Survival as Historiographical Practice

Proposals for Substantive Theater and Performance Historiography from

Contemporary Student, Youth and Social Movements

Dissertation zur Erlangung eines Grades des Doktors der Philosophie am
Fachbereich Philosophie und Geisteswissenschaften

der Freien Universitat Berlin

by

Promona Sengupta

Berlin, May 2022



Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Dr. h.c. Erika Fischer-Lichte
Second Examiner: Prof. Dr. Matthias Warstat

Date of Defense: 17 October, 2022

Selbststindigkeitserklirung
I hereby declare that this dissertation was written and prepared by me independently. Furthermore,

no sources and aids other than those indicated have been used. Intellectual property of other authors
has been marked accordingly. I also declare that I have not submitted the dissertation in this or any

other form to any other institution as a dissertation.



Table of Contents

i

1.1
1.2
1.3

2.1
2.2

2.3

3.1

3.2

4.1

Abstract

Acknowledgements

Introduction: “You Shall Have The Body™: Proposal for A Substantive
Historiography

Rationale and Intervention

Methodology

Chapterization

Bodies Under Violence: Bleedings Events on Screen, on the Street,
in the Body
Three Young Women Reckon with Fascist Subjectivity

From the Campus to the Sit-in to...History? Two Films of the Campus and
their Multiple Affective Registers

Boundary Events and Worldings: Proposals for Performance Historiography

The Protest and its Repertoire: Tiananmen Square and the Archive

of Something That Did Not Happen

: June Fourth in The Body: Looking Beyond the Construction of a “Historical
Event”

The Failures of Timeline: Performing “Before” and “After” June 4®

People, Place and Time: Historiographical Repertoires of 68 and

Who Gets to Bear the Legacy

68 as Repertoire

16
26
32

4

4
52

91

112

118

155

165

166



4.2

5.1
52

Beauty Is Not on The Street, It Is in Survival

University Now: Broken Promises and Haunting
Overture: The Broken Promise: Liberal Higher Education and Necropolitics

Main Act: Haunting

Conclusion: From Substantive to Transformative — Writing In the

Performed Archive of Survival

Bibliography
Appendix — Images

186

202

205
225

251

2064
280



Abstract

This thesis makes a contingent argument for reviewing existent historiographical
practices in the discourse around student movements — socio-political struggles and
protests that are initiated and led by students. The proposal for the revision comes
trom an acknowledgement that academic writing and the discursive flavour around
student and campus movements make use of a particular repertoire that is connected
to the “global moment” of student unrest in 1968, and this leads to universalist
generalizations with respect to the repertoire that contemporary student movements
may or may not deploy. The thesis argues that a close reading of contemporary
student movements through its performances of protest — both within the socio-
political and cultural spheres — shows many obvious and non-obvious aspects of the
contemporary student struggles, such as changes in the university system through
neoliberal privatization, changes in the relationship between students and the
university, changes in the relationship of the university with the state and state
apparatuses such as the police. If one has to take into account these changes within
historiographical practice, there is a possibility to open up to not only more viscerally
and experientially situated histories of student movements (and political movements
in general), but also to confront questions of ethics within history writing and
historical representation of resistant political groups. The thesis views historiography
as a political practice of arranging spatio-temporality with clear relationships to
existent power structures, and interrogates the extent to which the insertion of the
resisting body within this practice, through the discipline of theater and performance
historiography, can threaten and break such arrangements. In this process of
interrogation, the thesis in turn questions the efficacy of traditional historiographical
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frameworks such as “source”, “archive
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, “subject”, “event”, especially with respect to

student movements.
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Introduction

“You Shall have The Body’: Proposal for A Substantive Historiography

One of the foremost innovations within the fields of clinical psychology and
psychiatry in recent times has been the introduction and embracing of “Eye
Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing” (EMDR) towards the treatment of
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). Developed by Dr. Francine Shapiro in the
late 1980s, EMDR constitutes itself on the theoretical base that human beings, who
are “physiologically based information processing systems”, can and do process the multiple
registers of their experiences and preserve them in accessible and useful ways. In the
specific cases of traumatic experiences, which, as she qualifies can be both life-altering
“large T traumas” or “smaller” everyday experiences of negative feelings, the brain’s
capacity to process information is interrupted and can be left incomplete, leading to
the “memory being| dysfunctionally stored without appropriate associative connections and with
many elements still unprocessed” (Shapiro, 1995), which in turn would cause the person
with the memory to dissociate, and relive the past memory through strong emotional
and physical sensations when faced with triggers. This was how Shapiro defined
PTSD, and suggested EMDR as a possible remedial practice. In clinical practice,
EMDR is a unique relational activity of healing that, in some distinction from
traditional psychotherapeutic practices such as psychoanalysis, Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy (CBT) and Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (DBT), introduces the eye and its
movements, as orchestrated by the therapist and followed by the patient, as a bodily
intervention inside a crisis. The therapist instructs the patient to follow a particularly
composed rhythm of oscillation of their finger (or the index and the middle finger,
joined tightly together) in front of the patient’s eyes, from side to side. There are
multiple “rounds” of faster and slower finger movements, and at the intervals, the

therapist asks the patient to go through certain thinking and imaginative processes in



their mind. The following, on the EMDR Institute’s website, are the terms of
engagement.

EMDR therapy uses a three pronged protocol: (1) the past events that have laid the groundwork for
dysfunction are processed, forging new associative links with adaptive information; (2) the current
circumistances that elicit distress are targeted, and internal and external triggers are desensitized; (3)
tmaginal templates of future events are incorporated, to assist the client in acquiring the skills needed
Jfor adaptive functioning. '

The sessions, unlike CBT, DBT or psychoanalysis, do not depend primarily on the
spoken word, the verbally expressed exposition of the trauma for building the basis or
validity of pain. Instead, initial “history-taking” sessions, in which the therapist and
the patient together develop a list of events to be treated, are deemed adequate.
Following this, eye movement sessions are done with the therapist oscillating their
tinger and the patient following the same, to essentially mimic or recreate the power
of the body in REM sleep-simulating movement to process and project — an
invocation of the foundation of dreaming. In EMDR, the clear objective of healing is
connected to the dissociation of a person from accepted directions of linear time — a
past, present and a future. While this might be true for all psy-professions and their
consensus on the nature of trauma, EMDR treats, as is seen in the protocol (“imwaginal
templates of future events”), the arrangement of time as not only fluid, but mutable. The
mutability of future events is liberally used within the rubric of imagination, and
retrospective projection onto the traumatic past is the accepted method. The patient
finds themselves in the unique position of living in the future as a means of reliving an
unlivable past in a dignified and recovered way. And the intensity of the admittedly

simple movement of the eyes, and its connection to the realm of rest and dream as

1 EMDR Institute - EYE MOVEMENT DESENSITIZATION AND REPROCESSING THERAPY. 2022.
What is EMDR? - EMDR Institute - EYE MOVEMENT DESENSITIZATION AND REPROCESSING
THERAPY. [online] Available at: <https://www.emdr.com/what-is-emdr/ [Accessed 18 April 2022].
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experienced by the body during sleep, holds the key in this generative and experienced

destruction of the logic of temporal linearity in the context of personal history.

Philadelphia-based collective Black Quantum Futurism, featuring artists Rasheedah
Phillips and Moor Mother (Camae Ayewa), working in the intersection of activism, art
practice and quantum physics, are one of the leading voices in the contemporary
moment of Afrofuturism. The discourses and practices of Afrofuturism position
themselves in relief of the continued brutality, denigration and murder faced by Black
people in the wake of coloniality, as a speculative politics that speak back to the “lack”
of history engineered by theft of human beings from their homes to be forced on to
the Middle Passage, what Christina Sharpe calls “%he afferlives of slavery” (2016). As
theorized by Mark Dery in Black to The Future (1994),

“The notion of Afrofuturism gives rise to a troubling antinomy: Can a community whose past has
been deliberately rubbed out, and whose energies have subsequently been consumed by the search for
legible traces of its history, imagine possible futures?” (pp.180)

In this radical tradition of an active, agential involvement in history, rooted in survival,
Black Quantum Futurism proposes a reorientation of the experience of time, drawing
from African cosmological philosophy and principles of experimental quantum
physics. In Black Quantum Futurism: Theory and Practice 170l. ii (2015), the collective

states clearly their vision of practice through a specific relationship to history.

“Under a BOF intersectional time orientation, the past and future are not cut off from the present —
both dimensions have influence over the whole of our lives, who we are and who we become at any
particular point in space-time. Our position from the present creates what that past and future looks
like, what it means at every moment. We determine what meaning and what relationships both

dimensions of time have to our present moment.” (pp.3)
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In a particularly inspired manner, BQF invoke the phenomenon of “retrocausality” in
quantum physics, a function of an entangled particle retracing through spacetime to
the point of its own entanglement. They mirror this function in their artistic practice

around temporality and declare,

ause is not presupposed or inferved. en a possible future is envisioned, foreseen, or chosen by a
“C. / d d Wh ble fut d, , h by

BOEF Practitioner, that future will instantaneously reshape its relationship to the past.”

In their consistent and deeply engaged community practice, BQF explicitly
acknowledges linear temporality as a function of coloniality and embraces the
multitudinal experiences of time from survivors of the afterlives of slavery as
instances of “reshaped relationships to the past through the future”. The locus of
history lies squarely in the presence of the post-Middle Passage Black body and Black
consciousness in this fluid fabric.

The two positions on temporality stated above have various nodes of commonality.
Both are not only theoretical, but also practiced discourses that envision and use in
real life the fluidity of time as a subjective experience. Both of them are centered
around healing and survival, albeit from very different directions. Both deal in
principle with the question of incomplete histories engendered by trauma through
particular speculative and creative practices. And these three commonalities lead, in
both cases, to deep interrogations based on iterative, transformative practices of
embodiment that generate a playful relationship with history in which the fixedness of
disciplinary expectations are summarily abandoned. As contemporary lived practices
of experiencing time, these need to inform and influence contemporary history
writing in fundamental ways. And with regard to the notion that the body can have a

creative and generative role to play in this process, often in capacity of various modes
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of “time travel”, can inform theater and performance studies, especially the field of
performance historiography.

In their introduction to the Theater History and Historiography module in Critical theory and
Performance (1992), editors Joseph Roach and Janelle Reinelt signal at the leitmotif of
“irretrievable loss” in historiographical writings from the theater and performance
studies field, given that it is acknowledged that writing about transient things like
performances of the yore brings about acute self-consciousness and anxieties
regarding sources, archives, and other such corroborative tools that are supposed to
be the foundations of historical research. Clearly stating the interdisciplinary outlook
of the field, they point towards ¢ritical theory as the discourse that enters through the
corroboration lacunae of theater historiography, which is not strictly a corroborative
strategy as much as a speculative and substantive strategy. Here I use the term
substantive in the sense of its use in substantive justice, a legal term that comes out of
a debate around people’s perception of fairness within a situation and whether it
explicitly depends on the formal procedures of legal practice such as definitions of
fairness in law or individual perceptions of what is fair (Thibaut, Walker, 1978).
Substantive justice’s claim is to interrupt formalized legal procedure with an explicit
acknowledgement of the liberal conception of equality as an axiom of justice, and in
conjunction, the limits of procedural law to address material inequalities that lead to
differential perceptions of fairness in individuals under law.

“The formal ideal of equality as such refers only to the correct application of a general rule, whereas
the presupposed substantive criterion is what gives content and force to the actually efficacions formula
Sor justice. On this background, it is argued that once the substantive criterion has been determined, it

25 meaningful to speak of (formal) justice.” (Ross, Holtermann, 2019)
In the light of this, I argue that there is an explicit charge of justice in introducing
critical theory as a necessary and substantive element within theater historiography,

and in general historiography itself, which is the self-aware construction of historical
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narratives that challenge objectivist positions claimed by colonial discourses of the
tield. The fact that in the same volume, Thomas Postlewait, Rosemary Bank and
Susan Leigh Foster bring forth their positions through explicit references to the
political contexts of their objects of study — Postlewait through a contextualization of
the historical event of a canceled play in 17th century England within its complex
political background, Bank through an interrogation of received narratives of the
Columbian Exposition of 1893, which saw a particular kind of colonial-foundational
performance of American history through the staging of the Native, and the
indigenous presence as a challenge to colonial history writing around the word
“discovery”, Foster through her theorization of kinesthesia as an embodied reception
moment of political empathy and “inner mimicry” — only convinces me more that the
realm of political struggles which bring to the forefront the need for the substantive in
legal procedure also brings to the forefront the need for the substantive in
historiography. The privilege of theater and performance historiography in this regard
is its access to that highly generative and highly undomesticated creative force that is
the presence of the body in discourse. In conjunction with the claim of substantive
justice as a close parallel and indeed an integral part of historiographical work, one can
argue that theater and performance historiography have a habeus corpus writ — the
postulation that a person under unlawful arrest has to be produced in court, and the
grounds for their detention shown clearly to secure release. To clarify, historiography
has the capacity, through substantive and speculative practices of critical thinking, to
underline the fundamental inability of historical categories to unduly arrest bodies
within time. The subjective experience of time is indeed so agential and fluid, and
substantiated with playfulness and fungibility for purposes of survival in the face of
trauma and erasure, as we saw in the examples that I started with, that an explicit
acknowledgement is necessary of creativity and speculation (“fabulation”, following

Saidiya Hartman) within historiographical practice.
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It is with an acknowledgement of the substantive and speculative that I started my
engagement in writing academically about student movements, a field in which I am
still actively involved politically. I wanted to write about something I knew through
experience, and thought was necessary for whatever I perceived at the time (2010 was
the first time I attempted to write about student politics) as history. As a student of
history, I am expected to have methodological rigour and a strong grasp on practices
of historical corroboration, but the ambivalence in the field of historiography to
explicitly acknowledge its involvement with power through an artificial distanciation
with temporality and fetishizing and fixing what constitutes a “past” cannot be
reconciled with the realm of political struggle in which, for better or for worse,
boundaries between a person and their context, the history of their “people” or their
“class” or such identifiers, are porous to non-existent. To me, there was the intent of
colonial extraction in the existing relationship between the historian and Ais object of
study — a retrospective, surveillance-oriented interest in the lives of people one did not
know or cared about through affinity while they lived, justified by the existence of these
people in the “past”. At the heart of this was the coloniality of linear time itself — that
time moved in a universal progression towards the future, which justified the

relegation of the colonized populace into a past, from whence they would have to be

civilized. To quote Anne Mcclintock (1992),

“In colonial disconrse. . .space is time and bistory is shaped around two necessary movements: the
“brogress” forward of humanity from slonching deprivation to erect enlightened reason. The other
movement presents the reverse: regression backward from (whitw male) adulthood, to a primordial

Black degeneracy, nsnally incarated in women” (pp.84)

In my disloyal relationship with historical studies, I really did not want to relegate

student movements that I was active in into this bin of pastness, which led me to
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seriously question the validity and perseverance of disciplinary foundations such as
event, archive and source — corroborative principles of procedural historiography. The
privileged position of habeus corpus in theater and performance historiography was far
more forgiving in this regard — I could attempt to read and write history and
formulate historiographical positions through an acknowledgement and potent
perseverance of the body in various forms, which could lead to a far more
experiential, situated form of knowledge — the border regimes of discipline be
damned! In my case this body is not simply universal (we know that body is white,
straight, elite and cis-male, and looks like someone who taught us in university),
neither is it absolutely fixed within identitarian markers, but a healing, playful
speculation around the existent and multifaced reality of bodily survival in political
movements, especially student movements in contemporary times. I suppose I write
about survival, the survival of the body under different forms of violence, through
different modes of performance, that realm of repetition that makes sure we survive
through play and process our feelings and arrange our timelines, the multifarious
survivals of survivor accounts, and the survivors themselves. I also write to survive. It
is a valid question to ask here whether I am somehow privileging the experience of
violence in a mode of exceptionalism, as something that stands outside the purview of
historical enquiry, and engineers a level of moral purity of the survivor from which
“new” knowledge is to be made available. My contingent answer points towards the
specific political context in which my historical training took place, following the
examples of the substantive within theater and performance historiography
mentioned before. I write obsessively about the experience of university, academic
production, the political activism on contemporary campuses, and experiences of
violence within a// three, because these are also my own experiences, and my suspicion
is truly that violence plays a constitutive role (not the only one) in maintaining these

spaces in their current forms. This is a point that is polemical, experiential, and to an
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extent clarified within accepted historical discourses such as that of Michel Foucault
(1986). However, the case that I am trying to make is the insertion not only of critical
theory in the corroborative lacunae of theater and performance historiography, but
the insertion of the subject body and its pain itself within discourse, with its many
registers of readability and lack thereof, to be able to do substantive justice work that
speaks to the preservation and dissemination of knowledge at the necessary cost of
destruction of discipline. And for this reason, I have highlighted the role of violence
within student spaces such as student movements, university and campus, as both
received and meted out (under non-comparable circumstances — police violence and
ragging may be seen as having a metonymic relationship, and truly both service the
state in particular ways, but they differ substantially in their performances), without
explicitly claiming any moral purity of survival, or studenthood, or youth. In short,
survival is not an identity politics related claim, which is not to say that one discards in
toto the existing and emergent work within gender justice movements for the
recognition of “survivor” as a particular category of people with particular rights and
needs of redressal (UNFPA Pakistan, 2010). In my work, the redressal attempted is
historiographical, and I am not interested in binary formulations of power. The
playful, polyvocal realm of performance does not even allow me that. The only claim
that I make about survival is in its situation in the body, through speculative and

substantive tactics, one of which is the extremely broad realm of performance.

Rationale and Intervention

The primary rationale behind my long engagement with student movements as a
simultaneous site of historical research and activist work was that I was both confused
and fascinated by the pendulation of discussion around the political involvement of
students between deep nostalgia for the 60s on the one hand and steady

criminalization on the other. Without a clear definition of what constituted a
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“student” or a “student movement”, with a working nominal designation that these
were young people in colleges and universities and their politics also roughly belonged
in the colleges and universities, there seemed to be ample empirical information that
students constituted an important part of the political life, especially in the purview of
performative protesting, but not a lot of theoretical insight in why. These discussions
would take place almost always in conjunction with moments of crisis, the death of
student activists, arrests of student leaders, and police violence on protesting students.
My initial academic writing too was primarily a means for me to deal with the death of
Leftist student activist Sudipto Gupta® who died in police custody. Cutious about the
simultaneous existence of a culture of romance around the 60s student movement
moment of Naxalbari (1967-72) in Indian public sphere and a deep conservatism even
among university professors about actual political activism of actual students in
contemporatry campuses’, I aimed to look at the campus itself as generative space of
political mobilization and cultural expression, that was created primarily by students
for purposes of retaining an active political impulse within a rapidly professionalizing
higher education sector (Sengupta, 2016). I had suspected that there may have been a
historical construction of the “good” or “correct” or “righteous” student activist, an
arbitrary standard loosely connected to the 60s moment mainly through relationships
of affect shored up through cultural representations of Naxalbari, and with the
subsequent judgment of the “failure” of the movement — a historiographical

obfuscation multiplied by fudging of official records about police violence* and

2"SFI student leader Sudipto Gupta beaten to death, shows post mortem report - Indian Express",
Archive.indianexpress.com, 2022. [Online]. Available: http://archive.indianexpress.com/news/sfi-student-
leader-sudipto-gupta-beaten-to-death-shows-post-mortem-report/1097459/. [Accessed: 18- Apr- 2022]
3 From the many print and television programs on this issue, here is a debate program on a leading
Bengali television channel: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jyYaV1yoFJA

4 Sumanta Banerjee, activist and academic, and erstwhile Naxal, points towards the creation of the word
“encounter” within police records of the time to describe extrajudicial killings of revolutionaries, and the
exaggeration of the extent of these encounters to paint a picture of police valour: "THE NAXALITES:
THROUGH THE EYES OF THE POLICE: Book review by Sumanta Banerjee [Parabaas Reviews]",
Parabaas.com, 2022. [Online]. Available:
https://www.parabaas.com/translation/database/reviews/brSumanta.html. [Accessed: 18- Apr- 2022]
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number of custodial deaths — a standard against which contemporary student activists
would be measured and held. The changing contours of university education in India
tollowing liberalization of markets in the 80s and the signing of the General
Agreement on Trade in Services at the WTO in 1995, which deemed higher
education as a tradeable and profit-making field, and a steady uptick in professional
education as opposed to research-based work, was also partially contributing to the
rendering of the university as mainly a space for optimization for entry into the job
market. However, the changing demography of students entering higher education
institutions in India meant that they came to the university for reasons far beyond just
the goal of professionalization. I studied only two of these reasons, two highly
intertwined reasons — politics and theater — within the microcontext of Delhi
University (DU) between the years 2007 and 2014, years that saw several privatization
and professionalization® moves that the institutions (government, the appellate higher
education authority of India — University Grants Commision or UGC, the university
administration) undertook for a possible facelift for DU. In my research, I theorized
on an alternative space within the institution, the campus, which was a produced and
relational space and time which the students would draw on to maintain an
autonomous and radical socio-political and cultural sphere outside the logic of self-
optimization and university-governed capitalist productivity. Having enjoyed the
generative campus impulse of DU as an undergraduate student who spent all her time

in collegiate theater rehearsals instead of classrooms, I agreed with my fellow

5 T. N. Srinivasan & Suresh D. Tendulkar, 2003. "Reintegrating India with the World Economy," Peterson
Institute Press: All Books, Peterson Institute for International Economics, number 98., Chapter 3.

6 Four Year Undergraduate Program in DU: "Delhi University to start FYUP: Pros and cons", India Today,
2022. [Online]. Available: https://www.indiatoday.in/education-today/news/story/delhi-university-to-start-
fyup-pros-and-cons-1845332-2021-08-25 [Accessed: 18- Apr- 2022], and changes in city and university
hostel infrastructure due to Commonwealth Games, see "Race against time", Business Today, 2022.
[Online]. Available: https://www.businesstoday.in/magazine/cover-story/story/race-against-time-245122-
2009-06-09. [Accessed: 18- Apr- 2022] and also UPPAL, Vinayak. “THE IMPACT OF THE
COMMONWEALTH GAMES 2010 ON URBAN DEVELOPMENT OF DELHI.” Theoretical and Empirical
Researches in Urban Management 4, no. 1 (10) (2009): 7—29. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24872391.
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thespians and activists that the continuous production of this space was a claim to
belonging and safety for many fresh school graduates — those just arrived in the
capital city for university, those who were first generation learners, those who came
with histories of schoolgoing activism, queer and femme students having to live
within the pervasive rape culture of Delhi etc. Autonomous of the grand histories of
the 60s student movement, this was the politics of our moment, a political sociality
and a relational politics that helped us experience higher education without alienation
and bitterness. I was a student of Jawaharlal Nehru University when I was writing this,
and the highly agonistic and prominent campus of JNU helped me not only hone my
observations, but also provided me food and shelter and the atmosphere to maintain
extremely porous boundaries between research, art practice and activism, which was

in a sense absolutely crucial for my research.

