Demolition Muktanaad (meaning ‘free note’), an 
all-night performance was held on the banks of the river Sarayu in Ayodhya 
by a similar constellation of musicians, completing this paradoxical, 
canonical/anti-canonical solidarity. An accompanying exhibition of text and 
image titled ‘Hum Sab Ayodhya’ (meaning ‘we are all from the syncretic 
culture of Ayodhya’) presented archival/historical resources about the 
contested site of Ayodhya, underscoring India’s plural culture. Printed in an 

11 Arindam Dutta, ‘SAHMAt, 
1989–2004 : liberal Art practice 
against the liberalised public Sphere’, 
Cultural Dynamics, london, thousand 
Oaks, cA and new Delhi: SAge 
publications, 2005, p.199. there are 
scores of very important publications 
(and an occasional newsletter) 
produced by Sahmat that spell out its 
activities, its ideology and its battles.

12 the term ‘communalism’ has a 
negative meaning in indian usage; the 
descriptive term – communal – is 

turned to mean religious and ethnic 
sectarianism, and those hostile forms 
of identity politics that generate 
inter-community violence.

13 the mystical strains in islamic 
and Hindu religions merge from the 
twelfth century to generate a culture 
at once philosophic, popular and 
syncretic. Sufi/bhakti, a performative 
tradition, continues until the 
nineteenth century producing 
remarkably beautiful, radical, 
enlightened poetry and music. 

Musicologists/musicians Madan gopal 
Singh and Shubha Mudgal, active 
members of Sahmat, initiated a 
virtually new movement in indian 
performing arts by conceiving and 
choreographing Sahmat’s musical 
caravans.
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edition of 500 for pedagogic dissemination, this was shown in Faizabad/
Ayodhya and in 17 other cities simultaneously.

 It is this kind of interventionist temper that has placed Sahmat in direct 
relation with the state. This is a complicated relationship, and in many ways 
a pragmatic one. Sahmat conducts negotiations with state authorities that 
are sympathetic to its cause, and for that reason it is sometimes called a para-
statist organisation. But if its confrontational aspects are considered, it 
becomes a political player prodding the state to declare its hand. Sahmat takes a 
critical/collaborative stance when there is a progressive potential at stake 
within state ideology, while it is boldly anti-statist at other junctures. 
Correspondingly, Sahmat has received state funds and permissions to launch 
its public projects and it has also faced bans (and judicial cases amounting to 
criminal charges) against particular activities considered politically 
transgressive. Muktanad, the all-night performance on the banks of the holy 
river in the assaulted city of Ayodhya, had full state support sanctioned by 
the ruling Congress government. But the historically researched exhibition 
‘Hum Sab Ayodhy’, which illustrated the layered culture of India’s 
civilisational sites to gain a mandate for modern secularism, was vandalised 
by rightwing goons in the adjoining city and then banned and confiscated in 
Delhi on ludicrously framed criminal charges. This led Sahmat into a 
ferocious controversy in the media as well as the parliament where the 
Congress Party, and even the otherwise sympathetic left parties, succumbed 
to the virulence of the anti-Sahmat campaigners. This small artist 
organisation was forced to face criminal charges of communal offence 
(attempt to stir religious disaffection). It took the brilliant lawyer, Rajeev 
Dhavan, until 2001 to fight and win on a truly triumphant note at the Delhi 
High Court. 

