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INTERLACED JOURNEYS| Diaspora and the Contemporary in Southeast 
Asian Art brings together the work of some of the most engaging art 
historians and curators from Southeast Asia and beyond that explores the 
notion of diaspora in contemporary visual culture. Regional attention on 
this particular condition of movement and resettlement has o�en been 
con�ned to sociological studies, while the place of diaspora in Southeast 
Asian contemporary art remains mostly unexplored. �is is the �rst 
anthology to examine the subject from the complex perspective of artistic 
and curatorial practice as it attempts to propose multiple narratives of 
diaspora in relation to a range of articulations in the contemporary context. 
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“There, hapless state…”: The Geopoetic of Co-Suffering1

Patrick D. Flores

In 2017, I was asked to do a keynote address at the Onassis Cultural Center in Athens. The symposium 
titled “On Homelands and the Stateless as the World Tilts Right” was co-organized by the Fast Forward 
Festival and Creative Time. The conference brief framed its urgency thus: “Athens today is witness to 
two of the world’s most urgent, and lived, issues. The destruction wrought by the Syrian war has caused 
thousands to flee to Greece’s shores. At the same time, a strict austerity regime and the resurgence of 
neoliberalism have caused a multifaceted social crisis. Globally, these events have found terrifying 
handmaidens in the rise of xenophobia, reactive populism, and waning support for internationalism. At 
this critical conjuncture, the symposium will address the challenges facing progressive artists and 
activist communities under prevailing economic and political conditions.”2

I began my presentation with a sense of location. After all, the terms that animated the gathering—
homelands and statelessness—gestured towards both a ground on which to prevail and the condition 
of losing this ground brought about by an exceptional turn, or a tilt, towards that which refuses and 
resists the moral world of location. In reflecting on this intersection that is the moral world of location, 
I am drawn to the term “local moral world” crafted by the medical anthropologist Arthur Kleinman 
who regards the “local world” as “the ethnographer’s village, neighborhood, networks, family, and 
other institutions”.3 Kleinman continues that “even in a vast sea of globalization, in which we are more 
acutely aware that local worlds have permeable boundaries, undergo frequent change, and that their 
members may belong to several different networks at the same time… the local [endures] as the grounds 
of social life”.4 Kleinman recognizes this local ground of social life in a global world and further rescales 
it through “local biologies with particular moral-bodily connections”.5 I think we should all begin in 
this enduring local ecology when we speak of homelands and statelessness, tropes that may translate 
into a range of formations, subjectivities, and interventions of what Geeta Kapur calls the citizen artist 
and the political artist.6 And since they are tropes, they are meant to always turn and incline, to always 

1 Parts of this text are lifted from the keynote of the same title delivered at Creative Time Symposium in Athens. The Onassis 
Cultural Centre, Athens, Greece, 13–14 May 2017.

2 “On Homelands and the Stateless as the World Tilts Right,” Onassis, 13 May 2017, https://www.onassis.org/whats-on/fast-
forward-festival-4/fff4-international-symposium-homelands-and-stateless-world-tilts-right.

3 Arthur Kleinman, “Experience and Its Moral Modes: Culture, Human Conditions, and Disorder,” accessed 15 July 2019, 
https://tannerlectures.utah.edu/_documents/a-to-z/k/Kleinman99.pdf. 

4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 See Geeta Kapur, “Secular Artist, Citizen Artist,” in Art and Social Change, ed. Will Bradley and Charles Esche (London: Tate 

Publishing and Afterall, 2007), 422–39. 
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tilt in a particular direction, to be always rendered vulnerable to the excitations and expositions of any 
form of creative practice or sensible life. 

My location is art history. And I went to this conference with some thoughts on how this discipline, 
which is of nineteenth century vintage and well within the scopic regime of the museum industry, has 
made a stance, in other words, has tilted to take in a larger part of the world, pressured by the crisis 
of Eurocentrism that lamentably persists as we speak. I am not going to rehearse the turns in the 
disciplinal predicament. I will instead cite an exhibition titled Postwar: Art Between the Pacific and the 
Atlantic 1945-1965, curated by Okwui Enwezor, Katy Siegel, and Ulrich Wilmes for Haus der Kunst 
in Munich.7 It was part of a series of exhibitions that was planned to later include Postcolonial and 
Postcommunism, all to be staged in an erstwhile Nazi edifice.8

I bring in the exhibition because it begins with catastrophe as a ground zero of art history that spans the 
vast seas of the Atlantic and the Pacific and draws the link between the Holocaust and Hiroshima. The 
exhibition opens with the image of the atomic bomb as unprecedented horror, but also prefiguring the 
nuclear age and the Cold War. According to the curators, “the iconography of the mushroom cloud helps 
to create a new awareness of the globe as a single, interconnected unity, a sense of scale emphasized by 
the programs of space exploration that would emerge from military technology”.9 Postwar is one among 
Enwezor’s exhibition projects that has decisively disrupted the time and space, or better still, the chronic 
and the centrist, and therefore the modernist, obsessions, of art history and contemporary art. In the 
2015 Venice Biennale titled All the World’s Futures, Enwezor conjures the “state of things” in which “the 
global landscape again lies shattered and in disarray, scarred by violent turmoil, panicked by specters 
of economic crisis and viral pandemonium, secessionist politics and a humanitarian catastrophe on 
the high seas, deserts, and borderlands, as immigrants, refugees, and desperate peoples seek refuge in 
seemingly calmer and prosperous lands”.10 On this “state of things”, he asks what the biennale might be 
able to do. In this scheme, the biennale, which is an instance of the global concentration of privileged 
art, is opened up, just like what had been initiated in the said iteration of the biennale through the NSK 
State Pavilion, curated by Charles Esche and Zdenka Badovinac and citing the Slovenian avant-garde 
collective Neue Slowenische Kunst as a trajectory into a kin d of sovereignty beyond the nation-state.11 
It raises an ethical specter: “NSK, as the state in time, understands that the state is the actuality of the 
ethical idea. The state is the basic condition for individuals’ moral and political life, for their freedom. 
In today’s world, a human being is nothing without the state. But the Western liberal governments have 

7 Postwar: Art Between the Pacific and the Atlantic, 1945–1965, Haus der Kunst, 14 October 2016 – 26 March 2017.
8 For the history of the building, see “Chronicle of ‘Haus der Kunst’,” Haus der Kunst, accessed 8 August 2019, https://

hausderkunst.de/en/history/chronical.
9  Okwui Enwezor, Katy Siegel, and Ulrich Wilmes, eds. Postwar: Art Between the Pacific and the Atlantic, 1945–1965 (Munich: 

Prestel Publishing, 2016), 133.
10 Okwui Enwezor, “All the World’s Futures,” 22 October 2014, http://www.infoartes.pe/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Carta-

Paolo-Barata.-Concepto-curatorial-Enwezor.pdf.
11 See “NSK Pavilion – 57th Venice Biennale,” NSK State Pavilion, accessed 8 August 2019, https://nsk-state-pavilion.net/about.

violated the borders and destroyed states from Afghanistan to Libya. The people from those countries 
were forced to flee our bombs and the violence of our terrorist proxy armies. When we destroyed their 
states, we reduced them to nothing.”12 And in light of this nothingness, the pavilion proposes a political 
response: “For the state in time, taking an ethical stance means opening a political perspective. We need 
to figure out politically what is to be done.”13 

As I think about these exhibitions, I ask the question: How can a history of art in the present proceed 
from these “state of things” and this “state in time”? It is from this angle that this text pursues a passage 
of co-suffering by way of the Philippine, a category that is imagined as a figurine, not a nation in 
the fullness of its fantasy, but a country of inclement climate, a fragile and yet prevailing source of 
sympathy and affective migrant labor. The word comes from the King of Spain Felipe; it is a diminution 
of royal authority to name an archipelago, thus its status as a figurine. Through key works in various 
creative forms, this text speaks to the condition of a dislocale, the possibility of a transposition, and the 
third, perhaps southern and tropical, moment of a collective ecology. Here, the tropic and the tropical 
condense in the Philippine, something that overcomes the nature/culture binary. I think this theoretical 
maneuver, through the metonymic gesture of the figurine that simultaneously disperses and collects, is 
indispensable in thinking through homeland and statelessness because to conceptualize presence and 
absence, birthright and migrancy, we must mesh natural history and the artifice of representation, the 
local and the moral world that define what it means to be human. And if the crisis in the world takes 
place in natural history or how people are increasingly alienated from their homelands, the critique 
should happen in that very same site. The crisis in the local inhabits the same space of the moral of the 
critique. This is the insight of the political thinker Reinhart Koselleck who points out that the words 
criticism and crisis share the same lexical origin, which means to “differentiate, select, judge, decide”.14 
Koselleck continues that crisis had meant “discrimination and dispute, but also decision”.15 Wendy 
Brown has noted that over time, critique would veer away from crisis, removed from the political life 
that the said critique could, from a calibrated distance, reconsider and then restore.16 The spirit of the 
confluence, however, between critique and crisis is still retained in the clinical term “critical condition”, 
or that “crucial stage of a disease in which a decision had to be made but had not yet been reached”, 
therefore an emergency that mingles the timely and the untimely.17

I preface this text with an instance of worlding, or better still, a reworlding through art history. At the 
entrance of the Postwar exhibition, we see the Bubble Machine of David Medalla, sharing space with 
an exhibition network consisting of the pieces of Atsuko Tanaka, John Chamberlain, Anthony Caro, 

12 “Apology for Modernity,” NSK State Pavilion, accessed 8 August 2019, https://nsk-state-pavilion.net/letter-to-nsk-citizens.
13 Ibid.
14 Reinhart Koselleck, Critique and Crisis: Enlightenment and the Pathogenesis of Modern Society (Cambridge: MIT Press, 

1988), 103.
15 Ibid.
16 See Wendy Brown, Edgework: Critical Essays on Knowledge and Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005).
17 Ibid., 6.
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Mathias Goeritz, and Sadamasa Motonaga. Medalla is an artist from the Philippines who left Manila 
in the sixties for America and Europe and initiated seminal articulations of kinetic and land art. The 
Bubble Machine or Cloud Canyons first made in 1961 evokes a migrant world that dissolves into various 
memories of Manila’s sea and sky; the clouds of New York; the death of a Japanese soldier; a stew of 
coconut milk; the beer in Edinburgh; among other inspirations. In my mind, the bubble is what Pierre 
Nora calls a lieu de memoire, a realm of memory, but it is also a trope of dissipation. The bubble is a gas 
in liquid; it forms and coalesces, and then vanishes. According to Guy Brett, Medalla’s project brought 
together “matter” and “energy”; it was “‘a something’ and ‘a nothing’ at the same time”, a “continuous 
repertoire of biomorphic forms which passed away as soon as they came into being”.18

With Medalla’s bubble, the iconic mushroom cloud of Hiroshima is replaced with a flimsy and delicate 
membrane that froths beautifully, forms pillars, falls off, only to ferment again and again. But because 
it is a machine and because it is not so ensconced and formidable, it is incessant and present, inviting 
people to touch it, play with it, belong to its space. Its porosity for me is exceptional. That said, Medalla, 
I am sure, is aware of how the Philippine archipelago is ceaselessly visited by natural disasters. The 
Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters reports that, since 1900, the “Philippines has 
experienced the most events defined as requiring international assistance”.19 Between 1900 and 1991, 
there was an average of eight disasters a year, making the country the hardest hit by natural disasters 
in 90 years. The country, however, is also blessed by a lush variety of natural species, ranking high in 
the marine world and close to the level of the Amazon in terms of endemic life of flora and fauna. The 
intense hybridity of nature tends to parallel the intense mixture in the culture, with the Austronesian 
archipelago of a thousand islands suffering three successive colonialisms of Spain, Japan, and the 
United States and currently experiencing the vast migration of its immense population, a tenth of 
which is overseas.