The groundwork for professionalization of Indian higher education had been set by
previous governments already, as I had marked in my Mphil thesis. However in 2014,
Narendra Modi, a Right Wing leader of the Hindu-supremacist Right Wing political
party Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), accused of allowing an anti-Muslim pogrom to take
place in the West Indian state of Gujarat in 20027, of which he was Chief Minister at
the time, had been elected Prime Minister of India® bringing home every possible
anxiety about the absolute normalization of fascist ideology within the country’s
public life, and explicit divestment from public education models of independent
India. And JNU, easily identified as a Left Wing public university in the capital city

itself, had been among the many public universities targeted for political

""U.S. Court Issues Summons to Modi in Lawsuit Over 2002 Riots (Published 2014)", Nytimes.com,
2022. [Online]. Available: https://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/27/world/asia/us-court-issues-summons-to-
modi-in-lawsuit-over-2002-riots.html. [Accessed: 18- Apr- 2022]

8 "Narendra Modi's landslide victory shatters Congress's grip on India", the Guardian, 2022. [Online].
Available: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/may/16/narendra-modi-victory-congress-india-
election. [Accessed: 18- Apr- 2022]
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appointments of pro-establishment academics’, miscartiage of due process within
administration'’, and a long drawn out public media smear campaign against the
alleged reprobate lifestyle of the students!!, who were summarily deemed as

“antinational'®”’

communists, Kashmir separatists, Maoist sympathizers who called for
the “balkanization of India"?”. Things came to a head in February, when a cultural
event on Kashmir'* held on campus was misconstrued through fake doctoring of
videos'® and circulated through social and news media as an event in which “anti-
India slogans'®” had been raised. The president of the JNUSU student union,

Kanhaiya Kumar, was arrested'” from campus by the police, called by none other than

the Vice Chancellor himself'®. Other student activists hid inside classrooms, as the

9 "Allegations of Political Bias in Faculty Hiring the Latest Battleline in JNU", The Wire, 2022. [Online].
Available: https://thewire.in/education/allegations-political-bias-faculty-hiring-latest-battleline-jnu.
[Accessed: 18- Apr- 2022]

10 "3awaharlal Nehru University VC appointed 9 without authority: Delhi HC", Hindustan Times, 2022.
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appointed-9-without-authority-delhi-hc-101635878090028.html. [Accessed: 18- Apr- 2022]

112 000 liquor bottles, 3,000 condoms found daily at INU, says BJP MLA", The Indian Express, 2022.
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police were “raiding'”’

the residence halls and hostels. Reaching campus on a
rickshaw despite being warned not to come, I saw a huge mob in front of the main
gates of the University — a gate that I had always seen open was locked and chained
shut. The mob stood there, waving the national flag, baseball bats and sticks and
batons, chanting for the doors to be opened, for them to teach the anti-national
students of this university a lesson. When I arrived inside the campus through another
gate, my professor notified me that the chocolates and alcohol that visiting students
and friends from the University of Cologne had got for me as a gift had been given
away to a student activist who was hiding from arrest in and around the School of
Arts and Aesthetics (my school), on his way to the home of his PhD supervisor for
sanctuary. I defended my MPhil dissertation on my work in DU, a week later, in the
midst an intense campus movement demanding the release of the union president,
and after the defense, the members of the panel and I went together to the sit-in at
the administrative block, where the JNU Teachers’ Association had been organizing a
seties of open teach-ins about Nationalism, Democracy and the Idea of India™.

This meandering narrative of events is not a page-filler at all, it is a transparent
attempt at exposing the conditions of my work, conditions that are inextricable parts
of my rationale for academic work. The very fact that a great deal of my time in
academic communication goes in the labour of detailed contextualization, in which I
have to be precise and honest and accurate to the best of my abilities to give empirical
proof of my circumstances before I could attempt a theoretical engagement, is

exhausting and points to larger discrepancies and hierarchies of knowledge in terms of

19 Jha, Kundan. “JNU Students Lock Hostel Rooms and Flee Fearing Police Action.” Millennium Post.
Millennium Post, February 14, 2016. http://www.millenniumpost.in/jnu-students-lock-hostel-rooms-and-
flee-fearing-police-action-124102.

20 This was the lecture on that day by Professor Achin Vanaik: Lecture on Nationalism No. 7 available
online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=20Q49lhXapHw
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legibility of sources for academics from the Global South. Native informant*

behaviour is traditionally valued within academia, and the urge to report with
authenticity, however spurious it may be in terms of actualities, is still very strong
within my own academic life. However, I shall elect for brevity here and turn back at
the most generative critique posed by an eternal examiner, historian Dr Prabhat
Kumar Basant, during my Mphil defense. His question was a political one — does the
campus impulse of radical politics ensure any sort of long term radical political
engagement in the students, even after they leave academics? Like the Leftist polemics
of “class consciousness”, is there a possibility of a transformative consciousness in the
campus? This would lead me to start reaching out to activists in various cities across
South and South East Asia, most notably Hong Kong, Taipei and Dhaka, where I was
aware student movements were going on across multiple frontiers of politics. While
the initial framework might have been a general curiosity around student struggle and
its persistence within a highly capitalist world, where professionalizing environments
in universities prevented students from having either time or the space to pursue
politics, very soon during my freewheeling discussions with student activists from
varying parts of the political spectrum in these cities I realized that their political work
depended on complex relationships with multiple levels of identity — relationships
with the nation state, relationships with national, local and familial history,
relationships with the cities in which they carried out their politics and a specific
relationship to studenthood, alongside more collectivized identity markers like gender,
caste, sexuality, religion etc. I was interested in these cities and their specific moments

of student struggle such as the Umbrella Movement in Hong Kong?®, the Sunflower

21 | use this term in their specific meaning of exposing particularities of my own subjective involvement in
certain situations in matters of the Global South to an audience possibly not in the Global South. Spivak
(1999) problematizes this role, using her own position as an Indian woman within “international” academia
and points to the possible performative element where the Native Informant generates her own audience
for whom she speaks.

22 Gunia, Amy. “A Brief History of Protest in Post-Handover Hong Kong.” Time. Time, June 20, 2019.
https://time.com/5606212/hong-kong-history-mass-demonstrations-protest/.
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Movement in Taipei® and the Shahbag Movement in Dhaka*!] not least because I felt
a level of solidarity because of the heavy use of police brutality in these movements,
but I eventually could not maintain honest relationships of enquiry with the activists
because I could not handle the necessity of extractive information collection that
ethnographic research asked of me. I did not want or need to surveill on already
surveilled spaces to prove some point about the validity of these spaces and
movements, in keeping with Marxist traditions of universal consciousness categories,
and turned my lens of analysis on to my own historiographic practice, in order to find
an ethical language of historiography for contemporary student movements without
turning into a native informant. Thus my work draws its entire juice from my
comrades in these spaces, who, in their steadfast practices of materializing into reality
particular dreams of substantiation, work in multifarious roles — subjects of history,
writers and doers and performers of history, and witnesses of history, among others.
While the logical “glue” between these faraway spaces seems to be that these are all
student movements of the Global South, the actual, embodied glue is the experience
of violence, from the police, from governments, universities, and dominant
historiographic practices that service these politically ambiguous functionaries. I
tollow this extremely embodied glue of experienced violence as an authorial
determinant in how histories of student movements have been written, and how 1
believe they could be written otherwise. It is somehow incredible that the first time
the import and power of historiographical work became apparent to me outside the

classroom was when I was under EMDR therapy for sexualized and racialized

Z3Ho, Ming-sho. “The Activist Legacy of Taiwan's Sunflower Movement.” Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, August 2, 2018. https://carnegieendowment.org/2018/08/02/activist-legacy-of-taiwan-
s-sunflower-movement-pub-76966.

24 “Shahbag Protesters versus the Butcher of Mirpur,” The Guardian (Guardian News and Media,
February 13, 2013), https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/feb/13/shahbag-protest-bangladesh-

quader-mollah.
23



https://carnegieendowment.org/2018/08/02/activist-legacy-of-taiwan-s-sunflower-movement-pub-76966
https://carnegieendowment.org/2018/08/02/activist-legacy-of-taiwan-s-sunflower-movement-pub-76966
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/feb/13/shahbag-protest-bangladesh-quader-mollah
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/feb/13/shahbag-protest-bangladesh-quader-mollah

intimate partner violence that I faced in 2019-2020. In the light of the intention to
recover, I was being asked to visit and revisit what I was calling “the crime scene”,
because a crime had indeed occurred there, in my own private space, over my own
body. No longer under the explicit prompt of representation — I did not have to share
what happened — I was being asked to work with the process of EMDR that deemed
the crime scene, like actual crime scenes, mutable despite underpinnings of objectivity.
In Theater/ Archaeology (2001), Mike Pearson and Michael Shanks mentions the forensic
impulse of their particular interdisciplinary brand of theater and performance

historiography.

“The popularity of crime novels and true-crime television programmes — with accounts of detection and
pathology — is apparent enough. This may indicate a persistent morbidity in onr human condition.
But it may also attest to our fascination with, and increasing reliance upon, scientifically verified
evidence as representing fact, verisimilitude, truth, and upon reconstruction, informed by surveillance,
as helping us understand criminal method and motive, and narrative: to seef clues, to create an
authentic account of the lost event is the prime objective. Such matters have long been in the critical

realm of both archaeology and performance.” (pp. 21-22)

It was only under the circumstances of EMDR that I was able to make the connection
between historiographical work and forensics, surveillance and other loci of
biopolitics. And the question of ethics in representing in however mediated fashion
sensitive information about my “objects of study” — my comrades — led to a more
playful, if not slightly obfuscating approach — their bodies reporting on mine, and
mine on theirs, and perhaps ours, on to history. I could entertain the idea of the body
as an active and dynamic historiographical source, inside which unprocessed
information is mutable and in the need of a creative nudge and somatic practice to
flow into a narrative transformed for the possibility of healing. And this led me

circuitously to a renegotiation with the political performances of the student
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movements in which I had taken part and those I had read about and had been
inspired by, not through the collector-impulse of the lexicon, the compendium or a
handbook of grammar, easily categorized together in neat surveys, but through the
tenuous and contingent practices of survival, from violence, direct, structural and
epistemic. In methodologizing this, I take acute pleasure in the way Peter Burke
expanded on the possibility and dangers of performance studies in his essay Performing

History (2005).

“The idea of deference as performance is both disturbing and perceptive. The idea of emotions as
theatre is scandalous and penetrating at the same time. The idea of violence as performance is even
more shocking, since real blood flows, but it is surely illuminating nevertheless, in the case of the

terrorism of our time as much as—or even more than—in earlier riots or pogroms.” (pp. 42)

To be clear, the explicit intervention of my study is, through the interrogation of
particular bodies and their survival through violence under pre-existing definitions of
community and affinity (“student” community on the one hand and “national”
community on the other, to name just two), I attempt to really push through the
nervous disciplinary expectations in both theater studies and historical studies to stay
in one’s lane, or at least clearly determine one’s lane. Perhaps doing exactly what
Burke is anxious about — pushing the category of performance (or any academic
analytical category) “too far”, I am able to communicate that these terms of
engagement are neither fixed, nor fully determined, but still used strategically for
epistemic gatekeeping. In this regard, the polemical research question is — who is
historiography serving, and do we have any bearing on the production of knowledge
to change who it serves? And on a postscript, it would be equally valid for me to claim
that I simply wanted to write in a dignified way about myself and my comrades, we

who are surviving through a particularly difficult time through different kinds of
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performative repetition and deference that helps our bodies heal and gives us ways of
communicating our experiences through historiographical charges for the rest of us to

bear witness. It is our substantive claim on historiography.

Methodology

As a particularly disloyal (and at times extremely confused) student of both history
and performance studies, I have oftentimes questioned the efficacy of claiming
interdisciplinarity and still drawing out vague roadmaps of disciplinary practice. Is
there a fundamental difference between theater and performance historiography and
“normal” historiography as such? During my undergraduate training in history and my
graduate training in theater and performance studies, I could only grasp a few fairly
clear differences. The main one was the differences in historical source and its reading
— theater and performance history expected things which were doubtlessly to do with
the established cultural institution of the theater, or events that happened in spaces
clearly designated for aesthetic cultural production such as art galleries, museums, film
theaters, festivals and exhibition halls etc. However, the “performative turn” had
claimed the ubiquity of the category as a useful analytical tool, and wilder sources
inevitably emerged. Despite this, there is a tendency to give precedence and more
importance to explicitly cultural sources, as I suppose, it is relatively easier to conjure
a closed event from cultural ephemera from that event. The event does play a
significant role in the constitution of theater and performance historiography, to some
extent lesser than “normal” historiography, where, in my experience, generalizations
are more easily forgiven in descriptive analysis of events. One can perhaps pin this
down to the inordinate insolence of history as a senior discipline, as opposed to TPS,
still going through growing pains. Academic gossip aside, the most powerful claim of
TPS remains the habeus corpus writ, which can be a serious problem while doing

archival research. After all, the archive often speaks in moribund, hectoring and
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official voices, unable to paint a picture for the sensorium to feed on. Informed as it is
through the playful and generative practices of the body, theater and performance
historiography’s labour is perhaps to ignite the archival material’s sensorial charges, in
the hope of finding what someone must have seen, heard, felt, and also finding what
we see, hear and feel.

Apropos wild sources and sensorial charges, I have to acknowledge my
methodological debt to Ranajit Guha and the Subaltern Studies paradigm within
historiography, with carefully worded caveats. Not only did Subaltern Studies point
(in its own slightly reductionist ways) towards the problem of coloniality within
historical studies in the context of postcolonial realms, it also summarily entertained
the wildest sources as reliable historical documents. In History At the Limit of World-
History (2002), Guha disavows procedural corroboration to walk up to the taboo of
using literature as a historical source, analyzing Rabindranath Tagore’s commentary on
historiography and seeking out clues for subaltern historiography within it. For once
there is acknowledgement within “normal” historiography that deeply subjective
artistic production not only serves as a source of valuable information about society
and culture, but also the “historian’s craft” itself. Among the many things that Guha
analyses within Tagore’s commentary on history, two things are of importance to us.
The first one is Guha’s reading of the word “suchana”, a word that Tagore uses to
speak about the “source” or origin of his own poetic career, something that the poet
claims that pedantic historians are unable to trace or access in their bid to write “big”
narratives of political (nationalist) history. There is, from the side of the poet (as Guha
reads) a chastisement of the blindness of history towards origins and sources that
point towards a creative practice, “zhe obscure and yet undisclosed source where those
experiences are still coiled in the incipience of sheer possibility.” (pp. 78). Guha to an extent is
still towing the line of the disciplinary border regime as such, and is unable to

contextualize this “incipient” source (Tagore speaks about three childhood
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experiences that precede by many years his first poems) within historiographical

analysis beyond the impulse that it is a “sor? of pre-history”.

However, unlifke the prebistory reconstructed from broken shards as a past that is incomplete for want
of evidence, what we have here s entirely future oriented. As such, it requires no evidence of

actualization, nor even of a beginning, but simply the recognition of something yet to be. (ibid)

Within theater and performance historiography, we have a chance to treat creative
practice as such as embodied sources in which inexplicit work that “pre-dates” the
production, i.e. process, is also analyzable within the rubric of performance. In this
regard, Black Quantum Futurism’s African cosmology and quantum mechanics-
inspired historiographical category of “retrocausality” would be useful to liberate the
“incipient” from the structural and linear expectations of prehistory. As BQF
suggests, the nature of experiential time is such that both the past and the future have a
bearing on our present, and “When a possible future is envisioned, foreseen, or chosen by a BOF
Practitioner, that future will instantaneously reshape its relationship to the past”. In the cases of
both Tagore and BQF, the work of envisioning is fundamental — it is embodied
creative process that would have a bearing on their whole lives, and quite importantly,
the lives of people in their communities viz Tagore’s influential position within Indian
public sphere and continued relevance and BQF’s situated community practice to
fight gentrification in Philadelphia. How are we, as theater and performance
historians, to contextualize the process of creative work without anointing it with
“incipience”? I argue that we would have to acknowledge the socio-political
involvement of the artists, i.e. situate them within their political lives and corroborate
their authorial voices through analysis of the political and cultural movements that
they are feeding off and feeding back into — in principle a Culture Studies position. In

this regard, studying socio-political movements as a process of creative production
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becomes a contestation of the closedness of the historical source itself, or the
obscurantism of treating creative practice as a magical realm of incredible potentiality
that seemingly comes from somewhere outside the purview of material conditions — a
poet’s interiority. This brings me to the second point in Guha’s article, where he tries
to ground Tagore’s creative practice as an exercise in subaltern historiography by

quoting his short story collection Galpaguchha.

“Its themes are age-old and rendered stale by tradition. But they come alive again by being narrated
creatively to show how time and literature work fogether to recover the living historicality of the
quotidian. Tagore relies here on a combination of two of the most commonly used words in his
langnage to explain what he means. To write creatively, he suggests, is to write about ‘pratyabik

sukhdubkha’, that is, about everyday contentment and misery.” (pp.93)

Guha reads “sukbdukbha” as used in quotidian Bangla parlance, as “zhe entire range of
lived experience”, and concedes that creative practice can bring about an investment in
the concreteness of the historicality of the everyday, clarifying it through Henri
Lefebvre’s critique of the Annales School’s obscuring practices of narrating the
everyday through “irrelevant details”. Fortunately for us, historical subjectivity does
not make a hierarchy between the “relevance” of creative incipience and the
“irrelevance” of the quotidian, and the first is not necessarily instrumentalized to
render the latter historically exceptional. If we are to take seriously the charge that
performance is embodied deference and repetition, self-conscious and watched, and
able to create contingent moments of transformation of roles between the watcher
and the watched, we would have to let go of exceptionalizing the “production”, i.e.
the event and contextualize it within its socio-political processual lives. I would say
that the suchana and the sukbdukbha belong in the same space of the body in

performative practice — the suchana is not a private experience and the sukhdukhba is
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not a public experience. Performance as an embodied historiographical practice
breaks these dated boundaries and the causal relationships that Guha establishes
between them. The locus is the body. The dissolution of these boundaries also
become clear in the feminist critique of Subaltern historiography, where Janaki Nair
(1994) argues that it has remained “singularly inattentive” to the question of gender,
despite its introduction of unconventional historical sources. By Nair’s direction,
teminist historiographical labour lies squarely in challenging historiographical
categories such as ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’, and introducing and acknowledging
agency as a historical “prime mover”. She points out the tendency to marginalize
women’s history on the basis of a “paucity of sources” and the substantive
historiographical work that contemporary women’s movements have made to critique
and change the very category of “work” and labour itself which has opened up new
sources of history. Thus, feminist historiography addresses archival silence through an
investment in the performances (of gendered labour) of the present body and its

actions, which can have a bearing on the problematic constructions of its past.

“The distinction between public and private domains, so strictly drawn and observed by the archive

itself, becomes a crucial starting point for feminist history.” (pp.85)

In keeping with this exposure of the collaborator role of archival silence as a
historiographical methodology, I point towards the possibilities and limits of claiming
an insider-outsider binary apropos the archive, as a trap of deeming history as a gate
to be passed. If the archive is actively suppressed and fungible, and extremely
contingent, do historians just give up on writing about what happened? Somehow, the
source-event-archive nexus that seems to constantly domesticate the claims of
historiography within the realms of procedural corroboration, is still not

fundamentally questioned. If we are to take the project of substantive historiography
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seriously, surely there would be loci of knowledge which do not fall in the insider-
outsider relationship to the source-event-archive nexus. From LeRoy Little Bear,
theorist of Blackfoot metaphysics, comes the decolonial answer, situated in
indigenous knowledge systems that work completely outside categories of Western
academia. In the keynote lecture “Big Thinking” (2016)* at the University of Calgatry,
Little Bear is able to create a distinct, unalienated connection between repetition and
history, that falls outside the aforementioned nexus. He astutely points out the loyalty
of Western academia towards the category, the procedural, over the substantive, and

opines,

“In Native ways, we always retell our stories, we repeat them. That’s how they sink in and become

embodied in students and in the people.”

It is possible to understand performance as this repetition towards a “sinking in”,
embodied knowledge that does not need to have a determined “source” beyond its
repetition and a determined “archive” beyond its embodiment. It is the habeus corpus,
the “you should have the body [brought to court|” despite the claim of carcerality, the
public exposure to scrutiny of embodiment as a valid and crucial historical and
epistemic source. Theater and performance historiography can claim this habeus corpus
writ, especially in its moves to analyze and contextualize difficult topics such as
process and affect, the most definitive archives of which are the body. In this work I
use wildly interdisciplinary frameworks to position this public scrutiny of the habeus
corpus. 1 use literature from social movement theory to understand where the current
historiography and general discursive understanding of student movements is lacking.

I use disability studies and trauma studies to question the categories of “youth”,

25 eroy Little Bear, Big Thinking: Blackfoot metaphysics 'waiting in the wings', Lecture delivered to
Humanities and Social Sciences Federation, University of Calgary, June 2016, available online:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0 txPA8CiA4
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“student” and existent and designated protagonists of politics, along with their liberal
underpinnings that are unable to take into account substantive performative shifts in
contemporary social movements in general. And I use theater and performance
studies approaches such as performance analysis and theater and performance
historiography to find vocabularies to describe both socio-political movement
instances and cultural sphere instances, taking as axiom that these are not only not
mutually exclusive, they are often one and the same. I also take as axiom a personal
tone of writing, because this is the only way I am able to respond to the call to write
about situated knowledges of activist spaces and cultural spaces with a level of dignity,
without being the extractive informant and the additive historian. I cannot cross the
ethical boundary of mining myself and my comrades for knowledge to be arranged in
the cupboard of history, and not really caring for myself and them in our present. And
this is why I center my academic and ethical compass on stories of survival — survival
of the body in ways undomesticated by discursive extraction — with the clear wisdom
that our stories have something fundamental to say to historiography, socio-political
movements, academia and our perceptions of time and temporality itself. In this
work, I liberally borrow methods and methodologies from History, Theater and
Performance Studies, Historiography, Disability Studies, Education Studies, Culture
Studies, Praxeology and Social Movement Theory, and these are the various

disciplines that I also want to address with this work.

