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Framing margins: Mao and visuality in
twentieth-century India

Sanjukta Sunderason

What do Mao and Maoism look like when we explore the field of visual art
in India? Must we look for images of Mao Zedong, or of art inspired by the
Cultural Revolution? Should we look for popular appropriations of the iconic
imagery of Chairman Mao, or postmodern kitsch that subverts iconicity via
commodity fetishism? What must global Maoism mean if India is brought
into the conversation? Such questions rattle multiple corners of the twentieth-
century visual field in India. As a scholar of left-wing aesthetics and decolo-
nisation in India, I read in such questions possibilities of bringing forth some
marginal stories, sites and figures to connect narratives and genres with these
specific questions. More importantly, I am led to think through the question
of visuality itself: why must we think about Mao and visuality in twentieth-
century India?

In India, imaginaries of Mao Zedong Thought and Maoism are not tied to
the familiar signposts of the Chinese Revolution or the Mao era, 1949-76.
Neither do they absorb the global wave of the ‘Mao craze’ that cut across the
Western world. Maoism is alive and kicking in India. A ‘Red Corridor’ haunts
the imagination of the nation-state." The insidious surveillance of the Indian
state not only opposes the grassroots guerrilla warfare of the Maoist resistance
across the poorest, in the remotest hinterlands of a national imagination; it
subsumes, in its spirals, voices of rights, freedom, sustenance and dignity.
Nevertheless, Maoist resistance continues to exist in contemporary India,
raising important questions about national identity as well as global values.
Equally significant, it realises distinctly local stories and interventions. In
other words, examining Maoism in Indian art demonstrates the uniquely local
ways in which a global Maoism or a particularly Indian iteration of Mao
became a national currency.

I will not focus on the vicissitudes of contemporary Maoism in India, or
tread along or across the regimes of control that structure intellectual, cultural
and civil rights discourse on the resistance. Rather, I will try to bring into
conversation visual traces and values of Mao and Maoism in India’s long
twentieth century, and explore what such visuality says about a global Maoism.
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Looking for Mao in Indian visual art must take on board plural and oftep
contradictory historical currents that move into and out of multiple narrativeg
— for instance, that of the Indian Left and its negotiations of anti-colonig]
nationalism and the rhetoric of freedom itself, of decolonisation and its frac.
tured political trajectories, of visceral political ecosystems of postcolonia]
cities with their landscapes of displacement or of sporadic resistances that faj]
to reach their political destinies. Plural sites and vectors constitute such visj-
bilities; we must look not at spaces of ‘high art’ or in concrete aesthetic agenda,
but across dispersed citations, affiliations and actions that might reveal an
identifiable aesthetic resonance of Mao and Maoism in twentieth-century
aesthetics in India. To navigate this rich yet diffused landscape, we have to
rethink notions of margins and marginality, and turn to sites that are marginal
to mainstream narratives — both of the nation-state and of national-modern
art. What is marginal may not be invisible, or passive, or even pushed away
from meta-narratives. Rather, marginality may be a conscious ‘position-
taking’ in a cultural and political field, as a site of alterity — a radical ‘otherness’
— that puts pressure on the narratives of the mainstream, revealing its contra-
dictions and fault lines.* Pressures from the margins and pressures of the
margins have been starkly evident time and again in ways in which Maoism
has been described in India, in modes that combine political affect with
rupture, frame with excess, sprouting in spaces that are themselves marginal
to a cultural and political mainstream. We might turn here to political organs,
pamphlets, grafiti, posters, slogans - in streets, in fields and on university
walls. We might also turn towards actions that uphold icons as well as those
that violently reject icons.

In this chapter, I want to read margins and marginality in dialogue with
the dialectical potentialities within the notion of visuality. Visuality, Nicholas
Mirzoefl argues, has a contradiction built into it: it can be a mode of represent-
ing hegemonic or iconic visual culture and, at the same time, a mode for
resisting it by means of reverse appropriation’® Visuality, he notes, carries a
dialectical bind between authoritarian modes of picturing, as well as potential
subversions and appropriations of such visual tropes by subaltern groups and
subcultures. He calls the latter ‘Visuality 2} echoing what Dipesh Chakraborty
has called ‘History 2’ - subaltern or counter-hegemonic appropriations of the
‘totalising thrusts’ of a universalistic meta-modality of ‘History 1* This histori-
cal agency of Visuality 2 then opens up a potential field of minor sights/sites
and actions/interventions that displace canonical modes of art, aesthetics and
political being through a ‘relation of difference that is always deferred; and thus
attuned to revolutionary disruptions of consensus - political, social and cul-
tural — from active position-takings.’

