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note on transliteration

This book is intended for a wide readership. Accordingly, three conventions 
have been broadly adopted here in order to offer a simplified and readable 
transliteration of Urdu, Persian, and Arabic terms.
 1. All Urdu terms are generally transliterated according to the 2007 Annual 
of Urdu Studies guidelines, with all diacritical marks omitted except for the 
ʿain (ʿ) and the hamza (ʾ) and with the izafa construction given as -i rather 
than -e.
 2. In order to render online searches in Worldcat more convenient, the 
bibliography has been generally transcribed according to Library of Congress 
guidelines.
 3. Proper names that have gained currency in English are transcribed ac-
cording to their common English usage. (This creates some discrepancies 
when searching in the Library of Congress databases; for example, Sadequain 
is listed as Sadiqain.)
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introduCtion

modernism in south asian muslim art

T his book traces the emergence of modernism by artists associated 
with “Pakistan” since the early twentieth century, but it is not a 
broad history of a national art, nor does it seek to offer a complete 
account of the selected artists considered here. It traces one in-

fluential genealogical trajectory—the emergence of artistic subjectivity in 
relation to a constellation of conceptual frameworks, nationalism, modernism, 
cosmopolitanism, and “tradition.” Although artists contributed to national life 
by forming new institutional frameworks for the patronage, exhibition, and 
reception of modern art—a labor that is an inextricable aspect of their per-
sonae—the addressee of their art cannot be simply equated with a Pakistani 
nationhood marked by aporias and impasses as a consequence of complex 
historical developments. Pakistani nationalism has provided painting with no 
“ancient mythopoetic or iconographic anchorsheet,” a critic noted as early as 
1965.1 Rather, artists drew selectively from broader Persianate and Islamicate 
cultural and religious legacies,2 yet also situated themselves as modern cos-
mopolitans addressing the quandaries of the self in modernity. In this book, 
therefore, the nation-state functions as only one frame of meaning in desig-
nating the artists’ complex practices: in a larger sense, this project can also 
be viewed as a deconstructive study of nationalism that attempts to fashion a 
new narrative of a transnational South Asian Muslim modernism from within 
a national art history.
 Postcolonial scholarship has demonstrated that translating concepts ini-
tially developed for the study of metropolitan cultures for the study of the 
postcolonial context is a persistent and unavoidable issue.3 While acknowl-
edging the limitations of using broad descriptive markers, this book offers 
fresh interpretations of the terms “nationalism,” “cosmopolitanism,” “mod-
ernism,” and “tradition” by inflecting, stretching, estranging, and translating 
their metropolitan meanings to characterize the art and writings of the artists 
and their critics.4 Informed by postcolonial theory and globalization studies, 
this account views modernism as inherently transnational, rather than as 
national or even international. Indeed, Andreas Huyssen has advanced the 
term “modernism at large,” by which he refers to “crossnational cultural 
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forms that emerge from the negotiation of the modern with the indigenous, 
the colonial, and the postcolonial in the ‘non-Western’ world.”5 The terms 
“cosmopolitanism” and “tradition” gesture toward the complexity of mod-
ern South Asian Muslim subjectivity, whose genealogy includes fragments 
from Persianate humanism, Hindu and Buddhist mythology, the oriental-
ist construction of the discipline of Islamic art, colonial governmentality, 
nineteenth-century theological and modernist reform, modern pan-Islamism, 
twentieth-century metropolitan and transnational artistic modernism, mid-
twentieth-century nationalism and developmentalism, and contemporary de-
bates on race, gender, and globalization.
 The term “tradition” is especially vexed and liable to be seen simply as 
opposed to the modern. This study argues against such a reduction and dem-
onstrates how artists strategically reworked fragments of classical Islamic 
tradition into modern formulations characterized here by the term “mod-
ern Islamic art.” The category of “Islamic art” usually denotes artistic prac-
tices over a specific geographic area before the advent of modernity, but this 
definition is not found in Islamicate intellectual and discursive formulations. 
Primarily an allochronistic orientalist construction forged during the age of 
colonialism, Islamic art as a discipline was viewed through European hier-
archies of fine/applied art and by denial of any relationship to modernity. 
“Islamic art” marks a catachresis. It is precisely this antifoundationalism of 
the discipline of Islamic art, along with the discursivity of other Islamicate 
disciplines, that provided artists with a “tradition” that they investigated in 
their practice with an increasingly incisive understanding rather than re-
maining limited to reworking subject matter and style. It may be noted that 
academic work on modern Islamic art is lacking; indeed, many scholars of 
classical Islamic art view the term itself with suspicion.6 This study, however, 
argues that a decolonization of “Islamic art” was taken up as a critical mod-
ernizing practice by the artists examined here, who drew upon “tradition” by 
remembering lived practice, by turning toward its discursive articulations in 
poetry, literary criticism, ethics, and art. Modern artistic practice unceas-
ingly seeks adequate discursive and aesthetic ground but never quite secures 
it; this crisis-ridden quest characterizes an important facet of its modernism 
and contributes to its ongoing development.
 This book undertakes extended readings of the work of key artists between 
the early decades of the twentieth century and the present—Abdur Rahman 
Chughtai paintings in relation to Mughal aesthetics and late colonialism from 
the 1920s onward, works of mid-century artists Zainul Abedin, Shakir Ali, 
and Zubeida Agha with reference to transnational modernism and national 
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independence, Sadequain’s oeuvre in the context of Islamic calligraphy dur-
ing the 1960s and 1970s, and the works of Rasheed Araeen and Naiza Khan 
with reference to issues of race and gender since the late 1970s.7 The epilogue 
examines how emergent contemporary practice continues to grapple with 
the quandaries of tradition and subjectivity. All the artists studied here have 
sought to situate their practice in the broader intellectual and social contexts 