Chapterization

In following the habeus corpus writ, 1 start with the limits of the event in my first
chapter. I specifically look at three screen-based, video-based works — Payal Kapadia’s
tilm The Night of Knowing Nothing, Teresa Braggs’s film Sab Changa St, and Pallavi Paul’s
solo exhibition The Wind in Your Body is Just Visiting, Y our Breath Wil Soon be Thunder,

through an investment in their reception. These three pieces, varyingly dealing with
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the artists’ subjective interiorities, as individuals belonging within particular
sociopolitical communities (protesters, artists, Indian citizens, women, students etc)
address a moment of reckoning within the Indian fascist public sphere under the rule
of the BJP since 2014. I specifically look at the presentations of all three in Berlin in
the year 2022, and the circumstances of reproduction and reception of well-known
images of police violence within the works. Trying to understand the specific
historiographical intents in each body of work, I encountered an issue of readability,
especially within the images of police violence, which seemed to have been designated
as closed events belonging in the “past”, or even inside a cogent linear structure of
historical narrative. However, the circumstances of viewership — that there were
people in the audience even in faraway Berlin who were survivors of the same police
violence, and some could even see their friends on the screen — refused the
designation of exceptional state violence as a historical category of “event”, because
of the continuous presence of trauma in their survivor bodies and the embodied
responses to the pieces. I observed that the presence of bodily violence and its
afterlives in the survivor body could potentially destabilize attempts at historicization
through the unit of event, i.e. the event bleeds when re-witnessed by someone who
was bleeding inside the event. Images of protest and its coterminous violence seemed
to address different audiences differently — there was of course the uninvolved
audience and their relatively distanced sense of shock, which would not particularly
destabilize the denomination of an event, and then there were those who were seeing
a storytelling practice about their own lives, and their spectatorial experience was of
catching what I call the various “historiographical charges” of the images —
extratextual political affect in excess not only of the artistic narrative, but also the
historiographical denomination of event to the content of the images. I have
theorized this through a close reading of the bodily affect of the images in the larger

content of the report on the body of existent fascism, routing it through Trauma
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Studies, Cinema Studies, Literary Theory, Reception Theory and Disability Studies. In
my perception of impossibility of the receptacle of event for creative practice that
deploys images of pain and violence during political resistance, I have stumbled upon
two possible alternatives for the closed event in reception — “worlding” and
“boundary event”, following the works of Donna Haraway, Trinh T. Minh Ha and
Gloria Anzaldua, which have helped me contextualize the specific roles of specific
bodies in producing, reproducing and witnessing political affect, which to a large
extent expose the long, lingering and undying presence of structural violences, a
position that resists against understanding fascism as a historical event of the past and
substantiating it with its long presence in the body.

In my second chapter, I look at archival absences as a deliberate political moment of
historiographical work, and the consequent renderings of historical labels on events to
determine their meanings and readings in historical narrative. In my commitment to
student struggles, I choose the June 4th Movement of 1989 in China as a point in
which we witness historiographical selections, designations and active suppression at
work. Questioning the varied labeling of the June 4th Movement, as a “student
movement”, as a “Democracy movement”, and also as a media event, I analyze what
is “left” of the polyvocal stories of the moment, after the historiographical work has
been done by the Chinese government that deselects and suppresses the violence of
the army for exposure, the international media that reselects this “hidden” history and
gives primacy to that, painting a picture of “Democracy Movement” for exposure,
and historians and anthropologists who expose both, doubling down on a binary that
fails to address lasting affect of the moment such as grief and mourning, as seen in the
relentless work of NGOs such as Tiananmen Mothers to keep the memories alive. I
bring into critique the need of these historiographers, who are all pussyfooting around
the government suppression of the archive, to talk back in the form of timelines —

niggling arguments about arrangement of events that lead to a further mystification
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around the validity of it happening at all. I focus my interest in the embodied
historiographical work of artists, and their specific interest in this (rendered) pivotal
moment and its archival silences, through performance analysis and literature on
witnessing as a historiographical impulse. I study two wildly different iterations of the
same choreography by artist-activist Ming Poon, artistic deployments of
historiographical charge in the iconic video of “Tank Man”, for years the “only” proof
and global register of visibility (at least the primary), for the Tiananmen Square
massacre. This piece of archive, dislodged in every way from a totality of events, has
been treated as generative by Poon, who in the very simple act of repetition of the
actions of Tank Man, has attempted to pass on various meanings to various audiences
— remembrance of a lost student movement to contemporary students, embodied
knowledges of how to protest and resist to fellow activists and challenging
eurocentrism in the form of protest genealogies in activist circles in the West. I
analyze the placement of two iterations, the first one, Unison, performed by students
in a performing arts school in Singapore, and the second one, Dance Against Tanks,
within two embodied (non)archives — the first in the contingent archive of labour
within the campus body and the second within the contingent archive of a public
protest on the streets. Both these protesting bodies in this regard center the rehearsal
as a crucial act of protest, which in my mind dislodges the fixedness of archival
impulses in general, and specifically in the case of June 4th, the archive of which is
only present in the acts of process. Lastly, I look at two attempts of timelining June
4th through the shoring up of performance in the service of a grand narrative of
linearity. I briefly study performance artist Xiao Lu’s piece Dialogne at the
China/Avant Garde exhibition in Beijing in 1989 and the attempted archival
renderings of her action of shooting at her own work during the exhibition as a
“premonition” event to June 4th. I also briefly look at the international media and

global activist circuit’s attempts at casting the Umbrella Movement in Hong Kong in
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2014 as the antecedent event of June 4th. Acknowledging the comfort of a timeline
tfor suppressed moments of violence, I point towards the shoring up of performative
political affect as the primary binding factor between these three moments, questioning

if this can be an actual and valid category to historicize suppressed information.

In my third chapter, I look at another such moment in the “past”, as it determined
historiography in the present — the “global” moment of student struggle in 1968, and
its residual affective connections towards the creation of recognizable and iconized
cultural categories such as “student” and “protester”. Through a brief study of
examples in cultures commemorating 1968, specifically in academia and the culture
industry, I try to trace the construction of the subjects of “youth” and “student” as one
of the prime movers of political resistance, as inscribed by the long-lasting impacts on
the social sciences and the academic world of the 68 moment. As one can see, the
historiography machine surrounding 68 is vast and gets re-energized intermittently
during “anniversaries”, however, historians still maintain a tendency of doing
“additive” history — where each new “discovered” regional history during 68, would
have been made to confront, appendix or cross the Eurocentric canon in anniversary
publications. I situate this logic of additive historiography within the practice of
creating particular defined subjects of the history of 68 itself, through an affective and
loose repertoire that can and does include, variedly, ad campaigns, academic
conferences, films and other powerful cultural ephemera that renders the
understanding of 68 as a watershed moment for the whole world axiomatic and
commonsensical. However, there is an inherent unfixedness within the repertoire,
because of its specific shoring up of topographies of borders — those between the
student and worker, the university and student, the establishment and youth, the
protagonists of 68 and the receivers of the legacy etc. I argue that the constitution of

the campus as a liberal space of political contestation goes through a certain level of
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streamlining and the repertoire shores up identifiable affect through this moment, and
because of the entrenchment of this affect within higher education in general, which
saw several paradigmatic restructuring of thought during the period, inscribe the
campus with the affective charge of the Youth-Revolt complex that would dominate
the discourse on social movements. In effect, this could be seen as an identifiable

2 <¢

moment of attempted definitions of “youth”, “student

2 <¢

, “revolutionary” within
culture, with particular “global” avatars that are rejoinders to this narrative. However,
the concentration of focus on the academic space, both in terms of protests as well as
historiography, can be seen as to base itself on particular inscriptions of borders
between the “campus” and the “outside”, a colonial spatial logic that echoes into the
compendium publications that do historiographical surveys into “global” 60s. I try to
look at the dramaturgy of this inside-outside logic of the university as constitutive of
the constructed subject of 68 history, a subjecthood still taught and shored up within
academia, where universities are seen as spaces of imagined sanity where liberal values
are to be protected, in spite of neoliberalization. What I argue is that the repertoire of
068 designates the bodily experience of police violence within the realm of political
experience that is outside the realm of the campus, within the masses, through the
breach of that imagined dramaturgical boundary. Contemporary movements which
have young leadership use vuinerability of the body in the rubric of its closeness to death
and extinction, as a political and performative device, borrowing from the repertoire
of 68. However, the rampant complaints of burnout within contemporary activist
spaces play themselves out in what I argue is a generative performance of the
“boundary”, as opposed to the “border” from 68. This is, I argue, a change in the
repertoire because of the salient changes in the relationship of young people with late
capitalist worlds, due to exacerbated neoliberalism and the exposure of bodily risk

within the same.
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In my fourth chapter, I come to the problem of the historical source in writing about
student struggles in the contemporary moment. This chapter is in essence taking stock
of contemporary academia and its historicized involvement in carceral necropolitics.
Spoken in the context of neoliberal professionalization and privatization of education
that universities are facing globally, I rely heavily on the work of Fred Moten and
Stefano Harney to argue that historiography of student struggles cannot be written
without the express acknowledgement of the university as a site of struggle itself — a
site of what I call “access warfare”. 1 try to bring to light the conditions underpinning
contemporary university research, arguing that we need to center poor mental health
of students and actual death of students due to their involvement in academia in order
to understand not only the stakes of student movements and their historiographies,
but also knowledge production itself. I look at two moments of academic
necropolitics from a performance research perspective — two moments which are
both personal and having a bearing on the nature of academic production itself. The
first instance is a personal testimonial of ragging, a “rite of passage” in various higher
education institutions across the former colonies, in which senior students unchain
violence on new students on admission to university. I re-look at my own testimony,
at the detailed dramaturgy of interpersonal violence, and analyze this performance in
the context of understanding higher education institutions and academia as germanely
linked to the colonial project, and therefore an understandable place for sustained
access warfare. In the second instance, I problematize the idea of historical source by
presenting, in totality, a suicide note from comrade Rohith Vemula, a Dalit research
scholar of Hyderabad Central University, who took his own life in January 2016. In
taking a close look at the presentations and re-readings of the note within theater
performances, films, I move towards claiming that academia, historiography and
knowledge production come to a standstill and find substantive ways to understand

and historicize its own involvement in murder by walking away from representational
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claims of liberal research, and eventually through the dissolution of existent
gatekeeping practices. It is clear to me that the body as a low-rung source of
knowledge is systematically and actually extinguished by the coloniality of the
university, and the dead are rendered “legible” through liberal attempts at analysis.
However, there are bodies, even dead ones, that do not rely on academia to either live
or die, and the point of my work is not to bring them to light in the form of
Columbian discovery, but to disavow academic practice towards an affinity with them.
I circle back to Peggy Phelan’s definition of performance as a category of activity that
actively resists reproductive representation. And in doing this, I believe I am
personally able to liberate myself from the time constraints of historiography that

artificially declare many dead, even in the face of their dynamic, embodied aliveness.

In conclusion, I restate the need for revisiting and challenging the various border
regimes that I speak about in my chapters — the sureties around the tenets of
historiography such as the event, archive, subject and source, the distance between
politics and performance, and the need to maintain disciplinary boundaries in
academics. In the light of the realities of student protest in contemporary times, the
experience of violence on the body and mind, and the generative performances that
create repertoires of survival are to my mind the path to a more substantive and real
practice of historiography. Through a close look at Manjari Kaul’s recent online
performance Firefly Women, which centers the act of writing in survival, with a specific
focus on the letters written from jail by two young Indian women students and
feminist antifascist activists, I attempt to understand the political possibility and
historiographical function of writing itself, both as written letters and as a performed
bodily vocabulary towards survival. I argue that performance has the possibility of not
only doing the substantive work of historiography, but also the #ransformative work —

referring to the framework of transformative justice where the larger community is
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engaged in a justice process, with the clear understanding that survivors and
perpetrators are both parts of the same society and everyone needs support to heal
and move on. Following Kaul’s piece, I try to find a way, in a historiographical
practice where the events, the archives, the protagonists and the sources are all
destabilized, to still commit to the bearing of a historiographical charge. This is not an
accidental state of crisis — this is the common experience of writing about students
and their politics in the contemporary world. And hence, the reliance on survival, not
just of the bodies under violence, but what survives of these categories of historical

methodologies as well.
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Bodies Under Violence: Bleedings Events on Screen, on the Street, in the Body

Rey concepts: ‘Historiographical Charge’, Historiography of the Event

Part 1: Three Young Women Reckon with Fascist Subjectivity

Early into the year 2022, two separate cultural organizations in Berlin, as a part of
their Betlinale programming, screened two films — The Night of Knowing Nothing®
directed by Payal Kapadia and Sab Changa S7#" by Teresa A. Braggs. The two films
were strikingly different accounts of the political protests rocking various parts of the
Indian subcontinent across the materially short but subjectively long timeline between
2014 and 2020. Alongside the two films, there was also the opening of artist Pallavi
Paul’s solo exhibition at SAVVY Contemporary, named The Wind in Your Body is Just
Visiting, Your Breath Will Soon be Thunder™, a moving image-heavy show in which the
audience would sink into myriad film footage from the same timeline of India, found
mainly circulating through news media and other channels of the contemporary
Indian fascist public sphere. These film clips, variously contextualized amongst other
images in the three different art spaces, were primarily found footage from news
channels or videos captured by people while they faced violence in the hands of the
police®. For a “general” audience in the city of Betlin (say, unencumbered by the
political happenings in other parts of the world beyond a capacity of curiosity), these

could potentially appear as generic images of violence from a context far away both

26 Film night programme available online here: https:/bi-bak.de/en/bi-bakino/sounding-womanhood/479-
fu-377-a-night-of-knowing-nothing

27 Screening detail available online here:
https://www.berlinale.de/en/programme/programme/detail.htmli?film_id=202212290

28 Curatorial note and programme detail available online here: https://savvy-
contemporary.com/en/projects/2022/the-wind-in-your-body/

2 This Close Circuit TV footage from the police action in the library in Jamia Milia Islamia University in
Delhi found a place in all three moving image expositions: Al Jazeera, “India: Footage Appears to Show
Police Attack on Jamia Students,” Human Rights News | Al Jazeera (Al Jazeera, February 16, 2020),
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/2/16/india-footage-appears-to-show-police-attack-on-jamia-
students.
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geographically and culturally. However, the specific contexts in which these works
were shown, and the audience that gathered around them, created some very specific
conditions of reception and discourse that prevailed upon the reality of existing
oppression within the Indian polity in ways beyond the suggestive and gestural. All
three works, on display around the same time in the city, no longer directed the
audience merely towards the information that India is now run by a regime of fascist
exceptional violence, a regime of Hindutva®, but that this was an accepted reality and
the time had come to take emotional stock of the damages and victories, of the self
and the polity. Following Stuart Hall’s ever-so-relevant proposition of popular culture
as “...an arena of consent and resistance. 1t is partly where hegemony arises, and where it is
secured...” (Hall, 1982, pp. 239), the three works of art, with their specific usage of
images of police violence especially on the bodies of protesting students, were among
some of the cultural productions that were not only representing but attempting to
constitute particular meanings and definitions, however loose, such as those of trauma
and protest. The fact that these were being presented (and to some extent, at least for
the instances of Pallavi Paul’s show and Payal Kapadia’s film, produced”) in spaces of
international “cultural exchange” such as festivals and vernissages etc was significant
in a moment in the life of Hindu fascism where the “youth”, a definition we will
explore in a later chapter, was standing at a moment of reckoning with the physical
and political damage of the years between 2014-2020. What sort of historical
reckoning can one create with a moment of crisis while it is still very much present?
To follow Walter Benjamin’s Thesis, this could be an act of “seize/ing] hold of a menory
as it flashes up in a moment of danger” (Benjamin, 1937), a personal involvement with the

past which is a scene of crime and a frontier of revolution. It is of course entirely

30 “How Hindu Supremacists Are Tearing India Apart,” The Guardian (Guardian News and Media,
February 20, 2020), https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/20/hindu-supremacists-nationalism-
tearing-india-apart-modi-bjp-rss-jnu-attacks .

31 Pallavi Paul’s show was produced on a DAAD scholarship. Payal Kapadia’s film was co-produced by a
French film production house called Petit Chaos.
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ahistorical to suggest that this was some of the first or in any way originary
representations of fascist violence on the various public and private political frontiers
of Narendra Modi’s India. In fact, the found footage used in the films were
immediately recognizable by any and all Indians because of the sheer screen time on
televisions and social media that they received as a part of the events of violence
themselves. However, this moment in Berlin was somehow special — within a year or
two from each other, three young women/femme presenting people, themselves
students who took part in the protests shown in the films, had created these artistic
vessels of meanings and emotions and signs and stories that recounted their extremely
personal relationships with the exceptional violence of fascist power in very diverse
ways, and these had found a space within the international cultural circuit, converging
in the city of Betlin, a city that saw the Indian diaspora protest against their
government in Brandenburger Tor intermittently from 2019 to 2021°% In his essay in
the Culture Studies Reader, Raymond Williams argues that one would have to
understand both the artistic project as well as its formation (Williams in Storey Ed.
1996, pp 169), that is, both a textual and a contextual analysis is needed to understand
the underlying relations of power in a society that begets art and violence, because
fundamentally history and culture are not separate realms. In the context of the three
artworks mentioned above, there was the obvious, documentary impulse of real time
archiving of a country under the oppressive rule of violence, but the cultural artifact’s
role as the arena of consent and resistance was coded in very specific ways of visceral
charges communicating highly cultural and contextualized trauma as well as pleasure.
Fact is that the strength of the consensus around Hindutva is such that the protests,
with all their spectacular commitment, would exist in a state of exceptional minority,

each dissenter running severe personal and political risks. The immediate archiving

32 |mam, Sarosh. “Anti-CAA Protests Go Global: Chants of 'Azaadi' Echo in Berlin.” TheQuint, December
24, 2019. https://www.thequint.com/my-report/citizenship-amendment-act-protest-berlin-germany-photos.
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impulse of the protestors were on the one hand for purposes of “proof” of violence
in case of arrest or other legal trouble, and on the other stemming from the very real
complexities of realizing one’s status outside the consensus of the Indian democracy.
In such a context, with the big culture industries of the country such as cinema
(Menon, 2020), theater™ and the arts more or less taking the side of the oppressor or
remaining silent, it takes massive amounts of artistic and political courage needed to
make an attempt at mediating everyday violence into a regime of meaning. And then,
the images created are obviously not simple, even if they have been seen many times
before. They have been recast through the subjective lenses of the three women, and
their particular conditions of oppression under fascism, oppressions that ultimately
report in the body. The muddiness of the images could perhaps be related to the
relatively short temporal distance between the “real life” happenings depicted in the
tilms and the making and showing of the films themselves. The relative freshness of
the wounds and first-hand experiences of fascist citizenship rendered the films and
the events of their screenings into experiences of cinema that decidedly bled outside a
tilm spectatorship experience, where the body of at least some of the audience
members would be recalled constantly, and viscerally centralized in moments of pain
and empowerment, animated by the joint presence of body memories of violence and

the archival footage of the same.

There are some important constituents for contextualizing both the production of
these works of art, their place within the mise-en-scene of exhibition, screenings and
other curated spaces, their effect on the viewer’s body and the mediations attempted

by curatorial impulses towards a legible viewership. It is imperative that the first

33 Kashyap, Sunil. “After Listing ‘Godse’ Play on 30 Jan in Varanasi Fest, Organisers NSD-RSS Affiliate
Backtrack.” The Caravan, January 30, 2021. https://caravanmagazine.in/politics/godse-play-on-thirtieth-
january-varanasi-national-school-of-drama-rss-saanskar-bharti.
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mention in this reconstruction is the body in pain — oze of the central figures in this
tentacular cultural endeavor to make meaning out of violence. These are of course not
empty, abstracted bodies, but specifically young bodies, student bodies (how their youth
or their studenthood is rendered a political performative category of solidarizing, we
shall discuss in another chapter), bodies that are at present sites for the directly violent
(involving actual physical violence meted out by the state, police, army) negotiations
of Indian-ness, an identity politics constituted not out of the Colonial-Enlightenment
values of liberal democratic civil rights and active citizenship and the realpolitik, but
one hafted from a constellation of a historically constructed conservative cultural
mythos and structural violence of purported Hindu body politik underpinned by
hierarchical cosmologies of caste and gender (and other categories follow). And,
crucially, for some members of the audience, who themselves have had a history of
participation in these movements, these bodies are identifiable, they are nameable
friends, comrades, often the audience member themselves in a crowded scene of
protest™. Elaine Scarry reminds us that “physical pain — unlike any other state of
consciousness — has no referential content..” (Scarry, 1985, pp.5) and hence the severe
difficulty of actually “representing’ the same. And one has to keep in mind that the
pain that is being expressed in the works may not only be physical, in fact within the
texts and performances in the films themselves, one sees many registers of pain being
dealt with, suggesting the multiplicity of physical and emotional registers that fascism
and its violence is prevailing and can prevail upon in the lives of its subjects. In
absence of appropriate representational modes however, the artists attempt to
communicate both the “unshareability” (Scarry, 1985, pp.4) of the violence and also the

present reality of it, and make use of, sometimes in indirect gesture such as visual

34 Multiple times | had the strange experience of seeing my close friends in the protests on screen, and
could tell exactly where | was standing in the crowd with respect to them.
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quotations, to the documentary form as both undeniably “real” and involved in loops

of trauma and its engendered lack of narrative and meaning,

The second constituent of this garland of cultural works being spoken about is that
the images of young bodies facing state and police violence, which have been
produced and have been in circulation within the Indian fascist public sphere at least
since 2014 (and some from eatlier), are being deployed via artistic and curatorial
mediation in international art and culture contexts such as foreign state funded film
testival circuits and independent foreign contemporary art galleries, significantly at the
same moment. This coterminous series of moments, what one could very much
denote in the current moment of the wotld a series of “comorbidities”, is not
coincidental, as their co-existence in the city of Berlin at this point, it begs to be
argued, is a particular point in the process of rendering legible exceptional trauma. In
barebones — three women, of my own age more or less, having participated in
antifascist protests in India in various capacities, created stories out of the violence
they and I and we faced, and traveled to farther shores to show their stories,
presumably to the wotld. In Every Trans-Action Conjures a New Boundary (2001) Josette
Feral draws heavily from Homi Bhaba’s idea of a #hird space, an interstitial zone of
hybridity where the concept of culture is rendered contingent and in flux, and from
Arjun Appadurai’s conceptualization of territoriality as a lived process of localization
rather than being connected to the tactics of sovereignty of a nation state. Following
Feral’s line of thought, we can detect the attempted drawn borders of Hindutva India
in these films, and also the tensions surrounding them, especially relevant in the
context of a diaspora audience and an international screening in a city far away from
“home”. The historical political agenda of the Hindutva brigade has been to naturalize
the relationship between the Hindutva body politik that denotes a changed map, a

changed constitution, and a changed demography, and the reafpolitik of genocide that
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can achieve such a body politik. The Indian diaspora has been crucial in upholding and
tinancing (Sud, 2008) these so-called values, in effect obscuring in the eyes of a global
audience the historical development of Hindutva. Yet, members of the Indian
diaspora in Berlin and several other cities in Germany and other parts of the world
came together to protest against the Citizenship Amendment Act, personally risking
precarious visa situations, threats from the international Hindu Right Wing, and
increased surveillance from the Indian Embassy. The destabilization of national
identities was not only because of their existence as migrants and diasporic people,
but also their anger, shame and trauma about living under and witnessing real-time
tascism. It has to be mentioned here that the group of protestors in Berlin were
almost all first-generation migrants, whereas Hindutva is often taught as an
intergenerational value system amongst Indian families settled abroad for more than
one generation, even finding representation in blockbuster television setries®. I am not
sure if the destabilization that all of us organizing the protests faced could be
specifically spoken of as Feral’s usage of “deterritorialization” — it certainly got many of
us stuck in a protracted response of trauma, exacerbated by the Delhi pogrom of
2020%. And it was this deterritorialization, not only of national identity, but also of the
mind and the body under trauma, that the films recalled, leading to a communication
of specific visceral affects to the Berlin audience, in excess to the easily identifiable

“information’ about violence.

