PUBLIC ADDRESS: citing installation and performance art 

Geeta Kapur

Framed by two forms of contemporary art practice, installation and performance art, I investigate public address, its persuasive, evidential, and tautological modalities and, with that, the discursive range of a consequent aesthetic. 

[… ] it is possible to raise the question of ‘aesthetic practices’ as I understand them, that is forms of visibility that disclose artistic practices, the place they occupy, what they ‘do’ or ‘make’ from the standpoint of what is common to the community. Artistic practices are ‘ways of doing and making’ that intervene in the general distribution of ways of doing and making as well as in the relationships they maintain to modes of being and forms of visibility.

Jacques Ranciere, The Politics of Aesthetics.
On Testimony 

Witness testimony lies at the core of 20th century philosophy: the texts are paradigmatic of the historical, political and ethical dilemmas of our times; they complicate the ontological bind between the speaking subject—speech and the elusive nature of enunciation-- and the listening/ responding/ implicated other. (I need hardly mention the Holocaust; the Gulag; the imperialist and now neo-imperialist war apparatus across the world; and the south’s own decolonization process— racial Apartheid; the Partition in our case with more recent religious and ethnic massacres, as well as continuing histories of oppression against lower castes and women.) Any exposure of personal or collective trauma assumes a form of psychic cathexis; also frank catharsis that demands the historical task of social reprisal of which however the most searing feature is its failure. Agamben relentlessly annotates trauma, loss, and mourning with what he calls the lacuna in testimony – a condition that renders the discourse of reparation in deep doubt. If this, tragically, remains the default state of our being, ethical and juridical claims for shared responsibility need to be more reticent. Philosophic unraveling leaves us perhaps with an archive of pain asking to be reconstituted for a hermeneutic purpose that may then enhanced historical consciousness.

It is necessary to place, alongside this deep doubt, a more active engagement with violence and injustice. Witness testimony does alter the subject-other relationship -- from existential continuum to a need for potential community and even a motivated collectivity supported by a politically attuned discourse. For those involved with the practice of the arts, it requires that meaning be delivered in articulate and affective forms such as for example in the documentary—both, photography and the moving image. The very subject of documentary ranges from the historical to the confessional; the documentary genre claims to bring veracity to and through the image. Here I make a reference to Amar Kanwar, a most committed artist- documentarist, and to his Lightening Testimonies (2012) in particular. He works with historical trauma, nurturing the ground of subjectivity in the process of configuring witness testimonies for the purpose of ethical redemption within immediate history and its contingent contemporary. 

Historically, and more compellingly since the 20th century, artists have assumed the witnessing role of the survivor. This is an ontological quest that requires transmitting urgency to more formal concerns around image-object-installation, video and performance. It involves devising formal analogues to arrested speech, unspoken testimony, doubting narratives, camouflaged cues and problematic resolutions. 

Here, I speak of two feminist artists, Rummana Hussain and Navjot Altaf, to see how the practice of art continues to offer a reconstitutive promise for the threatened body: first by acknowledging the precariousness of life, then by rendering representation into the paradox of presence and absence, thus seeking coalescence of two contradictory states of being – abjection and agency. I suggest we confirm both: the fragile ‘truth-value’ of autonomous subjectivities (an existentialist premise of modernist art), and the citizens’ need to testify (the humanist premise of democracy); and, in this sense, convert acts of representation into acts of solidarity that dignify denuded lives with a historical mandate for survival.
Rummana Hussain: Is it what you think?

It was Rummana’s performance titled Is it what you think? (1998) that made her ‘identity’ explicit. She sat on a chair dressed in black lace undergarments and a sparkling parandi in her (false) plaited hair. The slides projected on the body—her torso half-covered with a black chador but baring her maimed breast, as well as images of Iranian hijab-wearing girls holding guns—mockingly testified that she was Muslim. Economical in its props and style, the ‘exhibitionist’ performance was an ironical rendering of a questionnaire to the Muslim woman. Who asks the questions: the mullah or the secular ethnographer? Who answers them, the devout woman or the despoiled feminist? Rummana pretended through the recited text to parry religious taboos, hegemonic Islam, forced privacy, but also the undesired intrusion of the sympathetic feminist. To leave no doubt, she read from a book wrapped like the Holy Quran. 