of their eras and have also devoted considerable effort to building new insti-
tutional frameworks of exhibition, patronage, and reception for modern art.
 The relation between modern artistic practices and the intellectual history 
of Muslim South Asia is of particular significance for this study, undertaken 
through an analysis of the art and writings of twentieth-century artists and 
their critics. One of its larger goals is to exemplify the richness of intellec-
tual and discursive legacies of important regions of non-Western modern 
artistic practice, rather than seeing all such artists as “hybrid” and migrant 
figures drawing only on lived traditions or in mimicry of Western art. The 
conceptions of “hybridity,” “mimicry,” and “in-betweenness” have prompted 
important scholarly work over the last two decades, but the generality and 
imprecision of these conceptions has become a methodological straitjacket 
in purportedly accounting for the work of all modern non-Western artists.8 
A particularly common understanding of “hybridity” fails to distinguish be-
tween lived traditions and discursively articulated ones. “Mimicry” suggests 
that the primary motivation for artistic practice was with reference (and sly 
opposition) to the West, which I hope to show is not primarily the case for 
artists studied here. And although the “in-between” space is seen as beyond 
enunciation and articulation (and although recognizing that all good art en-
acts singular dimensions of meaning that cannot be fully articulated), this 
book, by contrast, does argue for analytical and conceptual comprehension 
of many of the artists’ concerns, provided one accounts for their intellectual 
trajectories.
 The discipline of art history has until recently largely omitted consider-
ation of modern art outside Western canonical developments. There are few 
existing academic studies on artistic modernism in South Asia, for example,9 
but recently, there has emerged a growing interest in the scholarly study of 
non-Western modern art.10 In discussing artistic modernism in Muslim South 
Asia, this book hopes to contribute to the emerging body of scholarship by 
employing recent comparative and interdisciplinary approaches.11 It provides 
for a departure from previous histories of South Asian modern art, many of 
which are inscribed within the horizon of the national and do not acknowl-
edge the full force of transnationalism until after the advent of globalization 
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in the 1990s. It also differs from other anthropologically inflected studies of 
non-Western art by its strong emphasis on discursive, intellectual, and con-
ceptual articulations. Histories of intellectual developments primarily focus 
on elite discourses (even when they urge toward broader social engagement), 
and this study is no exception in this regard. But while it is a gross mistake 
to simply equate intellectual debates with all significant social and cultural 
developments, they also should not be sidelined in the name of an ersatz 
populism. Moreover, one cannot study modern non-Western societies and 
cultures without assessing the considerable labor its intellectuals and artists 
have undertaken to articulate their place in modernity.
 This work specifically traces the genealogy of the South Asian Muslim 
artistic self and the emergence of global and public Muslim subjectivities in 
recent times. It locates a set of contingent relations between artistic subjec-
tivity and social frameworks over the course of a century—these relations 
are neither teleologically inevitable nor continuous in a historicist sense, but 
have been enacted fitfully by artists’ creative praxis. The subjectivities traced 
here are not reducible to other political and ethical subject formations, which 
would require other critical accounts. And not being historically and struc-
turally stable or unified, these subjectivities defy easy summarization, but 
they are above all viewed here as psychic and sociocultural artifacts. Accord-
ingly, South Asian Muslim identity in this study primarily refers to contesta-
tions over sociocultural self and society, rather than to questions of adequacy 
of religious belief or adherence to ritual.12
 By largely refusing to address the social world directly during the early de-
cades, artists experimented with subjecthood and artistic form as metaphors 
and allegories of a deeper and more nuanced exploration of the quandaries 
of modernity than did either the programmatic formulas of the “progressive” 
leftists of the 1930s and 1940s or the emergent nationalist and religious right-
ist ideologies from the 1940s onward that had gained new valences by the late 
1970s. These subjectivities are not reducible to “liberal humanism” either but 
enact a difficult process of working out antinomic relations between the self 
and society. By refusing easy ideological positions, artists sought not only to 
reimagine the past but also to create new analogues for conceiving a future 
that could not be easily articulated under existing closures. Indeed, this study 
shows how a deeper engagement with the social world has emerged in recent 
art as a result of an extended artistic debate and praxis, whose genealogy is 
traced here. Wendy Brown has perceptively noted that “genealogy neither 
prescribes political positions nor specifies desirable futures. Rather it aims to 
make visible why particular positions and visions of the future occur to us.”13 
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Aesthetic, ethical, and political effects of emergent artistic subjectivities are 
neither fully calculable in advance, nor do they necessarily follow or seek to 
overtly and immediately resist existing hegemonic values. Their importance 
lies precisely in highlighting antinomies of self and society beyond formulaic 
positions and in fostering new imaginaries beyond the urgency of immediate 
events.
 This book also bears upon the study of contemporary global art, marked 
by the rise during the last two decades of dozens of artistic biennials around 
the globe. Contrary to some studies that claim that the works of contempo-
rary “biennial” artists simply spectacularize an exotic difference by partici-
pating in the superficial global culture of late capitalism, this book offers a 
longer durée, intellectually nuanced understanding of artistic subjectivities. 
Although artists do participate in broader contemporary dilemmas, a proper 
accounting of their work still requires a deeper engagement with their spe-
cific intellectual and processual trajectories. This has remained a challenge 
for scholarly understanding of much modern and contemporary global art in 
which historical and intellectual context remains largely unexplored—and 
which this book hopes to partially remedy by tracing one significant thread 
in its formation.

