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- Trans-Imaginaries
- of Decolonization:
- Three Frames
for the Art of Lotus:
Afro-Asian Writings

Sanjukta Sunderason
Iy

i

AN UNMOORED AESTHETIC

f a wider project on connected histories of post
art across India and Pakistan between 1947 and
e been developing the concept of the “acstherics

‘under the shadow of the partition of the In-
tinent in 1947, reoriented their practice, and
new cultural institutions and sovereignties.
nal dynamics and formations allude to the
Itures of decolonization despite its corrosive
‘wars, partitions, and genocides; yet, they have
1 lly addressed the imaginational mechanisms
colonization generated. Imagination, it can be

a European Commission Marie Curie project,

 of Decolonization: Artists, Modernisms and Nation-
dia, East and West Pakistan, 1947-1971 (2013-2017),
rated on the idea in Sanjukta Sunderason, “Aesthet-

lom isation in South Asia,” in David Ludden ed. Oxford
Wptﬂiﬁ of Arian History, 2020. The idea of

of decolonization” had been used in the context of post-

. on art, periodicals, and decolonization, for instance,
von Osten's 2016 article, “Aesthetics of Decolonization—
ne Souffles (1966-1972)," in As14 2016 70 (4),
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gued by echoing Reinhart Koselleck, connects “Spaces o
experience” with “horizons of expectations,” imaginar;,

m

forges “imaginary futures™ and “affective Communitjee»s

ard H:iill_

of sentiment, what Sonal Khullar, following Edy
has called the worldly affiliations, in her Study of pos,
colonial artists.’ |
A wider unmoored aesthetic of creative work inhah
its the decades of political decolonization— the pj neteen
forties to the nineteen-seventies—ones that cannot he
harnessed, essentially, to nation-starcs, locational histq
ries, defined institutions, or iconic collectives. This imagi-
national work gains body in transit, becoming concrete
only in sites that capture and frame such transits. Perhaps
then, we (also) need conceptual tools to understand thie
sense of transit in understanding the aesthetics of decolo-
nization. Such understandings of cultures iz motion. echo-
ing concerns raised by Daniel Rogers, need, however, to
-move beyond “hydraulic rhetoric” of flows and 1. - ;
they must proceed instead through “stories of intrusion,
WJM, and adaptation,”® whereby ideas,
images, and idioms iz fransit get intertwined or framed-—
: ge, or as I will show here, as illustrations.

rt Koselleck, Futures Past: On the Semantics of

Time, trans. and introduced by Keith Tribe (New York.

258-59.
mi, “Imaginary Futures and Colonial International-

Communities: Anticolonial Thought,
m, and the Politics of Friendship (Durham

bv Affiliations: Artistic Practice, National

in India, 1930-1990 (Berkeley, 2015)-

_ in Motion, An Introduction,”
Daniel T. Rogers et al. (Princeton,

VoL
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In this essay, | am adding another layer to my formulation
of the aesthetics of decolonization, by taking on board
the momentum of transit, and foregrounding in particular,

the dynamic contained in the prefix frans. | am turning to

Lotus: Afro-Asian Writings (begun in 1967 as Afro-Asian
Writings), the trilingual mouthpiece periodical of the
Afro-Asian Peoples’ Solidarity Organization (AaPso) and
Afro-Asian Writers' Association (AAwa) —both front or-
‘ganizations set up in the mid to late nineteen-fifties and ac-
tive across Bandung, Delhi, Colombo, Tashkent, and Cairo.
My focus, more specifically, is on illustrations in Lotus, a
journal not known in particular for its visuals, but rather
for its texts—prose, poems, reports, and essays.

