O absence

Absgence has an ambiguous pogsition in political thought.
On the one hand, it is one of the main concerns of poli-
tics, particularly in ‘progressive’ literature. On the oth-
er hand, absence is never addressed on its own terms.
Politics can represent, speak on behalf of, and take care
of the interests of those who are invisible, but only by
bringing them into the fold of the present. If presence is
the threshold of politics, then absence is its Other.

The exhibition explores the dynamics of absence and
presence through the artworks of contemporary South
Asian artists. The artworks on display experiment with
the impossible task of displaying absence. The exhibition
asks: how to show absence; how to hide instead of reveal?
And what are the political possibilities opened by the art
of absence?

- Achia Anzi, Curator






glossary / key terms

Caste Politics

Indian society was traditionally divided into four castes
(Varna): Brahmin (priests), Kshatryas (warriors and
kings), Vaishyas (tnerchants), and Shudras (laborers).
This division was compared to the human body where
the Brahmin represent the head, Kshatryas the hands,
Vaishyas the stomach, and Shudra the legs.

The marginalization of the Dalits, who were outcaste
from the Varna system and perceived as ‘untouchable’,
gave rise to a political protest movement. Atnong the
leaders of the Dalits was the first Minister of Law and
Justice, B. R. Ambedkar, who was also the head of the
constitutional committee.

Colonial looting

During the colonial era, various objects were displaced
from India and other colonies and taken to Europe and
North America. Some of those objects were purchased,
others were seized or stolen. Many are now in museums
and private collections. Collecting and displaying objects
was central to colonial efforts to organize knowledge and
display power. In recent years there has been a growing
demand from various governments and organizations
to decolonize the museum, returning stolen / displaced
artifacts to their sites of origin.

Communal violence

India is home to various ethnic communities and reli-
gious groups. While this has given rise to a long tradition
of tolerance and coexistence, the subcontinent has also
seen recurring eruptions of communal violence, either
at a local or national scale. Communal violence contin-
ues to shape much of the country’s political debates.



The Free Speech Movement

The Free Speech Movement was a massive, long-lasting
student protest which took place during the 1964-65
academic year on the campus of the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley. With the participation of thousands of
students, the Free Speech Movement was the first mass
act of civil disobedience on an American college campus
in the 1960s. Students insisted that the university ad-
ministration lift the ban of on-campus political activities
and acknowledge the students’ right to free speech and
academic freedom. The Free Speech Movement was in-
fluenced by the New Left, and was also related to the Civil
Rights Movement and the Anti-Vietnam War Movement.

To this day, the Movement’s legacy continues to shape
American political dialogue both on college campuses
and in broader society, influencing some political views
and values of college students and the general public.

(Adapted from Wikipedia)

Kashmir conflict

The Kashmir conflict is a territorial conflict over the
Kashmir region, primarily between India and Pakistan,
and also between China and India in the northeastern
portion of the region. The conflict started after the parti-
tion of India in 1947 as both India and Pakistan claimed
the entirety of the former princely state of Jammu and
Kashmir. It is a dispute over the region that escalated
into three wars between India and Pakistan and several
other armed skirmishes. India controls approximately
58% of the land area of the region; Pakistan controls ap-
proximately 30% of the land area; and China controls the
remaining 15% of the land area.

(Adapted from Wikipedia)



Partition

In 1947, with the departure of the British colonizers, the
subcontinent was divided into two mgjor polities: the
Union of India and the Dominion of Pakistan. Pakistan
would later be partitioned again to create the country
now known as Bangladesh (1971).

During the partition, millions of people were uprooted
and between 200,000 and two million died. To this day,
the Partition remains a defining and traumatic event in
the history of these three countries.

Portraiture and self formation

While the art of portraiture has deep roots in Greek and
BEgyptian cultures, it was revived during the Italian re-
naissance and reached its culmination during the 18th
and 19th centuries. Portraiture is considered to be an art
that foregrounds personal traits; however, the postures,
attires and accoutrements that a portrait includes are
also tools to signify the social standing of the sitter and
thus played a central role in subject formation.

Social Realism

At the time in which artists around the world were ex-
perimenting with different avant garde styles, artists
affiliated with Social Realism remained committed both
to the naturalist Western tradition of painting and sculp-
ture, and to engagernent with social concerns. They
tended to emphasize the struggle of the working classes
and surface other social issues.






sample assignments

Write a short visual analysis of a work in the exhibition

Use concepts like line, tone, light and dark, spacing and
other descriptive language to analyze its meaning.

Write a short personal essay

The exhibition deals with different situations of personal
and political exclusion and absence. Choose an artwork
that resonates with your personal experience.

Consider:

* When do you feel absent?

* (Can you describe the sense of absence?

e In which situation is not being present perceived as a,
political advantage?

Create a digital photomontage

Choose a photo or a series of photos. Add or subtract fig-
ures and objects in the photo to focus on the background,
or other visual elements.

Consider what their presence or absence in the image
does to alter its meaning. Write a brief reflection on the
impact of your action on the image.

Debate / discussion

With other class members, divide your group into two
and debate: Is inclusion and presence necessarily always
a good thing?

Debate the merits of absence as a politics.



Speculative repatriation project

Find an object in a museum that you believe should be
returned to its original owner. Research its provenance
(how it came to be in the museum, who owned it before)
and write an argument for/against its repatriation to its
place of origin.
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