To launch into the extended examination of the book’s conceptual frame-
work, it is instructive to begin with an example. Abdur Rahman Chughtai’s 
etching Mughal Artist (ca. 1930s) depicts the profile of an artist holding what 
appears to be an Indian Mughal miniature painting, which shows a female 
figure against an empty background, enclosed in a wide, illuminated border 
(Figure I.1).14 Because the miniature is folded in half, we are prevented from 
seeing whether any other figure, text, or compositional device accompanies 
her, although one suspects that the figure would not be alone, as it is placed 
only in the right half of the miniature. The Mughal Artist clasps the miniature 
with exaggeratedly long fingers, a handling of anatomy that parallels other 
exaggerations in Chughtai’s work since the mid-1920s, such as the drawn-out 
neck, the distorted rendering of the ear and the arms, and the voluminous 
swell of the Mughal Artist’s chest. The Mughal Artist is placed among a land-
scape of rocks, flowering plants, and trees whose sparse linear and rhythmic 
composition recurs in the shape of the Artist’s turban and the decorative 
motif of the Artist’s outer garments. He looms as a separate figure in the fore-
ground, yet also remains an integral part of the landscape, as the linearity of 
his scarf and the botanical motifs on his tunic echo the surrounding foliage 
and rocks. The miniature’s border, composed of foliate arabesque patterns, 



fIgure I.1. Abdur Rahman Chughtai, Mughal Artist, ca. 1930s. Etching.  
24.7 × 20.9 cm. (Collection of Nighat and Imran Mir. Reproduced with permission  
of Arif Rahman Chughtai, © Chughtai Museum Trust, Lahore.)
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and the rendering of the miniature figure in the same linear manner as the 
Artist suggests continuity among the landscape, the artist, and the painted 
miniature as inhabiting a shared aesthetic realm united by their linear, orna-
mental handling.
 Chughtai’s etching clearly draws upon seventeenth-century Mughal minia-
tures, such as Poet in a Flower Garden (ca. 1610–15) (Figure I.2) and Khan 
Khanan Abd ar-Rahim (ca. 1626) (Figure I.3), which depict Mughal nobility.15 
Chughtai’s portrait, however, foregrounds its own stylistic character at the 
expense of the specific historical identity of the portrait. Indeed, we are not 
informed about the identity of the Mughal Artist; rather, the portrait begins 
to approach allegoresis, depicting the unplaceable time of the Mughals as 
one characterized by enviable aesthetic accomplishment. Is this allegory of 
the Mughal Artist intended as a self-portrait of Chughtai? If so, how does one 
become a “Mughal artist” in early twentieth-century Lahore, long after the 
end of the Mughal era? We may further compare Chughtai’s Mughal Artist 
with Daulat the Painter and Abd al-Rahman the Scribe (ca. 1610) (Figure I.4), 
in which miniature artists and calligraphers are busy at work as artisans in 
an interior. Indeed, these arts of the book would have been performed in a 
kitabkhana, a royal bookmaking atelier that included activities, such as book-
binding, generally considered among the applied or decorative arts. Chugh-
tai’s Mughal Artist is not occupied in working as an artisan but now emerges 
as a contemplative and philosophical artist, a thinking, reflecting subject.16
 Chughtai is widely considered the first major modern Muslim artist in 

