
This text is an unedited draft on the basis of which the speaker delivered a seminar, talk 
or lecture at the venue(s) and event(s) cited below. The title and content of each 
presentation varied in response to the context.  
 
If the text has been worked upon and published in the form of an essay, details about 
the version(s) and publication(s) are included in the section pertaining to Geeta Kapur’s 
published texts.   

 
 
Venue 

• Symposium: Asian Art Council, Guggenheim Museum, New York, 
September 2007 

 
Convener: Alexandra Munroe 

Panel: 
Asian art in context: A nation‐based, inter‐Asia, or international 
paradigm? 

 

Geeta Kapur:  Is the national paradigm viable for contemporary art? 
1. To get a sense of its historical significance, I pose this question in terms of the 

decolonization discourse that gained its worldview through  third world politics around 

mid-20th century. Conceding that this moment has passed, I reiterate that national 

sovereignty offers a position from which some of the international issues of 

developmental equity are still addressed; and whereby appropriate policies to resist the 

Empire’s agenda of economic and military expansionism may be devised.  

2. What we are talking about is not nationalism and nationality per se but  the continued 

relevance of the nation-state imbricated as that is with the project of modernity –a project 

under severe scrutiny, but one that can begin to cut beyond integrationist  compulsions of 

the classical nation-state model, thereby admitting not only multi-ethnic and multi-

religious polities but diverse, and negotiable agendas for communities within and without 

the nation.  

3. This requires  ruling nationalities/ identities to dismantle hegemonic ambitions, and 

because this can hardly be assumed, this benign form of the nation-state, the very 

proposition pertaining to a national paradigm is nothing less than a critical paradigm. 

That is to say, the national paradigm itself serves as a critical paradigm for evaluating 

crises and  their corrective mechanism in civil and political society.  
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4. Given the still highly differentiated national polities that bear the name of countries, the 

category of transnational citizenship, now much valorized, doesn’t, to my understanding, 

determine, and not certainly exhaust the conditions in which political praxis is most 

effectively conducted. As much as one may project transnational/ transcultural exchange, 

as the defining feature of the contemporary, the issues at play within the global have 

reference systems embedded in specific social structures assimilated within a given 

nation (or resistant to it and thus defined in opposition).  

Either way these read as signs gleaned from historical processes wherein alternative 

modernities, developed in conjunction with national imaginaries, have been constituted; 

and in relation to which citizen-subjects see themselves functioning as catalysts  engaged 

with other minorities, nationalities and now global citizenry including migrants, refugees 

and exiles.  

5. Diasporic populations around the globe must also address these issues  but often through 

a double bind: a disaffiliated citizenship, with the region and nation of ‘origin’ serving as 

geopolitical context.  

6. Current curatorial questions tend to begin and end with  diasporic dilemmas, 

transnational sites and a speculative transculturalism. In key exhibition-circuits, it is 

becoming common practice to suppress information on the country of birth, the 

nationality and place of residence of the artist exhibited. But precisely because the site of 

production and the form of address of an artwork are  interlinked, I believe it is 

dissembling practice and curatorial conceit to practice this erasure. It is, moreover, a 

hangover of  a universalist aesthetic so dated as to span the space from Malraux  to 

modernist formalism (ending with the hoary antagonist, Clement Greenberg). Aesthetic 

experience in this  guise should certainly count as an anomaly within postcolonial and 

even for that matter postmodern contexts where questions of identity and locus,  

enunciative and linguistic difference are so valorized. It is not  in order to determine some 

originary moment for the artist’s creativity that we seek such information, but so as to be 

able to track the itinerary of the artist’s  work along geographical and historical axes in a 

way that goes beyond biography and suggests a critical scale of affiliations and 

disaffiliations. 

7. The next set of issues pertains to whether it is any more valid to stage an entire exhibition 

on a declared national platform, named  as such: Chinese, Indian, Brazilian, etc. A spate 

of exhibitions of the Chinese avantgarde,  is now followed by successive exhibitions of 

contemporary art from India. Is this anachronistic or is it expedient on the part of the 
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curators and sponsors: a bid to find stepping stones to gain greater international visibility 

for artists from elsewhere – not so coincidentally, of course, artists from the newly 

powerful nations and rapidly globalizing economies.  