'This field of ‘uses’ of culture, from the margins or from below - for peda-
gogy and propagation as well as subversion and rejection is the material I want
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to explore here. I will study Mao and visuality in India through the histories
and modalities of a wider left-wing political and cultural activism that has
continued under the shadow of anti-colonial national movement, and the
political modernity of the postcolonial nation-state. Margins enter this con-
yersation in three key modes, as site, as mechanism and as form and rhetoric,
each of which I will try to address in three key sections. In the first section, I
will study a left-wing cultural movement from the climatic closing decade of
anti-colonial struggle in India in the 1940s that sought to take art to the
margins - the ‘people; as both constituency and rhetotic, becoming key to a
wider cultural agenda of popularising art. In the second section, I will high-
light the modes in which a certain mechanism for invoking Mao and Mao
Zedong Thought became a tool for a Third World cultural resistance in the
far-left Naxalite movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s in postcolonial
India, where class oppression and progressive complacency were pushed
against, beyond easier and more identifiable binaries between coloniser and
colonised and between freedom and servitude. I will end the chapter by citing
the ‘contra-dictions’ whereby a sustained rhetoric of oppositionality and mar-
ginality - even at the heart of national centres — disturbs the doxa or momen-
tum of national dialogues and its rhetoric of modernity.

'Direct contact” taking art 'to the people’

A page from Peoples War (Illustration 4.1), the national organ of the Com-
munist Party of India (CPI) between 1942 and 1945, is a pointer to the visual
milieu within which a left-wing cultural radicalism was gaining shape in India
during the Second World War. The movement developed under the shadow
of a growing transnational anti-fascist activism under the Popular Front
period of the Communist International, and gained momentum in the early
1940s with the German attack on the Soviet Union in 1941 as well as the dev-
astating ‘manmade’ wartime famine in 1943 that killed and displaced more
than three million.’ It set in motion a distinctly left-wing rhetoric of ‘popu-
larising’ art - taking art ‘to the people’ and ‘direct contact; initiating a new
cadre of artists who travelled and documented the famine and grassroots
resistance — and introduced a new genre of radical visual reportage in news-
papers and political organs.” In the image taken from the 25 February 1945
edition of People’s War, we see not only reportage from the ‘liberated areas’ of
China and a profile of Mao, but also woodcuts by the Yan'an artist Hsiu Foong;
Labour Hero Returning Home. Such coverage had been consistent since 1943,
developing hand in hand with a famine that was beginning to rupture the
countryside before flooding the cities and small towns with spectres of hunger
and death. The rhetoric of ‘fronts’ was activated as a mode of staging both
reportage from the war fronts and peasant resistance in China and the
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Page from People’s War, 25 February 1945

transnational theatre of the world war, as much as the very domestic crisis of
the Bengal famine. As examples of Chinese woodcuts and speeches from Mao
were circulated as icons of resistance, artist-activists of the CPI, most notably
new entrants like Chittaprosad, travelled across the famine-afflicted regions
to ‘report from the front-lines. Often these images would be staged within the
same edition of People’s War, fostering a visual scape of solidarity, struggle and
activism.

The rhetoric and visibilities of Chinese resistance were active; artist-
activists like Chittaprosad and Somnath Hore recall circulation of Chinese
woodcuts and the Yan'an vocabularies of ‘direct contact’ where Mao Zedong
had urged the cultural workers of the party to develop ‘real contact’ with the
actual struggles of workers, peasants and soldiers: ‘to investigate, to observe,
to study, and to analyse the various personalities, the different classes, the
various social groups, and the various active forms of life and struggle’® Wood-
cuts of the Yanan artists Yan Han, Gu Yuan and others appeared across
People’s War, with titles such as Fights for the Harvest, Chinese Women’s Part
in National Life, Family Conference on Production and Soldiers Protect .the
People. Throughout 1943-45 People’s War contained various reports s.howmg
the peasants’ fight for the harvest, the Eighth Route Army (commum.st') and
the people’s militia defending the peasants against the Japanese. The edition of
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15 August 1943, for instance, carried a report from a Dr B. K. Basu, who had
gone to China on a medical mission sent by the Indian National Congress,
containing detail of his conversations with fighters on the ground in ‘this time
of common anger’ The report carried a war-cry from the ‘Yan'an Warriors™
‘One front, one cause, one aim.*® Volumes of Mao’s writings were circulated,
including advertisements for Mao’s China’s New Democracy, which were pub-
lished alongside the spate of literature on ‘India’s burning food problem”
Mao’s interviews with Chinese and foreign correspopdents were published,
particularly regular reports from Israel Epstein following his famed visit to
Yanan in 1944 as part of the international press delegation to the govern-
ment of Shensi-Kansu-Ningshia Border Region. Epstein’s reports and inter-
views appeared regularly in Peoples War, and it can be assumed that Mao’s
Yan'an speech of 1942 on the role of art in society would have percolated
into the cultural and political circuits of a burgeoning cultural movement of
the CPI.

