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SERIES: “IN THEIR OWN WORDS”

Vazira Zamindar: on living together
by Filipa Lowndes Vicente

Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali Zamindar is an artist, writer and historian of modern
South Asia who is Associate Professor of History at Brown University. I met her
in 2016 when I spend the academic year of 2016-2017 in Providence (Rhode
Island, usA): in the first semester as a visiting scholar in the Department of
Portuguese and Brazilian Studies (Michael Teague FLAD/Brown Visiting Pro-
fessorship). It was during this period that I had the privilege to meet and spend
some time with some brilliant women scholars I decided to interview as part of
a series that I named “In their own words. Academic women in a global world”
and proposed it to Andlise Social, which has supported the invaluable work of
transcribing the long interviews before I did the editing work. Ariella Aisha
Azoulay’s interview was the first to be published in Andlise Social, in 2020,
shortly after the publication of her book Potential History. Unlearning Imperi-
alism.* Lina Fruzzetti was next, in 2021.? The anthropologist who transforms
her work into remarkable films as well as books was the first black woman to
have tenure at Brown University, not a short venture in a country that is still
dealing with serious racial discrimination in all spheres, including the higher
education level.

What these women had in common was that they are all at Brown Univer-
sity, in different positions and departments, but came from places in the world

1 “Ariella Aisha Azoulay - Unlearning, an interview with Ariella Aisha Azoulay, by Filipa
Lowndes Vicente”. Andlise Social, vol. Lv (2.°), n.° 235, 2020, pp. 417-436.

2 “Interview ‘In their own words’: academic women in a global world. Lina Fruzzetti, anthro-
pology as a way of giving back”. Andlise Social, vol. L1 (4.°), n.° 241, 2021, pp. 788-813.
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far from the us and Europe. They were born and raised in Asia, Africa, and
the Middle East, and all had a reflexive, historical, and politicized relationship
with the place where they were born in and resided for some part of their
lives. Some had been in the us for many years, decades often, after going there
to study a first degree — that was the case of Lina Fruzzetti from Sudan, and
Vazira Zamindar from Pakistan. Meltem Toksoz, on the other hand, a Turkish
historian, had lived in the us for a few years, earned her doctorate there, but
then returned to Turkey. In 2016-2017 she was at Brown Center for Middle
East Studies at Brown University (2016-2017) and now she is a Visiting Asso-
ciate Professor of History at Wesleyan University. Others, like Ariella Azoulay
had already studied and taught elsewhere in the world and in the us, before
being appointed by Brown as part of a recent university policy to hire excep-
tional academic women.

Since these interviews were done in the form of a colloquial conversation,
rather than with a predefined rigid script, I chose to “withdraw” from the text
as the person asking the questions, listening, and guiding the conversation. The
interviews were transformed into direct speech in which the different themes
were edited by me and divided into sub-chapters, and then revised by the
interviewed, at the moment of publication. Hence the name I gave to this serie
- “In their own words.”

All of these women scholars impressed me with their intellectual and
academic work, as well as for their politicized engagement with the different
worlds they related to. Several of them came from places where conflicts have
been raging for decades and had made this their object of study and critical
reflection — Palestine-Israel, in the case of Azoulay, and India-Pakistan, in the
case of Vazira Zamindar, for example. All of them challenged both the past and
the present with difficult questions and none of them had followed a straight-
forward academic path. They all exemplify how work and life can be one and
the same and how one can (and should) be both an academic and a citizen.
They all defied the comfort of the idyllic and artificial life at an Ivy League
university campus, where one can so easily forget about the outside world, and
opted, instead, for “restless” paths and interests. And, of course, they were all
women in an American context in which Donald Trump’s recent victory, on
the 8™ of November 2016, reminded us daily of how gender and racial equality,
social justice, and the universality of citizenship had to be constantly cared for,
protected, and affirmed. “Freedom is a constant struggle”, wrote Angela Davies,

3 I thank José Manuel Sobral, the journal editor when I presented the project in 2019, and
Marta Castelo Branco, the editorial assistant, for their interest in this project and for the support
in transcribing the interviews.
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the renowned African American anti-racist and civil rights activist who gave a
conference at Brown University around the same time I did these interviews.*
Paradoxically, or maybe not, many of the issues and events we discussed in
2017 remain just as relevant today - six years later. Donald Trump is no longer
in power but plans to return soon and, meanwhile, his supporters are thriving,
encouraged by the knowledge that he and his ideas can win elections demo-
cratically. Not even events such as the Capitol invasion, on the 6™ of January
2021, with its massive national and international condemnation, or Trump’s
continuous proof of disregard and sexual violence against women, have been
strong enough to categorically eradicate the possibility of a Trump comeback.
The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, at the center of Azoulay’s work, continues just
as pressing as ever before. Recep Tayyip Erdogan is still ruling in Turkey.
Just as I am writing these lines, on the 14™ of May 2023, Erdogan is being sub-
ject to national elections in a country where his political practices and ideas
- 20 years in power now - have jeopardized the possibility of a democratic
Turkey. A second round of elections will answer the difficult question of if it is
possible to overturn an authoritarian leader with elections that are not reliable.
On the other hand, the conflicts and tensions between India and Pakistan,
which are at the core of Zamindar’s work, only intensified with the “Hindu
India” idealized by Narendra Modi, in power since 2014. In his project about
the Hinduization of India, Muslim Indians are the greatest victims, even if the
country is officially secular. Next year, in 2024, Modi will have to go through
his third round of legislative elections to reaffirm his authority. However, only
a few months ago, in December 2022, his party, Bharatiya Janata (Bjp), had
astonishing positive results in the State of Gujarate, Modi’s birth state.