The text of Is it what you think? was read by Rummana in a clear, matter-of-fact voice and it went like this: 

‘Where does she belong? Is she behind a veil? Have you defined her? Does she go into her shell? Have you pushed her? What does the press say? Do social conditions alter her behavior? Does she wash herself? Is it a prerequisite? Where does she wash? Does she have breasts? Or has she had a mastectomy? Does she have kinky sex? Does she cover her body and wear transparent clothes? Have you defined her?  Has she fought battles? Have they been forgotten? Has she joined a revolution? Which movement has she joined? Has she fought for her rights? How do you interpret that? Do you think that she believes in the jihad? Did you read it in today’s newspaper? Is this a love song? Did she fight the colonizers? Did she die for it? Or does she sit behind her veil? Is she educated? Or did you deprive her of that description? Did her father permit her? Does she live behind closed doors? Does she clean, sweep and cook for her family? Does that sound familiar? Is she like you? Can you imagine that? Have you slotted her? Is she the other? Does she follow the preachers? Have you defined her? Does she have any options? Are her beliefs an escape? Or a security? Or a habit? Or a choice? Do you find her mysterious? Do you want to focus on her? Do you want to crack the secret? Could she be you? Do sounds have any association? Do you connect them with her? Does she read the red book? Is she me? Are your associations a fantasy? What language does she speak? Does she listen to you? Has she heard your descriptions of her? Has it made her insecure? Is she you? Would you accept that? Have you forced her into a corner? Is that why she opposes you? Or has she retreated into her shell? Have you defined her, slotted her? Where can she go? Does she resort to her faith? What are her options? Does she chant her prayers? Have you identified her? Has she a lover? Do his fingers touch her body? Does she force them up? Is she ecstatic? Do you believe her? Does she believe you? Does she have soft breasts? Or has she had a mastectomy? Has she been mutilated? Can she bear the pain? Are your words like scissors? Does she carry a knife? Does she chop vegetables? Does she laugh? Does she feel threatened? Is she afraid of ethnic cleansing? Does she threaten you? Does her privacy offend you? Are you confused between resistance and war? Do you think that she has radical views? Do you think she can articulate them? Do you think her voice has been stifled? Is that fact or fiction? Have you defined her? Is she the other? Do you pity her? Is that your construct? 

 Is it a predicament?
The performance was about a female subject trapped by pity, curiosity and scorn which taint her very citizenship; it was about the dissolution of that citizen-subject and its recomposition in discourse that resists both subject-fixation and reification. Rummana decided, at considerable cost to her hitherto comfortable status, to read history through elective affinities and to join the lament of her covered sisters who may, perhaps, exceed their ‘freer’ counterparts in living out the contradictions of present-day liberal society, and achieving in the process a tendentious claim on what Veena Das calls ‘the truth of the victim’. Except that this truth was not meant to conduct the viewer into a flesh-and-blood relationship with the victim but to witness the heartless constructedness of that status. And, then, to project that constructedness back on to the viewer as a form of recognition if not responsibility.
On another plane, Rummana shaped an allegory by allowing glimpses of her ‘damaged’ body—marking solidarity with women who have undergone mastectomy. Using performative means, she made simultaneous use of all the signs: an (embodied) icon, a marginalized citizen, she was a woman classically faced with the Law that she mocked through grossly symptomatic means – with a scar and a prosthetic hidden inside her bodice. This could be narcissism illumined by imminent death, and the trope of mortality duly undermined the ethnographic masquerade popular with other non-western artists (like Shirin Neshat among others). 

Rummana’s identity as an Indian/Muslim bristled when she over-identified with her role; and she worked out a performative economy such as to indicate that she was giving up rather than gaining an identity, and that she was giving up only to regain her secular rights through political struggle. Rummana put her name to everything secular: from the early 1990s she worked with activist groups that function in the public domain to address the precise crisis of Hindu–Muslim alienation and what we call communal violence. She was especially identified with SAHMAT. Her activism allowed Rummana to announce what she masked as a performer: that her nationality was at stake, and that if her work was about being a Muslim/woman/artist in the climate of a de-secularized India, she was reiterating the secular in a paradoxical way—so as to prepare canny forms of ‘bodily’ recovery, including the recovery of the body-politic. At the same time as she would embarrass her co-religionists with her nakedness, her costume and her words, she spelt embarrassment for her cosmopolitan friends who would rather she remain the safe secular Rummana and not become this anachronistic figure chanting a protest irrelevant to her class-secured identity. Anxious as she was about her changed status, Rummana made her artistic persona ready for iconographic rendering as for provocative dissembling. Staging a crafted subjectivity, interpellated into coercive sociology, she pitched her identity for display and constructed a public space for debate. 