35 Never Have | Ever, on Netflix, narrates the Hindu diaspora experience through a teenage girl in the
USA, without a serious critical lens on Islamophobia and caste, constitutive of the diaspora identity. see
Deepak, Sharanya. “Never Have | Ever and the Commodification of Identity Politics.” Mangal Media.
Mangal Media, June 3, 2020. https://www.mangalmedia.net/english/never-have-i-ever-and-the-
commaodification-of-identity-politics.

36 Khan, Aiman, and Ishita Chakrabarty. “Why the 2020 Violence in Delhi Was a Pogrom.” Islamophobia |
Al Jazeera. Al Jazeera, February 24, 2021. https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2021/2/24/why-the-2020-
violence-in-delhi-was-a-pogrom
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Before we enter the nitty gritty of describing what went on in the films and video
pieces themselves, and why they manifested themselves in faraway Berlin exactly two
years after the last violent events captured on camera and deployed in artistic language
in them, one needs to furthermore provide date and time and place and body
information — the labour of contextualizing that undergraduate courses in
historiography train one to undertake — about the socio-political context producing
these works. In short, the sociopolitical context that underpins the production of
these works of art constitute at a glance the various student and youth-led university
campus-based political protests against the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) led central
government in India that came to power in the year 2014. However, and this point is
crucial towards the eventual ethical architecture of this chapter, contexts are bleeding
units of history, as one is inextricably embedded in another and the other in another
and so forth. To borrow from Hannah Arendt’s deeply clarifying theory of
totalitarianism, the defining structure of sociopolity under totalitarian rule is that of an

onion.

“...the proper image of totalitarian rule and organization seems to me to be the structure of the onion,
in whose center, in a kind of empty space, the leader is located; whatever he does—whether be integrates
the body politic as in an authoritarian hierarchy, or oppresses his subjects like a tyrant he does it from
within, and not from without or above. All the extraordinarily manifold parts of the movement: the
[front organizations, the various professional societies, the party membership, the party bureaucracy,
the elite formations and police groups, are related in such a way that each forms the facade in one
direction and the center in the other, that is, plays the role of normal outside world for one layer and
the role of radical extremism for another.”” (1954, pp.5)

This is precisely the structure of power within the fascist public sphere of

contemporary India, where the massive public resources deployed towards the
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maintenance of, above all, the culture of consensus around the rule of the BJP and
well-established soft power exports for the global community is the constitutive
“normal outside world” (pp.5) that protects from the view the basic bulwark of
historically developing Hindu extremism. It can be argued that contemporary Indian
sociopolity is, according to a multiplicity of sources, very much in the political
ballpark of totalitarianism, in common patlance often described as fascism?. In
Antonio Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks, (1971) he attempts to analyze fascism in post-
war Italy as both a political party structure and a social movement, and while the
contemporary Indian example has clear indications of both, especially in its history
and early ideological connections to National Socialism and Italian fascism (Casolari,
2000), in its everyday practice it centrally involves acute levels of normalization as
seen in the Onion model. It is only historically accurate that no two political systems
could bear similarities that could lead to generalizations as such. However, in the light
of the political impulse of antifascist resistances against Hindu totalitarianism, in this
thesis I shall be using the by-now commonly used term Hindu fascism, or Hindutva,
or fascism, following a long-standing polemical tradition of the Indian left. This is the
reason why the terms “fascist public sphere” has been used above, and this is not a
polemical political point, but an attempted discernment of the underlying structure of
the contemporary subcontinental society, a structure that is coterminous with the
logic of historiography coming from that same society. In this chapter, we will closely
interrogate the conceptual and historical framework of the “event”, a highly turbulent
unit of temporality and discourse in general, with respect to an onion-shaped complex
of socio-political and cultural happenings — materially existing fascism and its direct
violence on specific bodies, the attempts of those very bodies to perform certain

historiographical functions in forms of political and cultural acts, the affective

37 This is partially due to the Leftist tradition in the subcontinent calling conservative forces “fascist”, and
partially because of the open admiration of Hindutva ideologues such as M.S. Golwalkar for Mussollini
and Hitler.
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rendering of those acts as artifacts of historiography by artists, and the highly
mediated viewing of those artifacts by a specific public. An onion-like society begets
onion-like things, and the fetish of the event is not some sort of flight-of-fancy
selection — the tendency of most traditional historiography of protest in general, one
of the few sorts of events that I deal with in my work, revolves around the business of
stitching together a series of events, towards fashioning them into a legible garland
that makes things into a “movement”. The deeply meritocratic impulse of traditional
history-writing that chooses to mete out judgements of success on to acts of
revolution, suffers severe levels of short-sightedness, which, I argue, comes from a
fundamental incomprehension around the temporal unit of event itself, leading to the
attribution of different taxonomies of “event” to various moments of political action,
such as a protest as a political event, a theater piece as a theatrical event, or vice versa
and suchlike. Apart from the untenable cleanliness of such taxonomy, which only
serves the purposes of unthinking categorization used for cataloging and not analysis,
it is possible that when it comes to so called political acts under existent fascism, there
is just a basic shortcoming of the event as a unit of time, because time is measured
differently under fascism, and therefore the things that carry inside them fascist time,
such as antifascist protests and antifascist art, need some other temporal lenses, some
other, more mongrel understanding of events. Towards this, I attempt to simply dive
back into the body, centering the affects of the body in protest, and the once-away
and twice away affects of artistic production of this body and viewership of the
artistically produced body. The theoretical impulse stems from trauma studies,
specifically within the realm of feminist representations in art, in order to actually
exhume the body from the necropolitics of both realtime, existent fascism and the
onslaught of retraumatizing representations of unproblematised and decontextualised
bodies in pain. Who are these bodies and who are the people in these bodies are

questions that can be grounded in a deep analysis of the pain of doing protest and the
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pain of seeing the same protests becoming historiographical artefacts. This is an
attempt at a theoretical regrounding, a case for reanimating the protest and the
protestor, both on the street and on the screen and the stage, and one dares to say on
the page, through a thorough acknowledgement of repertoires of physical and mental
actions that constitute their acts. Additively, like there is pain, there is also a strong
impulse of pleasure in the aforementioned complex of actions of protest, art,
mediation and viewership. In this chapter, my reflections on the pleasure principle of
the acts falls within the register of excess, which necessitates a renegotiation of the
“event” as a “wotlding” — “a mobile but more or less stable ensemble of practices, involvements,
relations, capacities, tendencies and affordances.” (Anderson & Harrison, 2011, pp. 8). In line
with the speculative, iridescent definitions of this word, the series of affects generated
through the protests, the artworks, their report on the viewer’s eyes, renders into
confusion and deep entanglements the boundaries between subjects and their

surroundings, sometimes those even being one.

Admittedly stemming from my personal involvement in the timelines of this thesis, I
am only able to argue and analyze from a space where the tangible residue of fascism
in the body is trauma and an elision of physical and psychological boundaries between
my own subjectivity and the world around me. It is through the last few years of
physical distance from India, and the relentless levels of witnessing of both violence
and resistance to violence, albeit from a distance, that the moment in early 2022 and
the mise-en-scene of the purported inner life of Indian youth-fuelled antifascism in
taraway Berlin, where I happened to live, threw up some keys to physical grounding in
trauma, and the pleasurable excesses in its historiographical reanimations. It is as
impossible to extricate my own subjectivity from any analysis of the last years in India
as it is to maintain disciplinary boundaries between politics and performance. And

throughout this work I embrace and lean into this elision of boundaries at various
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levels. In the introduction to The Grammar of Politics and Performance (Rai, Reinelt, 2015),
the authors historicize the fraughtness and reluctance in analyzing political events and
performative events with the same “grammar”, in spite of the nominal
acknowledgement that “both” the forms draw heavily from the same repertoire.
Drawing on Joseph Roach and Janelle Reinelt’s earlier work (2007), where they assert
“...we did not include a section on the aesthetics of pure performance, transcending the realm of
tdeology, because we could not imagine one...” , Rai and Reinelt examine the various
historiographical reasons behind the eschewing of overt activist agenda and coalition
building in the writing about political performance, observing that the analysis falls
into the realm of pointing out the ways in which politics and performance borrow from
each other. Rai and Reinelt astutely observe this reluctance to acknowledge the salient
twinship and interdisciplinary possibilities of the fields to a specific academic response
to neoliberal politics — an understandable suspicion of identity politics as an activist
agenda that so easily gets co-opted by capitalism and their perceived “heavy
handedness” and didactic nature. As a person writing from the perspective of both
first-hand witness and historian, I have to however take into account both the
disciplinary demands of history and historiography and the ethical demands of
resistant politics, to which I am fundamentally committed. To be able to piece
together a dignified meaning from physical violence, through the interrogation of the
body and its memories in trauma, and be able to expose and share some embodied
microsites of resistance knowledge that cannot be decoded through grand narrative

lenses of protest history — this is the fundamental attempt of this chapter.

Part 2: From the Campus to the Sit-in to...History? Two Films of the Campus and

their Multiple Affective Registers

A Night of Knowing Nothing is a black and white feature length film that uses found

footage from various moments of protest in different parts of India between the years
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2015 and 2020, starting with student protests™ at the Film and Television Institute of
India (FTII), Pune and ending somewhere in 2020 with found footage shots of police
violence in the library” of Jamia Millia Islamia University (Jamia) in Delhi. However,
these acts of state violence and student and youth resistance (and in one notable case,
general civil resistance) are punctuations in a narrative constructed through love
letters “found” in a room in the student residences of FT1I, spoken in the voice of a
woman only known as “L”, quite possibly the writer of these letters. In the 90
minutes duration of the film, the audience is treated to the whispered pinings of a
woman, a film student, trying to find meaning in the breakdown of her relationship
with the intended receiver of the letters, only to be confronted with the regular to
semi-regular moments of fascist violence within the various campus spaces of her
country. The audience realizes quite late into the film that at least one of the reasons
behind the breakup of her relationship was that she and her partner belonged to two
different castes and the relationship was considered taboo. However, Kapadia quite
clearly moves away from ascribing a clear definition to the causes behind the personal
trauma, choosing instead to charge the inner sanctum of affect between the
protagonist’s soft whisper and the audience with the exceptional violence of the
tascist state and the limbic pleasures of resistant sloganeering and congregation. In a
short span, quite overwhelmingly, the voice moves between dreamscapes shared by
co-inhabitants of the student residence, classmates and friends, to hopeless
ponderings on the impossibility of her love towards her partner, to emotional

descriptions of the student body (both personal and communal) in protest — in FTII,

38 Rashid, Atikh. “As Protests Rage Outside, Chauhan Takes Charge at FTII.” The Indian Express,
January 7, 2016. https://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-news-india/standoff-between-police-ftii-
students-amid-protest-on-chauhan/.

%9 Bhasin, Swati. “Jamia Protesters Release Video of Cops Attacking Students in Library.” NDTV.com.
NDTV, February 16, 2020. https://www.ndtv.com/delhi-news/jamia-protesters-release-video-of-cops-
attacking-students-in-library-2180844.
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in Hyderabad Central University (HCU), in Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), in
Jamia, in Una, and on the streets of Delhi. The speed with which the narrator moves
through all that troubles her, is somewhat in a contrast to the soft-focus black and
white filming of a sleepy residential college campus — a campus dog relaxing, long
shots of hostel corridors, students dancing at parties, a student cooking in her hostel
room in her underwear, someone lying in a sliver of sunlight naked and so forth. The
seeming normalcy of the “outer” timeline is very much a study in the romantic
promise of the campus space as a realm of the bildungsroman, a languid yet dramatic
yet harmless and peaceful transient part of young adulthood. This could only be
visually penetrated with the striking insertion of found footage — not even so much
the surreal colour footage from the FTII archives, of students in another decade
having a party, or someone getting married, or, most strikingly, recent news clippings
and footage of protests that show exceptional police violence, except that these are
also rendered without their sound, somehow mediated by the narrative whisper, the
protagonist describing her feelings about the protests, some of which she finds herself
in. As noted before, the footage of police violence are footage that the Indian public
sphere has saturated itself in, with news broadcasters playing each of these videos on
loop, and social media enabling the endless looping of the violence, arguably towards
rendering specific affect within the fascist polity, given that the media industry is very
much dependent on fueling fascism for their revenue. However, in .4 Night of Knowing
Nothing, one can see an attempt at mediating the already over-familiar image of fascist
violence into a part in a larger story of personal transformations under fascism. The
fact that the personal transformation is what takes centrality in the film, and the
protests themselves are punctuating this, is the reason why one can argue that it is

doing the historiographical work of the campus, mediating the tension between the
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socio-economically irrelevant identity of the student®

and the grand narratives of
history such as revolution and protest, on which the former has very little and very
contingent claims.

The voice in Night is significant in its most direct yet elegantly complicated reading as
a feminist voice that creates a sensorium of intimacy around essentially triggering
happenings in the lives of young people of a country, and in certain ways attempts to
perhaps make some sort of meaning out of the whole thing. The autobiographical
style, the use of a whole cast of first-name characters, fellow-students in the film
school, and the strategic lapses into silence and sighs, they gesture towards a close
space of shared vulnerabilities, where even the worst possible acts of violence may
tind words and emotions, and quite possibly healing. Indeed, it is the sensorium of the
private space, which feminist historiography renders legible and empowered as an
active voice. However, the voice in Nigh#is trying to hold together many
anachronisms and impossibilities — the coexistence of love and the impossibility of
union, fascist violence on bodies of comrades and the resistance against fascism by
the same comrades, and the barrage of events of exceptional violence that news media
is rendering into a series of happenings. In many ways, Night is a personal
construction of the campus in a moment of turmoil, and there are remarkable
instances in the film in which students express their awareness of the political stakes
of being in a publicly funded film school in the age of neoliberal fascism, and how this
is clearly connected to the violence the state is meting out on to the bodies on this
campus. In such a moment of cinema where multiple histories of violence and
resistance — neoliberalization and privatization of education, the previous and ongoing
protests against the same, the tradition of Left-wing filmmaking within the history of

the institute itself, and the current and impending crisis of the fascist state and its cops

40 |n the light of neoliberalization and privatization of universities in India, students of public institutions
and their political lives have been severely encroached upon, rendering the constituency politically weak
at best and “anti-national” lazy parasites scrounging on taxpayer money at worst.
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on campus — it is clear that maintaining borders between political analysis and
performance analysis will be untenable and meaningless. The enmeshedness of the
many subjectivities of the protagonists — students, activists, youth, artists, survivors of
trauma — overflow into each other, and then onto the audience of the film itself,
necessitating a reckoning with a vast multiplicity in the sources for any historical

work.

The impossibility of feeling the report of all of the multiple registers of history as well
as histories of violence all together in one’s body is what is leading to the trauma in
Night, when in the climactic scenes the protagonist is sobbing and declaring that she is
scared, she is scared that all her comrades are dying. The trauma in Night is the trauma
that is stemming from the impossibility of reconstructing the history of the last few
years within a comprehensible narrative structure. In Cathy Caruth’s Unclaimed
Excperience: Trauma, Narrative and History (1996), she argues for “the wound and the voice”,
explaining that there is a narrative complex around trauma that renders it into
something far more than pathology — the story is also part of the salient geography of
the wound. Explicitly drawing from Freud’s theorizations, Caruth builds on the
Freudian logic that trauma is a wound on the mind, to give it the architecture of a

more complex event.

“But what seems to be suggested by Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle is that the wound of the
mind—rthe breach in the mind’s experience of time, self, and the world—is not, like the wound of the
body, a simple and healable event, but rather an event that....is experienced too soon, too
unexpectedyly, to be fully known and is therefore not available to consciousness until it imposes itself

again, repeatedly, in the nightmares and repetitive actions of the survivor.” (pp.3-4)
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There is something excessive about the traumatic event then, which already bleeds
through any supposed self-containment of this particular unit of time that is “event”.
In Night, the aforementioned anachronisms are recognizable as endemic to a fascist
reorientation of time itself — overloaded and repeated direct and indirect violence to
render acute trauma, which, following Caruth, repeats itself ad nausenm in the
nightmares and the repetitive actions of the survivor. And this is the moment where
the question of the directorial voice enters the conversation — as a survivor of the
trauma of being physically present in the protests represented in the film, what
information of the space and time and date and body does she charge her film with,
for us to read and understand? This is the historiographical charge carried specifically
in art that is a receptacle of violence and resistance, and the particular
historiographical charge in Nigh? by necessity has to be read through the lens of
trauma, as that is at this moment in discourse the closest embodied information about

the past.

To clarity, the term “historiographical charge” explicitly deals with a process.
Undergraduate studies in history essentially train students in exercises of
argumentation and good guessing, based on corroborative methods such as
multiplicity of sources and impartial hypotheses to whatever extent possible.
However, historiography, the study of the writing of history brings into conversation
many unruly interdisciplinary elements such as the authorial voice, their socio-political
contexts, the historians they read before them, and arguably in the field of theater
historiography, the historian’s body and its many realities that confront the sources.
From this context, the historiographer not only has the job of collating the various
literatures and views of particular events and issues, but also that of clarifying, to their
best abilities, the processes which led to certain historical accounts and points of view

regarding those events and issues. It is very much a backstage role, a deep reckoning
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with the concept of “truth” as a process of generation which is necessarily always
contingent and always subject to power. Historiography, in its possibility of exposing
even the most obvious realities, such as each historical account is subject to the
existent material conditions of its world, can carry within it the premonition of
discursive ethics. And it is this fraught and fragile practice of carrying some ethical
information about existent power structures and their impacts on the minds and
bodies of the historiographer which one looks for and finds in works such as Nzghz,
Sab Changa Si etc. One may ask — how is the boundary between historiography and art
practice suddenly erased? Is an artist a de facto historiographer? I can only argue that it
is specifically those artists who are explicitly making art from contexts of resistance to
power that are significantly larger than the constituencies that they identify themselves
with, constituencies that have little to none and highly contingent claims on history
itself, that are also forced to act as both historian and historiographer. And one of
these constituencies is students and the campus, where, during moments of violence,
we repeatedly see people exhaustively recording and publishing things, often to be
consumed by themselves and their constituencies later, and eventually trying to render
these accounts into forms of cultural expression. I see this process as an embodied
historiographical process, where the historian writes their body, both as “truth” and
the process that led to “truth”. And it is this embodied involvement in
historiographical work that resonates itself closely with the work of dramaturgy, in
specific, trauma-informed ways, to be dealt with a little later into the chapter. I use the
word “charge” in conjunction with historiography deliberately here in its polyphonous
meanings. The first meaning is the thermodynamics definition of charge as an electric
physical property of matter, that causes it to experience force inside an
electromagnetic field, causing it to repel and attract other matter. The specificity of
particular transformations of matter and its experience of an altered state while being

inside a field that in turn defines its relationship with other matter is able to point us
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towards the nature of cultural production and political movements that exist and
survive within the field of viewership and witnessing, while being at the risk of erasure
under fascism. The presence of survivor bodies in the witnessing of things that
embody survival through fascism (such as art and protests and the two together) is the
fundament of the field, without which the matter (the things that embody survival of
fascism) cannot go through the transformative story of passing electric current. And
the passage of the electric current is historiographical practice, in case of these specific
matter. The second meaning of “charge” is from a vanguardist perspective — of
charging through a wall or a barrier of unspeakability because of political risk, and
incomprehension of fascist subjectivity. Creative practice and protest movements are
the historiographical processes that charge through these epistemic barriers, without
feeling the need of academic distance of procedural historiography, using affective
registers to inscribe particular forms of knowledge about existent violence and
survival from the same. The third meaning of “charge” is that of responsibility —
taking charge or being given a charge, and this concerns us with historiography as a
done science and a felt and read science 1.e. the centering of agency of the body and
the ethics of the field in its production and its reading. The last meaning of “charge”
is “price” and in conjunction with my argument that both experiences and
representations of bodily violence from the state and its many machineries lead to a
crisis in meaning and a subsequent limitation of historiographical categories to write
about them. Incomprehensibility is the historiographical price to be paid when writing

about violence and survival from violence.