*

The third interviewee of this series is the historian Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali
Zamindar. Her itinerary is paradigmatic in the ways in which she demonstrates
History’s pertinence to the reflection and action on our present. Her first book
was titled The Long Partition and the Making of Modern South Asia: Refugees,
Boundaries, Histories and it was first published by Columbia University Press

4 Angela Davis, 10 February 2017, conference titled “Freedom is a constant struggle”, Salo-
mon Center for Teaching’s DeCiccio Family Auditorium at Brown University. This is also the
title of her 2015 book, and the first one of Davis’ books ever to be translated and published in
Portugal, in 2020: Angela Davies, A Liberdade é uma Luta Constante. Ferguson, a Palestina e as
Bases de um Movimento, translation by Tania Ganho, preface by Cornel West, edited and with
an introduction by Frank Barat (Lisbon, Antigona).
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in 2007, before having English editions in India and Pakistan a year later,
and, in 2014, also in Urdu. The publication was the outcome of her Php thesis
completed at the Anthropology Department of Columbia University in 1997,
and ithas become a reference for the specific field of decolonization in South Asia
as well as for the wider topic that intersects ideas of nation, frontiers, minorities,
refugees, displacement, and migration. Through a combination of oral histories
and archival research, Zamindar examines the meaning of refugees in nation-
state formation of Pakistan and India, after the Partition of 1947.

The impact of the book went beyond academia. Some of the individual
stories from the book were transformed into performances by the Delhi-
-based Dastangoi (Dastaan-e-Partition).”> Mara Ahmad’s film A Thin Wall
(2015) was also inspired by the book.® It was written and directed by Ahmed,
an independent writer and filmmaker based in New York, and co-produced
by Surbhi Dewan, both descendants of families torn apart by Partition. The
film, shot on both sides of the border, in India and Pakistan, is “a documen-
tary about memory, history and the possibility of reconciliation” through the
stories that have passed from generation to generation since the division of
India in 1947. The Long Partition was also an inspiration for Shayma Sayid’s
dance Kanhaiya yaad hai kuch bhee hamari [Krishna, do you ever think of
me] which was staged at the South Bank Center, London, in 2017, and for
the San Francisco Enacte Arts’ play The Parting, in 2018.7

Another example of Vazira Zamindar’s capacity to build bridges with other
creative minds beyond academia is her collaboration with the Indian graphic
novelist Sarnath Banerjee, who refers to Vazira’s first publication as “thisamazing

5  Dastangoi, “The re-discovered art of Urdu storytelling”, was a lost form of storytelling that
is being revived in the last decades. Project Dastaan “is a homage to the legacy of the millions of
refugees in the subcontinent who had their lives changed overnight. Over the past 4 years, we
have interviewed around 3o Partition survivors, managing to facilitate a virtual reconnection
home for around half of these. Many more were attempted, but locations from the past often
do not remain. Some of our interviewees are featured below: Our project is a reminder that it
is ordinary people who are impacted the most when nationalities are created and torn apart.
The important stories of migration are both those of the politics that dictate it, and the people it
uproots. These stories are but a snapshot of the countless individual journeys taken by refugees
during the crisis. The Partition affected the entire subcontinent in different ways - the Project
seeks to represent this scale by choosing stories across a wide range of cultures, ethnicities, lin-
guistic groups and religious communities. Women were on a whole disproportionately affected.
We have tried to foreground their stories, which are often lost in the Partition discourse” See
https://projectdastaan.org/stories/.

6  See https://neelumfilms.com/site/a-thin-wall/.

7  See https://enacte.org/about-enacte/; see also https://48hills.org/2018/01/the-parting-noo-
rani-dance-enacte/.
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book on partition, called The Long Partition”® Banerjee has a special interest in
history and is setting up a project where 10 historians — Vazira Zamindar is one
of them - work with 10 visual artists, as well as professionals animators, illus-
trators, set designers, architectural model makers, or fashion designers. They
also plan to collaborate on a graphic novel on the relationship between Gandhi
and Abdul Ghaffar Khan (1890-1988), also known as the “Frontier Gandhi”
because of his nonviolent active resistance against British colonial rule in India.
Khan, the Pashtun independence activist was a Muslim who believed in a
multi-religious India and opposed the idea of Partition.