In the face of this context, how do we present a world that is at once interior and outward? I turn to 
the 19th century Philippine writer Francisco Baltazar for this. In one of the passages of the metrical 
romance Florante and Laura (1838), as the character Florante, captured and tied to a tree, wails about 
his homeland that is Albania, he speaks of a place that is within and beyond his broken country.

Sa loob at labas, nang bayan cong saui
Caliluha,i siyang nangyayaring hari,
Cagalinga,t bait ay nalulugami,
Ininis sa hucay nang dusa,t, pighati

18 Guy Brett, Carnival of Perception: Selected Writings on Art (London: Institute of International Visual Arts, 2004), 73.
19 Greg Bankoff, “Storms of History: Water, Hazard and Society in the Philippines 1565–1930,” in A World of Water: Rain, 

Rivers and Seas in Southeast Asian Histories, ed. Peter Boomgaard (Singapore: NUS Press, 2007), 153.

There, hapless state, and even ‘yond
Treason has flung his tyrant-bond,
Virtue the while lies moribund,
Stifled in sloughs of deep despond.20 

Florante and Laura narrates the political formation of Florante, an Albanian warrior who must contend 
with his rival the Count Adolfo, a usurper of the throne when the kingdom is besieged by the Moors. 
Adolfo forces Laura, the princess with whom Florante is betrothed, to marry him, while Florante is in 
the field of battle. Returning from victory, Florante is arrested and banished from Albania. The text 
may be read as a series of lamentations that describes an alternative heroic biography, in the sense that 
what Florante is made to instantiate is the procedure by which one gains consciousness of the crisis 
that troubles the land; it is through this trouble that the political is argued as born and raised in the 
thinking of the warrior, who, in scenes of introspection, turns into the hero of his country.

The complexity of the political consciousness that Baltazar projects onto Florante can be gleaned in the 
description of an extensive suffering (“bayan cong saui”). The crisis projects from the “loob” (interior) 
to the “labas” (extension); the crisis is not merely local, the Albanian emergency is a symptom of 
a malady that is felt at home but whose contagion must be sensed from coordinates beyond the 
locality. This is where Baltazar’s critique of empire may be argued as intricately conceptualized from an 
imagination of an ecology. 

The interior and the extension are only split insofar as these local terms delineate boundaries that take 
root, on the one hand, but migrate, on the other. Hence, a second moment appears to diminish the 
dichotomy, as Baltazar intimates what could be more productive in the narration of a heroic biography-
-Florante’s consciousness tilting to the world beyond the locale where suffering may also be sensed, but 
only to be shared, through sympathy. At this point, the rendition of the “hapless state” is productive; as 
a phrase that interrupts the proximity between there and beyond, it distinguishes the imperiled space 
as that which prompts the crisis of the local to be recognized in cadence with the world at a tangent. 
The broken country that becomes a hapless state resonates with Enwezor’s “state of things” in the global 
world and the NSK Pavilion’s “state in time”.  

This is where the figuration of the Philippines as Albania transcends the function of setting; the two 
states become co-extensive as “hapless states” in a genealogy of crisis and suffering. For the hero to 
become conscious of this crisis and suffering, he must be thrust into another world that enables him to 
understand himself, at the same time that the local becomes more immediate and material, now that it 
is no longer bound to origin. It is this moment through which the scales of suffering are revealed that 

20 Francisco Baltazar, Florante at Laura, trans. Trinidad Tarrosa-Subido, accessed 16 August 2019, https://www.kapitbisig.
com/philippines/florante-at-laura-by-francisco-baltazar-a-complete-english-version-the-beginning-of-the-story_1197.
html.
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the interior becomes intersubjective. Inhospitable to crisis and suffering beyond its own borders, the 
“hapless state” is that which is unable to understand oneself and the other. Upon capture, Florante’s 
haplessness is even more tangible in the forest, where his alienation from the Albanian homeland 
becomes an instance of human solitude within an unsympathetic nature.

This extension of sympathy, this co-suffering, initiates what I call a geopoetic of co-suffering. Here the 
locality extends and is no longer caught in a dichotomy with the global. We can mark that moment as 
an extensive locality so that we extricate ourselves from the oftentimes unproductive duality between 
a vernacular or provincial local and a worldly global. In this situation, the local gathers scales of 
relationships. That said, the persistence of violence cannot be overlooked. It should, in fact, be seen in 
relation to what fragments or fractures, what breaks the local. It is at this point that I turn to the term 
dislocal, how the local splits and then reconstitutes itself. The exemplary moment in this regard is a 
woman’s evocation of colonial violence. Salud Algabre was a revolutionary who took part in a peasant 
rebellion against the Americans in the 30s, tracing the arc of iniquity to the time when the Philippines 
was ruled by Spain. She remembers how in her town there was a bell: “During summer, when the water 
was clear, you could see down through the depths, down to where it stood. The reason they disposed of 
it was because mothers–early in their pregnancy–would give birth prematurely upon hearing it toll.”21 
In an interview, Algabre asserts that “no uprising fails. Each one is a step in the right direction”.22 The 
dislocale here is a wrenching biopolitical scene, aborting the very life as it comes in contact with the 
sound of religion. It, however, does not remain in negation. It reconstructs a transformative condition 
but it does so successively and not necessarily progressively as in the modernist contemplation, or 
incrementally, even alternatingly, rather than immediately as in the avant-garde expectation. This 
reconstruction is possible only in proliferating translations so that the dislocale inevitably turns into 
a translocale. I converse here with Ackbar Abbas, writing on the politics of disappearance in Hong 
Kong, who advises “that instead of thinking in terms of displacements, a movement somewhere else, it 
is important to think in terms of dislocation, which is the transformation of place”.23 And this place is 
not “somewhere else”, it is generated recurrently within itself through the tilt, through the tropic, which 
is the turn of the earth and the turn of the technology of presence.

I would like to participate in this conversation on the diaspora as prompted by this anthology by 
insinuating a method of constellating the trope of belongings. A significant aspect of this procedure 
pertains to the curatorial: how thinking through relations generates ways by which these relations 
could be brought together. In this regard, I respond to two propositions. The first one is by Michael 
Serres who fleshes out the global this way: “The global (matter, energy, information…law) comes to 
a locality (cell, body, town…an element of the countryside) through its surroundings (membrane, 
skin, peripheral walls, borders…circumstances) where it negotiates its transit or passage through an 

21 David Sturtevant, Popular Uprisings in the Philippines (1840-1940) (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1976), 299.
22 Ibid., 296.
23 Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 

146.

exchanger.”24 The exchanger may well be the vector of the curatorial: “So the exchanger splits one line 
into two, and so as to avoid an intersection on the same plane, also into three dimensions, efflorescent. 
Left, right, between, loop, braid, up and down, over, under, knots explore places. An orderly ramble. 
Here optimization does not require you to cross rapidly, but rather to thread your way between: instead 
of abolishing space, movement creates it or makes it flourish…Space proliferates.”25

Diaspora may well be construed as an instance of a proliferation, a dispersal that is also a sedimentation, 
an uprooting and a re-rooting, either way radical in the sense of the act of beginnings and then of 
growth. In remarking on the diasporic, we might want to look beyond the politics of migration and 
dwell more deeply on re-location as well as on queer, transversal ramification of bodies and ecologies. 
In this light, our reflection need not lapse into recognition and representation, a repetition of the 
politics of identity that the diasporic could actually refuse and resist. Elizabeth Grosz’s injunction 
about the struggle of women and other subject-formations is salient. She states that this struggle “is 
not a struggle by subjects to be recognized and valued, to be and to be seen to be what they are, but a 
struggle to mobilize and transform the position of women, the alignment of forces that constitute that 
‘identity’ and ‘position,’ that stratification that stabilizes itself as a place and an identity”.26 It is worth 
noting how Grosz punctuates this call with the conjuncture of place and identity, an assemblage that is 
so crucial in the diasporic discourse, so crucial that is has inevitably to be reconsidered.

With this in mind, a large number of the essays in this volume “curates” the diasporic away from 
identity, releasing it into the struggle “to mobilize and transform” in what Arjun Appadurai calls 
“process geographies”27 and what Michel Foucault describes as the “sudden vicinity of things”.28 This 
is a partial account, however. The fuller chronicle lies in the fine grain of the texts in this collection 
in which colleagues in the artistic, art historical, and curatorial field try to dissolve the calcification 
of academic categories and introduce new procedures of gathering and gleaning sensible forms and 
phenomena. They unveil the various mutations of diaspora. Diaspora is seen only as a cipher or a term 
to be put under erasure. Through their work, the diasporic dilates and elaborates as artistic mobility. It 
pushes back and pulls away from national or regional art history as it engages with “identifications on 
the move” that reset “nexuses and referential points of network”. What about the art that is curatorially 
mediated? It, too, yields theoretical opportunities in the form of a gamut of tropes like “collateral 
damage”, “unbelonging”, and reconfigurations.  The diasporic conjures movement, but it may also 
intimate “dwelling in travel” even as it grapples with the demands of the heterotopic cosmopolis. 

24 Michael Serres, The Five Senses: A Philosophy of Mingled Bodies (London: Continuum, 2008), 300.
25 Ibid.
26 Elizabeth Grosz, “The Time of Thought,” in Time Travels: Feminism, Nature, Power (New South Wales: Allen and Unwin, 

2005), 167.
27 Arjun Appadurai, “Grassroots Globalization and the Research Imagination,” Public Culture 12, no. 1 (2000): 7.
28  Michel Foucault, Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York: Pantheon, 1971), xv.
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Into these felicitous evocations of the diasporic, I loop Rosi Braidotti’s ruminations on nomadic 
thinking, an inflection of the diasporic. According to Braidotti: “The motions and passions of the 
cognitive, perceptive, and affective faculties engender creative leaps of the imagination that animate 
the mind, illuminate the senses, and connect transversally well beyond the frame of the individual 
self. Nomadic philosophy is the discursive practice with the highest degree of affinity to the mobility 
of intelligence: it is both physical, material, and yet speculative and ethereal…Philosophical thought is 
structurally nomadic.”29

To speak to and of the diasporic might be akin to work on and through the curatorial, a geopoetic of 
co-incidental time.