 Sahmat believes that its fight on behalf of the secular principles of the 
Indian Constitution – an affirmative agenda – can disentangle the undertow of 
several distorting tendencies within the classic sphere of ideology, that is to say within 
culture, education, media and the expressive arts. Just as open-air performances of 
egalitarian and dissenting strains in classical and folk music (Anhad Garje, 
Muktanaad) have signalled a cultural mandate for secularism, contemporary 
poetry and street theatre in the rhetorical mode has given a political mandate 
to popular forms. Sahmat’s programmes and events have included what it 
calls ‘Alerts!’ whenever there is a perceived threat by national and global 
forces to the constitutional rights of artists as citizens – in the matter of life, 
speech and expression. Sahmat has provided a platform for solidarity and 
support for Salman Rushdie, for the communist theatre director Habib 
Tanvir and, concertedly for ten years now, for India’s most famous, 
nonagenarian modernist-artist Maqbool Fida Husain, who is now in exile on 
account of criminal, life-threatening charges framed by Hindutva thugs (and 
their counterparts within Muslim fundamentalists.) –14 
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Sahmat has regularly staged thematic visual arts exhibitions that are 
pedagogic as well as experimental. These all elicit a collective refusal of 
narrow sectarianism and an opening out to the emancipatory cultural 
resource of the national imaginary. For instance, in the portable street 
exhibition ‘Images and Words’ – a companion piece to the ongoing 
programmes of ‘Artists against Communalism’ – artists and writers together 
addressed the thematic of the secular, and the exhibition traveled to 30 cities 
in 1991. As already mentioned, in 1993 Hum Sab Ayodhya, replete with a 
seminal court case based on the real politik of the State’s farcical censorship 
laws, became a matter of parliamentary debate. Exhibitions of mail art 
produced on a shoe-string budget, such as ‘Postcards for Gandhi’, opened in 
six cities in 1995, affirming the renewed evaluation of Gandhi’s ‘truth’ in the 
distorted heart of India’s body-politic during the strife-ridden decade. 
Alongside artists’ reconstruction of the figure of Gandhi, Sahmat invited 
Marxist philosophers and social scientists to reflect on the political relevance 
of Gandhi, an exercise long-neglected by the Indian left. In 1999 Sahmat 
published and toured a poster exhibition titled ‘Harvest of Hate’ that 
chronicled acts of harassment, moral policing and violence pursued against 
all norms of a democratic society by the Hindutva brigades. –15

Ways of Resisting
Of seminal importance is the exhibition ‘Ways of Resisting’, mounted by 
Sahmat in Delhi in 2002–03. –16 This was the period when a near-fascistic 

14 Habib tanvir (b.1923) is one of 
india’s foremost theatre directors: 
active since the 1940s with the most 
radical art movements in northern 
india (pWA and iptA), he trained at 
theatre schools in england (rADA 
and Bristol Old Vic), returned to 
india and formed his repertory 
company naya theatre in the late 
50s. pioneering a new relationship 
between the vernacular and the 
modern (between actors from rural 
and urban indian contexts; between 
texts from Sanskrit and renaissance 
traditions; between social realist, 
Brechtian and popular forms), his 
theatre exemplified the most 
advanced form of democratic parity in 
the conception of contemporary arts 
in post-independence india. tanvir, an 
inveterate atheist/iconoclast, is a 
Muslim and has been heckled and 
attacked by conservative audiences, 
usually Hindu groups claiming to be 
offended by his handling of religion 
and caste. 

 the artist Maqbool Fida Husain 
(b.1915) has been an icon for the 
national imagination and has moulded 

perceptions of modern art and visual 
culture in post-independence india. 
Hindu fundamentalists now declare 
Husain’s portrayal of indian 
iconography (drawn throughout his 
long career from the prodigious 
resource of Hindu mythology) to be 
offensive to Hindu sentiments. in the 
past few years he has had dozens of 
criminal cases pending against him in 
courts all over india and has been 
forced into exile. 

tanvir has performed for and been 
staunchly defended by Sahmat 
whenever he has faced attacks. 
Husain, though not especially close to 
the left or to Sahmat, has received 
support from Sahmat for the last ten 
years in the form of press statements, 
representations to the government, 
symposia and publications. there is a 
sustained effort to persuade the 
public and the very state that has 
honoured him with the highest 
awards to safeguard his life and art.

15 At a more experimental level 
Vivan Sundaram (activist-artist and 
founder-trustee of Sahmat) has 
curated several exhibitions for Sahmat, 

such as an international exhibition of 
mail art, ‘gift for india’ (1997), 
followed (in 2001) by a playful public-
art project on the Delhi streets called 
‘Art on the Move’. in 2004 and 2007 
exhibitions on the diverse history of 
this nation have been curated by 
another Sahmat activist, the 
photographer-designer ram rahman.