As Vazira explains in this interview, she always had an interest in history
and her first degree, at Wellesley College, us, with a year at the University of
Cambridge, was in Art History. Her second book, Anti-colonial: Image Archive
and the Writing of Indian History is the result and testimony of her earlier inter-
ests. It continues some of the subjects of her first book - anticolonial strug-
gles, unsettled borders, and the destructive effects of war and conflict - but
adds material and visual documents to other written ones, as source and sub-
ject. Photographs and colonial films but also museum catalogs, government
records, ethnographic dictionaries, military manuals, war albums, as well as
contemporary documentation from the author’s own fieldwork on the “fron-
tier” were used to track the effects of the extraction of Gandharan objects from
the Indo-Afghan border, in different contexts, throughout the 19™ and 20™
centuries. War and colonialism in the region have had effects in the migration
of objects, many of them to European collections, but also in the definition of
“Indian art” in different geographies and temporalities.

It was this work that led Vazira Zamindar’ reflections on Gandharan art
in European collections and to her role in the Brown University-based project
Decolonial Initiative on Migration of Objects and People.® The Decolonial Initia-
tive came together after a Teaching experience on Decolonizing the Museum
organized in 2019 by Ariella Azoulay (Modern Culture and Media/Compar-
ative Literature), Yannis Hamilakis (Archaeology/Modern Greek Studies),
and Vazira Zamindar (History), at Brown University. The project brought
“together two trajectories of migration, often forced, which are thought of as
unrelated and usually studied separately by scholars from different disciplines
in the humanities, arts and social sciences”. The first is the migration of objects
and the second is the migration of people. As part of Zamindar’s ethos and
practice, her written research multiplied in diverse paths, from community

8  Seehisinterview to an online magazine: https://www.guernicamag.com/the-full-texture-of-
a-city/.
9  See https://blogs.brown.edu/decolonialcollective/.

441



442

VAZIRA ZAMINDAR: ON LIVING TOGETHER

and university service to teaching, and to creative collaborations with artists
and critical conversations with museums.*®

Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali Zamindar’s interest in art history and the visual in
South Asia has also manifested in other ways. She coordinated an interdisci-
plinary reading group on “Theory from the South” (2013-2016), whichled to a
lecture series and course “Art History from the South” (2018-2020). The latter
focused on institutions and practices of art. In Fall of 2018, she also co-orga-
nized an international symposium with visiting scholar Tapati Guha-Thakurta
from Kolkatta, India, and that has resulted in the co-edited book How Secular
is Art? On the Politics of Art, History and Religion in South Asia, published by
Cambridge University Press in 2023. Proceedings from another collaborative
symposium, this time with risD colleagues in Fall 2020, are soon to be pub-
lished as a special issue of the Art Margins magazine, on “Art History, Postco-
lonialism and the Global Turn”** Her interest in the arts and art history has
also led her to write on specific artists, such as the well-known Pakistani pro-
lific 20" century artist and poet Sadequain [Sadequain Naqqash] (1930-1987),
known for his calligraphic style, and on the Muslim Indian artist based in the
US, Zarina [Zarina Hashmi] (1937-2020), whose work Vazira considers to be
“an attempt to explain exile in the enduring constitutive violence of partition,
one that requires grappling with the ‘minority’ question at its heart, and what
it means to long for ‘home’ as a place one can travel to but never return [...]."*2
Zarina’s family, like Vaziras, was “one of millions whose lives were controlled,
disrupted, and/or destroyed by British imperialism, Partition, and its after-
math”*3 In this essay, Zamindar continues to struggle with the deeply per-
sonal experience of partition, as well as its political consequences of dividing a
multi-religious society on the basis of religion.

Pakistani cinema is also an intrinsic part of Zamindar’s itinerary. When
she directed the Brown South Asian Studies Program from 2012 to 2016, she
co-organized the Brown-Harvard Pakistani Film Festivals of 2014 and 2015,
alongside the anthropologist Asad Ali. This project was turned into the book
they both co-edited: Love, War and Other Longings, with essays on cinema in
Pakistan (Oxford University Press, 2020).

10 See https://hyperallergic.com/473864/protesters-request-risd-museum-return-bronze-scu
Ipture-to-nigeria/.

11 See https://artmargins.com/.

12 See http://thirdtext.org/zamindar-zarina.

13 Naeem, A. (2022), “Leaving yourself behind: Bourke-White, Zarina, and the Partition of
British India”. I. M. Lim and K. Pyun (eds.), American Art in Asia. Artistic Practice and Theoreti-
cal Divergence, London, Routledge.

14  See https://www.brown.edu/undergraduateconcentrations/south-asian-studies-ab.
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Zamindar’s teaching at Brown has included undergraduate and graduate
courses, individually led and co-taught. Some have concentrated on more spe-
cific subjects such as the “History of Colonialism and Nationalism in South
Asia, including the Partition of 1947 and Gandhi”, while others, have focused on
broader subjects such as “Decolonizing Minds: A People’s History of the World”
(with Naoko Shibusawa, the Associate Professor of History, in American and
Ethnic Studies);** “Power, Culture, History”; “The Theory and Practice of His-
tory”; and “Refugees: A Twentieth Century History”, a lecture course which
“locates the emergence of the figure of the refugee in histories of border-mak-
ing, nation-state formation and political conflicts across the twentieth century
to understand how displacement and humanitarianism came to be organized
as international responses to forms of exclusion, war, disaster and inequality.”