29 Rosi Braidotti, Nomadic Theory: The Portable Rosi Braidotti (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 3.
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INTRODUCTION

Mobility and Curating the Contemporary
Loredana Pazzini-Paracciani

Many years in the making, this anthology emerged from the editors and writers’ sheer determination 
to tackle the overwhelming state of affairs occurring time and again in Southeast Asia in relation to 
mobility, border crossing, and contemporary art, and to explore how much these inform each other (if 
at all) in today’s visual culture. The title is telling. Interlaced Journeys: Diaspora and the Contemporary 
in Southeast Asia suggests, from the outset, the existence of interconnected paths that, crossing over 
each other, come to define the diasporic condition shared by many in culturally diverse Southeast Asia. 
Inclusiveness, in fact, underlines the main aim of this volume: to be a discursive platform with and for 
the people, on which to voice personal and communal concerns that enable us all to learn from one 
another on how we witness and experience diaspora today. To do so, while this volume respectfully 
acknowledges the critical literature developed on diaspora as a postcolonial subject of inquiry, and 
its outreach in sociology and migration studies, it pushes the boundaries beyond the ‘conceptual’ to 
explore diaspora as a life experience against that of contemporary art.   

Developed in the 1990s, the concept of diaspora gained significant currency in the anthropological 
and cultural fields in relation to mass movements of people primarily in Europe, Middle East, the 
Americas, and Africa. The adoption of diaspora as a methodology to consider the movement of people 
in and of Southeast Asia, amid geopolitical conflict, economic struggle, and ethnic diversity, however, 
has received limited scholarly attention over the years. This volume examines this geographical gap in 
the subject of diaspora specifically in relation to contemporary art. Regional awareness  on diaspora 
and art has been confined, for the most part, to postcolonial studies that consider specific migratory 
groups in relation to art practices, but that may not adopt diaspora as a working framework to trace 
contemporary art narratives across histogeographical boundaries and cultural transformations.1 
Specifically in contemporary art discourse, apart from selected curatorial projects and exhibitions,2 

1 See, among others, Jonathan H.X. Lee, Southeast Asian Diaspora in the United States: Memories and Visions, Yesterday, Today, 
and Tomorrow (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014), an extensive collection of academia centered 
on Southeast Asian diaspora in the United States; Hae-kyung Um, Diasporas and Interculturalism in Asian Performing Arts: 
Translating Traditions (Oxford: Routledge-Curzon, 2005), which focuses on the performing arts, such as theater, dance and 
music, of the Asian diaspora; and gender studies in Isabelle Thuy Pelaud et al, Troubling Borders: An Anthology of Art and 
Literature by Southeast Asian Women in the Diaspora (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2014). 

2 A recent group exhibition Afterwork (2016) at Para Site, Hong Kong, includes a roundtable and workshops, exploring 
class, race, labor, and migration in Hong Kong and nearby regions as part of the ongoing Hong Kong’s Migrant Domestic 
Workers Project. Brigitta Isabella, one of the contributors to Interlaced Journeys, worked with the migrant workers for the 
anthology of diaspora literature published in conjunction with the exhibition, titled Afterwork Readings/Babasahin Matapos 
ang Trabajo/Bacaan Selepas Kerja /工餘.
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specialized academic journals,3 and roundtable discussions at ubiquitous biennales across the region,4 
the subject of diaspora in and of Southeast Asia, with its related features of migration, displacement, 
and return, is treated fragmentarily and does not conform simply to general categorization in 
national art histories. This is partly due to the composite nature of Southeast Asia itself, a region that 
encompasses an “overwhelming diversity” of ethnicities, religions, languages, and histories that make 
it problematic to define Southeast Asian contemporary art,5 and from there to map uniform artistic 
tendencies relative to diasporic identities. 

At the same time, there is growing interest in the subject of diaspora in art history and contemporary 
social studies at the international level. Nikos Papastergiadis in his postscript to this anthology attributes 
this wider exposure of the subject to the hypermobility of artists and curators alike, and the rise of 
global art discourses that have “debunked the comprehensive capacities and exposed the essentialist 
flaws of the old art historical models”. To these obsolete art historical paradigms, Papastergiadis offers 
an alternative “that is both ancient and new: an aesthetic cosmopolitanism” that can be operational 
in Southeast Asia and elsewhere by a spirit of friendship6 and collaboration among mobile artists and 
ever-mobile curators, in an efficient mode of critical exchange and knowledge production.7

Altogether, these are the premises and cornerstones of Interlaced Journeys: Diaspora and the 
Contemporary in Southeast Asian Art: to be a collaborative project informed by curatorial investigation 
and sustained by the same spirit of friendship and solidarity mentioned above, whereby the volume’s 
extensive research hinges on ongoing communication among the writers—respected art historians, 
curators, and diaspora subject specialists from Southeast Asia and beyond—as well as the continuous 
dialogue with the artists and art practitioners that are the subject of investigation of this volume, 
and its very inspiration. Indeed, as an independent (thus mobile) curator, through my groundwork 
in Thailand and the rest of Southeast Asia, visits to artists’ studios, field research, interviews, and in 
loco documentation, I have learned that there are far too many artists whose voices speak of diaspora, 
whose artistic narratives map diasporic journeys, and whose lives are marked by antagonism towards 
their homelands. Their stories pivot on the notion of the border as a cultural and geopolitical divide in 
a progressively borderless society. 

3 The seminal journal Third Text established in 1987 by London-based Pakistani artist and curator Rasheed Araeen has 
incorporated the writings of a number of Southeast Asian scholars, occasionally, on the topic of diaspora, which have 
revealed important perspectives in the discourse of Southeast Asian contemporary art and the diaspora.

4 In Thailand alone, the unprecedented surge of biennales (Thailand has never held a biennale before) manifests in 2018, three 
in all, two in Bangkok: The Bangkok Art Biennale, and the Bangkok Biennale; and one in Krabi, the Krabi Biennale. These 
biennales were announced at different times in 2016, creating high interest and expectations on the Thai art scene. 

5 See Joan Kee, “Introduction Contemporary Southeast Asian Art: The Right Kind of Trouble,” Third Text 25, no. 4 (July 2011): 
374–75.  

6 Nikos Papastergiadis refers to Zoe Butt’s reference of the term “friendship” to describe her curatorial practice as “dialogical 
intercontextuality of engaging artists and their art to create encounters between aesthetics and politics”. See Ute Meta Bauer 
and Brigitte Oetker, eds., SouthEastAsia: Spaces of the Curatorial (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2016), 207–8. 

7 In relation to art in the global context, see also Nikos Papastergiadis, Cosmopolitanism and Culture (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012).

With Interlaced Journeys, we decided to engage in these stories in a dynamic way, as the stories themselves 
are. Hence, eschewing uniform writing styles, we favoured  a “hybrid thinking” approach, which aims to 
integrate curatorial engagement with academic research, in order to enable this volume to function as a 
creative platform where artists, curators, and historians are invited to participate as vectors of exchange 
and “proliferation” to examine the multifarious aesthetics of the diasporic experience. This is also the 
proposition, and inspiration, Patrick D. Flores ruminates on in his foreword: to interweave spaces of 
knowledge and cultural diversity, across boundaries, and in transit. From this perspective, this anthology’s 
framework embraces the hybrid thinking proposition, whereby curatorial practice is taken inclusively 
both as a work method to collate and organize the writings via its sustained curatorial thread, and also as 
a line of inquiry into whether mobility as a curatorial strategy responds to the mobility of art and artists. 

The mobile curator

As a brand definition that equates with nomadic art practices, the mobile curator thrives among art 
residencies, research initiatives, and job openings the world over.8 However, specifically to Southeast 
Asia, the figure of the mobile curator has gained critical traction only in recent decades to fill the 
academic and research gaps left by institutions—thus “on weak footing on Asian academia, art history 
has neither the critical mass nor institutional density to reset the research agenda”.9 

Hence, relatively new in the region, the emergence of mobile curatorial practices in Southeast Asia 
can be traced back to the early 1990s to key individuals that have championed Southeast Asian visual 
narratives abroad. Flores has analyzed this phenomenon to great extent in his work by focusing 
on renowned curatorial figures such as Apinan Poshyananda, who has been instrumental in the 
expansion of the geographical parameters of Southeast Asian art through, for instance, the pioneering 
art exhibition Traditions/Tensions (1996) at the Asia Society in New York.10 This seminal exhibition 
not only enacted a diasporic reconfiguration of Southeast Asian art abroad, a notion Niranjan Rajah 

8 Consider, for instance, the recent activities organized by Independent Curators International (ICI) to facilitate networking 
opportunities for young curators and to explore mobile curatorial methods. See “Recent Events,” ICF | International 
Curators Forum, accessed 18 December 2017, https://www.internationalcuratorsforum.org.  

9 On canonization in art history in Southeast Asia, David Teh discusses the role of the “hypermobile, independent curator” 
filling the gaps left by art historical research in the attempt, shared by transitional contemporary art, to group and “regroup” 
art. See David Teh’s curatorial essay for the exhibition Misfits: Pages from a Loose-leaf Modernity at Haus der Kulturen der 
Welt, Berlin, 2017.  