The “people’s war’ line of the CPI was new; it was triggered in defence of
the Soviet Union as the party extended its support for the imperial war effort,
rupturing its former alliance with the nationalist Indian National Congress.
Illegal since 1934, the CPI was legalised in 1942, and the General Secretary of
the party, P. C Joshi, sought to develop the anti-fascist staging of the Indian
Left through a transnational rhetoric of a people’s war. This political logic of
combining anti-imperialism with anti-fascism under a ‘cultural front’ was
critical to the party’s stature and popularity, and helped to harness a broad
range of fellow travellers and activists to a shared idiom of culture as ‘front,
artist as the cultural ‘worker’, art as ‘weapon’” and touring collectives of per-
formers as cultural ‘squads’ - each picked up from the vocabulary of Yan'an.
The Chinese anti-Japanese resistance and parallel threats of Japanese attack
on the eastern frontiers of British India, as well as the notorious Bengal famine
of 1943 caused by the scorched-earth policy of the retreating Allied forces and
wartime black-marketeering, combined to produce this potentially common
language of visualising front-lines.

An artist like Chittaprosad, for instance, worked at the front-lines in Chit-
tagong, the last south-eastern border district of undivided Bengal, bordering
on Burma. His first association with the CPI in Chittagong had come through
this early apprenticeship in making anti-fascist posters and his eventual ini-
tiation into the party by a peasant cadre from the Bengal Provincial Kisan
Sabha (a regional branch of the All India Kisan Sabha). This was a ‘red-
letter day’ for him, he notes in his unfinished typed autobiography, when an
underground peasant volunteer demanded of him ‘primarily as an artist, in
the name of freedom and progress, an active support in rousing and uniting
the people against the Jap-invasion’” Initiated into the party structures,
Chittaprosad would go on to document the famine between 1943 and 1944

S —

71




72

Art, Global Maocism and the Cultural Revolution

across countless sketches and visual reports, parts of which were published
in 1944 as Hungry Bengal: A Tour through Midnapore District, by Chittapro-
sad, in November 1943.% After the war ended, Chittaprosad and his fellow
artist-activist Somnath Hore became the visualisers of a new ‘revolutionary
popular’ in art, echoing the CPI's new post-war policy of projecting itself as
the ‘organiser and the agitator’ of the masses irrespective of and transcending
sectarian, communal politics.” As the colonial government, Indian princely
classes, nationalist politicians, British and native bourgeoisie, merchants and
black marketers became the projected targets, a new iconography of resistance
developed across the CPI’s organs. In these images, a muscular, raging image
of the worker, the peasant or the striker emerged, with new iconicisations
of revolutionary labour. These affirmed the Soviet socialist realist principle
of narodnost - ‘peopleness’ — while affirming the Indian Left’s cultural call
for bringing to art ‘something more real, something in line with the facts
of our existence today, something full-bodied and virile, and for mending
the ‘divorce between arts like dancing and painting and the revolutionary
motifs and attitudes of the masses’® Rather than utopic images of progress
and prosperity, however, it was indeed the Chinese model of peasant resist-
ance that entered the visual rhetoric of the mid-1940s. Somnath Hore, the
artist-activist joining the party machinery in 1945-46, mentions the impor-
tant role played by an album of Chinese woodcuts that arrived around that
time. A similar iconography of grassroots resistance and collaboration could
be seen in Hore's sketches for the movement of share-croppers at Tebhaga in
1946 when he travelled to see, and documented in illustrated diary form, the
everyday struggles and mobilisation of the disaffected peasantry. Hore would
later, in the mid-1950s, convert these sketches into woodcuts, where the idi-
omatic impact of the Chinese woodcuts of Yaan artists would become more
palpable.”

Such works of the artist-activists, however, carried a contradictory politics
of visuality. Produced in a journalistic idiom, with minimal funding and dis-
tinct pedagogical ends, they remained instances of art that was partiinost
(suggesting ‘party-ness, or identification with the party), somewhat raw in
execution and appeal. More importantly, as I have argued elsewhere, the
regimes of circulation and criticism associated with this genre of imagery kept
these outside the institutional and discursive spaces of high art, placing them
inevitably in a ‘secondary” ‘lower order’ when compared with artists whom
the party’s cultural leadership saw as ‘higher-order’ artists.® While these
images served the party rhetoric of taking art ‘to the people, their inevitable
functionality inscribed their topical status, hampering the formation of a
larger avant-garde discourse around them.