Illustrations in Lotus offer, I will propose, critical en-
try points into understanding what | will venture to
call trans-imaginaries of decolonization. Trans- here is
not a passive prefix, but an agent that activates particular
historicities of the aesthetics of decolonization, by fram-
ing particular imaginaries. Imaginaries, Henri Lefebvre
and others have argued, are collective imaginations and
cognitive frameworks that are complex yet unstructured
and unarticulated.” I am interested in asking how the
in-transit dynamic of the prefix trans frames the multi-
dimensional imaginaries of decolonization, and how
Lotus becomes a site for framing such trans-imaginaries.
In what is essentially my first entry into studying Lotus
more broadly, I am introducing here, albeit in rudimentary
forms, three frames that constitute trans-imaginaries of
decolonization #

7 See Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald
Nicholson-Smith (Oxford 1991). See also Charles Taylor et al., eds.,
Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham and London, 2004).

8 This brief essay is the first from a larger piece I am developing
on the arts of solidarity in Lotus, parts of which were presented

at, and will appear in volume tied to, the conference Axis af
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mages themselves. Images are mostly illustrative: th
reflect directly the texts—stories, poems, or es;a -

7 £ FS_’
ppear as freestanding artworks that complement the
odical’s Afro-Asian themes. Many of the illustrations
anonymous. Apart from baffling a scholar studying
images, anonymity reinforces rather productively g
er, unnamed field of visual culture both embedded in
independent from the text. Anonymity also gives the
§ 4 more sovereign status in the context of the peri-
itself. The illustrational work of such images makes
‘arts of the periodical. Seen thus, they become a
 paralle site for generating narrative-visual imaginaries—
- both expansive and collective—rather being marginal to
~ thetexts in the foreground.

Illustrations in Lotus activate three dynamics of what
ve called trans-imaginaries of decolonization. The first,
mporal, one is the fransitional nature of these decades of
- the nineteen-fifties to the nineteen-seventies. This transi-
; |. dynamic was active both as simultaneities: as strug-
:. ‘rmfor freedom some countries in Africa and Asia were
;I i mpamlle]ad by or followed similar struggles in others:
~ and also as continuum: as freedom was being imagined

‘and debated as a continued struggle despite political inde-
‘pendence. The transitional nature of these decades made
freedom itself imaginaries-in-transition rather than ( post-

|
4
i
-
L]
b
W

J
I
L3
A )

nﬁlomal} resolutions. A second, spatial dynamic lies in the
-';  transnational footprints that retreating colonial empires
- produced as they entangled with the Cold War’s geopoliti-
~cal grids. Decolonization thus generated new connected
l_ '::fg_:gggmphies that both echoed and subverted the geopoli-
W ﬁeeuf colonialism. A third, idiomatic dynamic lies in the

- transcultural nature of cultural production during these
ql-. ‘decades where artists, activists, and political workers

- formed forums and fronts that thrived on collaboration,

)
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throug| the dialectics of these contradic
_. with the corrosive trails of war, genocide, partitions
d displacements, as well as the utopic visions of hupc.
solidarity. As Lotus attempted to forge conversations
fa& & newly morphing “Third World,” it grappled
| th the tensionsloi' plural. languages, affiliations, and visy-
- alizations. It carried emotive and intellectual negotiations
~ around the idea and limits of freedom across Asian and
Emm mntcxiis and peoples. The question of freedom
- ® in multiple modalities—as a vision yet unrealized
' ﬁgure 1); the promise of an impending unshackling (fig-
k. ure 2), as well as in images of grassroots guerilla war on-
going in Vietnam or Palestine (figure 3). There is an ideal-
ization of guerilla war, steeped in the texts around Vietnam
and Arab resistance and Palestinian struggle. Epistemolog-
~ ical and popular-political resistance runs through Lotus,
- and the illustrations—while not forged in modernist forms
‘ as in the Tricontinental posters of the seventies—were
- nonetheless illustrative acts in capturing visions of resis-
' tance, real or idealized.
- Through the late sixties and seventies, Lotus repro-
w visual reportage from Vietnam—for instance, in
- works of an artist like Huynh Phuong Dong, one of the
country’s most esteemed political artists, described also as
- a noted “combat artist.” Regular visual reportage—remi-
'Mt of this late-colonial, anti-imperialist genre—
a d in Lotus in drawings of battle scenes, troops in
-~ action, and daily life in the guerrilla bases, along with por-
ﬁﬁﬁnf his comrades, both leaders and ordinary soldiers.
A o striking are reproductions of the works of the Pales-
tinian artist Ismail Shammout, who also drew refugee
. camps: “Shammout is an artist from Palestine,” Lofus
, “he has succeeded in forging a new style which com-
es both the realism of national resistance and poetic