10 In the same spirit of Traditions/Tensions,  Asia Society New York recently hosted the exhibition After Darkness: Southeast 
Asian Art in the Wake of History (2017) curated by Tan Boon Hui, which proposes to the Western public, through an 
articulated curatorial approach, the socially engaged artistic practices of contemporary Southeast Asia. As reviewed: “The 
art in ‘After Darkness: Southeast Asian Art in the Wake of History’, at the Asia Society on Park Avenue, is the fruit of this 
global shift. The work here comes from Indonesia, Myanmar (or Burma) and Vietnam, though with just seven artists and 
one collective, it’s small enough to avoid the curse of the ‘regional show’ and doesn’t force any unity on a diverse lineup.” See 
Jason Farago, “Southeast Asia Stakes Its Claim in the Art World,” New York Times, 27 September 2017, https://www.nytimes.
com/2017/09/27/arts/design/southeast-asian-art-asia-society.html. 
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counter-argues in his essay that by emphasizing transnational, thus exportable, “visual languages”, 
the exhibition risked diluting “specific cultural references” of Southeast Asia, but also contributed 
to defining the figure of the (mobile) curator as “agent provocateur, activist, organizer, ideologue, 
ethnographer, translator, harbinger, gatekeeper, intellectual, innovator, networker, catalyst, platform 
maker, discoverer, and mediator”.11

Twenty years later, we are faced with the fact that curatorial mobility has become a prerequisite of 
the art world, punctuated by the growing number of art fairs, biennales, art residencies, and traveling 
exhibitions that require diasporic traveling patterns on the parts of both artists and curators. While 
these art events populate the global art world, the increasing number of private museums in Southeast 
Asia signals the need to engage with local communities through local and/or international art, which in 
turn becomes diasporic from its center polity. Biennales and art fairs on one hand and private museums 
on the other, these factors contribute to a wider circulation of art, and in so doing promote artistic 
and curatorial mobility. By negotiating Southeast Asian regional art discourses at the international 
level, the curator is invested in bringing culture abroad and being in transit in a nomadic manner that 
resonates with Peter Sloterdijk’s “self without place” elaborated acutely by Vipash Purichanont, that is, 
the curator encapsulates what Sloterdijk refers to as a globalized subjectivity without deep roots, and 
in transit, open to develop new relations anywhere. In this process, curatorial practices feed the need 
for the diasporic mobility of the artists; at the same time, artistic mobility requires curatorial mobile 
practices in a continuum that often culminates in exhibitions or art initiatives for and with diasporic 
communities. In facilitating the circulation of art narratives from the center polity outwards, the risk 
that mobile curatorial practices may incur, Brigitta Isabella warns us, is the crafting of an artificial 
representation of national identities to the end of representing art from a specific locality. While this 
is a risk the mobile curator needs to be aware of, the mobility of such curatorial practices, which by 
definition are not rooted in a specific locale, can in turn provide alternative and critical narratives 
that may not be deployed otherwise. In the same spirit, Eva Bentcheva argues that artistic mobility 
and diaspora need to be framed cautiously by Southeast Asian curatorial endeavors, as their reference 
to the traveling of artists and curators may also limit how art practices are used to regulate national 
agendas, and the “art continuity” of a specific diasporic subjectivity.

Framed in this context, the aim and intent of Interlaced Journeys is to examine the notion of “mobility” 
and that of the “diasporic” from the perspective of art so as to understand if a specific aesthetics is 
derived from the diasporic experience, or arguably the opposite,12 and to identify the interpretive 
techniques that map this aesthetics onto the cartography of contemporary art history in Southeast 

11 Patrick D. Flores, “Turns in Tropics,” in Modern and Contemporary Southeast Asian Art: An Anthology, eds. Nora A. Taylor 
and Boreth Ly (Ithaca: Cornell Southeast Asian Program Publications, 2012): 185. 

12 For example, Pamela Corey has explored alternative readings of diasporic art practices. In her analysis of artists Sopheap 
Pich and Dinh Q. Lê, who grew up in the United States and returned to Cambodia and Vietnam, respectively, Corey proposes 
a contrasting reading of trauma and the refugee diasporic experience, to see their use of local art and aesthetics instead 
through the lens of Southeast Asian conceptual art. See Pamela Corey, “Beyond yet Toward Representation: Diasporic 
Artists and Craft as Conceptualism in Contemporary Southeast Asia,” Journal of Modern Craft 9, no. 2 (July 2016): 162–63. 

Asia. The prism of possibilities that stems from this proposition is expanded by the narrative of the 
chapters that, as distinct as they are, base their arguments on two shared coordinates: the notion of the 
majority polity, the nation or homeland; and the intersecting dispersal of people “dwelling in travel”,13 
belonging (or unbelonging) to the very polity. These arguments are unpacked by the writers through 
the visual expression of recurring conceptual markers: the global mobility of the artist, curator, and 
the “art exhibition”; the historization of trauma through art, diasporic memory, and free speech14; the 
marginalization of ethnic groups, the dispossessed, and the stateless individual, relegated to the status 
of subaltern, which may be voiced by counter-historiographic art practices; and diasporic art practices 
or those that are defined as such, in which the personal and communal are repositioned through social 
practice, employing the body of the diasporic artist as embodiment of home, tradition, and territory.

The journey begins

Interlaced Journeys takes as its point of departure the diasporic events that have occurred in 
Southeast Asia since the Cold War that today may still exert its impact. Within this chronology, 
the volume acknowledges the appellation of Southeast Asia as a geographical area after the Second 
World War, and upholds the intention of historians of Southeast Asia to authenticate the region, in 
this case the diaspora in and of Southeast Asia, as a growing field of inquiry.15 Most of the chapters 
illustrate specific countries. However, instead of geographical or temporal order, they find their 
natural placements in three classifications: Locality and Movement; Art and Politics; and Trans-
spatial Bodies. From this perspective, the chapters are arranged around the key aspects of diaspora 
as defined by James Clifford, a recurring reference in this volume, as an expatriate community 
dispersed from the original “center” but that maintains the “memory” of homeland, which is held 
as the eventual place of “return”.16 Nonetheless, while all ten chapters provide context and offer 
interpretations of “diasporic art” as Rajah states, and the diasporic condition of the artist, they also 
raise questions that in turn serve as indicators of the (many) alternative ways we may interpret the 
relationship between art and diaspora, a condition implicated with notions of exile, migration, and 

13 James Clifford understands these nomadic individuals as “dwelling in travel” who submit their identities to “routes” rather 
than “roots”, “in a moving picture of a world that doesn’t stand still”. See James Clifford, “The Transit Lounge of Culture,” 
Times Literary Supplement, 3 May 1991, 7. Similarly, Papastergiadis notes that artists in recent years have “engaged issues 
that are pertinent to different locales throughout the world. This nomadic sensibility is not necessarily a rootless experience”. 
See Nikos Papastergiadis, op. cit.  

14 For the right to remember and the responsibility to recall, see Marie-Aude Baronian, Stephen Besser, and Yolande Jansen, 
Diaspora and Memory: Figures of Displacement in Contemporary Literature, Arts and Politics (Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi 
BV, 2006).  

15 Craig J. Reynolds, “A New Look at Old Southeast Asia,” The Journal of Asian Studies 54 (1995): 437. 
16  James Clifford, “Diasporas,” Cultural Anthropology 9, no. 3 (1994): 304, in relation to William Safran, “Diasporas in Modern 

Societies: Myths of Homeland and Return,” Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies 1, no. 1 (Spring 1991): 83–99. 
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displacement.17 Because of the complexity of mobilizing diasporic art within any of these notions, it is 
important to remark on the methodology employed by the writings, or rather the absence of one absolute 
approach to favor a variety of methods, from the case study approach, to the use of semiotics, geopolitics, 
and postcolonial and diaspora theories. This concurrence of methods reflects the diversity of the writers 
from established academics and theorists, to the younger generation of art historians, curators, and 
specialists who constitute the voices of tomorrow, imparting a productive congruence of academia and 
insight anthologized from intersecting fields of research and curatorship in one publication. This effort 
in harmonizing knowledge production on one hand advocates hybrid thinking, encouraging scope and 
inclusiveness, and on the other hand, it underlines the writers’ diversity as a reflection of the multiplicity 
of this vast land and sea we call Southeast Asia, and in which we aspire to further our knowledge.18 This 
cultural heterogeneity is paramount to the region, as it is to this publication.

Locality and movement

Eva Bentcheva, Vipash Purichanont, and Nikita Yingqian Cai introduce us to the historiography of the 
region by exploring the implications of mobility, traveling, and the delocalized community from the 
“center” as a strategy in framing diasporic curatorial practices, and their challenges and alternatives. 
By problematizing artistic mobility versus diaspora, Bentcheva questions how these two terms in art 
history and curatorship may be used to indicate the same migratory experience. Although both imply 
traveling, in “artistic mobility”, traveling is a temporary and possibly resolved condition; of “diaspora”, 
traveling is “dwelling in travel”,19 which involves longing for and belonging to a center. Furthermore, 
with Southeast Asia and its multifarious historical and contemporary linkages, the curatorial strategy 
to frame artistic mobility and diaspora may also address the national identity and the notion of the 
homeland. Bentcheva specifically employs the case study approach on the relation between diaspora 
and movement in Philippine contemporary art, focusing on selected exhibitions that conceptually 
examine the gap between home and abroad. While diasporic dispersion and mobility cannot be 
separated, Bentcheva argues that diaspora studies may no longer be the primary resource through 
which to grasp diasporic aesthetics.

Bentcheva’s approach finds resonance in Purichanont’s preoccupation with differentiating diaspora 
from “diasporic movement”, an ambiguous yet considerably appropriate term for the present globalized 
state, then deliberating on the role of curatorial practice in and for diasporic communities, and the 
difficulties in being recognized within regional art history. While Purichanont notes that in Southeast 
Asian art discourse, diaspora refers to artists and artworks but not to exhibitions, he insists this paradigm 

17 See Kobena Mercer, ed., Exiles, Diasporas and Strangers (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2008). 
18 O.W. Wolters, “Towards Defining Southeast Asian History,” in History, Culture, and Region in Southeast Asian Perspectives 

(New York: SEAP Publications, 1999). 
19 Clifford, “Transit Lounge,” op. cit.  

should be shifted to acknowledge not only the artist but also the curator, and thus curatorial practice. 
He offers a comparative analysis of selected art events that were organized for diasporic communities 
in “remote control” mode by the “center” polity, in this case Thailand, alongside events organized 
hands-on by diasporic curators in the interest of diasporic subjectivity. This comparative study reveals 
how the “dwelling in travel” nature of diasporic curatorial practice is a potentially productive means of 
engaging with the notion of cultural belonging.

On the other hand, Yingqian Cai, in her chapter for this volume “Where is the Dragon Boat Going? New 
Institutional Geographies of Our Times”, investigates “recent geopolitical changes and the migration of 
materiality, ideas and knowledge in the global network” within institutional geographies. In particular, 
she examines the diasporic curatorial models adopted or developed by Guangdong Times Museum, a 
fairly new, non-profit establishment that, by virtue of its geographical location in the Pearl River Delta 
region, functions as a pivoting platform for exhibitions and cultural programs that revolve around the 
notion of diaspora and being on the move.

Art and politics

The “politics” of the motherland is the center of the diasporic trajectory. We see this for instance 
in the migratory fluxes of the boat people during and after the Vietnam War, and of the stateless 
and displaced in the ethnically fragmented Burma/Myanmar. In this context the chapters by Cathy 
Schlund-Vials and Zasha Colah weigh in on the notion of “memory” to re-examine the political past 
of a few Southeast Asian countries, and trace the loci between the localities of art, trauma, and exile.