In the 1950s the image of Mao appeared time and again in the cartoons
made by Chittaprosad, now estranged from the CPI and working on one-oft
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commissions tied to the World Peace Council. In such images Mao appears
as a symbol of peace, anti-imperialism and freedom under the backdrop on
unfolding narratives of post-war decolonisation and Cold War. This iconog-
raphy of popular resistance made by artists like Chittaprosad was, however,
already marginal in the 1950s. Two factors can be said to have contributed to
this: first, the withdrawal of the CPT’s cultural patronage of the 1940s, which
meant that artists like Chittaprosad, even when producing anti-imperialist
cartoons and socialist prints, did not get buyers or publishers; and second, a
new post-independence cultural imagination in Indias which subsumed and
de-radicalised much of the revolutionary popular imagination of the 1940s
into a new rhetoric of citizen-artist and national-modern aesthetic sans idioms
of resistance.”

The radical importance of Mao in the visuality of post-independence India
was to return in stark terms in the late 1960s, in new modes of mobilising
margins, this time at the head of a Maoist grassroots peasants’ movement - the
Naxalite struggle - that inscribed rural India, and eventually urban Calcutta,
with a new mode of political intervention. The iconicity of Mao and Maoism
was active in the ways in which a ‘cultural revolution’ was imagined in Calcutta
in 1970. In the following section I will discuss its particular modalities.

Revolution in the tropics: (dis)locating icons in Naxalite Calcutta

I will begin by quoting an article titled ‘Calcutta Every Day’ published in the
far-left periodical Frontier in 1969.

Perspiration. The odour of it. A dilapidated CSTC bus emitting a morbid trail
of black smoke ... a building which cannot quite decide whether it should
crumble on to the pavement right now or three-quarters of an hour later.
Revolutionary truth on the wall. Or at least a version of it. Beggars. A leper
and his comely wife. Suddenly a tree, about twenty feet tall, thin branches all
over, blushing with flowers ... .

A newspaper kiosk, poetry magazines by the dozen, more revolutionary
truth. Revolution in the tropics, love in the tropics, insipid poetry in the
tropics. The red triangle, the vulgar society, ethos travelling down from New
Delhi ...

Beggars, pickpockets, policemen in worn-out uniforms, a hydrant leaking
since morning. A sharp nor” wester, flooding the streets, a couple of tired trees
come down on top of the power line ...

Clenched fists, Mao’s Red Book, violence in the air, to be met by matching
violence, vapour, the meaning of meaning.

Dusk, whining drizzle of rain, slush, mud and smoke. Is it hopelessness, or
the lull before the insurrection, maybe again an equipoise.”
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The visuality of urban Calcutta at the juncture of political turbulence between
1968 and 1970 that Asok Mitra upholds here is one of fragments. His own
writing idiom resembles a rolling film of visual stills, and each film seems to
catch in its drift rustles of the city’s streets and its political inscriptions —
posters, graffiti, Mao’s Little Red Book. In 1969-70 the city was caught in 4
far-left political frenzy that had begun as a grassroots peasant resistance in the
Naxalbari region of northern Bengal in 1967. The CPI had already split, back
in 1965, into a Soviet-oriented CPI and a China-oriented CPI (Marxist), or
CPI(M). The Naxalite movement began when a far-left, Maoist faction within
the CPI(M) - the new CPI (Marxist-Leninist), or CPI(ML) — broke away in
1968 to push forward the radical peasant revolution agenda at Naxalbari and
challenge the Indian nation-state. The Naxalites, as the rebels came to be
called, faced severe state repression and, more importantly, counter-attacks
from the CPI(M), which made the struggle against both the institution of
parliamentary democracy and the mainstream Indian Left represented by the
CPI(M). * The Naxalite insurgency was hailed by China as the initiation of a
Maoist resistance that would soon spread across the country. ‘Spring Thunder
Breaks over India, stated the Chinese radio broadcasts in July 1968.* This was
a return to the peasantry as the vanguard of revolutionary resistance, an echo
of the Telengana and Tebhaga peasant movements of the late 1940s; as Charu
Mazumdar, the fiery Naxalite leader, announced, “We must build our party
basically among the peasant masses.”