Mary Kelly has talked about working with the assumption that ‘discourse inhabits the recesses of subjectivity no less pervasively than the outer world’, and the necessity therefore to develop an ‘inner speech’. Is it what you think? is a speech-utterance in a classic/generic style: it is Rummana Hussain’s monologic interrogation of self as other—viscerally lodged in her own subjectivity by historical circumstance. 

Navjot Altaf: Lacuna in Testimony
Lacuna in Testimony (2003–06), Navjot’s three-projection video-installation based on a day’s footage of the ocean, was made after the 2002 state-backed pogrom against Muslims in Gujarat. Drawing on the testimonies of women who had taken refuge in the Shahi Baug and Shah Alam camps—victims, refugees and witnesses—women whose bodies (or the bodies of their kin) had been violated or destroyed, Navjot developed a voice archive, patiently recording scores of testimonies of stigmatized citizens faced with rape, violence, juridical lapse and political ruse. She then erased this vestigial ‘privilege’ of speech, acting not in arrogance but from a compassionate sensibility: evanescent images, she thought, would better reflect the pain and bewilderment of over-exposed identities; an ambient aura created by the beamed ocean would perhaps lift unspoken narratives to the horizon. 

I reference Veena Das’s insistence on the quality of attention to what the victim is saying and even more to their silence; to listen to the ‘inner language’ of the suffering, since not everything that people have gone through and witnessed can be said. Added to the callousness of the official discourse of the state, especially with regard to women, Das expresses revulsion at what she calls the ‘excess of speech’ and ‘plenitude of words’ in the face of violence—in the media and in academic discourse. 

Lacuna in Testimony was a succession of subliminal images appearing on the surging waves of a changing, blue, gray, purplish-blue ocean – the Arabian Sea – striking the extended coastline of Bombay as also western Gujarat. There was no shoreline for the foaming waves, the horizon was placed high, and an editing rhythm portrayed the ocean in all its splendid indifference. Three adjacent screens developed a visually identical but time-staggered ritual of ‘evidence’: forty-eight small, square, digitally generated windows opened to a steady pulse, one by one, and traced a grid over the water-surface. These windows were brilliantly reflected in three rows of 72 square mirrors placed on the floor below the projection; and the doubled imagery created a space of pain, fear, shimmer. In each of the frosty ‘panes’ you glimpsed gray, unfocused images of assault, of command and subjection, and of ordinary life –taken, besides Ahmedabad 2002, from a vast archive including the second world war and beyond. In the definitive yet illusory boundary—the ocean’s horizon— in the monotonous murmur of its infinity, Navjot located an ‘oceanic archive’ of submerged and frozen footage. These ghost-scenes of destruction began to fade before you could decipher their documentary content; before fading they froze into identical, caved-in ice-drifts that floated for a few seconds and then started to disappear in a fine-tuned sequence, a recession that completed itself in one and then the next and the next screen. 

Once the windows dissolved, the sea reappeared for a moment in its fullness and sound and then suddenly all three screens blacked out. During the interval the words l a c u n a i n t e s t i m o n y appeared and disappeared letter by letter on the surface, followed by the roaring, quickening waves now turned scarlet then deep red. The simple, minimally edited video-recording of the ocean offered a metaphor for the mounting trauma of countless testimonies—and this was now surmounted by an illegible wail. The bloodied seascape rang with the voice of a child at play in a refugee camp in Ahmedabad. The piercing call found an echo and called back again and again. Like all repetitions, this turned into a portent that materializes in the form of a waking dream within the camp; the camp which as an institution has been named as a paradigmatic structure of the modern state and a defining format for the perverse sustainment of bare life. 

