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A REVELATORY LOOK AT MODERNISM IN INDIA, EXPLORING ART’S ROLE IN DECOLONIZATION 
AND AESTHETIC DISCOURSE ACROSS THE GLOBAL SOUTH.
Modernism’s peak in the interwar and postwar decades coincided with the eruption of 
antifascist and decolonization movements globally, including the League against Imperialism, 
the Bandung Asian-African Conference, and the Non-Aligned Movement. Viewing artistic 
practices through the lens of the radical intellectual possibilities that these epoch-making events 
prompted, Atreyee Gupta uncovers a modernist internationalism incongruous with Westernist 
cultural hegemonies. Modernism, she shows, cannot be separated from concepts of freedom 
and autonomy generated by Third World political struggles. Gupta mobilizes concepts including 
liberation, anti-imperialism, development, and modernization as essential analytic categories for 
art history, reorienting our understanding of both global modernism and Indian art.

Intertwining stories of art 
and liberation, aesthetics and 
decolonization, and intellectual 
practices and political revolution in 
the Third World, or what is now known 
as the Global South, Non-Aligned 
follows the far-flung interwar and 
postwar networks in which Indian 
artists and intellectuals such as Mulk 
Raj Anand, Dhanraj Bhagat, Francis 
N. Souza, Jagdish Swaminathan, and 
Abanindranath and Gaganendranath 
Tagore participated alongside 
interlocutors like W. E. B. Du Bois, 
Richard Wright, Octavio Paz, André 
Malraux, and Le Corbusier in Asia, 
Africa, Europe, and the Americas. 
This riveting account is beautifully 
illustrated with rarely published 
artworks.
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ATREYEE GUPTA
Associate Professor of Global Modern 

Art and South and Southeast Asian 
Art, is an art historian of South 
and Southeast Asia specializing 
in global modernism/s, with a 
particular emphasis on the aesthetic 
and intellectual circulations that 
shaped Asia, Africa, the Middle 
East, and Latin America from the 
twentieth century onward. Her 
research expertise and interests 
include twentieth- and twenty-
first-century art and architecture, 
global modernism/s, globalization, 

postwar art history, global art history, third world art, global south, art and 
decolonization, Bandung, Non-aligned Movement, Cold War, and the atomic. Her 
current research engages with questions concerning decolonization, Cold War 
geopolitics, and transnational artistic exchanges, with special attention to India.

Her first monograph, Non-Aligned: Art, Decolonization, and the Third World 
Project in India (Yale University Press, 2025), explores the aesthetic resonances 
of the Non-Aligned Movement in India during the Cold War, tracing their 
roots to earlier interwar Afro-Asian anti-colonial networks. She is currently 
at work on a second book, tentatively titled 1968: Art, Revolution, and 
Radical Imagination in India . Conceived as a sequel to her first monograph, 
this book rethinks “1968” not merely as a Euro-American phenomenon, 
but as a dispersed, uneven field of artistic, intellectual, and political 
articulations shaped by the global proliferation of Third World ideals.

Gupta has published essays in leading journals, including The Art Bulletin, 
Art Journal, Third Text, and October. She has also contributed essays to edited 
volumes and special issues addressing methodological and theoretical 
debates in global art history, including “Is Art History Global?” (James Elkins, 
ed., 2006) and “Histories of the ‘Global’” (Artl@s Bulletin, 2017). Her work 
consistently probes how the category of the “global” is constituted across 
material, intellectual, and political registers in the long twentieth century.

Her academic collaborations include the co-edited volume Postwar Revisited—
Towards a Global Art History (with the late Okwui Enwezor, Duke University Press, 
2025), which reconsiders the artistic landscape of the two decades following 
World War II from a global perspective. At present, with Sugata Ray, she is co-
authoring a book featuring a combination of 100 artworks and visual documents 
that trace the long history of the South Asian community, including artists, 
photographers, and architects, in the United States from 1492 to the present.

In addition to her scholarship, Gupta maintains an active collaborative curatorial 
practice. At the Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive, she co-curated 
When All That Is Solid Melts into Air (2020) with Lawrence Rinder and a team of 
undergraduate and graduate students. During the COVID-19 pandemic, with 
co-curators Al-An deSouza, Asma Kazmi, and Sugata Ray, she organized the 
born-digital artist residency Crisis Creativity: Mithu Sen and Brendan Fernandes 
(October 25–27, 2020) under the auspices of the UC Berkeley South Asia Art 
Initiative, a program she co-founded in 2018 and co-directed from 2020 to 2023.

At the University of California, Berkeley, Gupta is affiliated with multiple 
interdisciplinary centers, including the Asian American Research Center, 
Center for Contemporary India, Center for Race and Gender, Center for Latin 
American Studies, Center for Middle Eastern Studies, Center for Southeast Asia 
Studies, Institute for South Asia Studies, and the South Asia Art Initiative.