fIgure I.2.  
Muhammad Ali, Poet in a Flower 
Garden (detail), Mughal period, 
ca. 1610–15, northern India. Opaque 
watercolor and gold on paper. 15 × 
15.7 cm (with borders not shown).  
(The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
Francis Bartlett Donation of 1912 
and Picture Fund 14.663. Photograph 
© 2010 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.)



fIgure I.3. Hashim, Khan Khanan Abd ar-Rahim (detail), Mughal period, ca. 1626.  
Opaque watercolor and gold on paper. 39.9 × 25.6 cm (with borders not shown).  
(Freer Gallery of Art, Washington D.C., F1939.50a.)



fIgure I.4. Daulat, Daulat the Painter and Abd al-Rahman the Scribe,  
Mughal period, ca. 1610. Opaque watercolor and gold on paper. 22.5 × 14 cm.  
(© The British Library Board, all rights reserved, 2010. Or. 12208, f. 325b.)
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South Asia. His artistic oeuvre shows a remarkable consistency since the 
1920s in referencing the Mughal painting tradition. Chughtai filters this in-
fluence through his stylistic markers, rendering his later work immediately 
recognizable, which unmistakably invokes Mughal painting and yet plays up 
its stylistic individuality. His work performs a double maneuver, referencing 
“tradition” yet also enacting the artist as a modern subject. Chughtai’s works 
ceaselessly seek a common ground, a continuity, with tradition. The very act 
of striving to secure this ground over the chasm of the centuries of decline 
of Mughal painting, while acknowledging the impossibility of its recovery 
by deploying a style that is consistently and unmistakably that of Chughtai, 
paradoxically marks him as the first significant South Asian Muslim artist in 
the modern era.