As is proven by her itinerary, Zamindar is a holistic academic, engaged
with the transformation of her research work into multiple formats of knowl-
edge and creativity, in, out, and in-between the university. Her commitment
to public engagement is always present but some moments have been crucial,
as has happened with the Occupy movement, as she tells in this interview. By
publishing both in the best scholarly venues as well as in newspapers and mag-
azines such as e-flux, Hyperallergic, Third Text Online, Times of India, The News,
Dawn, Time Out Delhi, Caravan, Current History or The Wire, Zamindar’s work
has reached different audiences. She has also been invited to participate in the
radio program Open Source with Christopher Lydon*® - “India-Pakistan: Vazira
Zamindar on the raw wound of Partition” - and in the BBCc Radio 4 series and
podcast, Museum of Lost Objects, which traces the “histories of antiquities
and landmarks that have been destroyed or looted in Iraq and Syria, India and
Pakistan.” The histories she writes are always those that can stake a claim on
the present and the future, to make possible plural and just worlds where we
can “live together” again.
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15 See https://history.brown.edu/people/naoko-shibusawa.
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ENCOUNTERS

I had never expected to go into academia as I do not come from a family where
anyone is a writer or scholar. I mean, there were expectations that I would go
to college but to actually have any aspirations to research or write, or to be
a writer of any kind, that was outside our worldview. And so, it took many
years after I finished my undergraduate studies, a series of experiences and
encounters that led me to graduate school, and in that sense, my research is
really driven by those life experiences — there were questions that made me go
to graduate school.

I come from a Gujrati-speaking community and grew up in a family and a
community that is divided between India and Pakistan. So, we were always try-
ing to go to the other side to see our family and loved ones or have them come
to visit us. Karachi is a city where almost everyone is a refugee from some part
of the subcontinent, shaped by its partitions and displacements, and heavy,
with tumultuous stories. I grew up with those stories and I remember how my
grandmother and other older women in the family would sit around in the
quiet afternoons and tell their stories and they would cry, and they would hug
each other, and they would cajole each other for crying over the past! When
I was studying in the us as an undergraduate, Karachi kept calling me and I
dreamt about my grandmothers. I really just wanted to come back and lis-
ten to the stories I had grown up with. When I returned to Karachi, it was
after the end of the military
dictatorship — General Zia
had blown up in an air-
plane - and there was just a
huge surge of creativity and
experimentation in the city.
But this was also the time
when the Babri mosque in
Ayodhya was torn down.
My entire family had gath-
ered in Bombay for my
cousin’s wedding that win-
ter, and they found them-
selves in the midst of the
terrible communal violence
that followed; its trauma
cast a huge silent shadow
on our divided family. With my mother, Dr Fazila Zamindar, Karachi, 1974.
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FEMINISM FROM THE SOUTH

Feminism has been, of course, incredibly important especially because my
mother was the first woman in her family to have a higher education - she
went from Bombay to Delhi to study at an all-women’s medical school - and it
was an exciting time of change, the 1960s, but it brought new struggles with it.
It was extraordinary to have a working professional mother and her struggles
at home, as a woman in the workplace, as well as in the national context, was
very formative for me.

My mother’s generation of middle-class women created a number of wom-
en’s organizations, and they began to organize during General Zia’s dictator-
ship in the 1980s, especially against laws that were being introduced in the
name of religion which discriminated against women. The Women’s Action
Forum was perhaps the most important.’” Over the years I found mentors
and friends amongst these women and worked for a legal aid organization and
a street theater group that was trying to mobilize around violence against
women.

One could argue that the history of womens movements needs to be
located in relation to anticolonial mobilizations which brought a lot of women
into politics and public service. When these anticolonial struggles achieved
national independence, this independence also came with universal enfran-
chisement. Women immediately got the voting right as opposed to many parts
of the West where women did not get voting rights until much later. Think-
ing with the anticolonial roots of feminist thought in the region is important
because of imperialism’s entanglements with women’s emancipation: the idea
of “saving” women in societies cast as “backward and traditional” has been a
major trope of colonialism. For example, the invasion of Afghanistan was par-
tially justified as liberating women in Afghanistan. And so, a quiet feminism
that shapes my own work is inseparable from its anti-imperialist and anti-racist
lineaments.

17 Women’s Action Forum (WAF): “WAF was the face of feminism in Pakistan in the 8os, with
picketing, demonstrations, processions, rallies, signature campaigns, consciousness-raising,
telegrams, and writing memorandums and letters as their forms of protest and contestation”;
“Under General Zia UL Hags rule and Islamization of the nation state, a group of women met
in Shirkat Gah Karachi in 1981 and formed the Women Action Forum (waF) to challenge and
protest the Hudood Ordinances of 1979. What inspired this group into creation was the Zina
Ordinance’s application to the case of Fehmida and Allah Bux which conflated adultery with
rape. Within months of its founding, chapters of wAF opened up in Lahore, Islamabad, and
Peshawar” See https://participedia.net/organization/4516.
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THEATER IN KARACHI: LISTENING TO STORIES

I began working in theater when I was in high school - those were the years of
the military dictatorship when everything had to go through a censor board,
and there were very few places where you could do any kind of theater work.
At the time, I worked for Rafi Peer Theatre Company, which was a puppet
theater company, but which also provided technical support for theatrical pro-
ductions. One of the productions I worked on was an adaptation of Tess of the
d’Urbervilles, the Thomas Hardy book, which had been adapted to Urdu and
was being dramatized for this little theater inside the Pakistan-American Cul-
tural Centre, which was called pacc by its initials.