16 curated in 2002 by Vivan 
Sundaram, this large exhibition 
comprised of seminal works from the 
preceding decade. As always with 
Sahmat, it was organised on a shoe-
string budget with committed 
contributions from artists and Sahmat 
sympathisers. Openly critical of the 
belligerently anti-Sahmat, ruling 
rightwing government, the exhibition 
showed 100-or-so artworks, including 
some very large installations, in a 
public space run by the State Academy 
of Fine Arts (lalit kala Akademi). it 
hosted films and discussions and 
involved large audiences including 
political leaders in a dialogue with 
artworks that dared to speak up 
against the onslaught of fascistic 
tendencies in the country.
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ideology, at once homogenising and sectarian, reached its peak. Foremost 
amongst these was the state of Gujarat which, in 2002, instigated a genocide 
of Muslims on a scale of violence unprecedented in independent India. In the 
wake of these events – forms of ‘ethnic cleansing’ conducted by Hindutva 
forces in the guise of spontaneous religious riots – Sahmat held, as I have 
already recounted, many different forms of protest. In the dire circumstances 
of Gujarat 2002, a succession of meetings were held – direct encounters with 
the victims of the pogrom who placed their horrific testimonies before the 
press and public in the capital city of Delhi – for the nation to witness. In 
continuation with this testimony the exhibition ‘Ways of Resisting’ placed 
the violent decade of 1992–2002 as a frame of reference to bring to attention 
artworks (of 30 or so artists) that articulated questions of self and society in a 
situation where an already fraught polity was suddenly torn apart. 

Several of the issues discussed in the main body of this essay – self, 
citizenship, alterity, exile – and those I have not discussed – pain, mourning 
and death – found a language, or at least an enunciative mode, in and 
through this carefully curated exhibition. A number of art works of this 
period dealt with the usurpation of religion and mythology, and the 
demagogic distortion of symbols (traditional and contemporary) by 
reactionary culturalists; the artists did this to forge an iconography that 
draws on the tradition yet spells alterity. –17 The aspiration of secular artists 
working within a transforming ethos of traditional societies is complex: they 
may be inclined to weave their way through philosophic (mystical) 
radicalism to reach the destination of political dissent; or they may navigate 

a return from the other shore – from contemporary 
disenchantments, to the recognition of loss and 
thence to the historical task of ethical redress. In 
this two-way process, the most generative source 
Indian artists have tapped into, quite predictably 
perhaps, is the syncretic sufi/bhakti traditions of 
medieval India that produced a new heterodox 
spirituality and a dissenting, near-atheist autonomy 
aimed to dismantle religious institutions and 
nurture egalitarian, intra-community exchanges. In 
doing so, contemporary artists (not unlike their 
medieval counterparts) hold in tension a sensibility 
for the sacred along with a full play of profanation– 
what in aesthetics may be called the play of 
inversions – deemed necessary for every ethical 
enterprise. 

Indeed artists had attempted to do what the 
Marxist political philosopher Akeel Bilgrami calls 
the ‘re-enchantment of the secular’ within his 
exegesis on the ‘philosophy’ of Gandhi. –18 He 

Surendran nair 
The Unbearable 
Lightnness of 
Being (Corollary 
Mythologies), 
1998, 120×180 
cm, oil on 
canvas. the 
Suresh and Saroj 
Bhayana 
collection, 
Delhi. photo 
courtesy, 
SAHMAt
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considers it necessary that we, in our time, understand Gandhi’s insistence 
on attributing a normative concern and irreducible value to nature and 
human society alike, whereby even rational thought must entail both doubt 
and its transcendence. If a generosity of spirit brings truth and compassion, 
faith and irony into social praxis, then it is not so coincidental that the figure 
of Gandhi should repeatedly figure as norm, icon and enigma in Indian 
artists’ work (as well as in art projects staged by Sahmat, and in the revised 
discourse at the national level by left intellectuals). –19 Though seemingly 
literal, such figuration can offer the possibility of facing authoritarian 
command with an imaginative rendering of our everyday lives. 

Several artworks in ‘Ways of Resisting’ demonstrated that one of the ways 
of resisting both the violence of social coercion and its reprisal in hate is by 
conducting the full protocol of mourning. –20 This recalls Gandhian ethics of 
‘remorse’, as it does Western scriptural/ and psychoanalytical 
understanding. If politicality comes as much from agonistic reason as it 
comes from a recognition of affects, artworks make evident that social 
suffering (as caused by communal carnage in India) requires reparation for 
injury acted out, in the case of an artist’s practice, in the public eye. To 
memorialise courageous encounters with coercive regimes is the necessary 
task of historical recall conducted by artist of all genres at all times. ‘Ways of 
Resisting’ had a preponderance of artworks that dealt with traumatic event 
and constructed memory, mourning and memorials.