A BLOG POST PUBLISHED BY YALE UNIVERSITY PRESS

(THIRD) WORLDS IMAGINED OTHERWISE
—Atreyee Gupta

In the fall of 2015, I was immersed in a research project 
on art and decolonization in India when I received 

an invitation from the curator Okwui Enwezor to contribute 
an essay to the catalogue for Postwar—Art between the Pacific 
and the Atlantic, 1945–1965 (2016), his landmark exhibition that 
sought to redraw the cartography of postwar modernism. My 
essay was to focus on art and nationalism after 1955, the year 
in which representatives from twenty-nine newly decolonized 
Asian and African countries convened in Bandung to articulate 
a political possibility that writers such as Frantz Fanon and Aimé 
Césaire would later recognize as constitutive of a Third World 
intellectual consciousness. 

Enwezor’s invitation arrived at a moment of epistemic 
unease. The conceptual grammar through which the history 
of modern Indian art had long been narrated was beginning 
to unravel in my mind. For decades, Indian modernism, like 
that of many postcolonial societies, had been framed through 
the narrative of a newly sovereign nation seeking visual self-
definition: a representational language that could at once signify 
national specificity and align itself with the universalizing claims 
of Euro-American modernism. Trained within this paradigm, I 
too had understood the nation-state as both the archive and 
the horizon, as well as the primary unit of historical intelligibility. 
Therefore, it seemed almost inevitable that the problem of art 
and postcolonial nationalism would be approached through 
the figure of Maqbool Fida Husain, whose early work has been 
canonized as foundational to this narrative.

Husain’s Between the Spider and the Lamp (1956) came to 
mind almost immediately, not least because it has often been 
described as a paradigmatic allegory of postcolonial India. The 
painting’s tripartite chromatic structure organizes a tightly 
bound group of figures within what art history has taught us 
to read as a symbolic national space. The dialectical tension 
between the lamp and the spider has been interpreted as an 
emblem of India’s emergence into sovereignty, while the figures 
themselves are said to synthesize references drawn from ancient 
sculptural traditions and folk idioms. The chromatic divisions, in 
turn, have been aligned with precolonial manuscript painting 
traditions. Such readings reiterate a familiar modernist trope: 
the forging of a new visual language and an iconography of the 
new nation, fashioned from the deepest recesses of its hoary 
past. And yet, one figure resisted assimilation into this narrative. 
Dark-skinned, dressed in stark white, marked by a distinctive 
armlet, she recalled for me not the subcontinental archive but 
the figural conventions of pharaonic Egypt. 

My discomfiture lingered until I encountered a sketch 
Husain had produced during his travels in Egypt in the mid-
1950s, a drawing that served as the compositional basis for the 
central figure in Between the Spider and the Lamp. The implication 
was unmistakable; this was not an incidental resemblance but 
a deliberate citation. Why, then, had art history failed to register 
such an explicit intrusion of an Afro-Asian visual genealogy 
into a work so securely installed within the postcolonial 



canon? Husain himself was unequivocal on this matter. “I consciously tried to 
incorporate the two-dimensional structure of Egyptian art in my paintings,” he 
had remarked in an interview with art critic Ina Pal. 

What was I to make of this strategic mobilization of a different 
ethnography of origins in shaping an allegory for modern India? That such 
an imaginative transgression took place in 1956—one year after the Asian 
African Conference at Bandung—can scarcely be dismissed as coincidental. 
The Bandung conference, convened under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, 
the first prime minister of independent India, Gamal Abdel Nasser, the first 
president of the Republic of Egypt, Kwame Nkrumah, the first prime minister of 
independent Ghana, and Achmed Sukarno, the first president of independent 
Indonesia, constituted a decisive rupture in Cold War geopolitics. As such, it 
articulated an internationalism forged from the vantage point of the formerly 
colonized, projecting the Third World, or what is now known as the Global 
South, not as a space of lack or belatedness but as a generative horizon for 
imagining futures otherwise.

Now, I began to question how deeply our habits of thinking in terms of 
national cultures shape the stories we tell about art and its histories. For the political and cultural constellations that crystallized around 
Bandung no doubt opened a different way of imagining the self and the world, foregrounding creative transactions forged through 
affiliations that exceed the nation-state. What happens, I began to ask, when national allegories are oriented toward a world shaped by 
shared histories of colonialism, liberation, and (under)development? What kinds of visual languages emerge when artists remain embedded 
in regional cultural worlds while also imagining themselves as part of a broader Afro-Asian global horizon?

Before I began thinking seriously about Bandung, I too had assumed that the regional was synonymous with the lived and familiar, 
while the global referred to something distant and abstract. It had not occurred to me that my understanding of both could shift so 
profoundly with a slight alteration in my conceptual orientation. Approaching Indian art—and modernism more broadly—from the 
vantage point of the Third World, I now grasped, made visible forms of belonging that had long remained obscured. Perhaps histories of 
modernism outside of the proverbial West, I tentatively speculated, were never exclusively in conversation with Europe but were shaped 
instead through lateral exchanges across colonized worlds. Could the wager of such an approach lie in an art history that is constitutively 
decolonial, a history of (art) worlds imagined otherwise?