For Schlund-Vials, the trauma of the Vietnam War has persisted up to the present, and it is manifested 
in what she defines as the “military-inflected” aesthetics of the artists: Cambodian Vandy Rattana, Lao/
Cambodian-American Sayon Syprasoeuth, and Vietnamese-American Dinh Q. Lê. She foregrounds 
in detail the political context of the Vietnam War, which involved Cambodia and Laos, and catalyzed 
the late 20th century Southeast Asian diaspora. Her essay also examines the American definition of 
“collateral damage” on the region through the analysis of the practice of these three artists, which she 
argues impacts their critical art-making today.

Therein an important question arises: does being diasporic imply discontent with or restitution to the 
home country? In her chapter, Colah carefully unpacks the terms “belonging” and “un-belonging” 
through a critical analysis of two activist-artists exiled from Myanmar: Chaw Ei Thein, who established 
the art@apt in New York City in 2009 as a center for traveling or exiled artists from Myanmar; and 
Sawangwongse Yawnghwe, who founded the Yawnghwe Office in Exile in 2015, a curatorial project 
that traces the story of exile of his Shan family.20 Colah’s exploration of the works is an epiphany of the 

20 In the exhibition Body Luggage: Migrations of Gestures curated by Colah at Kunsthaus Graz in 2016, she addresses issues of 
belonging, and of body language, “the only luggage we are able to carry” in a situation of exigency. See Zasha Colah, ed., 
Body Luggage: Migration of Gestures (exh. cat.) (Berlin: Archive Books, 2016).  
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situation of marginalization, deportation, exile, and migration in ethnically fragmented Myanmar. In 
unraveling diasporic subjectivity, where do we place, conceptually over and above geographically, the 
stateless individual “belonging to none, having no social contract with any nation-state, undeportable, 
returnable to none”? This is a question without an easy answer, and is, most likely, a fundamental 
issue in human rights. The position of urgency taken by Colah compels us to reflect on the composite 
appellation of diaspora as immigrant, expat, resident, displaced person, refugee, minority, deportee, 
outsider, or alien—essential signifiers of a subjectivity that belongs to no majority polity but to the 
diasporic community.

Trans-spatial bodies: the mobile artist

If the diasporic subjectivity of the artist spans time and space in the migratory rhetoric in which 
home, memory, and return reconcile with one another, I would argue that the body becomes the site 
of departure and arrival, or the vessel of the diasporic journey. In their respective chapters, Ashley 
Thompson and Niranjan Rajah open a dialogue on the actual physicality of the “body”, that of the 
Buddha figure or, in Rajah’s case, the artist as a diasporic signifier. In particular, Thompson scrutinizes 
diaspora through the Buddha figure, a lone and empty signifier that can be invested with new meaning 
according to the beholder’s interpretation, “because the Buddha also means precisely and essentially 
no one, the Buddha figure can be anything for anyone”. Deviating from the historical connotation as 
a religious figure, the Buddha signifies not only doctrine and teachings, but also home and tradition 
for the diasporic community. Significantly, homelessness is the condition of the Buddha’s life. In 
Thompson’s investigation of contemporary Cambodia in her essay, she contemplates the works and 
visual strategies of the artists Anida Yoeu Ali and Amy Lee Sanford, who left Cambodia at an early 
age and grew up in the United States. Through specific works that involve the “body”, both Ali and 
Sanford perform a Buddhist embodiment, Thompson argues, which is contemporary to their diasporic 
subjectivity and imparts the interpretation of the Buddha figure as the “matrix for place and space”.

Rajah extends the notion of the body as diasporic subjectivity, reflecting on the self and his own 
diasporic experience. Born in Sri Lanka (British Ceylon at that time), Rajah moved to Malaysia as a 
child, studied in the United Kingdom, and returned to Kuala Lumpur with his English wife. Together 
with his family he now lives in Canada, where he has resided for ten years. His artistic journey follows 
his nomadic life, and his life and art together become the archive of his diasporic condition. Akin to 
Clifford’s “dwelling in time”, Rajah considers how (his) art has developed parallel with time in this 
diasporic condition, and how it intersects with the intemporal transmission of culture, and myths and 
icons in history. By focusing on home, country and territory through personal and communal history, 
the art practice of the diasporic artist, Rajah affirms, becomes a social practice.21

21 Rajah refers to his work The Koboi Project, last iterated at the Singapore Biennale 2016 An Atlas of Mirrors in the section 
“A Somewhere or Elsewhere” that examined displacement, homelessness and alienation of the migrant experience, and 
featured works by artists from Pakistan, Vietnam, India and Malaysia.   

The same act of dwelling in what Clifford defines “transit lounge” is adopted by Brigitta Isabella who 
apprehends “mobility” and “travel” as bearings on which to advance and transform knowledge in the 
global society. Isabella considers the experience of being mobile through the traveling practices of 
Indonesian artist Tintin Wulia and the art collective Ahmett Salina that challenge state narratives, 
also addressed by Bentcheva, and expose the commodification of culture in art. Isabella positions 
mobility as an intellectual choice, an intentional undertaking by her selected artists to eschew the state-
commodified Indonesian-ness, and instead explore displaced identities in the process of travel across 
geopolitical boundaries.

This anthology opens with an insightful foreword by Patrick D. Flores, where he proposes to draw 
a crucial nexus in contemporary art discourse, that of positing curatorial practice as akin to the 
diasporic quest. This proposition is further unpacked through the chapters in different ways, and it 
is sustained by the approach of this anthology, which is positioned at the convergence of curatorial 
investigation as a discursive platform that abide by inclusiveness of perspectives to explore diaspora 
as a life experience in respect of contemporary art in Southeast Asia. The book concludes with an 
equally illuminating postscript by Nikos Papastergiadis that condenses the dilemma we all face in 
the current global art discourse. While we might not all be diasporic in the sense of seeking refuge 
or fleeing crises, we all partake of a nomadic experience of art, whereby mobility has become 
an ongoing feature of life, a mobility that increasingly eludes geographical boundaries, as well as 
cultural markers. In this sense Papastergiadis’s framing of cosmopolitanism offers “another way of 
seeing and being in the world”, perhaps more optimistic, where there is no diaspora in displacement, 
as we all belong to a more inclusive and embracing cosmos. It is fitting in this context that the 
mobility of diasporic art practices and of the curatorial may find a unified trajectory, traveling not 
away from a locus, but towards a new destination.
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LOCALITY AND MOVEMENT:
Redefining the ‘Diasporic’ in Southeast Asian Art Practices



Distinguishing Artistic Mobility from Diaspora through 
Philippine Art History
    

Introduction

In light of a flourishing interest in art and migration, the notion of “diaspora” has repeatedly 
surfaced in curatorial practices about, and from Southeast Asia. In its most basic sense, diaspora 
denotes a group of people who migrate abroad for a range of imposed or personal reasons, the most 
commonly cited of which are forced relocation, and the pursuit of economic benefits or political 
freedoms. Yet, the term implies much more than the physical act of travel and resettlement. It 
also invokes sentiments of community, belonging, continuity, identity, generational difference, and 
cultural lineage. In the words of Khachig Tölölyan: 

Diasporicity manifests itself in relations of difference. The diasporic community 
sees itself as linked to but different from those among whom it has settled; 
eventually, it also comes to see itself as powerfully linked to, but in some ways 
different from, the people in the homeland as well.1

By inviting discussions into identity’s social, political, and psychological dimensions, diaspora has 
also become an attractive trope in curatorial practices, through which it has served to converse 
with cultural studies, political science, and anthropology.2 Most visibly, it has been mobilized via 
contemporary art exhibitions to address the agency of marginalized ethnic groups,3 as well as to 
historicize the expression of trauma and freedom of speech via art.4 Yet, as seen in a number of 
recent high-profile exhibitions, such as Ai Wei Wei (2019) at Kunstsammlung NRW in Düsseldorf, 

1 Khachig Tölölyan, “The Contemporary Discourse of Diaspora Studies,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the 
Middle East 27, no. 3 (2007): 650.

2 This crossing of disciplines has been crucially advanced in the 1980s through the emergence of publications such as the 
academic journal, Third Text, established by the Britain-based Pakistani artist and writer Rasheed Araeen in 1987. 

3 An example of a recent exhibition highlighting ethnicity as a key theme in contemporary art is the “Diaspora Pavilion”, 
curated by David A. Bailey and Jessica Taylor at the 2017 Venice Biennale. This exhibition features Britain-based artists 
of Asian, Afro-Caribbean and African descent: Larry Achiampong, Barby Asante, Sokari Douglas Camp, Libita Clayton, 
Kimathi Donkor, Michael Forbes, Ellen Gallagher, Nicola Green, Joy Gregory, Isaac Julien, Dave Lewis, Hew Locke, susan 
pui san lok, Paul Maheke, Khadija Saye, Yinka Shonibare MBE, Erika Tan, Barbara Walker, and Abbas Zahedi. For literature 
on diaspora as an artistic identity, see David Bailey, ed., Shades of Black: Assembling Black Arts in 1980s Britain (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2005), and Khaled Ramadan, ed., Peripheral Insider: Perspectives on Contemporary Internationalism 
in Visual Culture (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum, 2007). 

4 See Kobena Mercer, ed., Exiles, Diasporas and Strangers (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2008).
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Germany, “artistic mobility” as a lifestyle choice and prerequisite for survival in the contemporary 
art world, remains seldom differentiated from “diaspora” as a complex, shared form of identification 
and representation.5

 

5 Ai Wei Wei (18 May – 1 September 2019), curated by Susanne Gaensheimer, Doris Krystof, and Falk Wolf at the 
Kunstsammlung NRW in Düsseldorf, Germany. In this exhibition, the persecution of Ai Wei Wei at the hands of the Chinese 
regime, and the artist’s subsequent decision to migrate abroad, is used throughout the exhibition to preface his interest in, 
and engagement with, persecuted migrant communities, such as refugees migrating from the Middle East to Europe. 

This paper contends that exhibitions with a focus on modern and contemporary art all too readily 
stress the itinerant background of the artists in order to explain how “dwelling in displacement”6 
shapes artistic sensibilities. In doing so, the notions of artistic mobility and diaspora are frequently 
used interchangeably under the guise of surrogate terms such as “émigré”7, “returnee”8, and “nomad”9–
both in relation to Southeast Asian art and beyond. However, there remains a discrepancy between 
iterations of travel as a process, necessity, or choice, and in the ways in which artists articulate diasporic 
identifications through their practices. Arguing that these differences need to be addressed, this paper 
poses the question—what is the value of dissociating artistic mobility from diaspora in light of the 
global circulation of artists and artworks which rewards “transnationalism”? Moreover, how does this 
shift the ways in which we perceive exhibitions focused on artists based “abroad”?