Lack of good critical work on a major artist like Chughtai is indicative of 
the state of scholarship on modern Muslim South Asia, which has focused 
primarily on political, social, religious, and literary developments. Beginning 
in the twentieth century, however, the traditional emphasis on textuality in 
South Asian Muslim intellectual life was fundamentally reconfigured to ac-
commodate a new relationship with the visual arts. The advent of colonial 
modernity in nineteenth-century South Asia was tightly intertwined with 
new articulations of knowledge, authority, and culture, which arose concur-
rently with the rise of print culture and also with the formation of a new 
institutional domain of fine art by the Calcutta-based Bengal School of Paint-
ing at the beginning of the twentieth century. By the 1930s, Indian artists 
had embarked on a sustained engagement with modernism, in a context of 
dizzying social and political change, which included decolonization, the rise 
of mass media, and the onset of developmentalism following the national 
independence of India and Pakistan in 1947. Despite his nostalgia, Chughtai 
inaugurates a kind of artistic modernity in Muslim South Asia, which was 
pursued by successive modernist artists after national independence. More 
recent artistic practice has productively engaged with developments in con-
temporary global art. This study, traversing the periods of colonialism, na-
tional independence, and globalization, argues for the artists’ engagement 
with modernity since the early twentieth century by demonstrating how their 
aesthetic and social concerns refer both to modernism and to their under-
standing of “tradition” itself as transnational.
 Before launching into a detailed discussion of modernism, cosmopoli-
tanism, nationalism, and tradition, a brief summary of historical develop-
ments in Muslim South Asia is necessary. The idea of tradition embraces 
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the intellectual and cultural resources of the Persianate cosmopolitan world 
of the Mughal empire since the sixteenth century. Muslim rule in key re-
gions of India became associated with a wider Persianate and Islamicate cul-
ture, which became pronounced at the zenith of the centralizing Mughal 
empire between the mid-sixteenth century and the end of the seventeenth 
century and its aftermath. The dissolution of the empire in the eighteenth 
century gave rise to the increasing entanglement of British mercantile and 
political interests and weaker regional rule in many parts of India. British 
colonialism at its high noon in India from the mid-nineteenth century on-
ward deployed technologies of classificatory governmentality to understand 
and shape Indian society itself. This, associated with the rise of decoloniz-
ing nationalism among Indians from the late nineteenth century onward, 
led to the emergence of “Hindus,” “Muslims,” and other groups as marking 
distinct identities, above, and sometimes against, regional, ethnic, and lin-
guistic specificity. Elements of resurgent Hindu identity began to view the 
Indian nation in terms of territorial integrity and a valorized golden Hindu 
and Buddhist past—in which Muslims were often characterized as maraud-
ing invaders. The later nineteenth century also brought a growing awareness 
by the South Asian Muslim intelligentsia of their being reduced to minority 
status and the formation of Muslim identity in relation to pan-Islamic ideas. 
Modern Muslim identity has accordingly been fashioned as “minoritarian” in 
Indian nationalist terms. But, on the other hand, it has also created complex 
affiliations with a larger Muslim religious and cultural past and present, in 
which the Persianate cultural past and the transnational Islamic revivalist 
movements active since the late nineteenth century have cultivated power-
ful nonterritorial imaginaries. It also encompasses the reformist movements 
allied with the rise of print culture that flourished in the wake of the Indian 
Mutiny of 1857. These movements sought to shape Muslim life in India by ini-
tiating religious and educational reform and by modernizing Urdu language 
and literature. The treatment of “tradition” in this study includes the rise of 
progressive cultural politics in South Asia during the 1930s and the growth of 
literary journals and criticism. Urdu poetry—in particular, the poetry of Gha-
lib and Iqbal—provided many of the artists considered here with imaginative 
tropes. Tradition also includes the rich iconography of Hindu and Buddhist 
South Asia drawn on by artists such as Chughtai, even as he articulated his 
art as “Islamic.”
 The departure of the British in 1947 from the territories of colonial India 
created the independent and divided nation-states of India and Pakistan. The 
latter was made up of territories in the eastern and western Indian prov-
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inces that held Muslim majorities. The process involved much bloodshed and 
the transfer of very large numbers of people, as Hindus from the areas des-
ignated as Pakistan moved to India and many Muslims moved to Pakistan. 
Modern independent India emerged as a result of anticolonial struggle by 
Indian nationalists, but the independence of Pakistan was arrived at with-
out a similar struggle against the British. Rather, it was fashioned out of the 
fear of domination of Muslims by Hindus. The appellation “Pakistan” is pure 
invention, possessing no historical resonance—the founding of the nation 
itself was irresolvably caught between providing simple “affirmative action” 
type of protections for economically and politically backward Muslims and 
transnational aspirations beyond the realm of politics itself. Moreover, not 
all Muslims agreed with the goals of the Pakistan movement itself. Indeed, 
many distinguished leaders and elites continued to view themselves as Indi-
ans and opted to remain in India. But most Muslims of colonial India were 
trapped in this dilemma of having to belong to India or to Pakistan, an im-
possible choice—that of minoritization in India or exclusivist nationalism in 
Pakistan.17 In 1971, East Pakistan seceded from Pakistan to form Bangladesh, 
a consequence of the economic and cultural domination by the West Pakistan 
wing. The majority of South Asian Muslims since have been divided equally 
between Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan. Arguably, these uncertainties and 
quandaries of South Asian Muslim identity are themselves emblems of its 
vexed modernity.