The boy’s deranged song filled the lacuna that beset the project of assembling testimonies. It filled the lacuna—not only of testimony but of mere speech, and brought him, the boy, to a healing station, perhaps. Or to a singing death. The boy’s voice faded away, the ocean subsided, and the sequence closed with the waves returning to a quiet blue rhythm. 

The camp, never shown or represented in Navjot’s work, is not, as we know from supporting facts, ever terminated satisfactorily, just as the conversion of citizens into displaced persons never ceases—rather, it assumes the magnitude of a worldwide exodus that we can only ever glimpse in vignettes. Navjot’s spectral vision with no decipherable subject, only a shrill plaint, was one such vignette. 

Navjot, in this work, devised a distinct aesthetic for the video-image. In consonance with the signal-language of the video-tape and the overlapping translucency of images made possible in the editing process, she positioned her conceptual preference for an aesthetic of erasure. Here was an archive of images as an index of absence, a repository of loss and a perceptual equivalent of forgetting. …

Did Navjot’s pared means of representation belie the radical end they signaled? Not iconic, nor the photo-indexical, nor even the speech of recorded testimony which is a form of embodiment, her mode of address signaled, beyond representation, the loss of body in the aftermath of violence. These lives are not ‘represented’ in the political sense of the term. Thereby they press the question: what is the veracity of representation as a key category of artistic endeavor?

(There is, dialectically, a foregrounded presence of the body in her work in Kondagaon, in Bastar, where she has set up part residence since the last 15 years and worked with local colleagues who are from tribal and peasant, lower caste, artisanal and working class backgrounds. Among them, especially women, who have in a sense become comrades demanding support from stationed administrators: Navjot has helped set up situations where acts of self- emancipatory labour —such as women learning to build environmentally and ergonomically better facilities within the village commons, including sites of play and pedagogy for their children—have been initiated.)

Space and Address 

1. Inserted into the discourse around population and people, polity and the public; nation-state, transnational citizenry, national and diasporic public spheres; ‘public address’, as I deploy it here, is a rhetorical mediation. But, given that public address is conducted through expressivity and form; articulation and affect, it also implicates aesthetics.

2. If meaning is considered to be immanent in the artwork, it derives equally from the phenomenology that situates the work in a given space. Thus, if we have, here, ideological, social/contextual preconditioning that extends to the more definitive paradigm of the nation-state, there is also the case for reading meanings in terms of the ‘parergon’—where the inside-outside, the frame/space relationship, has institutional as well as formal and semiotic implications; and whereby we can refigure, via anachronistic and futuristic maneuvers, texts and meanings in the larger field of the social. . 

3. While we speak about an artist’s form of address, shaped in relationship with spectatorial reception, there is, already implicit in this transaction, a critical emplacement: a citizen standpoint with several political contradictions surrounding it. 

With this I turn to two artists with ambitious institutional projects.

Vivan Sundaram: History Project. 
What are the modalities of public address within the premise of Vivan Sundaram’s 1998 History Project staged at the Victoria Memorial, Kolkata?

Layout: First, a synoptic glimpse of the mise-en-scene of the Darbar Hall cut through by a rail track, blocked by a steel wagon, cluttered with bulky things: authentic objects, bricolage, fake stuff and a variety of photographs and reproductions. The rail track along the central aisle of the Hall ended abruptly with a barrier: there was an enormous steel wagon stationed beyond; and it resonated with poetry, song and lament from the time of the Bengal Famine and the Partition. At the far end, there was a library consisting of hundreds of file boxes dedicated to Bengal’s freedom fighters. In the left aisle, hundreds of jute bags, recording peasant and labour struggles were juxtaposed with kumartulli actor-‘mannequins’ overwritten with scripted speech from Bengali melodrama. Next to an archaic printing press fed by a dome high text-scroll, was Bankim’s own writing desk and meticulously configured faux library. In the right aisle there was a large four-poster bed and, nested in the pillows, a TV monitor playing excerpts from the history of Bengal films foregrounding a female protagonist. There was reference to Binodini, to early photography and the indexical appearance of the female subject and beyond that the adda, performance space of the Bengali male, poet and demagogue. In the ceiling of the great dome, there were two verses: by Rabindranath Tagore and Jibanananda Das. 
Ideology: It has been argued (by Arindam Dutta) that for Sundaram, Bengal was a topo-name: he deployed the signifier called Bengal; treated it as an archive; handled the structures and protocol of the archive as an artist statement. Bengal facilitated the staging of national aspiration within the terms of‘enlightenment’ imaginary, wherein the mandate of modernity was inaugurated and the formation of subjecthood demonstrated. This was then interpreted, theorized, and critiqued by postcolonial theorists (prominently from Bengal) gives it the necessary edge. 