So, what historiographical charge has Payal Kapadia embodied into her film, and who
and what fields is it legible for? Some answers to these questions are to be found in
interrogating, as much as possible, viewership cultures and marketing strategies of the

film. In the loglines that go out as marketing material for Nzgh#, including blurbs for
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1“1 and other international film festivals*’ a circuit that

the Cannes Film Festiva
Kapadia’s film fully dominated in the year 2021 (for reasons which we will get into
later), potential viewers are told of a “university student in India” writing letters to her
estranged lover, and there are mentions of the incendiary combo that is love and
revolt. This is of course marketing material and that necessitates a reduction of things
to its most sellable and juicy bits. However, some of these film festivals even mention

a “film school in Mumbai”*?

, which is inaccurate, given the film mostly takes place in
FTII, Pune and never in Mumbai. This is only a small window into the
aforementioned “little to none and always contingent claim on history” that both
students and their wound and voice actually possess. The constructed affective
complex of youth, politics and revolt is a highly marketable fetish, as Thomas Frank
illustrated in his book Conguest of the Cool (1997), where he illustrated and analyzed the
cooptation of “rebel youth culture” of the 60s by corporate marketing of companies
such as Coca Cola in the coming decades, forcibly ignoring any material or political
reckoning with the critical questions that the youth of the 60s posed towards the
establishments they were protesting against, such as the government or war. The
affective complex is indeed ageless at this point, and has developed its own, extremely
strong force over how political involvement of youth is viewed and written about in
popular culture in general. It renders a powerful image of youth that is generic and
universal, without political and cultural context, as a naturally rebellious force, and the

subtraction of the contexts and their specific material politics allows the actual critical

questioning of history to take a firm backseat for so-called aesthetic purposes only,

41A Night of Knowing Nothing,” Quinzaine des réalisateurs, accessed April 18, 2022,

https://www.quinzaine-realisateurs.com/en/film/a-night-of-knowing-nothing.

42 “A Night of Knowing Nothing,” TIFF, July 29, 2021, https://tiff.net/events/a-night-of-knowing-nothing.
and “A Night of Knowing Nothing,” cphdox, March 1, 2022, https://cphdox.dk/film/a-night-of-knowing-
nothing. among others

43 p Night of Knowing Nothing,” Viennale, accessed April 18, 2022, https://www.viennale.at/en/film/night-
knowing-nothing and “A Night of Knowing Nothing (in-Person & Online),” Independent Cinema Office,
February 21, 2022, https://www.independentcinemaoffice.org.uk/films/a-night-of-knowing-nothing among
others
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where a student in Pune is clearly interchangeable with a student in Mumbai, or for
that matter anywhere in the world, as the contextual structures of power are not being
taken seriously, just like the student in protest is not being taken seriously. The
student is simply a fetish. This, I would argue, has also spilled into academic writing
and historiography of student movements, but in a later chapter. For the conversation
on A Night of Knowing Nothing, it is enough to observe that the specificities of where
the actors in the film are situated and what they are saying etc, fundamental facts
about the narrative, are relatively unimportant towards the marketing of the film, and
quite possibly then, towards at least the nfended viewership. The important factor is
perhaps that the viewership being addressed is an international viewership, and the
product being sold is an exotic and alien context, too much information about which
just seems unnecessary. To some extent international viewership of contextually heavy
content is most tolerated in the form of a documentary, where the tone is
informational. And indeed Kapadia’s film is listed as a “documentary’ in all the
testival materials. However, the film itself, while often always already being treated in
general trauma-porn ways in the globalized networks of “world cinema”, carries
excessive historiographical charges — for example, the very real situation of personal
relationships being broken apart in the light of the betrayal of lovers, friends, family
members etc who have over the last years sided with the fascist public sphere. This is
vital information about the status of what Suely Rolnik would denote as the
micropolitical sphere (2017)*, the ways of materially existing fascism instituting regimes
of abuse over our realms of desire. This is information that could be simply illegible
to an international audience which has not experienced the body under fascism in

India. However, because of its “special” identity as a work of art, Nzgh# can and does

44 Rolnik, Suely, “The Spheres of Insurrection: Suggestions for Combating The Pimping of Life - Journal
#86 November 2017 - e-Flux.” e-flux. Accessed April 18, 2022. https://www.e-
flux.com/journal/86/163107/the-spheres-of-insurrection-suggestions-for-combating-the-pimping-of-life/
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carry more accessibility and legibility as an event, both wound and voice, than, say any
of the protests that the Indian community in Berlin were organizing throughout 2019-
2021. Those events, for example, were denoted, both legally and media-wise, as
“protests”, and as such carried bombastic charges of embodied trauma, with speakers
constantly breaking down while speaking, or dissonant delivery of slogans that very
obviously did not belong in this city, of which the slogan-givers were quite aware®. In
such a case, the form that the traumatic event took in its representation dictated the
viewership. There is of course also the crucial question of time gone by between the
original wound and the following voice, which could even be echoed in the distance
between historical accounting and historiographical interventions, but in this specific
case, where the temporal complex is super tight — 2014-2022 — and riddled with the
discursive blackouts of trauma, I believed we have to negotiate the distances between
subject and context, trauma and healing, history and historiography. In the context of
negotiating the temporal distance between trauma and its art with respect to Nigh#, it
is important to note that it was produced within a particular Indian film school ethos,
connected both economically and aesthetically to traditions of Left-wing documentary
cinema and therefore playing the international film festival circuit, where it was read
as such and lauded as such. Kapadia weaved into the narrative many instances of the
typical film school political discussion — footage of pre-student union election
debates, union presidents addressing their student body while on strike about the
significance of cinema as politics, film school student protestors raising slogans of
“Eisenstein, Pudovkin! We shall fight, we shall win!” and this was of course enough to
anoint the film in the eyes of the film festival juries as a powerfully political film.
However, the sheer polyphony of the multiple realms of politics, the multiple political

trontiers (Laclau, Mouffe, 1985) in the film, fell hidden under the grandness of

45 The slogan “Ho Ho Ho Chih Minh, We shall fight We shall win” was delivered at Potsdamer Platz at a
Berlin for India demo, to general confusion among onlookers as well as protesters multiple times by one
protestor who happened to have been trained in politics in radical leftist student politics in India.
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categorizing protest-related cultural artifacts within a generalized lens of “political”
that overstates the extent of involvement of the state in the lives of its people, without
any cognizance of the realms of hegemony or the political specificities of either
Hindutva or the history of Indian student movements. However, depending on the
expected audience at screenings, the affective report would possibly be different.

The film, having been shown across many venues in Europe in 2020- 2021, was re-
screened at a temporary state-funded migrant-organized cinema space called Sinema
Transtopia in Alexanderplatz, as a part of a feminist film festival Sownding Womanhood
curated by Pia Chakraverti-Wuerthwein and Eirini Fountedaki. This time around, I
was not only present in the room as an audience member, but as a discussant, who
had the special ability to strike up an actual conversation with the entire audience. The
audience was made up almost entirely of non-Indian people, there was one self-
identified Indian person in the audience. The rest of the group, about 48 people, were
mostly young migrant cultural workers and art students living or visiting Berlin, who
had either attended other screenings in the festival or other programmes in Sinema
Transtopia. It is important to note that Sinema Transtopia expressly tries to center
moving image works from non-white Global South spaces*, and almost all programs
have a discursive element such as a discussion or a panel. Admittedly, watching and
rewatching some of the footages of police violence on people I personally knew on
such a big screen created severe levels of visceral discomfort and emotional distress
for me, and I honestly shared that with the audience, after which the discussion
started revolving around the affective impact of violence in moving image and the
ethics of representing trauma. People in the room were getting concerned that I had

become upset at seeing the film and that I was judging it negatively, and both probing

46 Programme info available online: https:/bi-bak.de/en/bi-bakino where it is mentioned “The curated film
series brings together diverse social communities and connects places both near and geographically
distant; it links pasts, presents and futures and moves away from a eurocentric gaze towards
transnational, (post-)migrant and postcolonial perspectives.”
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questions trying to deny my visible distress with logic and soothing justifications of
possible authorial intent started coming. I will try to communicate exactly what I felt
and how it was registering in my body. While the grainy black and white images and
the whisper created a sense of relaxation in my body, the images of police violence
made me restless, my body temperature would start dropping, and I would start
yawning constantly. The protracted coldness of hands and feet was something I was
awate of as a symptom of Complex Post Traumatic Stress Disordet*” (CPTSD), an
ailment I was diagnosed with in early 2020. Technically, having managed my mental
illness for about two years, the moment of confrontation with the violence on film
was only a light “flashback” to a moment of trauma, where I was revisiting the scene
of the crime, this time with severe amounts of anger and grief. What was going on
inside me was a maelstrom of emotions and I got extremely overwhelmed when the
audience started asking questions and I was expected to field these queries about the
aesthetics of the film. At one point I was forced to share that I was still seeking
psychotherapy for the wounds inflicted upon me and my friends during the time that
we had just seen on screen, and the question that I posed was — “Gs #his already history
and if yes how because I am still in therapy for it At a moment of trauma, the assembly of
the past and the present in linearity folded into itself, and I was simply questioning
what it meant to archive a wound — does it heal better if there is some distance from
it, and if so, what exactly is this business of distancing? However, for now, I would
like to propose that the research question for a theater historiographer here is, then,
what are the processes through which bodily trauma of violence gets mediated into
the archive, whereby it is archived in ways that register with other bodies in other

contexts.

47 “Unexpected Physical Symptoms of PTSD,” PTSD UK |, accessed April 18, 2022,
https://www.ptsduk.org/10-unexpected-physical-symptoms-of-ptsd/.
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During the discussion, one person observed that his body reacted in tangibly activated
ways at the call-countercall structures of the protest slogans that peppered the film,
while the whisper of the protagonist had hitherto created a sort of intimate trance.
The slogans captured in Kapadia’s films were long-standing, traditional Left-wing
slogans in English and Hindi/Urdu, well known within student activism in the many
campuses of India, and indeed, also within civil society movements across the
subcontinents, such as “awazg do, hum ek hail” (make noise, we are one!) or “inguilab
zindabad!” (long live the revolution!), a communist party slogan from the anticolonial
movement. The slogans hit him somewhere in his body, which he could not pinpoint,
and he felt empowered, without understanding the words themselves. I agreed. I
agree. This is the intended action of sloganeering — that it activates the body with a
call, through an invitation to countercall. And when the slogan exists within the
culturally legible repertoire (Davis, 2009) of the campus or the civil protest, it most
certainly activates the space and the body in its intended way of re-energizing fallen
levels of stamina during protest, and committing to voice and poetry, and in that
sense, to the materiality of the voice, the fundamental demands and beliefs of a
movement. However, the fact that the materiality of the voice that the slogan carried
could energize and call to a person who cannot understand the specific words and
meanings, could point towards the possibility that the slogan is its own genre of
sound, recognizable not exclusively through the wording, but through the invocation
of the body of both the sloganeer and the sloganeered, and the political space of
solidarity that they produce between them in the utterance of the slogan. The politics
and the aesthetics, two realms that are sometimes artificially treated differently (as we
discussed while talking about the work of Rai and Reinelt), are invoked together,
deeming nominally irrelevant the content of word. That is, the political space of the

slogan, which is the geographical space of the protest, and in this case the space of the
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screening, do rely on multiple semiotic indexes that are in fact not the legible word,
but the relational politics of the space that is felt in the body.

Within the discussion between myself and the two curators of the festival, at a point
we stumbled upon the possibility that the film could be an exercise in some sort of
healing, where the interiority of a structurally oppressed person, a Dalit woman, is
given the gift of unending stretches of time to slowly chew on the realities of fast-
paced fascism that are fundamentally outside her control. To a large extent, the
audience agreed with the reading, and perhaps this is the reason why my obvious
physical duress which I kept mentioning as fatigue and tiredness and which
externalized itself as irritation and frustration at the film, became unacceptable in the
room. I, and the other Indian person in the room, was only registering trauma in our
bodies — the voice from the wound. The denial of meaning that the film posed to her
and me disallowed us in ways from relaxing to the whisper, because the whisper said
“I am scared’. The same denial of meaning snatched us back from the momentary
pleasure of empowering ourselves through ever-familiar slogans in our own languages,
bringing us back to the feelings of bereavement in repeated loops of footage of police
violence. Which led to a question that she posed to me and room — how does one go on?
The feelings of dissonance at once again watching our friends get beaten up, this time
in black and white — the color scheme of grand history — were the physical realities of
traumatic experiences, where the actual event on the mind and body continues to
speak through the mind and body in looped repetitions. I argue, following the route
of the relatively newer discipline of Disability Studies, that “masking”, a psychiatric
term used to denote the tendencies and practices of hiding and controlling mental
health diagnoses such as ADHD and Autism (Barkley, 2010), is the expected reaction
that a society and polity committed to the Onion model of totalitarianism imposes on
its survivors, and that was what I was unable to perform while watching the film

because of the bodily excesses it asked of me. The point is not to paint myself in this
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situation as a martyr, because after all as an Upper caste woman with a Hindu last
name and considerable socio-economic privileges, I will only be violated by fascist
violence on fewer accounts than someone with a Muslim name. However, relativizing
trauma through nominal identitarianism is in effect a tactic that divests from
solidarizing and coalition building as a politics, which as I have mentioned before, is at
least partially the point of this endeavor. I would like to contextualize the
conversation that I am attempting to start around mental illness, specifically CPTSD
in the political context of existent fascism. Itis somehow important to note here that
the only other Indian person in the room and I actually met in a psychiatric ward in a
hospital in Berlin, where they were admitted to undergo therapy. This is not to merely
give an inert background to our interaction at Sinema Transtopia, but something that
I would like to foreground, without the express intent of clinicizing the political
subjectivity of an entire population living under fascism. However, I would like to
float the idea that surviving as people directly or indirectly targeted by a fascist regime
can and does engender significant amounts of trauma in their minds and bodies, and
because of the onion like nature of the fascist public sphere itself, expressing the same
is rendered highly dangerous and taboo (coupled with the taboos around sharing
personal states of bad mental health). This leads to the adoption of “masking” as one
of the primary performative models of citizenship, especially “active citizenship” in
which one has to simply “manage” oneself with little to none interference to their
own functionality while living under and directly and indirectly facing regular violence.
I have to emphasize that the intent of using “masking’ as an analytical category does
not in any way universalize the experience of specific people with disabilities who use
masking as a strategy of actual survival. What I am doing is to bring to a discursive
table the mental health crisis that some news media that were critical of the

government and self-organized social media spaces by activists were already talking
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about®. In the context of the screening, we did indeed speak a lot of “healing”, and
there was clearly acknowledgement of the violence that could easily be seen and heard
on screen, and for some of us, felt in the body, but not yet the naming of the pain
which had to be helped. I am invoking “masking’ as a possible performative model of
citizenship in a fascist public sphere, where one of the practices of safe survival is to
perform a level of “normalcy” about the violence in one’s surroundings. It is still very
much a debate regarding the space for mental illness within Disability Studies®
(Aubrecht, 2012) beyond Foucaultian analyses of madness and biopolitics, so it is with
analytical caution that I invoke a term from medical studies around Autism and
ADHD. What is at present the knowledge about the term “masking” is that these are
habits of managing and “passing” as “normal” used by children as a coping
mechanism which later into adulthood may create several behavioral issues and
serious mental illnesses (Kosaka, Fujioka e# 2/, 2018). The people living and resisting
under a fascist public sphere are most certainly not all children, but, specifically in the

case of the people depicted in Kapadia’s film, young people growing up in a post-

Babti Mosque™ demolition moment, very much aware of the historical force that

48 Buckshee, Devina. “Dealing with Mental Health in the Times of Protest & Violence .” TheQuint. Quint
Fit, October 3, 2020. https://fit.thequint.com/mind-it/mental-health-and-caa-nrc-protests.

, Balakrishnan, Varna. “Delhi Riots: The Violence Has Left a Mental Health Crisis That Will Last
Generations.” Scroll.in. Scroll.in, August 17, 2020. https://scroll.in/article/970101/delhi-riots-the-violence-
has-left-a-mental-health-crisis-that-will-last-generations.

, Balakrishnan, Varna, Viswanathan, Meera. “Surviving Insecurity: Mental Health through a Riot, a
Pandemic and an Apathetic State.” The Wire Science, June 30, 2020.
https://science.thewire.in/health/surviving-insecurity-mental-health-through-a-riot-a-pandemic-and-an-
apathetic-state. and more.

4 This is primarily because of the high degree of pathologization of mental illness and the seeming
“invisibility” of the same on one’s body vis-a-vis “other” disabilities — an extremely ableist standpoint from
which, say for example, the medical institution operates its job of diagnosing, taxonomizing and treating
disability. This is also connected to policy and disability rights activism, which strives to escape these
ableist perceptions of disability and instead propose much more real, bodily, experiential categories to
understand disability such as “crip time”, i.e. the different amounts of time is takes for an abled person
and a disabled person to do the same thing (Cuppers, 2014).

50 “Babri Masjid: The Timeline of a Demolition,” The Wire, accessed April 18, 2022,
https://thewire.in/communalism/babri-masjid-the-timeline-of-a-demolition : On December 6, 1992, Hindu
Right Wing mobs fomented by leaders of the BJP and abetted by a tolerant police, demolished a 16th
century mosque in Ayodhya, under the false claims that it was constructed on a demolished Hindu temple
for the god Rama. This was a long-standing political plan of the Hindutva brigade, and marked a moment
of particular significance in the normalization and centralization of Hindu fascism within the Indian polity.

68


https://fit.thequint.com/mind-it/mental-health-and-caa-nrc-protests
https://scroll.in/article/970101/delhi-riots-the-violence-has-left-a-mental-health-crisis-that-will-last-generations
https://scroll.in/article/970101/delhi-riots-the-violence-has-left-a-mental-health-crisis-that-will-last-generations
https://science.thewire.in/health/surviving-insecurity-mental-health-through-a-riot-a-pandemic-and-an-apathetic-state
https://science.thewire.in/health/surviving-insecurity-mental-health-through-a-riot-a-pandemic-and-an-apathetic-state
https://thewire.in/communalism/babri-masjid-the-timeline-of-a-demolition

Hindutva is and to what extent it weaponizes history and trauma of the religious
divides of the subcontinent. Having witnessed a steady normalization of anti-minority
violence within the political sphere throughout their lives, the resistant counterpublic
(Moutffe, 2000) of Kapadia’s film understands the call to mask, and intermittently
chooses the way of protest. I argue that the excessive historiographical charge of the
trauma in Kapadia’s film that results in bodily reactions of agitation in myself and the
other Indian person in the room is the visceral communication of failure to mask
from one dissenter to another, where the only plausible point of conversation
between the two of us is how does one go on? — an honest question of survival as a
traumatized subject when the mask has fallen off.

Some of the most striking images in Kapadia’s film, which effectively maintain a
typical sense of lightness that shoots through almost all cultural productions that
center the campus as a space, are the scenes of students dancing. The film begins and
ends in a two different dance parties — the first one massive and setting the
geographical tone and affective space of a college campus as a place of, among other
things, the pleasures of youth, and the last one simply a small group, dancing on the
street that goes through the FTII campus. The dancing carries a tremendous balm for
traumatized audiences such as me, reminding us of the grand neon light background
to Israeli choreographer Hofesh Shechter’s piece Political Mother — “where there is pressure
there is folf dance” (the irony of Shechtet’s country of origin and its militarism in the
context of this quote does not escape this writer, and also hopefully not this reader). It
also carried in it the story of resilience of the student body 7 situ, on a campus, a body
that has danced and will dance, under almost all circumstances. In the joyful
amateurism (Ridout, 2003) of the dancing campus body, lies the other
historiographical charge of Kapadia work — hope, momentous and contingent, and

perhaps fragile, but hope nonetheless. And the body of the student, historically as well
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as now, lends itself, for reasons we shall discuss in a later chapter about youth, as one

of the most inextinguishable receptacles of hope.

While the historiographical charge of Night carried with it the repeated voice of the
wound, finding its way into the registers of legibility of members of the audience
primed into both the body of the campus and the body under fascism, Sab Changa Si
in turn carried the pleasurable excesses of spaces of protest. The screening of Teresa
A. Braggs’s Sab Changa Si was at the Berlinale Forum Expanded, on Potsdamer Platz,
and the theater housed around 80 people at the very least, many from the Indian
diaspora that had organised the aforementioned protests, migrant curators and artists
working in the culture industry of Berlin, academics from South Asia teaching or
researching in German universities and a small but significant group of white students
of South Asian Studies at various German universities. Many of these people already
knew each other, mostly in context of the protests, and pre-screening discussions on
social media groups among them already created some audience expectations from
the film. It could be argued that the audience for this particular screening was very
much the Indian liberal leftist diaspora sphere, even if it was not intended to be so
specific. As opposed to the audience for Nighz, this group was presumably better
versed in catching the multiple registers of historiographical charge in Sab Changa Si.
Notably, the film was produced as a graduation film, not from a film school, but from
a department of communications in a city college in Bangalore, and as the director,
present in the screening, mentioned, it was not allowed to be screened by her
university because of the political content. Sab was marketed as a documentary and
was much more identifiable as a “student film”, with strong aesthetics of amateurism
holding together an embedded story of a group of students who become a part of the

country-wide civil liberties protests against the passing of the Citizenship Amendment
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Act (CAA) in 2019, in the city of Bangalore®. The film is created in a documentary
style, with the presence of Teresa herself as the camerawoman being mentioned by
those on camera often enough for the audience to know that the images are not only
“authentic”, but also personal. In the marketing material and loglines used in the
Betrlinale website™, we once again see the formulaic dropping of terms such as “love”,
“friendship”, “resistance”, “youth”, comparable to the material produced for Night.
The narrative structure of the film takes the audience into the intimate student hostel
living spaces and other geographies of the residential campus, where students are
speaking directly to each other and the camera, discussing their own political
processes of growth and comprehension and planning the protests that the camera
cuts to. One could say that Braggs’s camera is merely documenting a group of student
protestors while they exposition their political beliefs and take action on the same.
However, as it has been mentioned before, the act of documenting the campus and its
political currents is already a mediated task because of the grand narrative pressures of
the pre-existing semiotics of youth-love-resistance complex. In Sab, it is possible to
tind a great deal of information that aligns easily with the grand narratives
surrounding student movements, but it is only in certain bodily registers of affect that
the less apparent historiographical charges of the film play themselves out. I argue
that in Sab, the many spaces of protest and movement work caught on camera carry the
historiographical charge that hits the body of the audience in excess of pre-written
codes of history. The film shows a few distinct geographies of resistance — the many
different spaces on the campus, such as shared homes and residence halls of students,

the relatively unorganized spaces of the university (also belonging to the campus) such

51 “CAA Protests: Police Detain Hundreds of Protesters in Bengaluru,” The Economic Times, accessed
April 18, 2022, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/caa-protests-police-detain-
hundreds-of-protesters-in-bengaluru/articleshow/72882489.cms?from=mdr.