tory momentums—
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.;hgs-bean able, more than any other artist, to de-
vas, the plight of Arab refugees
Vol. 1, Issue 4).
works in Lotus did not reflect the political agendas
'-.-.: ties of meta-political mechanisms of decolo-
or Cold War. They offered, rather, another tempo-
a horizon of imagination that could capture
graduated, bottom-up negotiations of such geo-
as they left a global trail, whether through strug-
f independence, partitions of nations at the arrivals
ndence, strategic alignments of culture with po-
logies, and indeed transnational forums that
at the crossroads these political processes.
sitional vision in the illustrations of Lotus are
, non-abstract, with deeply allegorical echoes,
rions of soil, sun, frontal images of “man,” har-
'y suggest time and again that freedoms can and
d be read as ideas in progress: not (political) reso-
, but (artistic) searches. While echoing a visible
_-‘ﬁguration with an emancipatory late-colonial
colonial vision, such works were still a far cry
official Soviet Socialist realist art, and captured
transnational footprint of socialist iconography
to these transitional decades, one that was almost
usly open-ended to allow fresh entwinements with
ical ends.

i {L'atm, Janu'

. TRANSNATIONAL FRAMES
nialism produced an imperial aesthetic that cut
nial empires, the aesthetic forms of decoloniza-
.Iwcre transnational. The middling decades of
tieth century are dominated with a geopolitical
nization that was both triggered by or entangled
¢ retreats of British, French, Dutch, Portuguese,

B
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tories across Asia and Africa. Suc

wars, genocides, famines, partitions and dj Ft trails o
the former colonies. At the same tim; th 15placemen,y, in
of those post/late colonial nations in t::’ o

political and geographical hierarchies of ar(lleT 1945
polarized between the e fosting, hcgcmgn;:, ? War worlg.
capitalist First World dominated by the Un?mus 2
and the socialist Second World under the soui.. """
spheres of influence. Many Afro-Asian na’ricms':t Ht?lmﬁ
known, formed the “Third World” and the "ND;?‘:]] ? WCH..
movement to both articulate their political iu:la:mci:iE:::L:'Lj
a global scale, and intervene in the new political doxg .::;
the Cold War. Decolonization, it can thus be assumed, pro-
duq'{ud geopolitical frames that contained newly emerging
lfannn—statcs enmeshed with mid-twentieth-century po-
litical and ideological geographies. If empire and its capi-
talist underpinnings thrived on transnational enterprises,
decolonization both spoke from and challenged the orga-
nizing principles of such structures. It generated, in other
words, its own transnational frames with their peculiar
spatial imaginaries.

For Lotus, being the mouthpiece of the Afro-Asian
People’s Solidarity Organization necessitated the task of
imagining an Afro-Asian composite that would visualize
solidarity. This idea is visible in the intertwining of black
and white—as colors—in producing a racialized imagery
of Afro-Asian cohesion and united identity, imagination.