This paper probes these questions via the lens of recent scholarship, as well as curatorial and artistic 
practices about/from the Philippines. With a history of artists travelling abroad dating as far back as 
the nineteenth century, the Philippines yields numerous examples of creative practices and exhibitions 
which tackle the themes of exchange, migration, and belonging. The diversity of these highlights the 
intersections and incongruities between diaspora and artistic mobility as they relate to the writing of 
a national art history. 

It begins by examining the framing of mobility as a curatorial strategy through several recent exhibitions 
on Philippine visual art between the spectrum of “home” and “abroad”, most notably At Home & 
Abroad: 20 Contemporary Filipino Artists (1998) and Triumph of Philippine Art (2013). Through these 
examples, it is argued that curatorial references to “homeland”, cultural continuity, and trauma, equate 
the artists’ mobility with a diasporic consciousness in order to justify a broader, national remit of art. 
However, they do not take into account the fact that diasporic affiliations shift over time, and thus do 
not represent a fixed relationship to the so-called “homeland”. 

6 The term “dwelling in displacement” is borrowed here from James Clifford. See James Clifford, “Diasporas,” Cultural 
Anthropology 9, no. 3 (August 1994): 310. 

7 Eileen Legaspi-Ramirez, “Crossbred and Émigré: Visual Art in Flux,” 15 April, 2015, National Commission for Culture and 
the Arts, accessed 20 July 2017, http://ncca.gov.ph/subcommissions/subcommission-on-the-arts-sca/visual-arts/ crossbred-
and-emigre-visual-art-in-a-flux/.

8 Pamela Corey has explored how temporally specific encounters have shaped the rise of new media, styles, and concepts 
in contemporary art in Vietnam and Cambodia. Concentrating on the practices of Dinh Q. Lê and Sopheap Pich, Corey 
argues that the process of migrating back to Vietnam and Cambodia, respectively, after an extended period of absence 
(rendering them “returnees”) has shaped the artists’ appropriations of local craft practices through the prism of conceptual 
art. Resisting an understanding of diaspora as a mode of exile or economic necessity, Corey has emphasized changes in 
perception resulting from migration. See Pamela Corey, “Beyond yet Toward Representation: Diasporic Artists and Craft as 
Conceptualism in Contemporary Southeast Asia,” Journal of Modern Craft 9, no. 2 (2016): 162.

9 Writing about the reception of contemporary art from Southeast Asia on an international platform, Isabel Ching has noted 
that many contemporary art practices are often pre-figured by the nomadic state of the artists whose practices are governed 
by a degree of freedom to move, access different professional opportunities and come into contact with different movements 
and styles. See Isabel Ching, “Art from Myanmar,” Third Text 25, no. 4 (2011): 431–46.

Figure 1. Ai Wei Wei, Life Cycle, 2018, Kunstsammlung NRW, Düsseldorf, May – September 2019. Photo by the author. 
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Casting a spotlight on curatorial efforts to go beyond the integration of artistic mobility into a national 
art history, this paper turns its attention to how the nation has also been framed through references 
to imagination in the Philippine pavilion at the 2015 Venice Biennale, Tie A String Around the World, 
curated by Patrick D. Flores. Using this exhibition as the basis to argue that mobility and diasporic 
consciousness not only differ from one another, but also lend different readings to works of art, it 
concludes by calling attention back onto artistic practices. It explores the ways in which these do not 
always sit comfortably with the tropes of “home” and “abroad” in relation to the nation-state. Rather, 
imagination, projection, and visions of identity exist which are, at times, in conflict with a sense of 
national belonging. 

The “Artist-Traveller” 

In the 2011 issue of the journal Third Text devoted to Southeast Asia, Joan Kee highlighted the 
problems of homogenizing cultural and political histories in Southeast Asia, particularly when 
accounting for the impact of travel and migration on the arts.10 Echoing Flores’s description 
of Southeast Asia as a deeply “heterogenous locale”11, Kee pronounced the relationship among 
mobility, migration, and artistic practices within, and from, Southeast Asia as difficult to chart and 
closely connected to efforts to write national and regional histories. As a case in point, the figure of 
the “artist-traveller” has played a prominent role and has been a recurring trope in Philippine art 
history since the nineteenth century.12 Numerous accounts of the birth of Philippine modernism 
look back to the accounts of migration in the late nineteenth century in which the personal and 
professional sojourns of educated artists (known by the term ilustrado, denoting the educated 
middle class of Filipinos under the Spanish colonial rule), such as Juan Luna and Félix Resurrección 
Hidalgo, stand as evidence of a seemingly inherent presence of artistic mobility in Philippine art 
history. Luna’s and Hidalgo’s travels to Europe in pursuit of further education and professional 
opportunities, particularly the participation of both artists in the Madrid Exposition of Fine Arts 
in 1884, are repeatedly singled out as moments of national pride and accomplishment. 

While their journeys abroad are frequently cast to fulfil a national cause, this practice of interlinking 
of the artist-traveller with the project of nation-building is not strictly historical. As noted by Florina 
Capistrana-Baker, Philippine modern art history continues to champion narratives of artists who 
undertook more recent travels.13 The trope of the worldly ilustrado who journeyed far, yet ultimately 
remained rooted in a sense of belonging to the Philippines as “homeland”, continues to echo in the 

10 See Joan Kee, “Introduction Contemporary Southeast Asian Art,” Third Text 25, no. 4 (2011): 371–81.     
11 See Patrick D. Flores, “The Long Take: Passage as Form in the Philippine Film,” Kritika Kultura 19 (2012): 70–89.
12 Art historian Flaudette May V. Datuin has observed the recurring theme of going abroad in Philippine curatorial practices. 

See Flaudette May Datuin, “Speaking to the World: The Filipino Artist Home and Away,” Pananaw 3 (1999): 81–7. 
13 See Florina Capistrano-Baker, “Whither Art History in the Non-Western World: Exploring the Other(’s) Art Histories,” The 

Art Bulletin 97, no. 3 (2015): 246–57.

art history of twentieth century Philippines. Here, a number of prominent Philippine modernists, 
including the pioneering painter, Victorio Edades, and the abstractionist and collector, Fernando 
Zóbel, among others, have all been heralded as figures fostering “transnational” exchanges between 
Philippine visual art and the modernist movements as well as popular culture in the United States 
and Europe.14 

What emerges from these examples is an iteration of the artist-traveller not only as a contact point 
between the Philippines and international art scenes, but also as a symbol of the confluences between 
creative practice and the predicaments of millions of Filipinos through history who have found it 
necessary to go abroad. As observed by Eileen Legaspi-Ramirez:  

Radically shaping the country’s demographic, sociological, economic, and 
cultural character has been a steady movement of Filipinos to and from the 
Philippines into various parts of Asia, America, Europe, and the Middle East—
these among many places that have since enticed Filipinos with employment, and 
opportunities to reunite with migrated kin. In response, very deliberate efforts to 
rediscover and appropriate pre-colonial imagery, motifs, and non-western belief 
systems have consciously been exerted by Filipinos living within and outside 
the Philippines as a means toward crafting identity in the midst of cultural 
displacement and rapidly changing environments. Such developments, occurring 
as they do alongside continuing bids to keep Filipino culture abreast of current 
internationalist trends, make up a visual map that is consequently complex and 
multifaceted, even nebulous at first glance.15 

Legapsi-Ramirez’s account underlines the ongoing efforts to bring art history into conversation with 
socio-political and economically motivated migrations from the Philippines.16 Within this effort to 
embrace a breadth of activities by émigrés, the notion of the balikbayan, a Tagalog term meaning 
“returnee”, has emerged to denote Filipinos who live and work for extended periods of time abroad. 
Bearing resemblance to Aihwa Ong’s notion of “flexible citizenship”17, balikbayan denotes individuals 
who do not necessarily plan to return permanently “home” to the Philippines, yet retain powerful 
links to the nation through familial and cultural ties. Moreover, it has surfaced as a recurrent trope in 
the arts, primarily in references to the balikbayan status of historical figures, contemporary migrants, 
and the predicaments of artists. Filmmaker Kidlat Tahimik’s musings on Philippine colonial history 

14 In an exhibition of key Philippine modernists Juan Luna, Amorsolo, and Fernando Zóbel titled Pioneers of Philippine Art: 
Luna, Amorsolo, Zóbel: Transnationalism in the late 19th – 20th Century (Ayala Museum, 23 April – 9 June 2013), curator 
Capistrano-Baker situated the practices of these artists as the products of their travels, encounters, and exchanges.

15 Legaspi-Ramirez, “Crossbred and Émigré.”
16 Another example of this approach includes the exhibition, Memories of Overdevelopment: Philippine Diaspora in 

Contemporary Art, curated by Pamela Bailey, Cirilo Domine, Vicente Golveo, Catherine Lord, and Yong Soon Min at the 
University of California Irvine Art Gallery, Los Angeles in 1997. 

17 See Aihwa Ong, Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999).
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in Balikbayan # 1. A History of Overdevelopment (1979-2017) poignantly reimagines such a return 
of Ferdinand Magellan’s slave, Enrique of Malacca. Likewise, Jose Tence Ruiz’s installation, Door 
to Door (1995), also signals the ubiquity of the term balikbayan via a meandering arrangement of 
shipping cartons popularly known as “balikbayan boxes”. Finally, a prominent iteration of balikbayan 
in international contemporary art circuits, appears in Isabel and Alfredo Aquilizan’s assemblages made 
of shipping cartons or everyday items sent back to the Philippines from overseas contract workers 
(OFWs). Throughout these examples, the trope of balikbayan encompasses both a metaphor for the 
historical slippage between Philippine and foreign identities, as well as a reference to the failure of the 
nation-state to satisfy the desires of its citizens, thus prompting them to seek an existence abroad.

Framing Mobility via Curation

This reading of balikbayan as a cultural signifier of the predicament of Filipinos abroad has given 
impetus to a number of recent exhibitions which have thematized the social and economic tensions 
underpinning migration. For instance, the travelling exhibition, At Home & Abroad: 20 Contemporary 
Filipino Artists,18 featured the works of twenty artists based across Asia, Europe, the USA and Australia 
whose status as “expatriate artists” was embraced in the curatorial framework in order to suggest the 
existence of a transnational “Philippine” identity: 

[T]his exhibition surveys and celebrates the talent and innovation of the artists 
who are shaping Philippine/Filipino art now. This is the first major exhibition to 
feature both Filipinos and Filipino expatriates to travel to museums in the United 
States and the Philippines; it addresses the complexities of contemporary Filipino 
identity as it exists worldwide.19 

What is of interest for this discussion is the explicit emphasis on the Philippines as site of origin 
and departure. This exhibition embraced a coterie of artists from a range of migratory backgrounds 
and, moreover, brought their works together under the theme of socio-political criticism in Philippine 
contemporary art. In doing so, it not only posited the Philippine nation-state as a red thread between 
their otherwise disparate practices and identities; it also overrode the fact that, by virtue of their place of 
residence overseas, a number of the featured artists were considered marginal to internal developments 
in Philippines. This fact is mitigated via a curatorial framework in which artistic mobility is interwoven 
with an expanded national history, as outlined in the catalog’s introduction: 

18 At Home & Abroad: 20 Contemporary Filipino Artists, Asian Art Museum, San Francisco, 13 June – 30 August 1998; 
Contemporary Arts Museum, Houston, 8 January – 7 February 1999; Metropolitan Museum of Manila, Manila, 15 August 
– 15 November 1999. 