52 programme available online at
https://www.berlinale.de/en/programme/programme/detail.htmi?film_id=202212290 “Sab Changa Si: All
Was Good,” Berlinale, accessed April 18, 2022
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as stairwell landings and common areas such as gardens and meeting rooms, where
the group of students, friends and comrades of Teresa, live and study and hang out
and also find their own political pivots, the public spaces of protest in the city where
the sit-ins happen, drawn and surveilled by the state through police presence and legal
permissions, and eventually Bilal Bagh, a public square that hosted the massive civil
disobedience sit-in by working class Muslim women in protest of the CAA. Following
Lefebvre’s arguments about space being a process of production of relationalities that
eventually make up a cartography, it is possible to designate certain meanings to all
three spaces in the film, and also the space of viewership within the screening hall of
the Berlinale. The camera, which is almost interchangeable with Teresa’s presence
because the gaze is often referred to as “Teresa”, finds itself in a deeply equitable,
non-intrusive relationship with the group of students that it follows. This creates an
invitation for the audience to participate in an open and involved way with the
students and follow them into the protest spaces — a polemical and radicalizing
positionality of the student and filmmaker as a radicalizer, an activist and an archivist.
Taking all these roles into account clarifies the complexity of the process of mediating
Teresa’s own role in the space, and I argue this is precisely the plethora of processes
that make up the labour of historiography, an involvement with history dozng. While
for the first 40 minutes of the film the audience becomes privy to many interesting
insights into the affective architecture of resistance politics by students and young
people, such as the first time some of them decided to become politically active, or
conversations on political strategies of a protest that intermingle with thoughts on
tinding one’s own place in history, it is only in the last 20 minutes, with the space of
protest turning into the unruly public sit-in of Bilal Bagh that we finally become

activated in our bodies — witnesses no more.

72



In Carnal Thoughts (2004), tilm theorist Vivian Sobchak constructs the documentary as
a film language that arranges a certain ethical sphere with respect to the bodily and

affective report of the visuals presented.

“Documentary space is constituted and inscribed as ethical space: it stands as the objectively visible
evidence of subjective visual responsiveness and responsibility toward a world shared with other human

subjects.” (pp.248)

She uses the very extreme example of death as represented in fiction as a spectacle of
suddenness, and the extent to which it is tolerated within the realm of fiction while in
non-fiction it ends up carrying severe charges of taboo. This, she argues, falls within
the generic expectations of the two, where “documentary is primarily indexical, fiction
primarily iconic and symbolic” (pp.245). The space of the documentary is not perceived as
a place outside the purview of the viewer’s reality, and crucially, the space is
constituted not only through universally consented value systems (such as in the case
of Sobchak the unacceptability of death), but also on the viewer’s extratextual knowledge and
Judgment (pp.248). The moment during the screening of Night, when the two Indians in
the room shared with each other the heaviness of the reminders fascist subjectivity is
a prime example of this extratextual knowledge and judgment, despite the film not
following the traditional mores of the documentary space. It can be argued here that
multiple registers in which the different historiographical charges of these films hit us
are coterminous with our extratextual knowledge, one main register of which, the one
that we are focusing on, is the body that has gone through violence. In Sab, clearly
tfollowing verite traditions, the first 40 minutes are very much the process of
constituting this documentary space where the visceral and ethical “responsiveness”
of the gaze and body of the audience is being primed for the “finale”, where Teresa,

her friends and the camera find themselves in the midst of the vibrant, populous
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chaos of an active civil disobedience sit-in in the city. The student’s camera, no longer
primarily interested in “recording” the lived realities of studenthood and its
contrapuntal relationship to authority, is suddenly let loose in front of the massive sit-
in stage, where local politicians, well known activists, Bollywood actors and celebrities
are entertaining a large crowd of protestors. Such is the charm of Teresa’s
camerawork, that we lose ourselves alongside her and her friends in the crowd,
completely overwhelmed by many different things — the sheer difference in scale
between the student spaces and this one, the sudden and definite linguistic shift from
primarily English to Kannada and Hindi, and importantly, what the images make us
teel in our own bodies as viewers. The post screening conversation for Sab is
constructed significantly differently from the night of Night, as it is at the Berlinale
and the protocols of engagement are very different. Therefore, the questions are
mainly about intention (why did you make this film?), process (how did you make this
tilm?), and outcome (what are the consequences of making such a film?) —
information that can construct the film as a historical artifact without necessarily
running the risk of an excessive historiographical bleed. However, in the
conversations among the many Indians present in the audience, outside the screening
hall, while greeting each other and socializing amongst friends and acquaintances,
comes out some very strong bodily impressions and a clear understanding of when
the film “took a turn”. Apparently, according to one of the attendees, a poet and
academic, something happened to her when the visuals switched to Bilal Bagh. The
long wait of the first 40 minutes, consisting mainly of students expositioning their
politics to the camera, and footage of police violence, seemed irritating, self-
aggrandizing and cynical, and plain boring. As someone who had been a part of some
of the protests in Delhi and all of the protests in Betlin, she mentioned that the
looping of the footage of police violence, specifically on her own friends, was now

being used by artists as some sort of a fetish. However, it was only in the “spacing” of
g y 5 y p g
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Bilal Bagh, and the sudden irrelevance of the student gaze, with the language
changing, with the slogans getting louder, that her body started reacting to the image
on screen in a positive, “empowering” way. The repetition of neither images of the
Youth-Revolt complex nor the looped state violence were actually able to create any
“responsiveness” in many members of the audience, who could perhaps agree that
this is “an important film” in principle, but were unable to access why it must be
important or why it is appearing in their ambit now. Given that these questions are
important parts of the viewership of the documentary as a style, what a number of
audience members seemed to have felt was dissonance. However, the appearance of
Bilal Bagh, the most surveilled, most mediatized space of protest in Bangalore, not only
gave the same members of the audience a relieving level of presence and grounding
and accessibility to the visceral feeling of resistance (such is the charge of a space
produced in protest), but also changed the group of students on camera in
tundamental ways, something we will discuss a little later. For now, it is important to
try to understand why the appearance of Bilal Bagh was such a turning point for the
audience at the Berlinale, and why the earlier, longer part of the film did not register
as strongly.

Previously I have briefly mentioned the little to none and always contingent claim of
the campus on the grand narrative of history. While we shall explore in detail what
this means in terms of actual production of history later, it is important to give a short
basis for this. Within India, there is a specific history of reading the campus and its
“contribution” to grand historical narratives such as nation-building, anticolonial
struggles and traditions of protest, where there is an understanding that students may
have been integral and often first responders in situations of crisis and resistance, but
they are only the stop-gap flagbearers of movements politics till more “legitimate”
meaning-makers step in, such as the “civil society”” or political parties etc. It is also to

be noted that the water can flow in another direction — certain political movements
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that are not allowed access into civil society spaces of respectability, and are
considered unpalatable within enlightened democratic public spheres, such as armed
struggles by indigenous people and/or workers, are often, through the balancing
books of historiography, recast as primarily student movements. The cultural role,
often produced as historiographical work, of students within the imaginary of protest
is connected more to the affective continuum of “Youth-Revolt” etc than to an
acknowledgement of the realities of protesting students and their specific reasons for
political involvement. Thus, quite often, and specifically in cultural productions that
derive from particular moments of resistance in history, the constituency of “student”
is used to some extent as a moving goalpost of meaning and reference, a moral lens to
relook at resistances according to the conveniences of political power structures that
beget this sort of history and culture. One of the main reasons for this discrepancy is
the immediate absence of an archive, or specifically, an appropriate historiographical
lens to look at existent archival impulses without the need of “insertion” of particular
constituencies as “protagonists” within particular political spaces. Without going into
the details of the many historiographical processes through which the insertion
happens (we will go into this later), I would like to mention just one — a general
affective connection of “youth” with a degree of innocence that leads to student
movements being treated with a strange leniency and patronizing attitude. From the
foundational texts about student movements in India such as the tracts of education
minister Humayun Kabir of a recently independent India (1958) that enshrined the
idea of criminality in youth protest, to the hypernostalgia in cultural productions
around the Naxalbari Movement of 1967-72>, the oscillation between crime and

romance renders the realities of student resistance illegible, and also unimportant for

53 primarily an armed uprising by agricultural labourers of indigenous descent, but recast as a student
movement due to the fact that many student activists from metropolitan and metropolis-adjacent spaces
in West Bengal joined the movement. This is a fully colonial lens of historiography — the more palatable
protagonist is the civilized, book-read student with a colonial education and not the working class.
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narrative. In the conclusion to my MPhil thesis, I had proposed that there is a
possibility for the campus as a produced space to itself be the primary lived archive
tfor student lives and student struggles (pp.157), and I would like to push this
argument forward and invoke it in the context of Sab Changa Si. The reason why I had
made this argument was because I was studying the specificities of student lives,
student protests and student theater in Delhi University (DU) between the years 2007-
2013, a period of very particular political and administrative changes and
neoliberalizing processes of the university, and I was able to understand that the
residential campuses so central to the higher education experience in India, provide
extremely crucial material support (food, shelter) and immaterial (Lazzarato, 1996)
support to students in the form of community, cultural identities and political
directions that are very much in excess of the promise of education, and in the words
of the campus people, much more central to the educational experience. In the culture
of self-referencing of an existent repertoire of political and cultural gestures that 1
found in the theater spaces of DU and the political movements of this time, I was
able to find a distinction in the way the campus chose to remember itself, independent
of how say the national media would. While this was a strong enough hypothesis for
the specific circumstances of DU at the time, I was intrigued by the fact that
something similar was happening in the case of the memorializing of Tiananmen
Square and the June 4th Movement during the student resistances in Hong Kong in
2014 and before and after as well, which I will explore in detail in the second chapter.
Without trying to push the lived archive of the campus as a universal category that can
be used as a formula, I would argue that at the very least, student movements carry
their own historiographical charges, specific to the political movements they reference
from history, bound often by cultural and national factors. And when campus
activism is looked at, multiplicity of meanings that they carry as historical sources are

not legible equally to every eye, simply because the repertoire of the campus is coded
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into the campus body and some extratextual knowledge is necessary to decode it. The
reaction of “self-aggrandizing” or “boring” that Sab Chang Si received for its first 40
minutes, with the camera entering the private spaces of students on a residential
campus, and essentially documenting the process of political transformation in the
student body, such as participation, changes of worldview, radicalization etc, was such
simply because that information was illegible to a gaze which is trained by a
historiography of protest that fetishizes the event of the protest and not the process
that contextualizes that event to give it many meanings (White, in Sobchack (Ed), 1997,
pp- 21). It is not at all hard to imagine that the audience response to Sab would be
extremely different on a campus, a significant point to consider in the light of the fact
that the film was actually not allowed to be shown on campus by the university
authorities for this specific reason. Hence, it shows at the Berlinale, where the
historiographical charge of the campus body remains inadequately communicated in
absence of campus bodies in the room. However, the last 20 minutes of the film,
geographically closer and sometimes immersed in the protest space of Bilal Bagh, was
able to communicate a visceral message to South Asian members of the audience,
who mostly then saw this part in contrast to the first 40 minutes. But, only one of the
many reasons for this selection in reception of meaning was the different
historiographical gazes on student politics and “civil society” politics — there were
particular reasons why Bilal Bagh became the fulcrum of affect during the screening.
The Bilal Bagh protests were a series of month-long sit in protests in February 2020 at
a public road in an area of Bangalore where many Muslim citizens lived®*. The
protests were held against the passing of the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA)™>,

and were led and participated in, on some days exclusively, by working class Muslim

%4 Bose, Roheet. “Revisiting the Bilal Bagh Protests: A Ground Report.” Feminism In India, October 30,
2021. https://[feminisminindia.com/2021/01/18/bilal-bagh-bengaluru-shaheen-bagh-protests/

55 “Ministry of Law and Justice - Egazette,” accessed April 18, 2022,
https://www.egazette.nic.in/WriteReadData/2019/210355.pdf
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women (Deb Roy, 2020). Bilal Bagh was closely following the example set by Shaheen
Bagh%, another working-class Muslim women led sit-in in Delhi protesting the same
law, and Park Circus®” in Kolkata. It has to be acknowledged that these protests
remain extremely unique within the very long and very diverse traditions of protest
movements in India for some remarkable reasons. The protests against the CAA had
been organized across the country, and in many cities across the world by the Indian
diaspora, since the passage of the Bill in 2019, with many citizen-led initiatives and
long mass-rallies by “civil society” groups and student-led demonstrations managing
to attract fairly large groups of participants. However, in tandem with the basis of the
passage of such a blatantly anti-Minority law in patliament, citizens were very much
aware of the high price of resistance under fascism, and a great amount of resources
were deployed towards thwarting the protests and suppressing the news of protests in
news media®®. Considering the levels of public consensus regarding anti-Muslim
sentiments™, a historical development (Basu, Dutta ez a/, 1993) that finally found
acceptance in government, and the regular exercise of state murder of minorities®,
ritualistically publicized and spectacularized by both news media and social media, the

fact that these protests were happening at all was already significant. And then around

56 Business Standard, “What Is Shaheen Bagh Protest, Anti-CAA Protests, Location, News,” Business
Standard, accessed April 18, 2022, https://www.business-standard.com/about/what-is-shaheen-bagh-
protest

57 “Women at Kolkata's Park Circus Prove the Indian Republic Has Come of Age,” The Wire, accessed
April 18, 2022, https://thewire.in/women/kolkata-park-circus-women-protest-caa

%8 A large number of news media houses in contemporary India are explicitly involved in pro-government
propaganda, and as a part of that, they created many false narratives around the Bagh congregations
around the country, such as allegations of protestors being paid, them being Pakistani agents, anti-HIndu
etc. These media houses were given a name on social media —"godi”, rhyming with the name of the
Prime Minister, literally meaning “lapdog”. Some of this media generated narrative one can find in this
article: Pande, Manisha. “Shaheen Bagh and the Spiralling Hostility against 'Godi Media'.” Newslaundry.
Accessed April 18, 2022. https://www.newslaundry.com/2020/01/26/shaheen-bagh-and-the-spiralling-
hostility-against-godi-media

%9 “Shoot the Traitors,” Human Rights Watch, June 16, 2020,
https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/04/09/shoot-traitors/discrimination-against-muslims-under-indias-new-
citizenship-policy

®0 “India: Government Policies, Actions Target Minorities,” Human Rights Watch, February 19, 2021,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/19/india-government-policies-actions-target-minorities

79


https://www.business-standard.com/about/what-is-shaheen-bagh-protest
https://www.business-standard.com/about/what-is-shaheen-bagh-protest
https://thewire.in/women/kolkata-park-circus-women-protest-caa
https://www.newslaundry.com/2020/01/26/shaheen-bagh-and-the-spiralling-hostility-against-godi-media
https://www.newslaundry.com/2020/01/26/shaheen-bagh-and-the-spiralling-hostility-against-godi-media
https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/04/09/shoot-traitors/discrimination-against-muslims-under-indias-new-citizenship-policy
https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/04/09/shoot-traitors/discrimination-against-muslims-under-indias-new-citizenship-policy
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/19/india-government-policies-actions-target-minorities

January 2020, working class Muslim women called for a sit-in protest in Delhi’s
Shaheen Bagh. Indian cities are deeply segregated spaces primarily along caste, class
and religious lines (Adukia, Asher ¢f a/, 2019), and the very notion that public protest
could happen in a place like Shaheen Bagh, deep inside the ghettoised Muslim
community of North-East Delhi, far away from the civil society led, state sanctioned
protest spaces of Jantar Mantar in Central Delhi, was already very new. The call to sit
in was given by the women living in the neighbourhood, Muslim women wearing
headscarves, many of them household workers who cannot be seen often in civil
society protests. This is the clear demarcation of civil society protests expectedly
seeming more “secularized” spaces where protestors are playing by the rules of
democratic rights-based demands, only some of which are identitarian and religious,
but mostly dealing with universalist concepts pivoted on “freedom”. However, the
Baghs were simply not playing by those rules. The Baghs were the externalization of a
private sphere which was and had been deeply political, without the need of
recognition from the civil society. These women, some of them very old and some
their granddaughters, were sitting under a makeshift #zpa/, a seasonal stage created for
public performances in neighbourhoods with bamboo, wood and cloth. They were
sitting there with their children, and there were no men there in the center, at least for
many long stretches. Very soon Bilal Bagh followed suit and so did Park Circus,
where the model was absolutely the same. To the eyes of the political sphere — a
mixture of liberal bourgeois interests, the fascist state and the residents of its onion,
the citizens in protest, the Indian diaspora in protest — this was in actuality a
previously unseen sight. The Baghs had suddenly exposed who the most vulnerable in
our society was, and how their presence in the simple act of sz##ng could not be willed
into absence by the passage of a thousand draconian laws. For the whole political
sphere, the sheer existence of working-class Muslim women as not some sort of

imagined constituency to be “saved” from the perceived backwardness of their
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religion, but as real flesh-and-blood presence at the heart of radical resistance politics,
was just very “new’” (Chopra, 2021). Hijabi women, generally reduced to the role of
an abject, invisibilized from the public sphere through their multiple marginalizations,
had to simply appear and sit in public, and that was enough. Flocks of women, Hindu,
Muslim, young, old, working class, bourgeois, felt a tremendous attraction to the
Baghs, and visited the sit-ins for solidarity, opening and maintaining libraries,
carework such as childcare and cooking etc. It was truly a utopic zew space where the
many perceived impossibilities of an Indian woman’s life became realities — sitting in
public, sitting amongst other extremely diverse women in public, sitting safely, sitting
to do politics in public, sitting outside the regime of domestic duties and gender roles,
in public. Regular attempts were made from various camps to partake in the shaping
of this “wotlding” — celebrities giving free appearances and concerts®, severe
misrepresentation from multiple pro-government media lobbies and news media
houses, death threats and open fire from the fascist camps®, and a massive amount of
attention on social media. However, none of these saliently changed either the Bagh
spaces, their particular affective solidarities based on the realities of womanhood, and
the dignity in the act of sitting. In principle, despite the imagined sanity of a sit-in
space, like that of the campus, it is chaotic and multi-registered in terms of its effect
and affect, both politically and in the realm of aesthetics (if at all we are still trying to
delineate the two). In order for us to attempt a comprehension of what visceral charge
hit the audience watching the images of Bilal Bagh sitting in Berlin, we would need to
revisit to some extent the literature available about the elision of boundaries between

protest and performance, something that contemporary protests are fairly self-aware

of.