Some progressive theater groups emerged at this time, like Dastak and
Ajoka, which were doing adaptations of, say Brecht, but I did not know them
as a teenager. There were also many artists and writers in exile at this time.
Then the dictatorship ended, and the first elections after more than a decade
took place and the young Benazir Bhutto came to power. And this was a very,
very important moment. When I returned from the us there was this efflores-
cence of activity in the city. One of the theatre groups that was very important
for the city and for me was called Tehrik-e-Niswan (Women’s Movement), and
they started working with neighborhoods and writing plays of their own from
the local context, capturing the stories of the city. In the 1990s, there was a
lot of conflict and violence in Karachi between different ethnic groups, and
they were capturing those stories by doing workshops, theater workshops, in
neighborhoods and then transforming them into plays. For one of the plays,
called Yahan Se Shehar Ko Dekho (See the City from here), the great Indian
artist M. E. Husain came and painted his famous horses for the sets of the play
- I remember we would go to the garden of the Goethe Institute to watch him
paint as if his painting was part of the play itself!

Tehrik-e-Niswan, street theater and community theater exposed me to dif-
ferent parts of the city, different sections of society. And it made me want to
travel in the region and get to know it from outside the comforts of middle-
-class life. So, when I got a job at a research center in Islamabad (where
I worked on the national career of the artist Sadequain), I also began walking
in the mountains in the north of the city. On one of the long treks, I walked
up to the Tibetan plateau, to Mount Kailash, Mansarovar and Lhasa, and that
is where I became acutely aware that there were histories that belonged to me
that I was unaware of, and I began to ask why that was the case. Was it a result
of colonialism? Was it a result of partition and the partitioning of the past? For
instance, in Tibetan monasteries I received so much love and warmth because
Padmasambhava had come from the Swat valley and brought Buddhism to
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Tibet - but I was totally ignorant of these connections. While I was in Tibet,
I met an anthropology student from the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor,
doing her fieldwork there and, as we walked together for some weeks, she con-
vinced me that I should apply to Php programs in the us.

THE LONG WALK: FAMILY HISTORIES

I got into the doctoral program in Anthropology and History at the University
of Michigan, Ann Arbor, and when I initially returned to the us in 1995, it was
to study Sanskrit and early Indian history (Buddhism in particular) in this inter-
disciplinary program that thought about the entanglements of the past in the
present. However, after a few years when some of the faculty that worked on
the modern period in the program decided to move to Columbia, I had to
decide which period I was going to work on. And this was a really hard decision.
I was really interested in early Indian history as a way to overcome the Hindu-
-Muslim partition of history, but I was also moved by the historiographical
questions Subaltern Studies was asking at the time. By moving to Colum-
bia University, I became a twentieth-century scholar and came to the Hin-
du-Muslim divide through the partition of *47 and the stories I had grown up
with. Partition stories seemed to be everywhere and yet they were completely
unrepresented at the time in the political and public debates about how we had
become three nation-states. Instead of my own Gujarati-speaking community
from Bombay, I focused on north Indian, Urdu-speaking families that I had
grown up with as well. I picked the cities of Delhi and Karachi because they
were familiar to me and yet
a little bit less intimate than
my own family’s geography.

I started moving
between the two cities,
Delhi and Karachi. I con-
ducted oral histories with
families in Karachi and
then I went and met their
family members who had
remained in India. In turn,
when I got to know other
divided families in Delhi, I
went and interviewed their

With Attia Rais, my research assistant, and her family in family members in Kara-
old Dehli, 1998. chi as well, and so T moved
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back and forth for two years between the two cities. While recording these
family histories, I was also interested in understanding what was happening at
the state level. And so, I was searching for archives, and trying to read news-
papers or government documents of the time, and this was not always easy for
the postcolonial period. However, the oral histories grounded me and gave me
a particular line of sight in archives. It made me realize that there was a whole
process of nation-state formation that was deeply intertwined with displace-
ment, with the mass displacement of partition, and the violence of partition.
It gave me an understanding of my own family stories, of the kinds of loss
that came with an intractable border, and of the history of the India-Pakistan
border.

THE LONG PARTITION: REFUGEES AND MINORITIES

The dissertation then became the book The Long Partition and the Making
of Modern South Asia. Refugees, Boundaries, Histories (Columbia University
Press, 2007). When it came out in 2007, it generated debate and had an impact
on the new scholarship that was emerging at the time. When we think of the
border between India and Pakistan, for example, we realize it is impossible to
represent the difference between an Indian and a Pakistani. It is not religion,
because there are as many Muslims in India as there are in Pakistan, and it is
not ethnicity, so the border does not articulate a representable limit. There-
fore, over the years a highly surveilled and difficult border has come to be
constructed and which generates both internal violence as well as against an
external other.