‘and action. From the insignia of Lofus that visualized
Afro-Asian Writers (figure 4), to depictions of entangled
ies of servitude (figure 5) and illustrations of ¢ssay®
sian personality”—illustrations in Lofus reveal
ing a collective. Such images sought 10

SWathes of terri
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to bottom: fig. 4 —Lotus's insignia, fig. 5 —spread from Lotus,
1971, fig. 6—poem from Lotus, April 1970
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particulars—of Black and White bodies—gs
erative acts of collective sowing and harvest
Vincent Tsoungui-Ngono, this composite
as “Afrasia”: u_};l?.cks and W’hitﬂs /A new humanity / o, the
march / Irresistibly / Against the forces / Of destrucs; I
Against the forces/Of evil ... /Afrasia; Sup of frch:)n“
(figure 6). :

; Sw:':h illustrations draw a.spirationa] ;s tentative, or yg,.
pian lines between contesting political geographies of
a decolonizing, Cold War world. By producing new traps.
national frames within the pages of the periodical, they
seem to traverse the Iron Curtain dictated by the pos t-1945
realpolitik of the “West.” and what Richard Wright called
after Bandung. the “Color Curtain”—from w.E.p. Du
Bois’s use of the expression “color line” to describe g
racially charged world. Such transnational frames generate
new composite iconographic subjectivities—both racial-
ized in visualization, and transcending race. I place Lotus
within the aesthetic field of “drawing lines” between
political geographies and cultural geographies of the
post World War II, decolonizing decades, thus creating
new “affective geographies” through postcolonial print
cultures.'? As the periodical generated transnational
frames where these alternative geographies could be imag-
ned and illustrated, new dynamics of transcultural mon-
tages could be articulated.

-Ina Poem by,
Was imagine

TRANSCULTURAL MONTAGES
Visualizing an Afro-Asian aesthetic and politics in Lo~
fus was an act of transcultural imagination. While Lozus
forms a hallmark site for translation and world literature

12 1 will be developing this strain of argumentation further in the

Piece *Drawing Lines: Arts of Solidarity in Lotus,” forthcoming
2020-21,

v———i

well a in gep.

-
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with iconic names of postcolonial literature appearing in
three languages—a point highlighted by Hala Halim in her
exhaustive study of the periodical—illustrations in Lotus
reveal a different transcultural mechanism. A decolonial
montage, I would argue, is attempted—albeit without ex-
pressed agenda—in combining translated texts, already
pilingual and binational, with a third layer as it were,
of drawings from different cultural and intellectual con-
texts—the act of illustration, in other words, was also
an act of transcultural montage. Examples thrive across
Iatw where poems on one site of struggle would be
staged with images from another site: a poem on the
Vietnam war framed together with art on Palestinian refu-
gees (figure 7), or poems dedicated to the Congolese leader
Patrice Lumumba from poets from India and Japan illus-
trated by Egyptian artists (figure 8). Later volumes of
Lotus attempted more expressly the representation of
modern art from Asia and Africa (figure g).

While written pieces in Lofus ranged from short
stories and poems from Africa, Asia, or Latin America,
reports on the conferences of the AAPSO or AAwA, or
essays on freedom, solidarity, expressionism, or militancy
in cultural production, the illustrations—often anony-
mous—were often limited to artists emerging from Arab
contexts, as evident in the list of illustrators at the end
of each volume. There were a mixed bag of modernist
graphic artists and committed political artists primarily
from Egypt, where Lofus was based in the sixties and
seventies, and Palestine. They spanned Egyptian surreal-
ists, book illustrators, and poster artists, from Ramses
Younan—the founding member of the Egyptian Surrealist
movement; iconic artist, critic, and poet Ahmed Morsi;
Abdel Hadi El-Gazzar—one of the most noted postwar
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~ painters in Egypt: alongside Egyptian illustrators like
- Gamal Kotb (famed for his book covers for the Writer
* Naguib Mahfouz); and poster maker Heba Enayat—who
~ was part of the cultural mission of Arab artists who had
in 1962 traveled to China as members of the uar (Uniteg
ab Republic) cultural mission. There were noted Pal-
inian painters such as Mustafa Al Hallaj and Ismaijl
ammout. There were also iconic Afro-Arab artists
h complex lineages, for instance, Uche Okeke and Ben
». amn of Nigeria; Ibrahim el Salahi of Sudan. the
*;‘ ch-Senegalese painter Iba N'Diaye—each artist carry-
‘ing by the late-sixties iconic status as “national arris{s“
of their respective contexts as institution-makers and
al drivers.