61 popular musician Prateek Kuhad alongside others playing at Shaheen Bagh, to be found online here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GH3pA24r8El

62 “Man Opens Fire in Delhi's Shaheen Bagh, Taken into Custody,” Hindustan Times, September 6, 2020,
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/man-opens-fire-in-delhi-s-shaheen-bagh/story-
J4ToAH4UIpJ8DxPyldoMCM.htm
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While the literature on the Bagh moment in early 2020 in India is still limited to a few
academic articles that attempt to understand the political demands of the protesting
women, I believe we are not yet in a historical standpoint to confidently define
specific performative strategies of the Bagh. However, the form of the sit-in itself, and
how the protestors at the Baghs claimed it for their own purposes has a strong
bearing on the affective potency of the moment both in memory and in recognition
of the screen. The specific forms of highly visibilized and mediatized (due to social
media) protests in the last two decades bring about some paradigmatic examples,
specifically one from Turkey, a polity that bears strong resemblance to the nativist
fascism and majoritarian identity politics of contemporary India®. The Gezi Park
protests of 2013, a series of events and a space described as highly performative by
multiple scholars on the matter (Ozturkmen, 2014), (Foellmer, 2016), (Mee, Gunduz,
2014), deserves particular mention, especially the much celebrated iconic performance
Duran Adam (Standing Man) by performance artist and choreographer Erdem
Gunduz, which led to a whole generation of performance studies scholars to be
provoked to erase the porous disciplinary boundaries between art and activism. In
Ozturkmen’s thick description report from the ground, the reader is treated to a
maelstrom of events at Gezi Park, what reads like an extremely chaotic blow-by-blow
description of a public park, previously low-use and dirty, slowly being produced as a
space of protest, solidarity, community building, resistance, festivities, and facing
police violence together. And only around page 21 of the article do we come to a

short description of the Duran Adam, an act that, due to its global celebrity and

63 Serhan, Yasmeen. “The End of the Secular Republic.” The Atlantic. Atlantic Media Company, August
16, 2020. https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2020/08/modi-erdogan-religious-
nationalism/615052/

and Rachman, Gideon. “Modi and Erdogan Thrive on Divisive Identity Politics.” Financial Times.
Financial Times, August 10, 2020. https://www.ft.com/content/d4167b9a-53d7-47b0-b929-90d81c106b8a
among many other articles on the parallels between Modi and Erdogan and their ruling styles
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recognition from the art wotld® has been to a large extent exceptionalized out of the
longer narrative of the protests themselves. This provokes an ethical intervention for
the historiographer specifically interested in the more of political performance — one
simply cannot choose particular “aesthetic” moments from political movements for
purposes of study and analysis, or forcefully divorce particular acts from their spatial
contexts to be rendered in retrospect as relevant for the study of a discipline. An
honest attempt needs to be made to accept the tentacular nature of a movement
without the prejudice and confirmation bias of pre-existing discursive structures.
However, the point relevant to our present discussion on Dwuran Adam is that the
archives around it — scholarly articles, videos, first person narrations and memories etc
— provide a comparison to the sit-in of the Baghs of 2020 India that squeezes out
some very specific political points about the undetlying body politik of Hindutva, with
respect to the perception of the Muslim “other”, a constitutive element of the
Hindutva ideology. Duran Adam was an eight hour long protest performance at
Taksim Square by Gunduz, 34 years old and identifiably male presenting at the time,
where he stood alone facing the Ataturk Cultural Center which houses the Turkish
State Theater and Opera and Ballet at Taksim Square, immediately after police forces
cleared out protestors from the square. The idea was that if there was at least one
protestot, the protest was in principle still on (Mee, 2014). In Gunduz’s artistic
approach to the work itself, there was an emphasis on solitude being one of the
outstanding registers of political urgency to be used to invite the audience in not only
to view but to join, and join they did. The other emphasis in the choreography was
the long-form time — eight hours of standing relatively still. Foellmer’s reading of the
temporality of Duran Adam is from the perspective of “slowness” as an anti-

representational impulse in particular practices of contemporary dance, drawing from

64 Ming, Wu, Sabine Kiiper, and Thomas Biisch. “Media Award for Standing Man / Duran Adam.” InEnArt,
May 3, 2019. http://www.inenart.eu/?p=10101
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Andre Lepecki’s reading of Jerome Bel’s work as “remaining motionless in the face of an
(aesthetic) modernity that has aligned itself with progress” (Lepecki 2001, 44). However, I must
argue for a gendered reading of a performance called Duran Adam, Standing MAN.
Later in the thesis, I elaborate further on the centrality of masculinity and ableism
within the Youth-Revolt complex in the predominant historiography of student
movements, but here I would flag a similar set of analytical tools to look at the
Standing Man from the perspective of which gender gets to occupy more public space
and political spaces in any society and what kind of bearing that has on their gendered
habitus and the potential of the same body in resistance. I would shortly read Duran
Adam as, among the many different things it represents, also a study in the inherent
cultures of masculinity shooting through histories of resistance, with affective
connections to potent political concepts such as strength, resilience and martyrdom.
The reason for this brief segue into Duran Adam: is because within the Hindu
majoritarian consensus of India, even before the BJP came to hold government, the
Muslim man, the man belonging to the minority religion, has been fixed in culture
inside particular mores of masculinity that are enmeshed in the very same anti-Muslim
sentiments that Hindutva weaponizes. Within Right Wing Hindu networks, the
Muslim male was cast as historical oppressors and invaders through a series of
complex processes of historical revisionism under British colonial rule. To this day the
Muslim male subject is fetishized endlessly as an over-virulent, aggressive degenerate,
impure in the eyes of caste Hindu practices of vegetarianism and caste purity, and
forever a libidinal threat to the body politik. However, this is not simply the only
existent narrative around the Muslim other, considering the salient existence of
extremely diverse Islamicate practices in the subcontinent for many centuries. But the
narrative of the Muslim man as an aggressive, sexually threatening figure has gained a
great deal of traction in India culturally with the amalgamation of the multiple wounds

from the Partition of the subcontinent in 1947 and the current post 9/11 moment of
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precipitated Islamophobia as a global industry. The BJP and its older, more militant
sister organisation, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), precisely bleed these
wounds of the borders between India and Pakistan which were created on an
unaccounted for death toll. In cultural spaces such as early Bombay cinema, heavily
influenced by the Parsi stage, the Muslim Social as a genre of borderline fantasy
(Bhaumik, 2001) investment in Islamicate courtly cultures existed within the
immediately pre-independence public sphere. As Ravi Vasudevan illustrates in his
work (2015), this highly complex genre went through a dynamic process of attempting
a pedagogical, historical function of “teaching” audiences about the courtly traditions
of the once rulers of the landmass, to the attempted constitution of a Muslim
communal identity that could exercise democratic choices such as professional and
personal choices of jobs and romance, relegated no more to the fantasy world behind
veils or the perceived “backwardness” of Islam. Refracted through this development
of a genre in the face of the steady dominance of the culture by Hindu sociality, it can
be argued that performances of Islamic life that would not be seen within the lens of
religiosity, i.e. performances that would be given space in the Hindu civil society,
would have to play by the rules of acceptable secularization and overt inter-communal
harmony aesthetics, yet involve the older semiotics of Muslim courtly cultures and
modern bourgeois Muslim lives. A striking example of this is the potent moment of
popularization of a theatrical form called dastangoz, in middle to upper middle class
cultural circles of Indian cities, from the mid- 2000s mainly due to the efforts of
Delhi-based performer and researcher Mahmood Faaroqui. An exercise in reviving an
older form of Persian storytelling from a massive folio called Hamza Nama from the
13th century, commissioned by the Mughal emperor Akbar, about a mythical hero
called Amir Hamza, dastagoi performances by Farooqui and his collaborator
Himangshu Tyagi became extremely popular within a city like Delhi, despite being

performances entirely in Urdu. Delhi speaks a fairly Urdu-influenced Hindi, but it was
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primarily a Hindu socialized city, the capital of a Hindu socialized country. Also,
Faaroqui’s audience, the culture consumers of Delhi attending his performances at
bourgeois venues such as India International Center, would most certainly also be a
mix of people from different parts of the country, not all of whom would be able to
tollow Urdu. As Farooqui and Tyagi made the decision to start performing the texts.
Without going into great detail of the performances themselves, what is important for
our conversation is that both the dastango, the storytellers, would be wearing courtly,
angrakha style clothing and cap, and would sit kneeling on their folded knees, in the
pose of prayer. They would not move much from the position, and instead used wide
hand gestures and facial expressions to accompany the expressively spoken Urdu
texts. Like in their attire, in their gestures too they would loosely reference courtly
traditions, repertoires of kathak dancing and so forth, to further invest the audience in
the fantastic world of an Arabian Nights style Islamic dreamworld. I very much see
the dastangoi as a contemporary form of Muslim Social, where the investment in the
tetish of an “Islamicate” aesthetics is coexisting with pedagogical claims of teaching
the audience about an ancient art form that liberates the cultural image of Islam from
its connections to terror. In a political sense this has an ideological function —
rendering the contemporary Muslim man (most of the eatly dastango during the 2000s
were men) into a role of non-threatening, secular, educated, intellectual teacher and
artist, someone who is actively contributing to Hindu society through the labour of
research and art, things that, by the vulgar definitions of post-9/11 wotld, Islam
suppresses. I would like to momentarily extrapolate the particular sitting stance of the
dastago to make a point in conjunction with Duran Adam and the women protesters at
the Bagh. To put it in a schematic, Gunduz performing Duran Adam creates a potent
receptacle of resistant semiotics in the standing body of the male Turkish protester of
Gezi Park in 2013 while Faaroqui performing dastangoi with his Hindu collaborator,

sitting in a prayer pose in the India International Center in 2005, evokes in his Hindu
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majority audience a sense of comfort in being around a soft-spoken, cultured and
non-threatening “good” Muslim. And then, in 2020 the Muslim women dressed in
their everyday attire of hijabs sitting in the Baghs of the country, indefinitely sitting,
day and night, in protest of a law that strips them off their citizenship, undeniably
create a zew register of performing Muslimhood as well as performing gender and
class in Indian consciousness. The never-beforeness is the strongest performance of
protest in the Bagh — never before have contemporary Indians seen so many Muslim
women publicly doing political labour, and never before has the act of sitting amongst
a crowd, just sitting and existing openly, been rendered so effective in terms of its
political affect. In order to experience then what this political affect is, and how that
hit the bodies of the audience at the Berlinale screening of Sab Changa i, it 1s
conceptually useful to invoke Diana Taylor’s idea of /presente! (2020) as an analytical
tool. In her book, Taylor opens up a discussion about the fragmented and arbitrarily
“I”” of colonial subjectivity that systematically attempted to rearrange the polyphony
of subjectivities in indigenous cultures of Latin America and elsewhere. In contrast to
the fixing of the subject as a singular, she maps out an example, at the very onset, of
fragmented subjectivities involved in solidarity and activist work, where she and her
colleagues, on the team of a people’s court doing hearings for people who had
migrated across the US-Mexico border and had lost family and friends to extrajudicial
disappearances, were asked to “‘jozn us Ipresente!” at the next meeting. Centering the
voices of those that she solidarizes with, Taylor argues for a particular ethics of
embodiment charged with anticolonial politics, where the always already atomised
sense of “I”, of the colonial subjects who are “brought” in and out of presence
according to the needs of coloniality, and also the colonizer who is now in a position
to make amends for historical wrongs, are fragmentarily present in a fragmented

presence, somehow in a state of solidarity. The concept is spatio-temporal in nature,
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and shoots through the arbitrary boundaries set on spatio-temporality through
colonial politics of the ration.

“While jpresentel, as in present tense, screams ont the urgency of the now, its reiterative power points
to its ongoing demands, the constant shuffle between the past, present, and future configured differently
in dif-ferent epistemes.” (pp.19)

Interrogating what it actually means to stand up to injustice, despite knowing of the
difficulties of making change, and in some cases (such as, say, the Baghs, which
technically were “unsuccessful” in their demand that the government repeal the CAA)
impossibilities of the endeavor, Taylor finds a bodily vocabulary for solidarity — the
labour of acting with those with whom one may not share any other visceral
experience than the protest or the sit-in itself. Calling for an abolition of the
boundaries around individual subjectivity, because in the world of Ipresente! one is
simply never fully alone or fully with others, Taylor argues for “para states” — ““Para,”
as a prefix, attaches itself to other words to denote proximity; para stands along with, by, besides.”
(pp- 20)

And because of this element of physical and conceptual approximation, lpresente! is
not a subjectivity but the process of subjectivation — it is waking presence ot becoming
present. One of the many embodied practices of presence that Taylor goes into is her
concept of the “animative” (pp.47), “the unspoken resistance that exists as and through
enacted refusal”. Using examples such as athletes taking a knee during the national
anthem, or the student talking to a neighbour while the teacher is looking away, she
argues that the animative is a state of “not, not present”, a politically charged
performance that refuses engagement with the oppressor entirely, and refuses via
presence. I would like to push the idea of the animative further than the arbitrary
binaries of consent and refusal of traditional political engagement. The political
performances of the Baghs were complete acts of !presente! without a doubt, and at

the core of the congregation was an affirmation of presence of a so-far “absent”
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community, and refusal to become absent via legislation. While it is understood that
performances never happen for the first time, when I claim that the Baghs did
something zew, I am in no way trying to communicate “original”, but outside the
legibility criteria of political performances of resistance under Hindutva. The newness
in part was the gendered call to solidarize, which created contingent spaces of
women’s collective struggles that indeed not a lot of women of my age ever
experienced substantively in their lives, despite having feminist practices. The
newness, at least in part, was the number of people, mostly women, for whom the
Bagh was a first experience of some kind — first political protest, first sit-in, first
experience of intersectional feminist collectivity and more. And this is precisely why
the Bagh was generative of an excess that went over and above refusal —it was, 1
argue, the excess of another world, another fully real material condition actively being
wotlded by the space, a “worlding”, Ipresentel. And this was the “newness” that was
drawing us into the Bagh, and this extremely strong embodied experience of having
lived a worlding was what gripped the audiences of Sab Changa Si in the last 20
minutes of the screening, when once again, all of us, in screen-mediated proximity of
the worlding, were immediately [presente!.

In the last 20 minutes of Sab Changa Si, the camerawork becomes untethered from the
already existing repertoires of student cinema about student lives — the
historiographical charge of the campus confronts the world outside the imagined
sanity of the campus, but not within the pre-existing conditions of civil society
protests in state-sanctioned, pre-coded performances of liberal resistance. Teresa and
her friends confront a worlding. Many of the people watching Sab that night had
themselves visited at least one of the Baghs, and the sudden placing of a camera gaze
lost from its comfortable home of the campus, with its charming yet dated notions of
revolt and youth, reminded all of us of our own confrontations with the new world

created in the Baghs and our moment of witnessing and entering them. The entering
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of a new world necessitates deep mental and physical transformations, as we run the
risk of experiencing things that we have never experienced before. It has to be
mentioned that the Baghs continued their sit-ins while the fascist state clapped back
through a brutal pogrom in North East Delhi in February 2020, where more than 50
working class Muslim people were murdered®, and many activists imprisoned on false
charges®. It was only with the announcement of the lockdowns due to the Covid-19
pandemic that the women of the Baghs decided to suspend the sit-ins®”. The brutality
and the complete lack of accountability for the pogrom was precisely the regular
exceptional act of violence of the fascist public sphere, to remind its citizens of its
own continued relevance and monopoly over violence. However, the protracted
moment of trauma that this created in the minds of some of us, including all of us
who were sitting inside the film theater on Potsdamer Platz, could only be alleviated
to some extent by our experience of the Bagh, while our friends got arrested and
imprisoned throughout the pandemic, without any possibility of public gathering or
protest. And the loud bombastic entry of the Bagh into the mis-en-scene of Sab, with
its glittery stage hosting a series of performances, late night political conversations
between young women in the sit-in and visiting men, incredibly powerful discussions
on the rights of trans persons in fascist polity, massive seas of headscarves sitting and
blocking public roads, children and dogs playing around the crowded space, filled us

with the bodily feeling of presence. Whereas previously some of us were only listening

% Jazeera, Al. Delhi victims: Profiles of those killed in violence around India's CAA protests. Accessed
April 18, 2022. https://interactive.aljazeera.com/aje/2020/delhi-riots-portraits/index.htmi

% My two friends got arrested : “Delhi Riots: Student Activists Natasha Narwal, Devangana Kalita, Asif
Igbal Tanha Released from Prison on Bail,” The Indian Express, June 17, 2021,
https://indianexpress.com/article/cities/delhi/delhi-riots-case-court-orders-release-of-student-activists-
given-bail-2-days-ago-7363172/ , comrade from my university arrested : “Umar Khalid, Arrested under
UAPA in Delhi Riots Case, Sent to Judicial Custody till 22 October,” ThePrint, September 24, 2020,
https://theprint.in/india/umar-khalid-arrested-under-uapa-in-delhi-riots-case-sent-to-judicial-custody-till-22-
october/509599/

67 Al Jazeera, “India Police Remove Anti-CAA Sit-in Citing Coronavirus,” News | Al Jazeera (Al Jazeera,
March 24, 2020), https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/3/24/shaheen-bagh-anti-caa-sit-in-removed-
amid-coronavirus-lockdown
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in on the conversations among Teresa and her friends, now we were simply there.
This could also happen to some extent due to the specific direction that the film took
post its spatial travel to Bilal Bagh. The camera, taking a break from the dizzying
chaos of the Bagh, came back to the group of students who we had met before —
caught in an intense argument. One of the women in the group had faced sexual
harassment during an especially crowded day at Bilal Bagh, when Bollywood star
Naseeruddin Shah was making an appearance to meet the protestors. She, supported
by other women in the group, was accusing the men in the group of not following
through with their political promises and being bad allies who wanted to brush under
the carpet issues of gender in order to falsely prioritize antifascist politics. Teresa’s
camera caught this incredible moment of conflict and feminist solidarity with the
Bagh in the background, and for the audience that had known what being at the Bagh
actually felt like, this was an immediate recall of the personal political transformations
— the steady feminist clarity of the extent of one’s subjugation within fascism and
patriarchy in general, and the sheer power of sitting and existing as political gestures
in the face of that. Truly, many of us had gone into the Bagh having been involved in
activist politics for long times, and yet our political claims to dignity seemed to have
been missing embodied physical vocabulary. Given that much of our repertoire was
derived from long-standing Leftist movements, and in the current moment of
precipitated fascism, these gestures were unable to activate in our minds and bodies,
and indeed in the realm of culture and imagination, any sort of call to action, it was
transformative to realize that the easy act of sitting could involve such a potent

mixture of radically changed gender roles, antifascism and survival in the face of

death.

Part 3: Boundary Events and Worldings: Proposals for Performance Historiography

In writing out the approximal maps of relationality between real violence, the image
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of that violence, protest sit-ins resisting a legal manifestation of the violence and the
mediated artistic practices trying to create some form of discourse in response to the
violence, I have only found the body as the site of confluence of the various
activations that all of these functions entail. And this body is of course not azy body, it
is the body that has experienced each or a majority of these functions and registers of
affect. In so far that the creative practices discussed above are somehow trying, in
their specific ways, to negotiate the temporal distance of the makers themselves to the
violence that is actually ongoing (as it registers in the body of the audience), we can
see the constitutive element of arranging a narrative according to events. As
mentioned before, the archive of these moments are still in reference to found
tootage, with scholarship centering arrangement and analysis of events to historicize the
Hindutva sphere in terms of socio-political formations, bound by tight rules of linear
temporality. Drawing from the impressions I received as an audience open to the
multiplicity of resistant historiographical charges in the films, that activated my viewer
body in very particular ways, I do not think it is fair or even tenable to attribute neat
historical categories to rationalize the “rise” or “origins” or “normalization” or any
other exceptionalized temporal marker for the fascist public sphere and its violences.
The project of narrativizing for the purposes of meaning-making out of the fascist
public sphere completely falls short specifically in the realm of the new cultural
practices of subjectivity that we explored in detail above, precisely because we are not
simply talking about what happened in history, but somehow registering it in our
bodies in a long form. This is an acceptance of the contingent presence of fascist
violence alongside the significantly less-measurable transformations that it enforces on
resistant bodies, processes that are witnessed in exposition within protests and cultural
productions. And there does not seem to be an end to this process, as it is quite

clearly a process of survival.
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Without falling into traps of definition, is it possible to delineate some loose
historiographical tools for these processes that we witnessed up above? I would like to
take the opportunity to suggest the borrowing of some interdisciplinary negotiations
of the event as dramaturgically appropriate registers of reading. If I follow the logic of
reading the many resistant bodies under fascist violence as historiographical sources
themselves, I would argue that the historiographical work that the body in protest
undertakes belongs in the dramaturgy of movement work. Dramaturgy, a specific
function within the event-making work that is theater, is more-or-less the translation
of text to embodiment, and the dramaturg, going by what contemporary practitioners
as well as acting school courses say, does a set of tasks that help both the actors as
well as the director and to an extent the audience contextualize the specific messages
and meanings being communicated in performance. It is an explicit role of an insider-
outsider, often academic as well as creative, managerial as well as provocative. What
the specific craft of dramaturgy does, in its translation of the textual or the factual into
the embodied, is an attempted assemblage of affect that is not only comprehensible,
but in excess to the individualistic consumption of affect through text, or fact or
personal experience. To abstract and assemble specific affect into general
comprehension, without losing meaning and importance, that is how I would read the
craft of a dramaturg in a fairly classical sense. Similarly, the historiographer, the
historian of history-writing, is preoccupied with the process of the making of text and
the non-textual impact that this has. The historian’s craft, i.e. history-writing, is
history-doing for the historiographer, and this extremely tight connection between
recording and representing is the reason why historiographers may position
themselves as invested in meaning-making and affect generation. It is the
dramaturgical impulse of historiography which positions the historian among the
many others, as agents in history — i.e. an existential relationship with the passage of

time. In the case of the acts of protest and in turn the acts of mediating those protests

93



through the camera, and again in turn, the act of receiving a particular set of
information within the affective registers of the body, each agent, each body is a
historiographer. It is in the contingent simultaneity of their Ipresente! in proximities of
each other that a historical condition is created, and the many bodies need to be
speaking to each other in order for the resistant history of antifascism to become
present. This is a direct response to the Hindutva project of historical revisionism that
informs a perceptible shift in history pedagogy in the country, with widespread
rewriting of syllabi®® to naturalize a fundamentally fictitious and constructed Hindutva
body politik within academic and political practice. The stakes of a changed syllabus
passed by the University Grants Commission, systematically dropping Marxist
scholarship from the historical studies of Mughal Empires, which gave precedence to
economic analyses of material conditions, for polemical work from Right Wing
academics that aimed to paint a picture of the Mughal rules as aberrations to an
apparent narrative (ironically, posed as a sort of “victim” episteme) of a Hindu
Rashtra or a Hindu nation, cannot be seen divorced from the reality of the Hindutva
government, police and thugs carrying out ez masse police action inside the same
universities whose epistemes they are forcefully trying to change. There is some value
in understanding the campus as a complex political frontier, a site with multiple fronts
on which the Hindutva public sphere is aiming for legitimacy and acceptance,
primarily through brute force. The campus, it has to be remembered, is simply an
inextricable part of the world “outside” of it. The fake news machinery unleashed by
the Hindutva public sphere, to commit at the very soutce of the violent event or/and
the resistant event, a process of producing a fake narrative to in turn produce the
public sphere itself, is a continuation of historical revisionism tactics. I would argue

that the sheer possibility and ease with which such visibly blatant misconstruction of

68 “UGC's New Draft History Syllabus Plays up Mythology, Faces Allegations of Saffronisation,” The Wire,
accessed April 18, 2022, https://thewire.in/education/ugcs-new-draft-history-syllabus-plays-up-mythology-
faces-allegations-of-saffronisation
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history is done lies in the impulse of creating an event itself, with the explicit purpose
of containing it in jars of cogency.

As a springboard of discussion I would start with Jacques Derrida’s 2007 lecture 4
Certain Impossible Possibility of Saying The Event, where he specifically deals with the
processes of generating the unit of event through multiple acts of “saying”, which for
him leads to an exploration of many modalities of interpretation and performance.
Slowly canceling out exercises of “information” such as news, acts that he chalks
down to “saying” an event and also “making it”, a process of interpretation for him,
he suggests a few examples of event making masquerading as event-saying that travel
beyond the confines of generating discursive systems of fixedness. Some events carry
an “impossibility” within them that locates them outside the realm of “knowing”, i.e.
there could be no premonition for this event, and the surprise and the impossibility is
what renders it an event. Derrida lists the confession, the gift, the act of forgiveness,
hospitality, and “invention” as events because of the inherent possibility of relational
transformation within them, a component of the moment that could not be
premonitioned. In the case of the confession, he notes.

“There is more to the confession than informing, more than the constative or cognitive saying of the
event. There is a transformation in ny relationship to the other” (pp.448)

This is, as he clearly states, a political commitment to distinguish between two
separate modes of constructing event as a unit, the modes clearly being connected to
regimes of information and power (pp.447). My attraction to Derrida’s treatise comes
from his argument that the event can only be an event if it is impossible, and his
generative, soothing suggestion that the only field of engagement where this
impossibility lies is relational transformations. This position is at once an exercise in
singularity that is highly valuable for political polemic, and also a challenge to
strategies of historians and other purveyors of the event to exceptionalize this unit by

fixing it and saying it. However, there is a lack of dramaturgical information about
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what process begets the impossibility, rendering it into a sort of vague mystery and 1
would argue, following the specific nature of his examples, a moral purity, the realm
“beyond the confines of knowledge”. This is the repeated and unfortunate descent of
discussions of the event into the geographies of inside and outside, as it somehow
becomes clear that the event is a demarcation of time and space and the drawing of
the borders is a labour connected to existing structures of power and the writer’s own
subjectivity vis-a-vis this. The event is an ideological practice.