The city of Calcutta was already a ruptured space, following a process
that had begun in 1943, when millions of refugees from famine-ravaged rural
Bengal poured into the city, transforming its visual scape radically. Partition
and communal genocide, and an inflow of refugees throughout the 1950s
and into the 1970s after the Bangladesh Liberation War, exposed the city to a
perennial economy of shortages, political agitation and social disintegration.™
The promise of independence seemed less visible here. Despite national enthu-
siasm for planning and progress, this eastern metropolis, Partha Chatterji
writes, resonated with ‘voices of disenchantment.” In politics and poverty,
Calcutta seemed to encapsulate an aesthetics of combat, in a dialectical bind
between struggles and resilience, decay and creation. Agitational politics had
been rampant throughout the 1950s, spearheaded by the then undivided CPI,
around questions of food shortages, refugee rights and unemployment. While
the Indian National Congress had remained a dominant political force, the
CPI made significant political gains in the assembly elections of 1957.° By the
late 1960s, the far-left Naxalite politics had gripped Calcutta, transforming the
cityscape into a site of visceral class war that was met with violent suppression.

The Naxalite movement burst out in Calcutta in April 1970 with the force
of a ‘cultural revolution’ It was, however, a limited spell, coming at the end of
the Naxalite struggles that had been waged in the countryside before being
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exposed to severe state repression. Students formed the crux of the battle-
ground in the city, developing a form of political performance that was pecu-
Jiar to urban resistance: re-inscriptions of public spaces with active (dis)
locations of icons. There were two key modes here. First, images of Mao
ran through street processions and posters, graffiti and stencils across the
city, charged with slogans of ‘Chiner Chairman Amader Chairman’ (Chair-
man Mao is our Chairman). The second was one of radical displacements of
nationalist and cultural icons under a momentum of revolutionary annihila-
tion, whereby defacement and smashing of statues, portraits and university
buildings accompanied violent attacks on a perceived feudal and nationalist
bourgeoisie. In the early 1970s international reviewers described Calcutta as
overwhelmed by ‘Mao-quoting, bomb-throwing extremists [who] organised
peasant guerrilla war-fare, ... robbed banks, murdered policemen, and beat up
rival Communist leaders’” Time and again Calcutta appeared in contempo-
rary literature as a cityscape overridden with the visual presence of Chairman
Mao. Consider this extract from the novel Harbart by the iconic magic realist
writer Nabarun Bhattacharya:

One night, three young men were drawing Mao Tse Tung’s face with the help of
a stencil on a wall close to the house on Elgin Road that was shaped like a ship.
One of the people lying on the opposite pavement, their faces covered, had
removed his sheet to fire at them. One of the young men was inking the stencil,
balancing on the shoulders of the other two. Footsteps were running towards
them by then. Whistles were being blown. At the injured young man’s request,
the other two left him behind to escape. The injured youth had managed to
turn over and drag himself a few yards using his elbows. Streaks of blood had
been smeared on the pavement. Then he had lost consciousness.”®

Observing Calcutta in 1970, Geoffrey Moorhouse writes:

Frequently they would converge upon the Soviet Consulate or the Soviet Infor-
mation Centre, bearing their placards of Mao Tse Tung, shouting their slogans,
which lumped Russian and American imperialism together. When Durga Puja
arrived, they set up their propaganda stalls among all the other pandals around
the Majdan and hoisted portraits of Mao alongside posters advising the people
to take the path of armed struggle.”

The university was the hotbed of resistance. Sumanta Bannerjee describes the
Calcutta University under siege:

As files and records, question papers and answer scripts, chairs and tables went
up in flames, stencilled portraits of Mao Tse Tung gazed down approvingly
from the school and college walls which shrieked out in loud letters: ‘political
power grows out of the barrel of a gun'®
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Drawing attention to the particular form of ‘statue-smashing’ that formeq
the cornerstone of ‘Naxalite violence in Calcutta in 1970, Sanjay Seth hyg
argued that attacks on institutions and property and the bashing of publ;.
statues and portraits of celebrated cultural and nationalist icons presenteq
a peculiar modality of the ‘cultural revolution’ that seemed to have grippeq
the city. This modality of annihilation, much condemned even by activigs
within the CPI{ML), can in fact be read, as Seth argues, ‘as a critique of the
whole history of Marxism in India - as a redefinition of what it meant tq
be “Left” in a “backward” country’” Reading these acts of defacement i
the ‘context, he suggests, will reveal an alternative rationality that sought
to subvert the narrative of nationalist politics as well as a left politics of the
CPI(M). Revolutionary ‘excess’ celebrated by the leadership, as volumes of
Liberation amply demonstrate, was, as Seth has argued, the collapse of a
certain mode of Marxist reasoning hitherto present in India. While such acts
faced criticism across the board, even from within the far-left groups, party
activists who defended the statue-smashing argued that it was ‘not a negative
action’ — “They are destroying statues to build new statues™ — or that this was
a counter-hegemonic resistance, ousting a political culture that had come to
be seen as a reactionary entente between a parliamentary Left and the centrist
government. The acts betrayed, as Seth argues following the historian Ranajit
Guha, ‘icon-breaking’ - ‘a rejection of a whole history of what it meant to
be on and of the Left’ - through reflected literal dismantling of a progressive
culture perceived as being erected on a feudal society.® This was a political
subversion of a hegemonic narrative in postcolonial India, one that drew its
idiom and mechanics from Mao Zedong Thought and valorised the peasantry
as the vanguard revolution.