Yet even as this thinking took shape, it remained tethered to familiar temporal markers: 1945, when the Second World War ended; 
1947, when India gained independence; 1955, the year of the Bandung gathering; 1961, when the Bandung contingent formed the Non-
Aligned Movement; and other dates that seemed to anchor the emergence of a new geopolitical imagination in the aftermath of the 
Second World War and at the onset of the Cold War. And then, I encountered an artist’s book that disrupted this chronology entirely. The 
artist’s book in question was one that the Bengali painter Abanindranath Tagore completed shortly after Benito Mussolini’s annexation of 
Ethiopia on May 9, 1936.

One collage folio proved especially revelatory: A monumental African figure, cut from a glossy magazine, bursts through a 
diminished Arc de Triomphe, tearing the photographic surface in a gesture of emergence. The rip, accentuated with black paint, becomes 
a radiant crown. Below, figures of Indian anticolonial activists populate the field, collapsing disparate struggles across Asia and Africa into 
a single visual constellation. This was not representation but re-signification. For the black body—frequently caricatured in European 
print culture—was here reimagined as a historical agent. Archival research revealed that the Arc de Triomphe image had been sourced 
by the artist from the Modern Review magazine, where it accompanied an essay tracing the global circulation of “La Marseillaise,” here 
configured as an anthem of resistance sung by oppressed peoples from Egypt to India. I can only imagine that readers such as Tagore, who 
encountered such accounts in popular Indian journals like the Modern Review, in turn developed a transnational political imaginary that 
stimulated collective identification across colonized worlds based both on the intensity of lived experiences of subjugation and the utopian 
aspiration for a different world. 

The collage, as I came to understand it, rendered visible an imagination already oriented toward an international arena in which 
colonized peoples asserted themselves as historical agents. This was a theme that would later find explicit articulation in Bandung. 
Confoundingly, Tagore’s collage prefigured the Afro-Asian imaginaries associated with Bandung by nearly two decades. The temporal 
disjunction that the collage evidenced, I conceded, demanded a rethinking of the Third World, not as a byproduct of Cold War geopolitical 
realignments but as a radical intellectual and imaginative formation articulated by artists and thinkers well before it achieved political 
consolidation. Then, neither a residual economic category, as is commonly assumed, nor a now obsolete nomenclature, the third in the 
Third World was an invitation to think even more capaciously about art, its history, and indeed its worlds, otherwise. 

Yet, I write these words as the Third World once again slips into public speech, not as a shared horizon of struggle or possibility, 
but as a rhetorical shorthand for disorder or threat. In recent weeks, the term has been redeployed in contemporary anti-immigration 
political rhetoric in the United States, severed from its roots as a space of solidarity, experimentation, and world-making. What this return 
makes visible is the distance between a concept born of aspirations toward collective futures and its present use as a marker of neoliberal 
xenophobia. To attend to that gap is to insist that the Third World was never merely a condition to be described, but an idea actively forged 
against the limits of the world as it was given.

[Image 1] Abanindranath Tagore, Khuddur Jatra (detail), ca. 1934–36. 
Artist’s book, page 88. Collection of Saranindranath and Mita Tagore, 
Kolkata. [Image 2] Abanindranath Tagore, Khuddur Jatra (detail), ca. 
1934–36. Artist’s book, page 195. Collection of Saranindranath and 
Mita Tagore, Kolkata. Photographs by the author, 2024.



South
Asia
Research 
Notes

ISAS
Institute for South Asia Studies
University of California at Berkeley 

10 Stephens Hall
Berkeley, CA 94270
southasia.berkeley.edu
510 642 3608

 —   PRAISE FOR THE BOOK 
_____________________________________

Non-Aligned is a landmark study, not only for Indian art, but also for the wider field of art 
history and other disciplines. It makes a major contribution to the cultural and intellectual 

history of the twentieth century. 
—Iftikhar Dadi, Cornell University

Non-Aligned is a signal intervention into twentieth-century art history, one of the first books 
to take seriously the political, artistic, and intellectual stakes of the non-aligned movement 

and the creative possibilities occasioned via a concurrent fashioning  
of a third world intellectual conversation. 

—Rebecca M. Brown, Johns Hopkins University

The Institute for South Asia 
Studies (ISAS) at the University 
of California, Berkeley, one of 
the world’s foremost institutes 
for research and programs on 
South Asia, works with faculty 
members, graduate students, 
community members, private 
institutions, and non-profit 
organizations to both deepen 
understanding of the region 
and create new generations of 
scholars of South Asia.  South 
Asia Research Notes (SARN) is 
published by ISAS to promote 
dialogue and exchange between 
scholars who work in inter-
disciplinary fields related to 
South Asia, as well as to convey 
to the wider public the variety 
of exciting projects going on at 
Berkeley. It is published annually 
every Spring. Its e-version is 
available at southasia.berkeley.
edu/publications. 

—   BOOK REVIEW 
_____________________________________

Historian Atreyee Gupta unravels the threads of catchall terms like “Global South” to trace the 
connections between Indian painters and anticolonial figures like Frantz Fanon. 

—Nageen Shaikh, Hyperallergic

Read the review at https://bit.ly/Non-Aligned