Hayden White intervenes in the ideological functions of the event and its relationship
to history writing by also invoking, via Gertrude Stein, the “Modernist Event” in
which there is a severe threat of bleeding of the inside and outside. What he indicates
as a Modernist Event is of course events of a particularly remarkable scale, scope and
depth (spatio-temporality) that escapes the hitherto accepted definition of a “historical
event” as a thing that is “observable”, and his examples are those of crisis and
mediated spectacularity such as the assassination of American president John F,
Kennedy, the police chase of American TV personality and murder-accused O.].
Simpson, and notably, the Holocaust,. These are events that are involved so heavily
with a tremendous diversity of sources that they are uncontainable within the
traditional historical gaze, and relies heavily on what White argues are Modernist,
fabulative strategies of telling that bleed out of measurable plots, characters and
environments. As historiographical strategies, White’s argument can clearly address
highly mediatized contemporary events and their almost insurmountable list of
sources, and the acknowledgement of fabulation and narrativization being a silent
teature of a historian’s practice for such events, are supremely useful and well taken.
White touches upon the fact that this involves practices of ethics within the discipline,
and how that conversation needs to steer clear of the fetish of fact which, for me, a
historiographer attempting to write against Right-Wing historical revisionism, is an

influential thought. Invested as he is in accepting the changing and continuously
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redrawn boundaries between fiction and fact salient within historical sources of the
current times, White’s work does not give scope for a serious reckoning with
viewership and readership, rendering the event as something that is mostly a
discursive exercise. At the very least in part, the job of rendering into polyphony the
multidirectional historical source falls on the audience and the reader, without whom
neither the inside, nor the outside and nor the bleed between the two could be
registered. And this is where performance historiography makes its fundamental claim
in the discussion on the event — by centering the simultaneity of processes of doing,
watching, participating, transforming etc, seen as features of a performative event.
Most useful to this approach is its unfaithfulness to set borders, both between the
inside and outside of what is being considered an event or the actor and audience of
the same, or even the artifice in distancing interpretation and experience. Through an
exploration of particular works of performance art such as the oeuvre of Marina
Abramovic and Joseph Beuys, Erika Fischer-Lichte qualifies the specificity of a
performative event as one where ‘“corporeality dominated semioticity” (2008, pp.19) and the
contingency of this moment pivoted on the special possibility of multiple entry-points
of participation and even role-reversal of the spectator and the performer. In this
eventuality, the dissolution of boundaries between subject and object is the basis for
denoting it an event, and that to a degree makes the event-ness contingent to the
location — an art gallery would host this event differently from a theater, and definitely
a site of public protest. Of course, the hypothesis that the performative event, in the
changed relationalities between the actors in its duration still somehow maintains a
level of sovereignty, despite its open-endedness of evolution, can be seen within the
assertion that for that moment and the internal logic of that event, there is a realm of
the impossible that is manifested. And the impossible, as the name suggests, is
unpredictable in any way. Pushing forth a political point in the context of resistant

performances like those of the Bagh, I would read the unpredictable realm of the

97



impossible a bit more generatively, located in the bodies of those who have been
tforced to face the impossibility of existence by a fascist public sphere. In terms of the
Bagh, the realm of impossibility is actually a weapon of the state, which renders
impossible the existence of a large group of people, already invisibilized inside a
Hindu public sphere, into the realm of persona non grata, by stripping them off of their
citizenship. In response to such an action, the use of existence and occupation via
sitting does not directly invoke a semiotic meaning, but is shot through with the
charge of corpo-reality. While it may be so that the terms of engagement — the open
access of the Bagh to many who go there and experience transformations of spectator
and actor — lend themselves to a reading of the Bagh as a performative event, there is
one particular difference precisely in the realm of the unpredictability axiom. The act
of sitting is banal, mundane and monotonous, and yet it does something a bit more
than the triumph of the body over meaning, because meaning and the lack of it are
terms of definition that the state is in control of. The particularities of transformation
at the Bagh do not exclusively point to states that are residing inside a sovereign logic
of the Bagh, they reference states that are co-existent, such as the coexisting realities
of fascist violence and the Bagh, the two spaces wholly caught up in each other, not
causally, not even particularly contrapuntally, as a traditional reading of resistance
would suggest, but as intertwined ontologies — a “this a/so exists”. This category of
event is not sovereign, with no actual distinction beyond bodily existence, and thus,
for me, not an event at all, but a “worlding”.

Following the lead of interdisciplinary work between non-representational theory and
geography, which “gives primacy to the world’s unfolding” (Anderson, Harrison, 2010,
pp-33), I propose agreement with the logic of worlding where the boundaries between
subject-object are erased with respect to dislodging the human from his central
agential chair. This does not in any way suggest the political naivete of claiming

political relativist positions, but acknowledges human perception as oze of the many
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epistemes of the worlds, and subsequently, the existence of multiple worlds. Donna
Haraway leads the charge in delineating this position as explicitly political, where
“storying” is not a tool of arrangement for perceptions of time and space, but for
creating time and space. She draws of course from science fiction, a form of
intertwined performance and politics, to acknowledge the political function of
storytelling as not a function, but an act of creating a world, and therefore, going by
the assertion of performance studies, an act valid and present as itself.

“Reality is an active verb, and the nouns all seem to be gerunds with more appendages than an
octopus" (Haraway, 2003, pp 6)

In a context of fascist legislature aiming to obliterate one’s legible presence within the
polity, the women of the Baghs not only kept existing, which would have been also
valid in itself, but decided to create together a sit-in that indexed a long-existing world
of community and togetherness, a social fabric which they simply lived out in the light
for the duration of the protests. And such was the power of this act, such as the
restorative quality of the assertion of life, that it became a world where other women
trom the city went, for “first experiences”. These first experiences — safety and
solidarity in a public space, interfaith friendships, intergenerational sociality etc had
actually been rendered impossible by existent power structures such as patriarchy and
fascism — as stated before, the impossibility was itself a tool of the narrative in the
hands of the fascist state. Resisting that, the Bagh was an exercise in delivering what
simply was, no longer tethered to the ration tactics of possible-impossible — liberation
was an ontology based on bodily presence. And it is absolutely this element of
wortlding, where political acts or resistance are no longer tethered exclusively to
binaries of oppression and liberation (because of the moving of the human subject
from the center to multiplicity), that bled and keep bleeding through images or any
other representation of the Bagh, into the bodies of those who lived the Bagh. If the

Bagh is a worlding that can cleatly collapse subject-object borders, and also human-
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nonhuman borders, it can obviously also collapse timespace sovereignties. And I
argue that in the visceral affect of “empowerment” that the audience reported on their
body’s exposure to the last 20 minutes of Sab Changa Si, the worlding of the Bagh
took place — bodies on screen meeting bodies off screen in a moment of human
decentered role reversals of actor-spectator. Worlding as a resistant practice of
liberation-as-ontology, as Haraway would suggest, uses speculation as a political tool
to interrogate current abusive materialities and manifest into presence not necessarily
new but already existing alternatives that are being hidden out of existence. As it
manifested itself in the Bagh as a particular form of bodily presence, it became
explicitly transformed into performative practice in LA-based artist Arshia Fatima
Haq’s ongoing project Discostan, connected in extremely fundamental ways to the
project of obliteration of Muslim identity carried out by a fascist public sphere. Arshia
was born in Hyderabad, and like me, and the three other women (and the many other
women) featured in this chapter, grew up (as a Muslim woman) witnessing several acts
of genocide against the Muslim population in India duting the 90s%°. At a young age,
her family migrated to the USA, where she was forced to reckon with the fallout of
9/11 as a brown Muslim migrant woman, dealing with the construction of
Islamophobia as a profitable industry. In her complex sonic practice, at once
“responding to” the existent realities of oppression and engendering restorative tactics
of survival, Arshia created “Discostan”, a dance-tloor centered worlding of what
Arshia named the “Utopic Ummah”, a cosmological speculation of a safe universe for
the Islamic congregation. A veteran sonic artist, Arshia expertly stitches together a dj

set from a whole life’s worth of record collection spanning the entirety of the

% After the already mentioned Babri Mosque demolition in 1992, there were several other reported cases
of pogrom and genocide, such as Godhra 2002: “Godhra, Where the Fall of India's Democracy Began,”
The Wire, accessed April 18, 2022, https://thewire.in/communalism/godhra-where-the-fall-of-indias-
democracy-began , Muzaffarnagar 2013: “Watch: Eight Years after Muzaffarnagar Riots, Its Victims Are
Still Living in Virtual Hell.” The Wire. Accessed April 18, 2022 https://thewire.in/rights/watch-eight-years-
after-muzaffarnagar-riots-its-victims-are-still-living-in-virtual-hell

and then aforementioned Delhi 2020. These are only the reported instances.
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geography that was once the Islamic World — West Asia to East, down to the
generative musical ring around the Arabian Sea. This she unleashes onto an almost
sacralized dancefloor in various club venues across the world, and Muslims and laity,
young and old, worshipper and worshipped, drag queens and spoken word artists
explode into each other amidst mirror-laden sheeshmabal-aesthetic walls of sweaty dark
basements. It is absolutely bizarre and fundamentally joyful. It is completely excessive
and hedonistic, like a good disco is meant to be. And, it is indubitably subversive in its
casual acceptance of all and every aspect of Islam-coded performance on the frenzied
dancefloor, sacred and profane, religious and secular — belly dance to qawwali to
possession to self-flagellation. In the summer of 2021, as a part of a long-form art
project kal, District Betlin, a self-organised queer feminist maker space produced
“Sama: A Divine Listening Room” by Arshia Fatima Haq in collaboration with Berlin-
based sonic artist Raed Yassin, a sharing of the Discostan experience for the post-
migrant Muslims and laity of the city, in the specific context of £a/, a project centering
the experiences of queer South Asia and its diaspora. Inside the large workshop shed
space of District, in a semi-corner spot on the floor, a Persianate carpet marked a
space of prayer and congregation, at the center of which was kept some
pomegranates, a fruit of aesthetic and ecclesiastical significance within Islam, and
candles. Beyond the carpet was a large screen, flanked by two dj setups of consoles
and speakers, where the two musicians would sit facing each other across the expanse
of the screen, Raed on a chair and Arshia on the floor, in prayer position. The
audience would sit on this side of the carpet, at a distance, fanning out into the large
space. On entry, the audience would be given a rub of /#, a traditional perfume used
in Islamic ablutions and sold in various parts of the world where Muslims live. This
particular bottle used was brought from the Muslim neighbourhood of North Delhi
by co-curator of £a/ Aziz Sohail. The audience would then be treated to an hour and a

half of music and sounds from the two artists, and a video from Arshia, which, along
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with the particularly overwhelming smell of 7#r, would create the affective architecture
of a Utopic #mmab, a religious congregation of Muslims, in which this particular
audience would be allowed temporary entry. The sonic component itself was an
extremely longform exploration of various Islam-specific sounds and music — multiple
calls for prayer and religious music quite familiar to a South Asian ear, layered
multiple times and repeated constantly to create a chorus effect, with extremely heavy
echo effects that would stretch out the aagzaan into a hypnotic soundscape of seeming
endlessness. For many of the members of the audience, artists and activists from post-
migrants backgrounds, mostly from countries where Islam plays a strong referential, if
not governmental, role, the encounter with the sonic scape was pleasurable already,
given that it was a treat to hear something so “familiar” in such reorganised ways, but
it was in the extremely powerful confluence of the sound, the images and the smell
that we woke up to the realities of inevitable transformations in our being during the
show. The imagery started with an invocation — a quote from Hazrat Inayat Khan,
renowned Sufi mystic, musicologist and migrant from the 19th-20th centuries, who
also, like Arshia, came from Hyderabad. The words, communicating the feeling of
playing the veena till his heart became an instrument, which he offered to the divine, to
be played as an instrument, a flute, dissolved into an ambient image of the universe
and its stars, layered by the appearance of first the gate of a mosque, and then a rose.
After what seemed like hours (in reality probably about 30 minutes) of hypnotic
effects of the rose, the gate, the stars and the call to prayer, there would be a soft
sonic shift to more diverse choric explorations such as restructured, slowed down
tracks from dabke from Raed. The artists would be interlocked in a jugalbandi, the

“duet” of Hindustani classical repertoire”, and the audience, with ample breathing

0 Characteristically very different from the logic of a duet in other forms of music, the jugalbandi literally
translates to something like “captured in a diad”. Traditionally used to display virtuosity in a playful call-
recall structure, the jugalbandi is considered an affective entry-point for the audience into the
philosophical and sacralized logics of Indian classical traditions, and they are deployed generously by
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room to immerse the atmosphere, made even bigger by the galactic and cosmological
images, would let their ears and sonic and olfactory senses stretch out. And then, the
imagery would suddenly change to more abstraction — a sort of searchlight on a black
screen that would intermittently reveal actual images of the Muslim congregation —
tound footage of circumambulation in Mecca, women having possession experiences
in the Nizamuddin mosque in Delhi, men in pathan suits standing around looking at
the camera, all rendered a bit shadowy, as if they were all found footage. The import
of those images on me, as well as the many South Asians present in the room, was
tirst in the rubric of utter discomfort , then shock, and then absolute euphoria. I
would like to extensively quote from a fanmail I wrote to Arshia post the performance
to communicate the process of my spectatorship (born-Hindu, Upper Caste Indian

woman) experience during Sama:

Your musical set was already doing something specific to my ears, a spiral that I have recognised from
the only other Ummal collectivity 1 have had the fortune of ever being immersed in - the public
Thursday gawwalis at Nizamuddin. 1 was constantly checking nryself, like a politically correct Leftist
activist - "don't try to flatten every Ummah experience into one! That is essentialism and
excoticisation of the worst kind!" But I thought hard about it, and it wasn't that. 1t was not some
fake touristy experience of the Muslin world, no. I take the spiral seriously, and it is not induced
eastly or by association -- it needs a specific BPM, and a specific musical structure that was present in
your set. My tired eyes were completely taken by the galactic imagery, and the opening up of a
Dpilgrind's miind with the rose and the gate was absolutely a turn of virtuosity that I have witnessed in
someone's work after a very very long time. 1 am a believer in gates, admittedly, and therefore perbaps

was even more primed to what happened affer.

musicians especially during longform “aalaap” or exploration pieces, to keep the attention of the audience
and the other musicians. It is a relational style.
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What happened after was dangerous. A dark screen, with a searchlight kind of circle roaming
around it, illuminating small bits of the grainy video imagery beyond the dark veil -- photos and
videos of the Ummalb, Muslims circumambulating the Kaaba, veiled groups having experiences of
possession, recognizably Muslim men and women dancing, marching, walking together. 1 did not
know what I was seeing -- was this what the BBC was showing in 2001 to drum up global
Islamophobia -- Shiite militia hiding in the caves of Tora Bora? Is this what was being shown to us,
directly transmitted from Pentagon war rooms? Was I watching something that was evil? And if it
was 5o, why did I want to believe in it so much? Why did I want to dance with it? Why was it ny

utopia?

In one incredibly powerful hour, 1 had crumbled into dust, realizing to what extent the Muslin
Umimal had been denied to me, a lonely Leftist searching for collectivity all her life, by a fucking
Islamophobic fascist world. It had been stained and erased entirely by the lens of terror, to the extent
that my reading skills of the imagery of the Ummalh was hopelessly refracted by that... In one hour, I
believed that the Ummah was an ancient existence, a radical collectivity of absolute faith and pleasure
that had lived without me ever knowing about it, and it would live on in the face of tiny specks of
history stained by little fascists like our Modi. I was no longer hopeless, guilty, sad, angry, horribly
anxions -- no one had the power to destroy the Ummah, and all was ok. Fuck, it was medicine of

cosmiic proportions.

In the aftermath of the Ummah, many of us highly overwhelmed and taking a
saturated smoke break outside District, started speaking about and piecing together
what actually happened inside. One person told another — both born-Hindu Indians,
both protestors against Hindu fascism — something has happened to you, I can see it in your
eyes, are you ok? The answer came — I don’t know, I feel SO GOOD affer SO LONG. This
was not a simple fleeting happiness of temporary relief of seeing friends or listening to
familiar music that can remind one of home, no. This was an access to a generative

wortld, a wotld of congregation that had remained generative, joyful and caring in spite
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of an entire material reality pivoted on its vilification and destruction. Arshia’s practice
was a wotlding practice that was not as such interested in giving audiences “new”
experiences that were “impossible” per se in the way say Derrida would understand the
Event, but rendered impossible by current socio-political realities. The invocation of the
ummah as a register of collectivity, something that always existed and will always exist
was such a powerful iteration of a reality that in the very creation of its affective
architecture, even referentially, it was too real to not world at the moment. And the 7,
which stuck to the body for about three more days at least, was just an incredibly
powerful reminder of the existence of another world in deep, bodily, immersed ways.
With Arshia’s own deep involvement in reparative practices in the aftermath of
genocide, it is absolutely logical to see the Bagh congregation through the lens of the
Utopic Ummah, and also vice versa, both politically charged practices of worlding.
For the purposes of historiographical work that is trying to locate processes of dignity
under fascist subjection, in the face of rampant historical revisionism, “worlding” can
certainly become a category of happening that is able to escape the regimes of
historical narrativization that the fascist public sphere controls (such a linear time and
existence of one unitary world, to be transformed and terraformed at the will of
power), and be a receptacle to inscribe the generative qualities of “new” strategies of

politics and performance.

While the Bagh for me is clearly such a worlding, I would however see the two films
and their other historiographical charge, i.e. violence and its report on the spectator
body as another category of analysis. In communicating that there is some visceral,
bodily information being passed from screen to spectator body through the looping
of traumatic and sometimes personal imagery of fascist violence, I have indicated that
there is indeed some elision of the subject-object boundary in such work, but unlike
Fischer-Lichte’s premise with respect to Marina Abramovic, there is no brutalized

performer body to externalize the elision of the boundary on. Who does one take care
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of, when seeing themselves and/or their own friends being repeatedly brutalized, as if
stuck in a loop? The usage of the footage in both Nigh? and Sab are by no stretch
gratuitous or indicating the image’s interest in the affect of voyeurism. However, the
elision of boundaries may be happening, and the access to that experience is extremely
limited. The report in the body, as I mentioned earlier, is also connected to
extratextual knowledge of trauma, the same category of engagement that renders Night
and the first 40 minutes of Sab to express a fundamental inability of comprehension in
violence, a feeling truly shared by the chosen bodies in audience. As I briefly
mentioned before, the historiographical charge of the films, of communicating and
remembering bodily trauma, is brought into !presente! by the contingent encounter
between the body in pain on screen, the sometimes physically present body in pain of
the artist, also a survivor of fascism, and the body in pain of the audience who has
also lived through fascism. And the encounter can only happen of bodies to whom
the trauma is physically legible. For the rest of the room the other registers of the
historiographical charge take precedence, such as histories of student resistance, the
spectacle of the young body in pain, and the archive of the campus, and the
boundaries between performer (film) and spectator remains wholly intact. This
constitutes what happened to me and the other Indian spectator on the screening of
Night into a highly atomised and lonely experience. In her book Elsewbhere, Within Here
(2011), Trinh T. Minh Ha channels her embodied experiences of borders and
boundaries as a refugee and a migrant to constitute national borders and walls as
events themselves. As products of deep failures of peace processes and birthers of
tremendous amounts of violence, and practically created to make people disappear
out of sight and engender absence, in Minh Ha’s formulation, the wall can no longer
afford the moral inertness of an object, but is necessarily a receptacle of timespace.
Similarly, she denotes a timespace identity to the body under migration. Poetically

describing the affective processes of refugeehood, Minh Ha, in close dialogue with

106



Gloria Anzaldua, recognizes the body itself as territory and border — a battleground —

and the body in migration as a “boundary event”.

“A solitude born in/ with the multitude is a solitude that remains potentially populons — utterly

singular and yet collective, always crowded with other solitudes.” (pp. 50)

As mentioned in the description of the screening itself, there was public
acknowledgement and conversations about the spatio-temporal distance of myself
trom the film and its contexts, and the differential attacks on the body due to this. In
the context of myself watching the film in Berlin and somehow being staged as an
expert in a dramaturgical role for the trauma, the feeling of loneliness I mentioned
was precisely the solitude mentioned in Minh Ha’s words. However, the conversation
of how does one go on initiated by my fellow Indian audience member, brought home the
reality that I was not the only one choking up at the footage of police violence. In
Pallavi Paul’s exhibition as well, the same videos of police violence elicited a more
pronounced visceral reaction from the large number of Indian migrants, all involved
in protest politics within Berlin — bodily disgust and accusations of gratuitous usage of
trauma (“trauma porn”) within Global North spaces. This is an interesting testament
to the self-awareness of this specific slice of the Indian diaspora of which I myself am
a part — our experiences of migrating have become affectively linked with our
experiences of fascist violence back “home”, our bodies boundary events. And the
legibility of the specific historiographical charges that piggyback on traumatizing
imagery pivots on the presence of boundary events in the audience. The bodies that
need to encounter the bodies in pain on screen are oxr bodies, rendered into the
boundary event during the encounter, when we are once again forced to reckon with
the severe meaninglessness of our experiences while our viscera affirm the realities of

trauma in tandem with the activating image of the screen. This historiographical
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category interrogates the body as a polyvocal historical source, and the dissolution of
the boundary is in the actual denial of meaning of the violence, despite the
corporeality of it. At Paul’s show, titled “I'be wind in your body is just visiting, your breath
will soon be thunder” then, tellingly, the object of exploration was “wind” and “breath”,
related elements that would be named differently, according to their relationship to
life and death. The artist positioned the transformation of wind into breath inside the
body as the boundary between life and death™, positioning in two maze-like floors of
the new building of SAVVY Contemporary in Berlin multiple video-based works and
some drawings and objects that dealt, direc