 Yet another set of works in the exhibition attempted to prise away the 
question of citizen-subject from the national, conventional setting of civil 

society. By 
considering the 
question of new 
subjectivities 
formed outside in 
the interstices of 
the city fabric, 
these artists adopt 
confrontational 
positions 
pertaining to dalit 
and working-class 
identities, they also 
offer provocative 
stances in relation 
to gender 
questions. –21 Such 
forms of dissent 
invite punctual 
interrogation of 

installation view: 
Ways of Resisting, 
at lalit kala 
Akademi 
galleries, new 
Delhi, 2002.
photo courtesy, 
pablo 
Bartholomew/ 
SAHMAt photo 
courtesy, pablo 
Bartholomew / 
SAHMAt
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civic sloth and political crimes; it remains 
for critical discourse to inscribe the artwork 
within the public sphere for a continued 
activation of their condensed and replete 
meaning. 

 
The Present Moment

With the centrist, declaredly secular, pro-
globalisation Congress party earning the 
election mandate in 2004 to form a 
coalition government (United Progressive 
Alliance – UPA), what role is Sahmat able to 
play? Not surprisingly, and indeed 

appropriately, Sahmat’s position runs parallel, though on a relatively minor 
key, to the role more recently played by Indian left parties when dealing with 
the alternating rule of the BJP and the Congress Party. The communist 
parties of course are in direct confrontation with the BJP; they support the 
present ruling coalition led by the Congress Party from outside the 
government. The CPI (M), in particular, has a strong presence in three states 
and the elected parliament at the centre, so together the communists form a 
large and articulate pressure group that can offer critical collaboration as 
well as active resistance to the ruling ideology. It can be argued that Sahmat, 
too, has launched a holding operation within what has always been defined 
as a progressive national – now perhaps just a liberal national – space. This 
involves activities of a more academic nature.

Since 2000–01 Sahmat has extended vigorous support for scientific 
history writing in a context where debates around the criteria of ‘truth’, both 
at the advanced level of scholarship and at the level of textbooks for school 
children, were distorted by a communal government and its Hindutva 
ideology. A critical evaluation of the economic policy of not only the BJP, but 
also of the centrist, Congress-led government – the UPA – has been 
sustained by economists on the Sahmat platform. Symposia have been held 
on the policy that the UPA forged in consultation with its left allies in the 
form of a Common Minimum Programme (CMP), which included large-
scale relief measures to ensure minimum wage and welfare provisions for 
the rural poor; a policy towards which the neo-liberal element within the 
government and outside it, among the ‘captains’ of industry and the swelling 
middle class, show persistent disdain. This ideological critique now forms 
the fulcrum of the left agenda, and Sahmat, likewise, presses for greater 
recall of socialist antecedents in matters of economic and social justice while 
keeping a vigil on the correct rendering of election promises in education 
and culture. It hopes that by treating the national as a continued site of struggle, 
indeed by drawing on the largest, most inclusive legacy of democratic and 
anti-sectarian forces, it can engage with the changing discourse on 

navjot Altaf 
Links Destroyed 
and Rediscovered, 
1994. edited re-
installation, 
room-size 1300× 
600×500 cm 
(varible), pVc 
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documentary 
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modernisation which now coalesces with agendas of economic liberalisation 
that brazenly subsume peoples’ rights within the hegemonic universe of 
global capital. It is necessary to recognise the ideologically over-determined 
frame of the dream that India’s ruling class is so eager to embrace: that of a 
global (super-) power with its economic and military strategies serving 
vested interests at home and in the west – emphatically the United States of 
America. It is precisely what the left alliance and the still substantially 
Marxist intellectuals in India are able to critique, and Sahmat has become 
one of the more public platforms for that purpose.