It has also been argued that Sundaram, seeing colonial economy in a continuum with aspirational progress, delivered history to the controlling ‘apparatus’ of the aspired for nation-state rather than to the concept of a sovereign polity. That he reinforced this proposition: punctually, by installing the project at the 50th anniversary celebration of Indian independence; and rhetorically, by invoking installation art’s first protocol: less emphasis on representational reflexivity, more on theatric presentation ─ whereby nationalist history pronounces an emancipatory agenda.

But it can also be argued that Sundaram, an outsider to Bengal and to the methodology of history, conceived his History Project in a two-step process: juxtaposing a regardful handling of canonical figures from nationalist history, with non-canonical, agonistically posed ideologies and movements foregrounded by Marxists, leftwing historians, and subalternists. And that he did this with an artist’s strategic understanding of how, an over-laden mise-en-scene becomes installation phenomenology capable of staging contradictions that interrupt historical teleologies. 

Perspective: Can we infer a set of political junctions between perspective, installation itinerary, historical narrative, and teleology? Sundaram tends to use a vanishing point perspective in his varied oeuvre and indeed emphatically in the Victoria Memorial installation. Alternatively, he uses a modernist (anti-) perspective of surface topography privileging the flatbed view of the wall or map. 

Sundaram’s dramatic use of horizontal and vertical axes telescoped distance and height; the world as picture zoomed to a vanishing point in the future but simultaneously also ‘collapsed’ on to a flatbed. Here was how the regimental diachronicity of the thematic intersected with the synchronic structure of installation art -- ‘terminal’ obstructions were set along the perspectival paths/ sightlines/ track-ends. When you tried to fit the parts in this framed/ deframed structure, you acknowledged the lack of fit, and this unfitted whole shifted teleology into a contrapuntal score, unsettling a reading from the fixed signifieds of national history 

So, if, for example, the inspection trolley on the rail track gave a navigational pull to the narrative, the rail head/ metal barrier, halted passage and raised questions about territory, borders and belonging. And because the installation in its chronology and formal presentation centralized rupture (the Partition), it opened up the ground reality of conflict: majoritarian privilege, feudal hegemony and sectarian discord. 

An allegorical statement renders the installation exercise, and this particular History Project, more complex:

‘Marx says that revolutions are the locomotives of world history. But the situation may be quite different. Perhaps revolutions are not the train ride, but the human race grabbing for the emergency brake.’ 
Walter Benjamin, fragment from The Arcades
The Archive: Hal Foster places the archival impulse beyond the hermeneutical into a somewhat manic desire on the part of certain contemporary artists to complete and comprehend the historical through compulsive archiving. Knowing full well that this is impossible, the enterprise becomes utopic. Sundaram adopted precisely such an archival impulse.
 

Within the terms of the archival and the documentary, the theorizing by Boris Groys is also important for an understanding of Sundaram’s project: in his use of repetition and seriality; in his inclination to both install and question the objecthood of artworks by a mock reproduction of real objects—such as Bankim’s library, with book-spines photocopied on wooden blocks -- a pun scaled to the dignity of a scholar’s library but signaling also the canny inscription into contemporary art of documentary supplements. 

Boris Groys also speaks about the de-auratization and re-auratization of the spatially determinate objects in an installation. A mural-like inscription of verse from the poetry of Rabindranath Tagore and Jibanandan Das, emblazoned the inside of the Victoria Memorial dome. The verses invoked a sense of incompletion as a form of temporal transcendence. What remained, then, was a melancholy doubt in the words of Bengal’s two great romantic-modernist poets. 