The Long Partition
placed the Muslim ques-
tion, which is at the heart
of partition, as a problem
that was not solved with
the drawing of the line. Of
course, we knew that the
so-called “minority prob-
lem” had persisted after
partition, but the specific-
ity by which the parti-
tion and the making,
management, and care of

Photograph in Zaheer’s home in Karachi, of him with his
refugees, had shaped post-  oider brother zaheer in Kanpur (for whom he was named
colonial citizenship was not  after the family was divided),1985 © Vazira Zamindar.
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understood. The book was also a very close study of the cities themselves, of
the transformation of urban geographies with looting and regimes of dispos-
session, and of the other kinds of violence that had accompanied genocidal
civil strife. I tried to understand the role of the State and State violence in
what unfolded, including what I call bureaucratic forms of violence, the dark
underbelly of political debates on national belonging and citizenship. Over
the last decade, there has been a burgeoning of scholarship that has looked
at the transformation of cities, histories of refugees and refugee rehabilitation
in different regions of South Asia and the specificity of different borders and
borderlands.

The book places at the center those made liminal in this new cartogra-
phy of nation-states, and one of those characters is an artificial limb-maker, a
prosthesis maker. It is a very special story of a man who recovers after a cata-
strophic loss of a limb and his attempts to make himself whole after dismem-
berment.This artificial limb-maker was a Muslim, but the Indian State refused
to recognize him as Indian, and the Pakistani State also refused to recognize
him as Pakistani, and he was constantly deported to the “other” side. His story
- of a man who both states disavow — has been performed by some theater
groups and written about by others. I think it goes to the heart of the angst of
partition itself.

There are parts of that story that I keep coming back to, that pull me
and demand continuous reflection. There is an immediate political problem
because of the nationalizing of history, the nation frames within which we
think about politics and political change, need to be disrupted. In this partic-
ularly majoritarian, ethno-nationalist moment, we need to think beyond this
frame.

After The Long Partition, I started to think less in terms of partition and
more in terms of the figure of the “refugee”. The category of refugee was import-
ant for the book, to insist that South Asia be included in the burgeoning field
of Refugee Studies, and for thinking with the twentieth century as a whole. But
I was much more South Asia focused, even as I was drawing upon scholar-
ships in other parts of the world. However, over the years of teaching a global
history of refugees, I began to move away from a comparative framework
to an interconnected interrogation of how political ideas moved from place to
place to devastating consequences. My class, entitled “Refugees: A Twentieth

Century History”,'® has helped me widen my geographical and chronological

18 Course taught at Brown University by Vazira Zamindar: “Refugees: a Twentieth-Century
History”. “Refugees are arguably the most important social, political and legal category of the
twentieth century. This introductory lecture course locates the emergence of the figure —
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span, and a book of the same title is under contract with Cambridge University
Press.

Another line of inquiry that I am very interested in is that of the “minority”.
Partition was meant to solve “the minority problem” but paradoxically it inten-
sified violence against religious minorities in both nation-states. I join others
in asking what a minority is, and where and when does it emerge as a political
concept, a distinct kind of problem for the postcolonial nation-state. The his-
tory of minority offers another way to interrogate the nation form, and engage
with its global history. Hannah Arendt helped me a great deal to understand
how minority, refugee and statelessness could be related terms, such that the
minor, ever-present, could be potentially on the verge of expulsion. But
the ways in which the concept takes shape and form in South Asia in relation
to its global itinerary interests me deeply.

Now after more than a decade, I think it is also time, I feel, to return to my
own family stories, the stories of loved ones which I had been very hesitant to
use in The Long Partition. During my dissertation research, I did formal oral
histories with my own family, and I traveled frequently between Karachi and
Bombay to do this as an aside project. Within this context, I also collected old
family photographs and documents, especially from the older members of the
family, some of whom have now passed away. In those days, I did it just with
an analog camera and an old cassette recorder. But there was one important
death in my family at that time and the grief made writing about it extremely
difficult. But I think its time has come.

Eventually I would also like to digitize all the archival research I did
— realms of photocopies and hand notes, as well as photographs and cassettes,
and make it accessible within an institutional context. It is difficult, and some-
times impossible, for scholars of the region to cross the India-Pakistan border,
and I have been extremely fortunate to have been able to do so. So, I hope dig-
ital access could help others. I have been supporting the Partition Archive in
California in an advisory role, largely because it overcame the difficult border
by crowdsourcing oral histories work, paying people in different regions to go
out and collect oral histories in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh, and also the
diaspora in the us and elsewhere.*®

—>  of the refugee in histories of border-making, nation-state formation and political conflicts
across the twentieth century to understand how displacement and humanitarianism came to be
organized as international responses to forms of exclusion, war, disaster and inequality”

19 Oral history project at University of Stanford Libraries. This collection consists of 4000
video-based oral history interviews conducted by Citizen Historians (trained volunteer oral his-
torians) through a crowdsourced platform devised by The 1947 Partition Archive, and a schol-
arship program in which recipients are selected through a competitive process and offered —
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THE ART OF WAR/VISUAL ARCHIVE

Given my prior interest in early Indian history, I began working on a book
project on the “Greco-Buddhist” or Gandhara material remains in the north-
west of Pakistan. After the Bamiyan Buddhas were destroyed by the Taliban
in Afghanistan, I thought I would do my research in a region called the Swat
Valley where Padmasambhava was from, famous for its Buddhist material cul-
ture and a very beautiful mountain region. However, soon after I started the
project the Taliban took over?® this region in Pakistan, and the Pakistani army
started a military operation against them. It became very difficult to go and do
ethnographic research, and so this became an archive-based project, although
I did travel to Peshawar several times over the years.