cultural montage of multiple lineages of art and politics.
side Pan-Africanism and Négritude, and Pan Ara-
m, there are active traces of the progressive cultural

'ment of South Asia. This was revealed consistently in
‘poems and essays published from key national figures
:_'_'d?ement like Faiz Ahmed Faiz from Pakistan—who
ventually became the editor of Lofus—and Mulk Raj
and and Sajjad Zaheer from India; as well as in regional
es like the radical poets Amrita Pritam from Indian
0, and Subhash Mukhopadhyay from Indian Bengal. :

FE R "B Rl PAREiln * M

S, to name a few. In the very first volume, a poem by
ane Sembeéne, the Sencgalese auteur and filmmaker,
le a bid 1o capture the unifying drive connecting the
s of “artists,” the fingers of “land tillers,” the “finger
Bolding a trigger,” and the “finger of a soldier,” appealing:
- \Cross the rivers and languages / Of Europe and Asia./ l‘.?}f
-'% ina and Africa, / Of India and the Oceans. / Let us join
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our fingers to take away / All power of this finger / Whicy,
keeps in mourning” (Lotus, Vol.1,No.1, March 1967),

BEEYOND CLOSURES

«The modernities of today,” Susan Friedman has argued
in her theorization of planetary modernisms, “compe] 5
rethinking of the modernities of the past.”** Twentieth.
century decolonization, it can be argued, produced its own,
modernity, one that entangled political and cultural sover-
cignty and generated visual forms that combined utopic
visions with both lived and negotiated realities. If moder-
nity, as Friedman argues, is read as a “geohistorical condi-
tion"—plural, recurring, global, rclational, contradictory,
utopic as well as dystopic—as she proposes,™ a periodical
like Lofus can be read as a concrete frame that sought to
capture such “planetarity.” While solidarity, translation,
and transnational composition are foundational to this
planetarity—generating foundational movements of what
Hala Halim has called South-South comparativism—art in
Lotus, I propose, visualizes possibilities of putting art and
text from diverse contexts in dialogue, illustrating in the
process a utopic cosmopolitanism despie differences of
national histories.

In the eighties, Latus shifted base to Beirut, and back
to Cairo after a brief stint in Tunis, where it continued
until the outbreak of the civil war. In 2016, Lotus Was
revived after many deliberations, with the Afro-Asian
Writers’ Association being renamed as the Writers’ Union
of Africa, Asia, and Latin America. It continues 10 carry
short stom-.s, poems, and essays that span from the Glot

ny

13, Susan Fmdman,PIamraryMadarmsmq Provocatio
on Modernity Across Time (New York, 2016), p. 2-
14 Fri‘lbiman :bld., p.

tpia
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South, with the occasional illustration, with themes that
echo former concerns of nationalism, identity, and free-
dom. The new Lotus, as Halim notes, seems to lack any

“ideological orientation or conceptual coherence,” even as

it operates still with avowed goals of “tolerance, fraternity,
and peace.”® As growing scholarship on Lofus (this brief
essay being a humble addition) reveal multiple historical
impulses at play—activist, archival, or artistic—a wider
historiographical impetus is being generated, perhaps
like Lotus itself, towards writing/curating histories of
hope, solidarity, and activism. It remains to be seen how
scholarship itself can generate new trans-imaginaries—for
capturing revivals of the projects of solidarity as well as
assimilate multipolar questions that can truly capture the
momentum of the £rans in the radically altered conditions
and stakes of the twenty-first century.

15 Hala Halim, “Afro-Asian Third-Worldism into the Global
South: The Case of Lotus Journal,” Global South Studies, https:/f
globalsouthstudies asvirginia.edu/key-moments/afro-asian-third-
worldism-global-south-case-lotus-journal (accessed May 1, 2020).