Site-specificity: Sundaram’s historical narrative works with the open-ended ‘project’ nature of his enterprise. Material literalism and constructivist aesthetic include the use of assemblage, montage, bricolage; here it produced what looked like a ‘godown’ aesthetic but firmly under-gridded, so that the viewer negotiated through jump-cuts, informal itineraries and expositional structure. Here was a historicizing project constructed in emphatically materialist terms—with diligent reference to the modes and relations of production foregrounded in historical materialism. It was also thereby in continuation with the tendency, since the 1970s, to emphasizes installation art’s site specificity and widespread institutional critique—evident in the first place in his deciding to work within Calcutta’s (and the fallen Empire’s) most culturally laden architectural monument; so was his gesture of reducing the mammoth installation to the terrain of trash. De-authored/ de-authorized, the installation turns into a documentary archive (photo, film and textual documentation); an epistemology-driven detritus of contemporary art. 

Citizen in the Darbar Hall: Given the excess of objects, images and sound; the apparent disarray and fair-like aspect in the layout; and given the stroll-in public of the Victoria Memorial, flooding the space like ‘tourist pilgrims’ on a railway platform─ Sundaram’s installation was something of a Happening. Can we attribute to this History Project the claim of even greater publicness than a museum, and therefore the complement of exhibitory democratization?

But more than a Happening, the sustained phenomenology of an installation space is theorized best in that it interpellates the spectator within an ambiguously defined but socially alive situation; or perhaps a conjuncture, where history asks to be developed by a respondent. Is there a citizen-subject already always positioned within publicly placed installation art? 

JITISH KALLAT: Installing Foundational Texts. 
It is curious that Jitish Kallat (approximately the third generation after midnight’s children), volunteers to bear the weight of historical chronology and references debates initiated within societies transiting from colonialism to constituted polities of new nations in the postcolonial phase─and thence into the globalizing age to which Kallat properly belongs. Perhaps he relies precisely on the virtue of being a contemporary artist─ now a much valorized, self-sustaining and protean category-- and status that clearly out-weighs the status of a citizen-artist located within a nation-space.
In his non-representational/ ‘conceptual’ works, Public Notice I, II, III, Kallat works through eminently historical subject-matter; he faithfully quotes and materializes the speech of the specters (Indian savants, heroes and martyrs of the 19th and 20th centuries); and he does this with textual density, with construed monumentality. Indeed, the installation project is so laborious, so ambitious, that it (almost as if ) exempts him from the responsibility of hermeneutic interpretation. 

In Public Notice I (2003), Kallat took as his subject the speech by Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first Prime Minister, delivered on the eve of India's independence, August 14/15, 1947. Commonly referred to as his "Tryst with Destiny" , the speech was filled with inspirational rhetoric. It declared that the country would awake to freedom after centuries of colonialism and a long struggle for self-rule. 

Public Notice I, was created in reaction to the horrors of communal riots in Gujarat in February 2002; Nehru’s words as a hand-rendered script using rubber adhesive on five acrylic mirrors, were set aflame by Kallat, thus incinerating the words and warping the mirrors and their reflected images. According to Kallat, "the words are cremated ... much as the content of the speech itself was distorted by the way the nation has conducted itself in the last six decades. 

In Public Notice 2 (2007), Kallat recreated the entire text of the speech that Mahatma Gandhi gave on March 11, 1930, on the eve of his epic march of approximately 240 miles to the small town of Dandi on the coast of the Arabian Sea--a demonstration of civil disobedience and nonviolent protest led by Gandhi to oppose the unfair Salt Tax imposed by the British. This was a refusal to obey, a gesture of self reliance, a symbolic claim on the salt of the earth. Kallat used resin to fashion approximately four thousand five hundred bone-shaped letters of the alphabet as "discarded relics" of the Gandhian spirit of peaceful resistance.

In Public Notice 3, which opened at the Art Institute of Chicago on September 11, 2010, Kallat turned to another historically significant speech, that of Swami Vivekananda, who as a young Hindu monk delivered an important address about universal tolerance at the first conference of World's Parliament of Religions at the Art Institute of Chicago on September 11, 1893. (The World's Columbian Exposition of 1893 was held in Chicago to celebrate the four-hundredth anniversary of the discovery of the New World by Christopher Columbus and to announce to the world at large, Chicago's reemergence from the devastation of the Great Fire of 1871.)