modernism, modernity, and tradition

 The “modern” is hardly a self-evident category, even in metropolitan 
scholarship, usually refracting into the pair of terms “modernity” and “mod-
ernism.” The former typically denotes social transformation—especially 
in the wake of the Industrial Revolution—while the latter denotes a range 
of artistic practices characterized above all by anti-illusionism, medium-
specificity, and reflexivity.18 The terms “modernism,” “modernity,” and the 
“avant-garde” continue to demarcate central problems in the study of modern 
art but are rarely discussed in the context of non-Western art.19 Following 
Dipesh Chakrabarty’s discussion of how non-Western history as an academic 
subject remains in thrall to paradigms developed for the study of Europe, one 
sees how the close association of modernity and modernism as the West serves 
as an invisible template of comparison for non-Western modern art.20 By the 
early twentieth century, however, the trope of the “modern” increasingly 
dominated the making and the study of South Asian art, a process that finds 
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parallels in other regions as well. As recent studies continue to show, modern 
art was enacted on a transnational scale during the twentieth century, but 
canonical studies of modern and contemporary art and visual practices have 
continued to assume the centrality of Western art in specific geographic and 
cultural sites.21 Simultaneously, Western modern practices have also been 
understood as constituting the “universal” modern. Consequently, modern 
non-Western art is seen as inevitably lacking both a fully realized modernist 
subjectivity and a cultural authenticity. Non-Western artists are viewed as 
failing to measure up to the aesthetic standards of the purported tradition 
of the artist that is invariably always situated in the premodern era, and their 
works are also seen simply as a belated and impoverished derivative response 
to Western modernism.22 This is a well-established debate within postcolo-
nial scholarship. Tabish Khair, for example, questions the premise of looking 
at the modern in isolation from capitalism, as he clearly sees the latter as the 
underlying motor of aesthetic and political change—the capitalist West ex-
ercises a monopolistic “patent” on the deployment of the terms “modernity” 
and “modernism”: “Modernism or modernity is and (under Capitalism) will 
always be, by definition, identical with the hegemonic capitalist culture. But 
it is not modernism or modernity that creates the hegemonic capitalist cul-
ture in its own image; it is the capitalist culture that determines what we see 
and recognize as modernism and modernity.”23 Khair also cogently character-
izes the problem of “tradition” and “modernity” in relation to Eurocentrism: 
“Western modernity is seen as a response to Western tradition. But in the non-
West, modernity is seen as disjunct from tradition. Modernity is something 
that is traced to another space and time—either Europe or the effects of 
European colonization. The ‘fragments’ of the ‘non-European’ present come 
from the two separate/d spaces of ‘tradition’ (read: the recent ‘native past’) 
and ‘modernity’ (read: the recent Euro-American past)—and, hence, one or 
the other space has to be forcibly vacated in any conception of a holistic 
future. That is the tragedy of ‘modernity’ in the non-West.”24 Indian art critic 
Geeta Kapur also recognizes this dilemma: “Imposed on the colonized world 
via selective modernization, modernism transmits a specifically bourgeois 
ideology. With its more subtle hegemonic operations, it offers a universality 
while obviously imposing a Eurocentric (imperialist) set of cultural criteria 
on the rest of the world.”25 Despite these reservations, however, Kapur rec-
ognizes the critical and affirmative potential of the term “modernism” as it 
is practiced in postcolonial India. “Yet, as modernism evolves in conjunc-
tion with a national or, on the other hand, revolutionary culture it becomes 
reflexive.”26 This book corroborates Geeta Kapur’s insight but also modifies 
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it by demonstrating that modernism of the artists considered here indeed 
becomes reflexive, despite its vexed relationships to Pakistani nationalism, 
as none of the artists discussed in this book comfortably inhabit territorial 
nationhood. Chughtai’s Mughal Artist is neither national nor revolutionary—
it negotiates a cosmopolitan tradition yet asserts the reflexivity of the Artist-
as-Chughtai figure, alerting us to some of the complexities of modernity in 
Muslim South Asia beyond the stock binary divides of equating the West with 
modernity and the non-West with its lack.
 If modernism is understood to reference cultural production that is ex-
perimental and reflexive, that inhabits new patronage arrangements, that 
seeks new audiences and venues and is generally concerned with explor-
ing the predicament of South Asian Muslims in modernity by drawing on a 
ruined tradition that nevertheless persists as an imaginative force, then the 
works discussed in this book certainly undertake that project. In order to 
secure a better understanding of the reflexive quality of modernism, South 
Asian Muslim artistic practice needs to be contextualized by the insights af-
forded by formalist analysis. It may be noted that formalism has often been 
viewed, especially by Pierre Bourdieu and his followers, as perpetuating the 
disinterested autonomy of metropolitan modernism, and thus as retrenching 
the inequalities of power by silently and invisibly disregarding institutional 
inequalities. While acknowledging the considerable force of this critique, this 
study retrieves formalist analysis because of its critical analytical possibilities 
for art that has been created with a nonmimetic and nonreferential relation-
ship to social history.