19 Corazon Alvina, Jeff Baysa, Dana Friis-Hansen, At Home & Abroad: 20 Contemporary Filipino Artists (exh. cat.) (Los 
Angeles: Perpetua Press: 1998), 15.

Figure 2. Alfredo and Isabel Aquilizan, Vessels (after the “Fleet” project), 2015-2017. Cardboard and 
wood. Collection of MAIIAM Contemporary Art Museum. On display at Diaspora: Exit, Exile, Exodus 
of Southeast Asia (4 March – 1 October 2018), curated by Loredana Pazzini-Paracciani, MAIIAM 
Contemporary Art Museum. 

Figure 3. Detail. Alfredo and Isabel Aquilizan, Vessels (after the “Fleet” project), 2015-2017. Cardboard 
and wood. Collection of MAIIAM Contemporary Art Museum.
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Half a world away from Houston, the Philippines is a set of over 7,000 islands 
which form a democratic, newly industrialized country. Today’s Philippines is 
marked by a spectrum of cultural influences, including indigenous cultures, 
contact with Chinese and Muslim worlds centuries ago, and hundreds of years 
of Western Christian traditions from Spain and the United States. At Home & 
Abroad focuses on a variety of media by the emerging generation which reflects 
this complicated set of historical contexts, as well as the importance of the 
Filipino’s experiences abroad.20

Tapping into a range of themes which have typically been associated with the formation of the 
Philippine nation, including diversity of cultural influences, independence and democracy struggles, 
historical legacies of colonialism and the role of the Church, the exhibition placed additional emphasis 
on the notion of the Philippines as “homeland”. In the catalogue essay “Longing/Belonging: Filipino 
Artists Abroad”, art critic Jeff Baysa accordingly situated the nine artists: Gaston Damag (France); 
Manuel Ocampo (Philippines, USA, Spain, France, UK); Lani Maestro (Canada); Paul Pfeiffer (USA); 
Alan Valencia (USA); Lordy Rodriguez (USA); Pacita Abad (USA, Indonesia, Philippines); Alwin 
Reamillo in collaboration with wife Juliet Lea (Australia); and, Stephanie Syjuco (USA), as part of 
a lineage of Philippine artists working abroad, spanning from the aforementioned ilustrados of the 
nineteenth century, through to the post-independence balikbayan sentimentalities.21 Embedded within 
this historical framework, Baysa’s inclusion of detailed biographical accounts of the artists’ occasional 
returns home, experiences of traumatic separation, a fixation on identity and displacement, can be 
understood as a way of further asserting the selected works as a perceived “longing” for the Philippines. 

20 See Corazon Alvina, Jeff Baysa, Dana Friis-Hansen, introduction to At Home & Abroad: 20 Contemporary Filipino Artists 
(exh. cat.) (Los Angeles: Perpetua Press: 1998).

21 See Jeff Baysa, “Longing/Belonging: Filipino Artists Abroad”, in At Home & Abroad: 20 Contemporary Filipino Artists (exh. 
cat.) (Los Angeles: Perpetua Press: 1998), 45–55. 

Returning to the question of why conflating artistic mobility and diaspora is a problematic practice, 
Baysa’s essay encapsulates a widespread, yet often unquestioned framework. His analysis roots artists’ 
travels and lifestyle choices not only in their individual trajectories, but also within an over-imposing 
national framework, where references to “abroad” become tantamount to “looking back” towards 
the Philippine nation state. In contrast, whereas the presence of diasporas may also be considered an 
alternative mode of existence—or even a resistance to—the nation-state,22 At Home & Abroad firmly 
positioned the “homeland” as the start and end point for artistic reflections.  

Uncomfortable Positionings

Through this reframing of the personal as part of an extended national remit, the exhibition 
exemplified an approach which Caroline Hau has termed “privileging roots and routes”.23 This 
comprises understanding works of art through the lens of national frameworks, and prioritizing the 
latter over the individual subjectivities, experiences, and motivations of the artists. This approach does 
not dwell upon the possibility that the homeland’s cultural, religious, and political worldviews, as well 
as iconographies, do not align themselves neatly with artistic practices. Rather, it repeatedly pursues an 
understanding of sojourning abroad as historically idiosyncratic of Philippine modern art. 

While there is undoubtedly a political and economic “currency”24 to be gained from asserting a lineage 
between the nation and a range of migrations, this approach reduces a variety of travels and exchanges 
to expressions of longing, cultural continuity, and a national consciousness. In a further effort to portray 
artists abroad as speaking on behalf of the nation-state, the exhibition Triumph of Philippine Art25 
likewise brought together a number of artists based in the Philippines and the USA whose works were 
seen to articulate critiques towards Martial Law (1972-1986) in the Philippines. In this context, artists 
who had previously been marginalized within the Social Realist genre in the Philippines appeared to 
be given a platform through the rubric of internationalism.26 As such, the exhibition featured the US-

22 See Khachig Tölölyan, “Rethinking Diaspora(s): Stateless Power in the Transnational Moment,” Diaspora: A Journal of 
Transnational Studies 5, no. 1 (Spring 1996): 3–36. 

23 See Caroline Hau, “Privileging Roots and Routes: Filipino Intellectuals and the Contest over Epistemic Power and Authority,” 
Philippine Studies: Historical and Ethnographic Viewpoints 62, no. 1 (March 2014): 29–65.     

24 Clifford, “Diasporas,” 310.
25 Curated by Teresa Lapid Rodriguez, George Segal Gallery, New Jersey, 21 September – 15 December 2013; Fisher Museum 

of Art, University of Southern California, 6 February – 13 April 2014; Ayala Museum, Manila, 22 July – 31 August 2014.
26 Coming into fruition between the late 1960s to the mid-1980s, this genre was spearheaded by a group of a dozen artists 

known as Kaisahan (“Solidarity”), a loose group who came into formation at the height of martial law (1972-1981) under the 
authoritarian rule of President Ferdinand Marcos (1965-1986). Described by art historian Alice Guillermo as inspired by a 
rising tide of international student and youth movements in the late 1960s and 1970s, this movement formed concurrently to 
a number of collective artistic gestures across Southeast Asia whose cultural agitations were marked by socialist sympathies 
and calls to break with Westernized, modernist modes of representation. See Alice Guillermo, Protest/Revolutionary Art in 
the Philippines 1970-1990 (Manila: University of the Philippines Press, 2001).

Figure 4. Exhibition poster, At Home & Abroad: 20 Contemporary Filipino Artists, 1998-1999.
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based artist Athena Santos Magcase-Lopez, whose selection of paintings reflecting the anti-colonial 
and anti-Marcos liberation struggles in the Philippines, as well as early works by Christina Quisumbing 
Ramilo (here described as a “returnee artist” from New York) whose works concentrate on childhood 
memories of the Philippines and the country’s socio-economic predicament. 

Similar to At Home & Abroad’s search to reflect the experiences of Filipinos abroad, Triumph of 
Philippine Art positioned artists abroad as critical and active participants in the socio-political 
developments “at home”. In this context, the attachment to a perceived homeland was seen as being 
vitally sustained through a number of channels and practices, such as keeping abreast of political and 
artistic discourses, exchanges with other artists, and intermittent travel, thus echoing the words of 
Tölölyan that migrants are often seen as abiding by

…a rhetoric of restoration and return that, in practice, takes the form of a sustained 
and organized commitment to maintaining relations with kin communities 
elsewhere, and with the homeland, to which diasporans either return literally or, 
more commonly, “re-turn” without actual repatriation: that is, they turn again 
and again toward the homeland through travel, remittances, cultural exchange, 
and political lobbying and by various contingent efforts to maintain other links 
with the homeland. When later generations of diasporans cease to feel that they 
are guests in a host society because they feel entirely at home in it as citizens, they 
still maintain links with the “homeland” of their ancestors.27 

By emphasising the physical and psychological processes of return, both exhibitions drew on an 
understanding of diaspora as inseparably connected to “home” and, hence, also wielding an influence 
from abroad. Regardless of artists’ individual differences and standpoints, their mobility (both 
physical and virtual) became repeatedly pulled into conversation with Philippine history and current 
developments. Migration, in other words, was framed as a process of continually looking backwards 
and inwards, always seeking to bring the national into the discourse of the contemporary.

Alternative Frameworks

Expanding this discussion beyond a national framework, these two exhibitions’ narrow definition of 
diaspora in which travels, returns, and exchanges were seen as ingrained parts of an extended national 
locality and history, can also be seen as part of wider curatorial efforts to raise the profile of the so-
called “peripheral” modern and contemporary art scenes across Southeast Asia. This has come about 
by way of embracing transnational exchanges, contacts, and transfers within national canons. As 
Kuroda Raiji has noted, the shift away from the discourse of marginalization towards the rhetoric of 
“transnationalism” has served an instrumental role in announcing the arrival of the peripheries within 

27  Tölölyan, “The Contemporary Discourse of Diaspora Studies,” 649.

the centres.28 In a similar vein, the examples above highlight this position through their framing 
of the “homeland” as an overarching point of return and exchange. However, as argued above, 
these exhibitions may also be said to have overlooked the diverse ways in which the diasporic 
consciousness manifests itself within the practice of individual artists through strategic and 
imaginative ways. 

In order to start thinking about alternative frameworks for navigating the differences between mobility 
and diaspora, Avtar Brah’s and Rogers Brubaker’s propositions that diasporas encompass varied 
experiences and transform their self-representations over time lend a useful starting point.29 Deployed 
elsewhere, Shelly Chan has elaborated upon this position to advocate for the study of diaspora in art 
history in terms of temporality.30 For Chan, decisions of artists to identify themselves as part of a 
diaspora are contingent upon the point in time and socio-political circumstances in which they are 
situated. Viewed in this way, travel alone does not necessitate a “diasporic consciousness”. Rather, an 
approach is required which recognizes that affiliations with the “homeland” exist in both real and 
imagined ways which may be mobilized and, equally, disregarded at given moments in time. 