Kallat himself says how, as “‘Public Notice 3’ takes up tenancy on the risers of the Grand Staircase of the Art Institute of Chicago, it draws at once on the memory inscribed within the architecture of the museum building (site) and commences it’s engagement with the public by evoking recent memories enshrined within 9/11 (2001). It perhaps travels back through the history of the “site” to evoke this other date, Swami Vivekananda’s speech at the first Parliament of Religions was an attempt to create a global convergence of faiths (not nations) – possibly with the knowledge that in the future it will not ‘only’ be nations that become sole-commissioners of violence – and overlaying these contrasting moments like a palimpsest. 

The words of the speech are illuminated, conceptually and actually, in the (terror) threat coding system (of 5 colours) in the US Department of Homeland Security. “The 118 step-risers receive this refracted text, in the “interstitial” spaces, “between the steps”. Architecturally and formally, the text is doubled at the two entry points on the lower levels of the grand staircase and quadrupled at the four exit points at the top, multiplying like a visual echo.”

Kallat refers to Homi Bhabha who, extrapolating on this work, brings forth a key point about the dangers of the “foundational” text itself becoming a kind of “fundamentalist utterance”. Kallat adds, “that nowhere is it truer than with Vivekananda’s own disputed legacy and how his utterances at the close of the 19th century have been actively co-opted by the Hindutva brigade”; Bhabha says: “The call for religious tolerance is no longer a Universal value; now it is a matter of the global politics of Security – a matter of life and death”.

Kallat’s more ephemeral installation, titled Covering Letter, and is linked to the 'Public Notice' project of revisiting a historical moment for reflection. The work is a freestanding light-projection, on Fog Screen (a curtain of “dry” fog), of a letter written by Gandhi in 1939 to Hitler - possibly the greatest advocate of peace to one of the most violent individuals that ever lived - urging him to reconsider his violent means. This letter is projected on an illuminated fog screen that the audience can pass through with their bodies touching Gandhi's words. 

Is the letter an innocent folly; desperate mockery; compulsive denial; or the plea of a saint who could touch bare life and yet speak truth to power? And, as poignantly, is this fog screen a curtain of gas ejected from hidden head showers; is this a cruel display of Gandhi’s blindness in the face of absolute evil?

Recalling the distinction between activist intervention in civil and political society: Kallat’s restrained (constrained?) politics prods us to ask whether perhaps the extent of politicality that one may expect of a contemporary cosmopolitan artist is finally only affective/operational within the terms of a civil society framework? If so, how does an artist, situated in a nation-space within the global, fulfill the demands of the present political; what is the political in current cultural discourse?
I return at the end to the performative.

 Inder Salim: In Performance

With over fifteen years of his performance-presence in Delhi, Inder Salim has produced two distinct profiles: one singularly eccentric, the other convivial and open to forms of collectivity. As an individual performer in public sites, he offers simple gestures with political overtones. When he performs in solidarity against institutions of power, his demonstration bears the hope that dissident positions, inscribed in history, will rework societal norms.

Because so much of Inder Salim’s address is intended for the Indian State and its claim of democracy, there is no better place for his performances than Delhi. His interventions take place in art galleries, museums and experimental platforms (such as Khoj, Sahmat and Sarai, among others); in Delhi’s public forums, its streets and the polluted Yamuna River; and on the Indian highways radiating to and from the city where his Caravan project (2010) rolled out a changing ensemble of (international) performers.

His name is itself intended to provoke and reconcile: he changed Inder Tikku to Inder Salim, a mixed Hindu-Muslim  ‘thakallus’. Inder Salim’s narrative on Kashmir is ostensibly straight forward. Kashmir is a tragic outpost of the Indian Partition of 1947; the then newly independent nations of India and Pakistan, unable to resolve their territorial claims, have repeatedly resorted to aggression, deploying armed forces or militants. A decimated Kashmir barely sustains its civil society today, and its two religious communities have borne decades of violence, torture, exile, disappearance and death. The ingestion of this cruel condition is key to Salim’s performance practice. And it turns the official narrative into a series of absurd, provocative, and committed acts of transgression on almost a daily basis.