Calcutta in the early 1970s, wrecked by a Maoist political resistance, created
a visuality that resisted an idealised imagery of a national-modern art. Art
in Calcutta throughout the 1960s and 1970s - the high noon of abstraction
in international and Indian modern art — had remained primarily figura-
tive. In the works of Calcutta artists from the late 1950s, 1960s and 1970s,
the fate of the city seemed to skew the form of the subject. This created an
urban idiom that ran through the works of these artists, invoking the ridicu-
lous, the sinister and the fantastic.* A tamashik rasa — an aesthetic of dark-
ness and a tragic consciousness ~ seemed to inform this aesthetic of visceral
everyday violence. In the photo-realist oils of the artist Bikash Bhattacha-
rya, for instance, the figurative is combined with the dramatic juxtaposition
of the surreal, conjuring a sense of the uncanny: political victims of state
repression, uncanny streets under the eerie disquiet of the Naxalbari move-
ment populate Bhattacharya’s works from the period, with his Dolls Series
standing out as a masterpiece revealing the violent undercurrents of Naxalite
Calcutta.
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The Calcutta of the 1970s, rife with the memories of Naxalite resistance,
was a palpable site of visual imagination of revolution. Such imageries acti-
ated afterlives of the left-wing cultural resistance of the 1940s, with paintings
of peasant guerrilla fights on city walls echoing failed movements and histories
of resilience in the period. Mao and Mao Zedong Thought had entered the
visual imagination of the city, even as it continued to burgeon across the rural
and tribal hinterlands of India, often unseen and ever resonant. In the follow-
ing concluding section, I will highlight these afterlives that turned margins
and marginalities into sites and voices of ‘contra-dictions, whereby artists and
activists sought to engage with the legacies of a Maoist political aesthetic.

Contra-dictions: art contra nation

The 1970s created a radical cultural and political context for the whole country,
not just the locations where Naxalite politics were active. Affiliations of artists,
writers and performers with Maoist ideology need to be read through the
contradictions and anxieties, rather than through complete ideological com-
mitment. There is also a persistent urban-rural divide as much as a regional
variation when it comes to the alertness to the social and political commit-
ment of art. In her magnum opus, When was Modernism, the critic Geeta
Kapur acknowledges the radical ‘difference’ of the region from the ‘national
modern’:

There is a typical left-wing radicalism along with a strong communist move-
ment from the 1940s. From the 1960s, Maoist or Naxalite articulations in lit-
erature, theatre and film are produced in several parts of the country, especially
in Bengal and Kerala. Taken together these form an alternative culture that
drives a wedge into the otherwise sanguine existentialism of modern Indian
art. There is, in other words, more radical art practice than we may acknowl-
edge in the normal course of recounting our national modern.*