Does the Sahmat platform need to restructure itself ? –22 Sahmat is 
criticised because earlier expectations of a narodnik-style populism, 
reminiscent of IPTA, were allowed to lapse. It has not become anything like a 
peoples’ movement for an alternative culture hypothesised in terms of an 
alternative society with ‘revolutionary’ caste and class politics. Though 
Sahmat determinedly exceeds the more conciliatory institutions and foreign-
funded NGOs negotiating the norms of civil society – sometimes as a ploy of 
the ruling class in a class-divided society – its own, more rigorous agendas 
may also be in need of a shake-up. The issues Sahmat tries to address are so 
fundamental as to be dealt with on several cultural and political sites. It now 
needs to be asked whether cultural politics in India must rely on the concept 
of the citizen within the terms of a national state that is itself facing an 
almost irretrievable contradiction: between democracy and the globalisation 
ambitions of a centrist government, between affluent India and the hugely 
turbulent polity with quite other political agendas on the ground. The issue 
is whether Sahmat’s commitment to the modern nation state and to a 
leftwing nationalism can command unquestioned allegiance from a 
variously motivated, utterly volatile populace. The questions asked in 
theoretical support of these multiple sources of discontent are whether we 

17 i refer to the artists 
gulammohammed Sheikh, nilima 
Sheikh and Arpana cour.

18 See Akeel Bilgrami, ‘Secularism, 
nationalism and Modernity’, in rajeev 
Bhargava (ed.), Secularism and its 
Critics, Delhi: Oxford university 
press, 1998 ; and Akeel Bilgrami, 
‘gandhi, newton and the 
enlightenment’, Social Scientist, vol.34 
nos.5–6, May–June 2006.

19 i refer to artists Akbar 
padamsee, Surendran nair and Atul 
Dodiya.

20 reference is to landmark 
installations by Vivan Sundaram, 
rumanna Hussain, navjot Altaf, n.n. 
rimzon, pushpamala n., Sheba 
chhachhi and tejal Shah, all made in 
the aftermath of communal riots. 
reference is also to a growing body of 

critical iconography about violence by 
Arpita Singh, Sudhir patwardhan, 
nalini Malani, nataraj Sharma, gargi 
raina and Jitish kallat. Also included 
in the exhibition were works and 
documentation of initiatives by artist-
resistance groups in Baroda, Mumbai 
and Bangalore who prepared image-
text exhibitions in the midst of 
communal riots in their cities.

21 Artists Savi Savarkar, Suranjan 
Basu, probir gupta, Veer Munshi, 
Altaf Mohamedi, M.J. enas and rias 
komu, working in different mediums, 
referred to the persistence of caste, 
class, ethnic and religious conflict, as 
did photographers ram rahman, 
parthiv Shah, pablo Bartholomew and 
prashant panjiar. Artists Jehangir Jani, 
inder Salim and Walter d’Souza 
referred to gender dilemmas.

22 Besides the more journalistic 
attacks, there of course are recurring 
critical evaluations of Sahmat. the 
oppositional polemic sustained by the 
cultural theorist rustom Bharucha 
(see his In the Name of the Secular: 
Contemporary Cultural Activism in India, 
Delhi: Oxford university press, 1998) 
is to be positioned within the terms 
of his larger interrogation of 
secularism and left politics. Arindam 
Dutta’s critique (ibid) is the most 
remarkably researched and argued 
text yet written on Sahmat. in an 
elegant if elegiac form of narration, 
Dutta marks the peaking of Sahmat’s 
role in a direct adversarial mode 
against an aggressive rightwing, and 
he enumerates, regretfully, the 
reasons that Sahmat seem to have 
arrived at some form of closure.
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must invest all energy into the ‘rights’ discourse characterising civil-society 
ethics; whether there is not another form of politics that takes citizenship as 
problematic and interrogates the now unstable categories of nation and 
state. Even as much as its agendas are cultural, Sahmat may have to pitch its 
dynamic onto an even more fraught public domain of politics, where the 
terms of discourse and the possibility of praxis are more conjectural and also 
more risky. 