theorizing modernism

 In his influential essay “Modernist Painting,” American critic Clem-
ent Greenberg has argued that modernist painting pursues purification and 
the deeper exploration of modalities specific to painting, even as this long-
term trend remains invisible to the practitioners themselves. Greenberg’s 
formulation traces a process spanning decades, if not a century, in which 
painters, beginning with Manet in the mid-nineteenth century, looked at the 
achievements of their predecessors as continuing to develop more intensively 
the possibilities opened up when the aims of painting were no longer tied to 
illusionism. Greenberg’s formulation offers a reading in which no sharp break 
with the past is posited. Rather, modernism emerges as an autonomous prac-
tice by advanced painters when painting no longer has to serve ends other 
than those of medium-specificity and reflexivity.27
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 In his appreciative critique, art historian T. J. Clark has interpreted Green-
berg’s formulation to emphasize that modernism embarks on this autono-
mous course because the European bourgeoisie of the later nineteenth cen-
tury dismantled aristocratic art and invented mass forms of expression that 
were easily understood by all social groups, in order to extend their reach 
over larger segments of society. As an extended and inward response to the 
age of kitsch, modernism carves out an aesthetic utopia by persistently en-
gaging with and preserving the difficulty and density of high culture.28 Clark 
claims that Greenberg’s account of modernism, which brackets out the social 
world and assumes a conflict-free and teleological optical valence, is funda-
mentally incomplete. Greenberg is unable to account for hesitancies and con-
tingencies in modernism’s development and fails to consider modernism’s 
complex engagement with the social.29 For Clark, if modernism no longer 
has a constituted ruling or aristocratic class to address, it seeks its elusive 
addressee in the social order through ceaseless experiment.30 Clark’s formu-
lation has the merit of combining a formalist reading of modernist art, one 
that continues to grant autonomy to technique and practice, with one that is 
also cognizant of how the social world constantly presses upon artistic form. 
His account is salutary in highlighting the roles of patronage and addressee, 
without sacrificing the relative independence of artistic experimentation, 
and thus it refuses to reduce modernist art to merely a simple reflection, 
affirmation, or negation of modernity. A sophisticated reading of modernist 
art, it incorporates the insights of social history and formalism, methods that 
have otherwise been seen as antithetical.
 There remain, however, a number of troubling issues in Clark’s account, as 
it is premised upon developments in modern European history and it focuses 
exclusively on canonical European works. Clark’s analysis relies on Western 
Marxist thought and the travails of anarchist and socialist ideals in the West, 
effectively precluding global political, social, and aesthetic developments 
during the twentieth century, which include but are not restricted to the rise 
of anticolonial movements, the onset of decolonization, and the presence of 
an increasing number of migrant intellectuals in metropolitan centers. The 
failures of Western anarchical socialism seen in isolation from the rest of the 
world lend a melancholy tone to Clark’s otherwise brilliant readings, and his 
more recent book on modernist art is suffused with this elegiac tenor, con-
veying an impression of the blockage and death of modernism and of cultural 
politics altogether.31
 Charles Altieri affords an important critique of Clark that views modern-
ism as a profound response to difference.32 Altieri questions Clark’s reliance 
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on artistic form as a failed attempt to address the social and insists instead 
that the value of modernism cannot be reduced to its quest to find a nonexis-
tent or nonconstituted addressee. Altieri faults Clark for wanting to diminish 
modernist art as ultimately referential of the social and for failing to grasp 
that modernism is precisely not realism.33 Rather, for Altieri, it is because 
modernist artists realized that all referential and realist tropes in modern art 
reduced its role as a handmaiden to bureaucratized, nightmarish politics that 
they felt empowered to create works that enact a metaphoric utopia within 
the work itself. The role of modernist art is not to continue seeking Clark’s 
elusive social addressee but to suggest metaphoric alternatives, especially in 
an age when differences across the globe cannot simply be subsumed under 
one set of referential or illusionist tropes, or even under a particular social 
formation:

Perhaps the modernists knew better. Perhaps they realized what is only 
now becoming painfully clear—that any assertion of values based on par-
ticular social and political structures is doomed to seem partial and to 
create differends whose grievances cannot be heard within the dominant 
structure. Once we enter a world where cultural differences are deeply 
valued and where there is no clear way to adjudicate among those dif-
ferences, it may be incumbent on art (as well as on philosophy) to locate 
and foster modes of political consciousness sufficiently abstract to locate 
values and principles in the very possibility of making commitments to 
different structures. . . . It may be wisest to surrender the fantasy that art 
ought to provide effective forms for a particular social imaginary. . . . [The] 
critical force [of modernism] seems to me still to depend on two features 
. . . very much worth keeping alive—its awareness of how playfulness itself 
can take on ethical import and its faith that any force able to sustain a com-
pelling imaginative life as a direct, perceptible feature of a work of art has 
claims on us that extend beyond the work’s specific historicity.34

Like Clark, Altieri focuses his analysis on canonical works yet emphasizes the 
playful, constructed, and metaphoric dimensions of modernism and its pas-
sage beyond referencing a particular social landscape or instantiating itself 
in a singular political horizon. This allows for a more open consideration 
of noncanonical modernism in the periphery than does Clark’s formulation, 
which remains tied to developments within Europe since the mid-nineteenth 
century. Theorizing a modernism that does not demand an immediate so-
cial referent is cogent for the purposes of this book, as early modern South 
Asian Muslim art since the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries bears closer 



IntroductIon 17

analogues to abstracted forms, such as the lyric ghazal poetic tradition and 
Sufi conceptions of the universe.35 Twentieth-century modernism draws on 
this classical Islamic art, broader Islamicate poetic and philosophical articu-
lations, and post-cubist transnational modernism, all of which are nonreal-
ist forms. Accordingly, the works analyzed in this volume do not primarily 
attempt to represent the social mimetically. This general disinclination for 
direct social address in artistic modernism in Muslim South Asia was stressed 
in comments made by the important modernist painter and teacher Shakir Ali 
during a discussion with artists, critics, and filmmakers published in 1974.36 
Participants who were not painters questioned why modernist artists in Paki-
stan failed to develop social consciousness in their art. In his reply, Shakir Ali 
pointed out that while literature, which is broadly understood, might express 
social concerns in a more accessible manner, modernist painting evokes pain, 
frustration, and pleasure, which is not easily comprehensible to the wider 
public. Above all, Shakir Ali questions the very demand for accessibility and 
direct social reference:

Someone once remarked to Picasso that his paintings were beyond under-
standing, to which Picasso replied why it was necessary to understand the 
song of a bird? We [modernist artists] acknowledge that we are unmoved 
by national and social events. If we do happen to respond to them, this 
response becomes merely urgent and passing [with no lasting impact]. For 
example, during wartime [with India in 1965], Intizar Husain [a promi-
nent Urdu writer] had written that while bombs were falling outside, Sha-
kir sahib had withdrawn to his home, and was busy painting pictures of 
flowers and the moon. Its true that I had blacked out my studio [sealed my 
studio in order to continue working there] and was indeed painting moon 
and flower motifs, as it was belief [iman] that flowers bloom in both India 
and Pakistan, and the moon shines on Pakistan but also on the graves of 
my ancestors in Rampur [India]. I was therefore involved in creating an 
alternative expression of the war.37

This passage is remarkable in several respects, not least for Shakir Ali’s sum-
mary dismissal of the need to situate modernism in realist modes and in na-
tional and social frameworks even during a grave national emergency. Never-
theless, he appears to offer a stock “humanist” explanation of the thematic 
content of his own activities (Plate 10). Yet this book demonstrates that the 
desire for social address cannot be simply be forever bracketed (which Shakir 
Ali himself had also recognized elsewhere) but persists—resurfacing in the 
works of Zainul Abedin, Sadequain, Rasheed Araeen, and Naiza Khan. The 
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readings offered here are thus formalist in the sense that the social and the 
historical are usually enacted on the picture plane as a struggle over form 
and in new patronage and addressee relationships, rather than depicted as 
theme or content. Here, in further support of my claim, it may be noted that 
even artists such as Chughtai, who work with the figure, move away from the 
possibilities of realism and representation available in later Mughal painting, 
even while drawing from this Mughal tradition. This is evident in the exag-
gerated stylization of Mughal Artist (Figure I.1), arguably relatively less “real-
ist” than seventeenth-century Mughal painting from the Jahangir era, which 
was imbued with realism to a marked degree, in part due to later Mughal 
appreciation of European works, as seen in Jahangir Preferring a Sufi Shaikh to 
Kings (ca. 1615–18) (Figure I.5).
 This study frames its arguments in broad sympathy with Andreas Huyssen’s 
appraisal of recent approaches to postcolonial modernism.38 Huyssen notes 
that postcolonial theory and globalization studies enable new ways of writ-
ing histories of modernism that are transnational rather than national or even 
international: “Despite the celebrated internationalism of the modern, we 
still experience obstacles in the very structures of academic disciplines, their 
compartmentalization in university departments of national literatures, and 
their inherent unequal power relations in acknowledging what I call modern-
ism at large, namely, the crossnational cultural forms that emerge from the 
negotiation of the modern with the indigenous, the colonial, and the post-
colonial in the ‘non-Western’ world.” Huyssen further notes the inadequacy of 
“traditional approaches that still take national cultures as the units to be com-
pared and rarely pay attention to the uneven flows of translation, transmis-
sion, and appropriation.”39 From this perspective, one can productively revisit 
“varieties of modernism formerly excluded from the Euro-American canon as 
derivative and imitative, and therefore inauthentic.” Accusations of one-way 
European influence and the belatedness of the modernism of non-Western 
modern art have been persistently used to close off comparative investiga-
tion of modern art produced beyond the canonical centers of Paris, Berlin, 
New York, and a few other cities. Huyssen’s emphasis on the geographical 
spread of modernism, “which cut[s] across imperial and postimperial, colo-
nial and decolonizing cultures,” being a process in which “metropolitan cul-
ture was translated, appropriated, and creatively mimicked in colonized and 
postcolonial countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America” and which “sup-
ported the desire for liberation and independence,” provides a more nuanced 
way to understand the salience of modernism beyond the metropole than 
simply privileging technical advancement and attack on tradition by avant-



fIgure I.5. Bichitr, Jahangir Preferring a Sufi Shaikh to Kings (detail), Mughal period, 
ca. 1615–18. Opaque watercolor, gold, and ink on paper. 25.3 × 18.1 cm (with borders not 
shown). (Collection of the Freer Gallery of Art, Washington D.C., F1942.15a.)