In the 1970s artists working in the emerging centres of Indian modern art - in
Bombay, Delhi and Baroda - engaged in various modalities of political engage-
ment. Part of this was tied to the Naxalite ferment of the late 1960s and early
1970s that cut across eastern and central India, and mostly it was triggered by
the particular political exigencies of the mid-1970s, when Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi declared a national emergency in 1975, suspending civil rights
and displacing for the first time the progressivist narrative of postcolonial
Indian democracy. While artists at the national level — particularly in these
centres — had hitherto worked with a deep faith in the liberal ethic of Nehru-
vian values, the emergency shook many of them out of a stable synergy of a
national-modern aesthetic. The nation itself was brought under scrutiny,
almost for the first time, from a mainstream art establishment.
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While many artists working through the emergency period had leftjg;
sympathies and affiliations, the Left itself was a splintered, at best an ambigy,.
ous terrain. Yet artists working in Bombay, Delhi or Baroda, who lay fy,
removed from the groundswell of Naxalite resistance, echoed ideological rifig
within the Left that marked the late 1960s. Nancy Adajania, in her monograph
on the artist Navjot Altaf, notes, for instance, that artists like Altaf workip
closely with Maoist CPI(ML) literary and activist groups in Bombay like
PROYOM took different ideological positions from artists like Vivan Sunda-
ram in Baroda and Delhi, who was active within the mainstream CPI(M) i
Delhi.* Inspired by PROYOM - a front of the progressive youth movement
formed by the radical activists of the CPI(ML) like Kobad Ghandy and Any-
radha Ghandy - Altaf worked in the slums, making a series of artworks on
the slum-dwellers, labourers and famine victims during the famine of 1977,
including a range of ‘anti-imperialist’ posters that reveal strong instances of
Maoist-inspired anti- American imperialism, pro-people’s resistance iconogra-
phies. Such posters, drawn from Altaf’s personal collections and reproduced
in Adajania’s monograph, however, present an ironic source of Maoist visualj-
ties in early 1970s India. Referenced consistently in the artist’s interviews and
retrospective, as well as in her discourse and monograph, such posters were
in fact vivid, unaltered reproductions from an album of anti-imperialist cari-
catures made by Vietnamese, Korean, Chinese and Syrian artists in the late
1960s. Such caricatures had accompanied an exhibition of the Afro-Asian
Journalists’ Association (AAJA) in Beijing in 1966—67 and the catalogue
opened with an introduction by Mao Zedong himself.”” Altaf’s conscious mis-
authorship, however, presents a curious paradox: it reveals trails of Maoist
iconographies circulating among Indian artists in the early 1970s (Altaf claims
to have made the posters in 1974, as noted in Adajania’s monograph), and
suggests at the same time that such imageries were amorphous enough to have
been appropriated (or worse, plagiarised) without acknowledgement for
decades by artists invoking radical pasts via certain genres of active Maoist
iconographies (see Illustration 4.2 for the original cartoon from the AAJA,
which has been mis-attributed by Altaf to as her own work and is described
in her interview with Frieze as ‘Navjot Altaf, poster showing the internaliza-
tion of armed resistance, for PROYOM, 1974-75. Courtesy: the artist’).*® Altaf’s
affiliations with a radical Maoist idiom of the 1960s and 1970s, like those of
many intellectuals, however, remained brief; as she notes in an interview,
rather than ‘depicting people’s struggle, she would go on to become more keen
on ‘dealing with women’s issues, those of my own class - the upper middle
class, an urban feminist turn in her practice that during the 1990s would also
merge with her work with tribal populations in rural Bastar — a tribal region
steeped in Maoist guerrilla warfare.

Framing margins

Cartoon Group of Peking, ‘Long Live the Victory of People’s War’

Such works as Altaf’s in the 1990s, while steeped in an ethic and aesthetic
of grassroots collaborations, operate nonetheless as a zone of aesthetic inter-
vention far removed from the political art of Maoist activists, instances of
which are scattered all over rural and tribal hinterlands as much as in sites of
student activism and social resistance across the country. Naxalbari carries an
activist resonance in depictions of revolution across the hinterlands of Indian
national imagination. Also, in urban campuses, radical student politics, even
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Maoist visual culture in contemporary India

when in the margins, activate resonances of past iconographies of protest —
the most frequent being the CPI artist-activist Chittaprosad’s radical popular
art from the 1940s — and a contemporary persistence of anti-state grassroots
resistance imagery, despite state surveillance. Yet such pamphlets, graffiti and
posters — visuality of radical dissent itself — remain under official scrutiny,
in unofficial, informal domains (see Illustrations 4.3 and 4.4 for such images
circulating on the internet). Instances abound. For instance, in 2011 a seminar
poster of the Forum Against War on People at New Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru
University, showing a heavy booted state trampling upon masses of struggling
citizens hoisting red flags, was attacked by the university administration under
the allegation that the artwork on the boot showing the insignia of the Indian
state amounted to ‘misuse of the symbol as per the Official Emblem Act.*
The image, used to oppose ‘Operation Green Hunt' - the state repression
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Maoist visual culture in contemporary India

of grassroots resistance in the tribal heartlands of India — was one that was
used widely across the country, and was also readily available on the internet,
activists of the forum claimed. Such images abounded in campus wall graffiti
too, most of which are unsigned and have continued as a part of a culture
of dissent in the university. Such images have been brought under severe
surveillance under governments beyond divisions of the centre and Right, as
Operation Green Hunt has continued to comb through Maoist guerrillas in
Bastar and Odisha.”