I was interested in
the history of archaeol-
ogy and art history, the
knowledge formations that
shaped Gandhara, as well
as the military context
of the region, a region
where there was an armed
insurgency against British
colonial rule, as well as a
very significant Gandhian
non-violent mobilization.
Certainly, the NaATO forces
and the us military in Iraq
and Afghanistan constantly

Peshawar University’s Archaeology Department, 2003 ©

Vazira Zamindar.

—> astipend for recording stories for a set period of time in their native language and home
region in South Asia. The interviews in this collection have been recorded in over 300 cities
from 12 countries and in 22 languages, and attempt to uncover a complete life story shaped by
Partition, highlighting pre-Partition life and culture, the Partition experience and post-Partition
transitions. https://exhibits.stanford.edu/1947-partition/about/this-collection.

20 “The Buddhas of Bamiyan (or Bamyan) were two 6th-century monumental statues carved
into the side of a cliff in the Bamyan valley of Hazarajat region in central Afghanistan, 130
kilometres northwest of Kabul at an elevation of 2,500 metres. Carbon dating of the structural
components of the Buddhas has determined that the smaller 38m ‘Eastern Buddha' was built
around 570 CE, and the larger 55m ‘Western Buddha’ was built around 618 cg, which would
date both to the time when the Hephthalites ruled the region. On orders from Taliban founder
Mullah Omar, the statues were destroyed in March 2001, after the Taliban government declared
that they were idols. International and local opinion strongly condemned the destruction of the
Buddhas?” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhas_of_Bamiyan.
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referred to the British experience on the frontier and self-consciously drew
continuities with it. While working in the colonial archive, I began to encoun-
ter a huge body of visual materials — photographs, drawings, maps, litho-
graphs, as well as films. That is why this book works with this visual material
and engages with both art history and artistic practice in doing so. Using some
of the visual material as inspiration, I am also working with a graphic novelist
to make a graphic novel about the relationship of Gandhi to Abdul Ghaffar
Khan, the anti-colonial leader of the non-violent mobilization (of the Khudai
Khidmatgars) in the region.

With the conviction that visual and material artifacts are extremely
important to political and historical formations, I have been building collab-
orations and working with a number of contemporary artists. In the summer
of 2012, Asad Ali (an anthropologist at Harvard) and I met a group of young
film-makers in Karachi and they inspired us to co-organize Love, War and
Other Longings, the Brown-Harvard Pakistani Film Festivals in 2014 and 2015.
This was such a labor of love and it brought together scholars and different
kinds of film-makers (including Lina Fruzetti), so the edited book that fol-
lowed tries to capture its experimen-
tal energy. Then I initiated a series
called Art History from the South
which ran from 2018 to 2020 and as
part of that I co-organized a sympo-
sium at the Cogut Institute for the
Humanities with visiting scholar
Tapati Guha-Thakurta entitled “How
Secular is Art?” in October 2018.
Guha-Thakurta was at the Centre
for Studies in Social Sciences, in Cal-
cutta, and her books Monuments,
Objects, Histories: Art in Colonial
and Post-Colonial India (Cambridge
University Press, 2004), and The
Making of a New ‘Indian’ Art: Artists,
Aesthetics and Nationalism in Bengal,

.1850-1920 (Cambridge University
Press, 2007) had been really import-
ant to me.** The symposium brought

Clothes of the Khudai Khidmatgars on display

in Bacha Khan Markaz in Peshawar,
2022 © Vazira Zamindar.

21 Seealso Guha-Thakurta, T. (2015), In the Name of the Goddess: The Durga Pujas of Contem-

porary Kolkata, Delhi, Primus Books.
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together art historians, historians and anthropologists who were working with
visual cultures of South Asia and was so fiery that it felt important to give those
hugely significant debates the form of a book. The pandemic certainly took its
toll and was extremely difficult for so many of us. So the recent publication
with Tapati Guha-Thakurta of How Secular is Art? On the Politics of Art, His-
tory and Religion in South Asia (Cambridge University Press, 2023) feels like a
real achievement against all odds.