For example, in I Protest (2010), the artist joined a Kashmiri citizens’ protest at Jantar Mantar, a few kilometers from the seat of the Indian Republic. While raising slogans demanding ‘freedom’, he gestured as if to throw a stone (a scrunched-up protest leaflet) in the manner of Kashmiri youth, who, for all their rage, sometimes meet their deaths in the mere act of stone-throwing. The artist’s indictment of a grossly unequal battle (where civilians, seen as militants, are randomly targeted by Indian armed forces with shoot-on-sight orders) was repeated at a high-profile meeting

between Kashmiri dissidents and Delhi intellectuals, where it produced an electric effect. The entire audience stood up and spontaneously enacted his gesture, mocking and defying the role of the Indian State in suppressing, in the name of militancy, the democratic aspirations of the Kashmiri people.

Assuming a character allegorizing the injury that his enchanted valley suffers, Inder Salim persistently performs in the nude, valorizes narcissistic and sometimes masochistic acts, yet maintains an extraordinary restraint that his now prescient politics teach him. He often plays the fool – inspired by literature (Sanskrit, Shakespeare) and the mystic Sufi tradition from the northern reaches of the subcontinent (crowned by Kashmir). He is Majnun, the maddened lover of Arab-Persian lore; he is the archetypal martyr of valorous communities; he is the man who will protect fish and fowl and children, even as he identifies with street rebels and men on death row. Transforming the mystic into a subaltern figure, he dares authority and, after Brecht, signals the folly of power: the petit-bourgeois bureaucrat, the police officer and the politician ‘manning’ the state.

Despite his tender affinities, Inder Salim’s performance rituals are no outcome of neo-liberal sentiment, nor of its relational aesthetics. He determinedly inhabits the space of real politics that holds participant-interlocutors committed to declared concerns and everyday confrontations, persistent refusal.

Concluding Propositions:

1. The concept of the citizen-subject implies both ‘subjection’ to the state and a subject position whereby individuals inscribe their own political tendencies within the social and constitutional order. My argument is that the derived category of the citizen artist can yield a prescient ethics: the abstraction entailed in citizenship gains by the existential force of the creative act. 

‘The unsolved antagonisms of reality return in artworks as immanent problems of form.’ Theodor Adorno
2. We know that there will be contradictions between the artist’s perception of autonomy, subject-position and subjectivity, and the politics of citizenship. Precisely, therefore, an artwork’s meaning is never exhausted by its status within the norms of punctual representation. The ‘logic’ of an artwork is based on formal equivalence to the structure of language and properly placed in the realm of the symbolic, it is tendentiously related to political circumstance and more often disruptive in its affective and event-like impact. 

3. An artist’s claim to individual sovereignty may seem to detract from the principle of democratic citizenship (and, here, Partha Chatterjee’s distinction between civil and political society helps to differentiate between citizen artist and political artist). But even while art practice may elude rules of representation, it gains precisely from unsettling norms and relating to hypothetical or potential subjectivities. In giving performative, enunciative, rhetorical and (by inference) institutional space to these new subjectivities, we can prefigure an inter-secting dynamic between aesthetics, culture and democratic citizenship that is, arguably, political. 
4. In the twentieth century, and especially during certain decades (1920s-40; the1960s-70s), political artists have engaged directly with revolutionary and anarchist movements, putting their stakes in vanguard as well as party-based communism; in antifascist resistance, decolonizing struggles, and feminism. Today, propositions offering ‘history as form’ are themselves historicized. Focused on transnational capital and global assault; on statist repression and crises of citizenship, discourse-and-activism is premised on mediatic urgency-- a heterotopic simultaneity produced by volatile networks produces in turn lightening response across the globe—with corresponding, quick-changing equations between knowledge, action and change. Perhaps it supplements earlier versions of anarchist dissent and organized resistance?
5. Indian artists 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. Contemporary artists, critiquing the easily distorted national(ist) ideology and the unleashing of state violence, look at on-the-spot and punctual activism based on subaltern, minoritarian, feminist, dalit and militant forces. The present conjuncture puts unprecedented pressure on all institutional/ideological apparatuses, asking what a culturally valid aesthetic could possibly be in the deeply divided social life of India. 
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Note: At a sustained level, I range across Fredric Jameson’s body of work for an understanding of issues discussed in this lecture as indeed for may other of my texts. 
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