Yet Mao remains active in the visual imagination of India as an after-image
of radical grassroots warfare happening in the hinterlands of the nation,
and as an icon of a far-left contra-diction that continues to exert pressure
on imaginations of nation-form. In the fiftieth anniversary of Naxalbari,
such afterlives and after-images flashed across otherwise modest graffiti on
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Graffiti on walls of Jawaharlal Nehru University, 2017

the campus walls of Jawaharlal Nehru University: Chittaprosad’s drawings
of Telengana peasant rebels from the late 1940s resurfaced here, with a yet
new inscription commemorating fifty years of Naxalbari ‘which began with
the clarion call for ‘Land to the Tiller’ (Illustration 4.5), with the words of
the Maoist revolutionary Charu Mazumdar burning in the margins: ‘One
who does not dream and cannot make others dream can never become
a revolutionary’

Conclusion

The visuality of Maoism in India reveals a set of characteristics that can direct
us towards peculiarities of what this volume describes as ‘global Maoism’ To
begin with, there is at play here what I will call idioms of citation — a referen-
tial visual culture that connects the imaginaries of deeply located, grassroots
political action to transnational politics. Further, I read here an aesthetics of
marginality - visualisations that operate from the margins (of the nation, of
national ‘centres’ or of national-modern imagination) and, at the same time,
make margins operate on the centres — in disruptive forms that reveal, via
contra-dictions, the national hegemony at play. And finally, this visual culture
offers, in contemporary times, a modality for solidarity — an aesthetic possibil-
ity that can both bridge and demarcate urban and sub-urban or rural move-
ments of guerrilla Maoist resistance, as well as link locational and transna-
tional outposts by connecting, for instance, images of Mao with other political
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icons, lineages and narratives of counter-hegemonic politics or peasant, guer-
rilla politics. As a modality, this generates potential sites for a broadening
front of leftist and activist cultural action. Global Maoism, in effect, is a
potentiality — not just concretions — that visual imaginaries characteristically
embody.
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see interview of Navjot Altaf with Prajna Desai, ‘Speaking Out, Frieze, 17
November 2016, https://frieze.com/article/speaking-out-1 (accessed 18 Febru-
ary 2019).

39 ‘Navjot Altaf’s Socially and Politically Loaded Work; artist profile, The Arts
Trust, www.theartstrust.com/Magazine_article.aspx?artic]eid:252 (accessed
14 November 2018). For extensive discussion of Altaf’s collaborative work in
Bastar, see Adajania, The Thirteenth Place.

40 ‘India: The “Operation Green Hunt” War on the People Moves against Delhi
Students at JNU’, Frontlines of Revolutionary Struggles, 29 May 2011, Revo-
Iution in South Asia, https://southasiarev.wordpress.com/2011/05/30/india-
operation-green-hunt-attacks-delhi-students/ (accessed 15 August 2017).

41 See Nandini Sundar, Burning Forest: India’s War in Bastar (New Delhi: Jug-
gernaut Publishers, 2016).

The Black Panther newspaper and
revolutionary aesthetics

Colette Gaiter

The Black Panther Party (BPP) and the Maoist Chinese artists who created
posters and visual images in the 1960s and 1970s spread political ideology
through empathetic, simple and bold images of everyday people. Viewers of
these images could actually see themselves as revolutionaries by identifying
with their protagonists. Emory Douglas, the Minister of Culture, designer,
illustrator and ‘revolutionary artist’ for the BPP, was ‘the Norman Rockwell
of the ghetto}' portraying poor and working-class black people in the US
with empathy and accuracy. In the mid-1960s US, the counterculture, and
to some extent the mainstream culture, presented utopian ideas in every
popular medium. Sly and the Family Stone’s popular song with the refrain
T am everyday people’ synthesised the aspiring idealism behind the political
and cultural turbulence of 1968.* Sharing an aversion to elitism, the images
from Maoism and the concurrent US Black Power movements concentrated
on ordinary people, elevating them to heroic status in instructional and
motivational graphic representations. As Cold War rivals, the US and the
Soviet Union competed to fulfil ideas of a utopian future through expensive
technology-driven space exploration. Many countries in what was then called
the “Third World’ turned away from what they considered imperialist, elitist
and grandiose paths to utopian societies. Inspired by early twentieth-century
socialist realism, 1960s and 1970s posters — disseminated at roughly the same
time by the BPP and the Chinese government - highlighted people-powered
rather than technology-driven pursuits. Worldwide liberation movements, led
by people of colour, embraced Maoism'’s ideas and representations. During a
period of international revolutionary action and activism, images created by
artists and designers in Asia (especially China), Central and South America,
Cuba and the US coordinated formally and informally to spread revolution-
ary thought.

The Canadian media theorist Marshall McLuhan’s mantra that ‘the medium
is the message’ — which he developed at the same time as a revolutionary
current electrified parts of the world (1967) - helps to explain how the humble
poster spread instructions for resistance against Western imperialism and




