




Zarina Atlas of My World IV, from the portfolio 'Atlas of My World', 2001 

12 million people and resulted in the death of several hundreds 
of thousands across India, East Pakistan and West Pakistan. 
Less than three decades later, the independence of Bangladesh 
from Pakistan entailed the death of millions between March 
and December 1971, when Pakistani forces, following India's 
military intervention, finally surrendered.2 At the same time, 
the war displaced around 9. 5 million Bangladeshi who sought 
refuge in India, creating a crisis in Bengal unseen since 
Partition.3 Violence and dislocation are thus constitutive 
experiences of modern South Asia. 

Bangladesh counts several monuments to its independence 
struggle.4 For long there was, however, little public debate in 
the broader region on the suffering undergone at Partition and 
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few public monuments dedicated to its victims. The only 
official Indian monument, according to Yasmin Khan, stands 
in Chandigarh.5 Even at the time of the tenth anniversary of 
Independence, it was the forging of a nationalist genealogy 
of colonial emancipation-arguably dating back to the 
mutiny of 1857, rather than the all too present memory of 
Partition-that fuelled public debates in India and Pakistan.6 

It is only more recently that the memory of Partition has 
started to be historicised and debated, though artists such 
as Zarina, who witnessed Partition firsthand, have long used 
it as a cornerstone in their art. 

More than seventy years on for contemporary youth 
in South Asia-especially for those whose families were not 
directly affected-Partition has, however, become an abstraction. 
Its memory has been superseded by the urge to tackle the 
pressing needs of everyday life in a context of rapid, largely 
uncontrolled urbanisation, vast demographic pressures, 
economic globalisation and social inequality, as well as today's 
climate emergency. Moreover, India, Pakistan and Bangladesh 
have fallen prey to majoritarian politics. Ongoing and often 
aggressive border disputes and political tensions have served 
as alibis for communal politics. In multireligious, Hindu
dominated India, discrimination against Muslims as well as 
Dalits is rampant, while in Sunni Muslim-majority Pakistan 
and Bangladesh, indigenous and religious minorities are 
being persecuted. 

In response, the tone used by artists exhibited in 
'Homelands' does not mimic the stridency of state politics. 
Nor does it come with the requisite vehemence of activism. 
The distance that art affords, both in time and space, has 
enabled them to deploy tactical procedures and strategies 
that are carefully calibrated. Their works rely on an acute 
sense of observation or the double vision of humour, and 
often demand immersion, dedication and meticulous execution. 
The result is a scalar shift that answers to the gravity of the 
subject with poise and poignancy. 

I At Home in the World 

Of a series of photographs taken along the Mississippi river, 
artist Sohrab Hura states, 'I [ ... ]wonder how all the long 
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