DECOLONIAL INITIATIVES AT BROWN

I have always strived to be politically engaged in the world, partly on the prin-
ciple that it forges your relationship to a place, wherever you are. It connects
you to the kinds of people that you want to spend time with! When I joined
Brown, it shaped my teaching and the kinds of questions I wanted to ask in
my classes. Many of my students in my classes at the time, for example, were
from the Student Labor Alliance,?* and I joined them in the organized pro-
tests of the Occupy Movement. Occupy was really important for me, and for
many of us on campus, it felt like a moment when we were part of a nation-
wide mobilization. The Arab Spring had just happened before Occupy and
following the developments of the Arab Spring and Occupy, where I was very
involved, it had an impact on my teaching at Brown. When Occupy happened
we — faculty and students —organized a massive teach-in on Campus and then
became very active with community organizations in Providence that were
occupying Burnside Park downtown.? It was roughly a six-month period
when some professors, students and community activists came together and
it was exhilarating. We were asking how do we sustain a social movement;
how do social movements build solidarity and how do they make connections
with social movements elsewhere. We were asking these questions through an

22 “The Brown University Student Labor Alliance acts in solidarity with workers in our cam-
pus, local, and global communities. We believe that all workers should have the right to organize
free from management intimidation and retaliation, and that all workers should be paid a living
wage and have access to affordable health care. We also believe that our university supporting or
engaging in practices that violate those principles is unacceptable, which is why we fight for the
rights of workers employed on campus, in factories that produce university clothing, at hotels
and off-campus venues at which the university holds events, in the fields that produce food
for the university, and by companies in which the university invests. sLA is a non-hierarchical,
collective liberation organization committed to the fundamental principle that students’ and
workers’ separate struggles are really one.” https://brownsla.wordpress.com/.

23 See http://www.gcpvd.org/2012/01/24/0ccupy-providence-to-vacate-burnside-park-after-
reaching-agreement-with-the-city/.
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amazing set of artistic and cultural activities, energies that were being brought
together by this movement. In the winter of Occupy, as the students were
leaving for winter break, we had a big conversation with them about what the
winter was going to mean for this movement, and we feared it would fade but
we felt like there had to be some conversation, intellectually at least, to con-
tinue to think with that movement.

Of course, it petered out that winter, there were warnings from the City of
Providence authorities, and they were removed from downtown Providence.
My colleague Naoko Shibusawa?# and I, who had both been involved together
all the way through the Occupy movement, developed a course named Decol-
onising Minds: A People’s History of the World in response to the questions
students were asking us. We wanted to create a course that would think about
capitalism and colonialism together, as well as the struggles against capital-
ism and colonialism. Thus “decolonizing” in the title of the course, which we
took from Ngugi wa Thiongo’s famous book of that name, and “people’s his-
tory” drew on the American historian Howard Zinn. We taught “Decolonising
Minds” for the first time in 2012 and taught it for the next five years together.
It attracted students who were politically active on campus and wanted his-
torical tools to deepen their understanding as well as think globally. So, in the
very first semester, we had mostly the students who had been active with us in
the Occupy movement, and we were all reading together like a reading group.
But in the second year, the word spread and a lot of different kinds of student
activists applied, wanting to get into the class. We got up to a hundred students
who applied to get into this 20-person seminar, and it developed a reputation
and became a community of sorts. Every year different kinds of politically and
socially engaged students joined us in reading, from Marx to Michel-Rolph
Trouillot,®> histories of slavery and contemporary farmer suicides in India,
Cedric Robinson on racial capitalism and Cathy Lutz on bases of empire. We
both learned a lot from the materials we taught and from our students. Rather
than presume that there was something readily available that we might teach

24 Naoko Shibusawa is Associate Professor of History, Associate Professor of American Stud-
ies & Ethnic Studies at Brown University (Northwestern php, MA; uc Berkeley, Ba). She is a
historian of us political culture and teaches courses on us Empire. In addition to her first book,
America’s Geisha Ally: Reimagining the Japanese Enemy (Harvard, 2006), she has published on
transnational Asian American identities, Cold War ideologies, the Lavender Scare, and the
Kinsey Report. She is working on two books: Ideologies of us Empire (under contract with the
University of North Carolina Press) and Queer Betrayals: The Treason Trial of John David Pro-
voo. See https://history.brown.edu/people/naoko-shibusawa

25 Trouillot, Michel-Rolph (2015), Silencing the Past Power and the Production of History. With
new foreword by Hazel Carby (20th anniversary edition), Boston, Beacon Press (1st edition 1995).
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as “global history” we were self-aware that teaching under that framework was
also an argument to not just think about the political present in national terms
but through the entanglements of colonialism and the anti-colonial struggle.

A few years later, I got to know my colleagues Ariella Azoulay and Yannis
Hamilakis through a Pembroke seminar, and here we found connections with
each other with our interests in both refugees as well as in material culture and
the visual record. After the Sarr-Savoy report came out, we organized together
a teach-in on “Decolonizing the Museum”. The energy and interest at the
teach-in led us to continue the conversations through a Decolonial Initiative
on the Migration of People and Objects. The Decolonial Initiative has coin-
cided with student initiatives to decolonize the curriculum, and these remain
vital conversations on campus and beyond.

There must be other ways of imagining how we live in the world and how
we live together. Because how we live together in the age of forced migrations
and climate change is perhaps one of the most important questions of our
times. We must figure out and forge ways of living together with all the differ-
ences that we have across our planet. Why is living together still such a fraught
question? We do have the history of colonialism to grapple with at the heart
of it all, and so “decolonizing” as such is a process that we need to engage with
every step of the way. One could argue that the widening of the use of the term
“to decolonize” has diffused and weakened its meaning, and so it is helpful
to anchor it in anticolonial thought from across the twentieth century and to
think with it creatively as our shared inheritance for forging the twenty-first.

we
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