If Sahmat has to wedge itself into the burgeoning neo-liberal economy of 
India (and its contingent, hugely flourishing art market), endowed with 
multiple subterfuges that undo class as well as nation and state, it must 
acknowledge that the historical reality on which a mandated left politics is 
sustained is not available in its classical form. We need to reconsider 
Sahmat’s artistic practice considering that a younger, cosmopolitan, artists’ 
constituency rejects the nation-state and nationalism (even when these are 
offered by progressive forces) on grounds that they must now deal with, 
participate in and critique the irreversible process of globalisation. By its very 
positioning, Sahmat has tried to sustain a minimum debate on the changing 
meaning of artistic radicalism and political commitment. In the process, it 
has attempted to deploy strategies appropriate for art in the public domain 
but its projects are mostly framed by known conventions and do not 
constitute an avant-garde within the terms of the practice itself – neither in 
language nor in terms of technologies. In fact, art as a social project on site – 
and such forms as mail art, agit-prop poster campaigns, street expositions, 
as well as symposia and teach-ins – seems now to rest on a mediated 
exploration of aesthetics, discourse and activism within the ‘norms’ of civil 
society, and not of what stands as its dialectical pair: political society. This 
struggle with the contradiction between the radical in art and in politics cuts 
across the entire twentieth century and Sahmat, it should be said, is not in 
command of any special aesthetic dispensation on these matters; it is even 
perhaps a little behind within the Indian context itself. How that context is 
evolving is another long and still speculative area of exploration that is not 
within the scope of this essay. –23 

I will, however, close this discussion with one related set of propositions. 
The Indian documentary and short film (in film/video/digital format) took a 

23 Avant-gardist practices have 
emerged from other artist-run 
groups: the raqs Media collective, a 
trio located in the city of Delhi, have 
developed a theory and practice of 
documentary/video/new media art to 
generate extended allegories of 
subversion and site them punctually in 
cyber-mohallas (neighborhoods) and 
cosmopolitan expositions alike. given 
their preferred tropes of migration/
displacement and marginality/
surveillance, they function across the 

trans-cultural zone of global art and 
bring a unique conceptual-discursive 
politics into the indian art scene. 
Open circle (Mumbai) is engaged in 
the activist genre of public art – on 
the streets of Mumbai protesting/
‘performing’ along with people’s 
resistance movements or at sites such 
as the World Social Forum in Mumbai 
and other cities of the world. 
Youthful organisations that are not 
quite as political, such as khoj 
(Delhi), break the ground with 

workshops and residencies hosting 
eccentric and transgressive artists 
from all over the world. new 
initiatives are also now being 
encouraged in the private sector 
where all art, even radical art, is 
subject (of course) to rapid 
commoditisation. What Sahmat might 
do in the face of a rampart art-market 
boom that draws indian artists into 
the vortex is another story 
altogether!
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new and brave turn at the very time of the Naxalite movement, then again 
during the Emergency, and once more during the 1990s. Indeed one 
definition of the political ‘artist’ of our time, at least in India, has become the 
radical documentarist, and the contradiction in the terms artist and 
documentarist may actually be the point from where to speak dialectically 
about the nature of art’s radicality. For the moment I will name the best 
known among the 1980s generation of Indian documentarists, Anand 
Patwardhan, whose work spans the period mentioned above. –24 His work 
proves the efficacy of (Brecht-like) pedagogy within the form of the 
documentary, addressed to large numbers of co-citizens with due rhetorical 
flamboyance and a pointed politics. It also exemplifies the role that such a 
figure plays in activating dormant debates on media, communication and 
censorship within the public sphere and, not least, in questioning state 
ideology and state policy on art, culture and politics, thus catapulting civil 
rights politics into direct political address. 

Provoked by rightwing politics, documentarists from all over India have 
set up a platform (Vikalp, 2004) with more than 300 practitioners working to 
articulate and disseminate a critical relation to the nation and the state. It is 
also the documentary and independent/experimental video movement that 
suggests that the mode of critical address may now have to be differently 
devised. Amar Kanwar, India’s most internationally celebrated 
documentarist today, is widely shown at public screenings and political 
forums; he is shown as widely in art spaces including international 
museums and biennales for his unique rendering of the moving image in 
documentary and avant-garde forms. Kanwar provides an advanced example 
of how a new criticality imbricates itself in what are also new subjectivities 
within the ‘abandoned’ space of the national – as indeed, now, within the 
total dominion of global capital. –25 

When the national state, claiming custodianship of its peoples’ economic 
interests, is handicapped and eventually even crippled by global capital, the 