8. Precisely because many curatorial positions have emerged  in the past two decades, the 

national should be seen as one important input. There are global/transnational shows ( 

Documenta) that are now mandatorily more inclusive; geographically widespread shows 

including the new, southern Biennales with regional  focus (Havana, Brisbane, Dakar, 

Shanghai, Sharjah, Singapore); national shows abroad, including or excluding the 

diaspora; and so on. (We won’t here speak of the accelerated phenomenon of the art fairs 

where there is no curatorial intent as there isn’t any premium on substantive use or 

meaning  in the realm of commodities --which makes them of course the best bet for a 

neo-con, neo-liberal ideology and its consumption aesthetics). 

9. My own argument favours curatorially driven exhibitions that are based on conceptual 

propositions—encompassing artists and artworks that are arguably even if not formally 

coherent. If there is a correspondence between concept, place and the artwork, there is 

reason to believe that a selection of , say, Korean artists may be found to address issues 

of urbanism, migration, displacement, globalization with a high degree of artistic and 

curatorial intelligence—just as Turkish artists may intervene sharply on issues of 

ethnicity, religion, democracy and the public sphere. Each such location will also in its 

own terms introduce new and volatile subjectivities into the very paradigm of the 

contemporary.  

10. Remember that up until a couple of decades ago, all themes and issues, not to speak of 

the criteria of excellence, that is to say the entire range from political to aesthetic 

concerns were seen to be/shown to be addressed and even exhausted by Euro-American 

artists in various permutations-and-combinations. And no one questioned the actual  

international scope nor the false meritrocracy of these criteria. 

11. My own experience as a critic-curator from India leads me to believe that a selection of 

artists from a particular country/context, thoughtfully conceptualized and also 

problematized can, in the consequent exposition, address “universal” issues with global 

consequences. This form of partisanship goes beyond a counterbalancing polemic, and 

should add both to art-historical knowledge and to political agendas in the discursive 

extension of international art. Thus, for example, I want to be able to work my way 

through the historical trajectory and political aspiration reflected in the public sphere in 

India; to see how it reflects a vision (flawed, or even failed, as it might be) for a 
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democratic society; and how it plays a part in determining the way the larger post-

colonial, transnational public spheres are structured in and through the practice of art. 

12. I do not want to isolate and valorize location within what is an irreversibly globalized 

world, but I do suggest that if contemporaneity is continually co-produced across 

cultures; if place, region, nation, state, and the politics of all these contextualizing 

categories of history (proper) are in a condition of flux everywhere in the world, we can 

presume past universals—regarding culture, for instance—to have been superseded, 

exposing the major, often lethal,  tensions between peoples and regions. It is the task of 

specific art loci, especially those emergent in the southern region, to mark a set of 

cultural conjunctures conducive to another kind of meaning production—in art and in 

history, separately and alike.  

13. It used to be said that knowledge is produced in the west, and that cultural artifacts 

abound in the non-west. I am inclined to invert this with a degree of caprice necessary for 

bold prognostications: the site for fresh discourse on the problematic of contemporaneity 

may be elsewhere/now here; excellence in practice is probably still a prerogative of 

western artists, in that the resource and knowledge of the modern tradition is theirs on 

command. But before this starts to sound like a familiar polemic of “us and them,” I want 

to restore the picture of art’s sovereignty within and without the institution of art, and 

thereby also the degree of entropy that makes the creative process and the sites of its 

occurrence unpredictable. The question, then, is how critic-curators can present 

contemporary art so as to redeem the hidden as well as the contextual meaning of the 

artwork; how, especially designed expository practices can undermine hegemonic 

tendencies of national and global, ethnic and imperialist ideologies within aesthetic 

discourse itself; and how meaning in art is revealed to be always situated, but also always 

liminal to the established order of things—both at once. 

 

Geeta Kapur 
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