24 For an update on patwardhan’s 
films, see www.patwardhan.com. For 
a radical contextualisation of his film 
practice, see Anand patwardhan, 
‘Waves of revolution and prisoners 
of conscience: the guerilla Film, 
underground and in exile’, MA 
thesis, Department of Art History 
and communications, Mcgill 
university, Autumn 1981. patwardhan 
has seen himself, and been seen by 
film theorists such as paul Willemen 
(see Jim pines and paul Willeman 
[eds.], Questions of Third Cinema, 
london: BFi publishing, 1989) as 
continuing to contribute to the 
famous debate initiated by the critics 
and filmmakers gettino and Solanas, 
in a work titled Towards a Third 

Cinema. Other references to 
patwardhan include: Sean cubitt, 
‘interview with Anand patwardhan’, 
Framework, vol.30/31, 1986 ; robert 
crusz and priyath liyanage, ‘interview 
with Anand patwardhan’, Framework, 
vol.38/39, 1992; Miriam Sharma, 
‘Anand patwardhan: Social Activist 
and Dedicated Filmmaker’, critical 
Asian Studies, vol.34 no.2, June 2002.

25 A selected filmography for Amar 
kanwar includes: A Season Outside, 
1998 ; Marubhum, 2000 ; The Many 
Faces of Madness, 2000 ; King of 
Dreams, 2001; A Night of Prophecy, 
2002; To Remember, 2003 ; Somewhere 
in May, 2005 ; and The Face, 2005 (the 
first pair from his ongoing project of 
four films on Burma). See Amar 

kanwar, Notes for A Night of Prophecy, 
chicago: the renaissance Society, 
2003 ; Anne rutherford, “not firing 
arrows”: Multiplicity, Heterogeneity 
and the Future of Documentary. An 
interview with Amar kanwar’, Asian 
Cinema, vol.16 no.1, Spring 2005 ; ida 
kierulf, ‘Amar kanwar – portraits’ 
(exh. cat.), Oslo: Fotogalleriet, 2005 ; 
Marit paasche, ‘Strong political 
Filmportraits’, Aftenposten, October 
2005 ; Jerry Saltz, ‘Worlds Apart – A 
Meditation on Separation: Amar 
kanwar Walks the Border Between 
india and pakistan’, Village Voice, 
February 2004.
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widespread travail is accompanied by the emergence of fresh affiliations in 
the form of affirmative or, more properly, partisan action at the grassroots 
level. Some of this action is ‘documented’ in the very process of formation by 
the filmmakers and videographers who are working independently, or with 
national and international NGOs. Covering the sub-terrain of a nation’s 
neglected populace, this work looks towards human rights within renewed 
forms of normative discourse, and establishes the legitimacy of a micro-
politics that promotes self-knowledge and empowerment for the subaltern 
subjects. However, grassroots activism may be quite circumspect and even 
compromised on account of easy international legitimacy and a 
corresponding, international-style humanitarian agenda that often 
substitutes the political for the ethnographic, and radicalism for sentimental 
forms of idealism. In this respect it is perhaps relevant to keep in focus the 
counter-reference – of a nationalist/statist engagement – such that Sahmat, 
now so frequently criticised, insists on maintaining.

The badge of secular artist – citizen artist – usefully defined within the 
terms of the nation state is now catapulted into a trans-subjective ‘free zone’ 
of democratic exchange, which relies on an instant, quick-fire mode of 
communication at the global scale. Not surprisingly, younger artists tend to 
identify with these less-‘classical’ more-expansive realms of indeterminacy, 
and often adapt a mediatic (expressly new media/cyberspace) version of the 
avant-garde, thereby sealing the rupture with all institutional associations of 
the erstwhile political. What the new political might be is being scripted, 
ironically, in fragments and within intensely discursive enclaves. It looks like 
it will be some time before it is able to make common cause with the idea 
and emergence of ‘multitudes’, that putative ‘revolution’ of the people who 
are now on the move as disenfranchised citizens, as migrant labourers in a 
de-industrialised era, as political refugees. –26 With the widespread conviction 
that the globe is now deterritoralised, the idea and very cause of this new 
politics (in India as elsewhere round the globe) is anarchist and virtual at 
once, and given the actual grip of global capital, it is euphorically pitched 
into a form of futurism.

26 Michael Hardt and Antonio 
negri, Empire, cambridge, Mass: 
Harvard university press, 2000.