An example of a curatorial approach seeking to integrate itself within the uncomfortable positioning 
of travel and movement vis-à-vis the notion of diaspora may be found in the 2015 Philippine pavilion 
at the Venice Biennale, Tie A String Around the World, curated by Patrick D. Flores. Featuring Manuel 
Conde’s film Genghis Khan (1950), as well as Jose Tence Ruiz’s installation, Shoal (2015), Manny 
Montelibano’s video installation, A Dashed State (2015), and a series of live performances by David 
Medalla, Tie A String Around the World cast light on the role of imagination and utopic visions in the 
aspirational boundaries of the nation-state. 

Without directly engaging with notions of identity and community often associated with the term 
“diaspora”, movement played an important underlying role throughout the exhibition. Noteworthy 
for being the first Philippine film to be featured in the Venice Film Festival in 1952, Conde’s Genghis 
Khan connected the film’s themes of movement and imperialism with the pavilion’s aspirations to 
announce the Philippines’s return onto the international art scene after a 50-year absence from the 
Venice Biennale (with the last appearance having been in 1964). Expanding upon this theme, Jose 
Tence Ruiz’s ghostly vessel draped in velvet, Shoal, spoke to more recent struggles with China over 
Philippine maritime territorial sovereignty. Shifting away from conceptions of the diasporas as 
“extensions” of the homeland, the curatorial stance of this exhibition depicted national belonging 
as porous and continually evolving. Moreover, Flores’s choice of works contemplates movement 

28 Kuroda Raiji, “Practice of Exhibitions in Global Society by Asians, for Asians and Some Associated Problems,” in Global 
Visions: Towards a New Internationalism in the Visual Arts, ed. Jean Fisher (London: Kala Press, 1994).

29 See Avtar Brah, Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identities (New York: Routledge, 1996); Rogers Brubaker, “The 
‘diaspora’ diaspora,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 28, no. 1 (2005): 1–19; Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” in 
Identity, Community, Culture, Difference, ed. Jonathan Rutherford (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1990), 222–37.

30 See Shelly Chan, “The Case for Diaspora: A Temporal Approach to the Chinese Experience,” The Journal of Asian Studies 74, 
no. 1 (2015): 107–28. 
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and contact as creative processes by emphasising the ways in which a “diasporic consciousness” is 
also imagined via artistic practice.

This approach is embodied in Flores’s invitation of Europe-based David Medalla to participate in 
the pavilion by staging urban, public performances in Venice as part of the pavilion’s program. As a 
node in a multi-site series of live enactments, one of Medalla’s performances in particular evoked an 
ambiguous connection between the Philippines and Venice by way of a participatory public dance and 
gathering around the statue of sixteenth-century scholar and traveller Antonio Pigafetta from Vincenza. 
Medalla’s performance both idolized the creativity, scholarship, and travel for which Pigafetta has been 
remembered, as well as thematised the legacy of colonial conquests which underpin Philippine history. 
Reflecting upon Medalla’s performance, Flores commented:

David did four collateral performances in Venice and each of these had a distinct 
articulation of world-making. I saw only two, the one in Vincenza, around 
the monument of Antonio Pigafetta, and in the Philippine Pavilion itself in 
Palazzo Mora. He did not tell us what he would do, and in these instances, he 
turned to Philippine folk songs and to a lot of storytelling. It is this rambling, 
seemingly aimless, digressive, hyperlinked storytelling that is more compelling 
than the truth. David is a fabulist, a raconteur, an interlocutor, and not merely an 
informant. He is also an initiator of action. On the train for Vincenza, even Polish 
tourists were drawn to take part. The Vicenza moment was particularly poignant 
because we realized that it was a gathering place for the immigrants in the city. 
We were around the monument of the explorer and scholar Pigafetta, who went 
with Ferdinand Magellan to claim the islands to be known as the Philippines for 
the Spanish crown and was able to return to Europe after the expedition, and in 
a place known for Palladio’s rational architecture. It was a constellation in itself 
of world-making from the Renaissance to the 16th century and to the present, a 
tribute to Medalla’s enchanting stagecraft and improvisation.31

While at first glance, the inclusion of Medalla in the national pavilion may have appeared to 
conform to embracing the diaspora into the rhetoric of national identity, Medalla’s background 
illustrates a more complex distinction between travel and diasporic identity. With an artistic career 
spanning from the 1950s to the present, his practice is rife with examples of works undermining 
the nation as a primary frame of belonging, and conveying various levels of identification. A case 
in point is the fact that a large part of his creative practice has been built through the process of 
continually migrating in pursuit of networks, opportunities, and inspiration. Thus, on the one 
hand, his resistance to settling in one place, coupled with the fact that he has never associated 
himself with a Philippine community, seems to undermine a very basic understanding of diaspora 
as a shared or collective form of identification. On the other hand, his commitment to a deeply 
internationalist modus operandi has often been governed by his legal status as a Filipino.32 This 
has been accompanied by the artist’s enduring interest in the socio-political predicament of the 
Philippines, as seen in several of his performance-based works in the 1960s and 70s.33 Medalla, 
thus, may be seen as traversing both the notion of a heterogeneous Philippine and Southeast Asian 
diaspora, as well as embodying the practice of travel as a mode of art-making. The ways in which 
he has recently been integrated into Philippine art history illustrate the tensions between these 
two forms of identification. As noted by Purissima Benitez-Johannot, despite the fact that Medalla 

31 Eva Bentcheva, “Interview with Patrick Flores on the performance practices of David Medalla,” November 2017.     
32 See Guy Brett, Exploding Galaxies (London: Kala Press, 1995); David Medalla, “David Medalla, Interview with Gavin Jantjes,” 

in A Fruitful Incoherence: Dialogues with Artists on Internationalism, ed. Gavin Jantjes (London, Institute of International 
Visual Arts, 1998), 94.

33 For instance, the artist’s lightning protest at the CCP in 1969, and much later, the Medalla-initiated Artists For Democracy, 
which had meetings organized around Freedom in the Philippines at the launch of People Weave a House (ICA, 1972).

Figure 5. David Medalla, Microclima, live performance in collaboration with Adam Nankervis and Daniel Kupfberg at Serra dei 
Giardini, 18 August 2015. Performed as part of the Philippine Pavilion, Tie A String Around the World, curated by Patrick D. 
Flores, Venice Biennale 2015. Image courtesy of Philippine Arts in Venice Biennale (PAVB). 
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has retained enduring links and networks within the Philippines, his practice remains difficult to 
incorporate into nationalist narratives of travel and return.34 

As illustrated in his participation in the Venice Biennale, Medalla is part of what Flores has termed 
“extended Philippine locality”, rather than an inherent affiliation to the “homeland”.35 His coming in 
and out of the institutional agendas of the Philippine art world has rendered his practice illustrative 
of the multiple divides across which artistic identity operates.36 Seen within the framework of Tie A 
String Around the World, Medalla’s performance resonates with Tölölyan’s view that diasporas are best 
examined not as fixed entities, but as evolving formations which are always in a state of “becoming”: 

It may be best to think of diaspora not as the name of a fixed concept and social 
formation but as a process of collective identification and form of identity, 
marked by ever-changing differences that chart the shifting boundaries of certain 
communities hierarchically embedded as enclaves with porous boundaries within 
other, larger communities.37

Conclusion: Distinguishing Artistic Mobility from Diaspora

In the introduction to art critic Cid Reyes’s seminal collection of interviews in the publication 
Conversations on Philippine Art (1989), artist Leonidas Benesa argued that a sole focus on “expatriate 
artists” was ultimately a narrow and problematic approach in relation to the Philippines: 

We first heard about this project at the start of the 1970s. As we understood it 
then, the idea was for the author to do a book on that special breed of creative 
Filipino: the expatriate artist. Note that we use the label “Filipino” in its broadest 
meaning to include expatriate artists and others who have been part of the history 
of Philippine art, although they may not be Filipinos by citizenship…But the 
expatriate approach would have presented problems. Most of those who were 
interviewed for this book had been abroad only as students or as visitors traveling 
on their own or on art observation tours or grants.38 

34 See Purissima Benitez-Johannot, ed., The Life and Art of David Medalla (Manila: Vibal Foundation, 2012).
35 Patrick D. Flores, “Present in Venice: Extensive Philippine Locality in the Contemporary” (lecture, Batubalani Talks, 

Batubalani Art Projects, London, 2015).
36 See Patrick D. Flores, “‘Total Community Response’: Performing the Avant-garde as a Democratic Gesture in Manila,” 

Southeast of Now 1, no. 1 (March 2017): 13–38.
37 Tölölyan, “The Contemporary Discourse of Diaspora Studies,” 649–50.
38 Leonidas Benesa, introduction to Conversations on Philippine Art by Cid Reyes (Manila: Cultural Center of the Philippines, 

1989), ix.

While a perceived desire to return “home” has become a model framework for understanding 
transnational travel exchanges in Philippine modernism before and after the Second World War, 
Benesa’s statement points to the difficulty of grouping together a number of influential post-World 
War II artists from the Philippines who travelled and/or spent significant periods of time abroad. It 
demonstrates a strong awareness that migration and diasporic belonging take on a multitude of forms 
in relation to the Philippines which cannot be easily reduced to terms such as “émigré” and “expatriate”. 

Glimpses into individual and curatorial practices presented in this essay have shed light upon the fact 
that travel and a sense of belonging to a diaspora often reflect different modes of being. As cautioned 
by James Clifford: 

Diaspora is different from travel (though it works through travel practices) in 
that it is not temporary. It involves dwelling, maintaining communities, having 
collective homes away from home (and in this it is different from exile, with 
its frequently individualistic focus). Diaspora discourse articulates, or bends 
together, both roots and routes to construct what Gilroy describes as alternate 
public spheres (1987), forms of community consciousness and solidarity that 
maintain identifications outside the national time/space in order to live inside, 
with a difference.39 

Along with the example of David Medalla, histories of artists such as Benedicto Cabrera, Roberto 
Chabet, Manuel Ocampo, Jose Tence Ruiz, Lani Maestro, Gaston Damag, Paul Pfeiffer, Nena Saguil, 
among numerous others, may also be brought into this discussion. Their diverse influences often stand 
in opposition to curatorial strategies which embrace the figure of the artist-traveller into a national 
canon. In light of such examples, this essay has aimed to highlight that, on the one hand, diasporic 
dispersions and acts of travel cannot be ontologically separated—the very process of becoming 
diasporic entails the necessity for an initial movement. Yet, on the other hand, when considering 
the ways in which the relationship between mobility and diaspora have often been conflated in 
contemporary art discourses in order to, oftentimes, serve national ends, it is clear that there are limits 
to such approaches. While it may seem that travel offers a convenient framework for demonstrating 
political agency and exchanges with a “homeland” via the arts, it is too often instrumentalized to assert 
cultural continuity and national identity in curatorial frameworks. As such, closer attention and a 
more nuanced understanding of art’s communication of diasporic identification is needed in order to 
grasp the ways in which artists continually renegotiate their positions vis-à-vis the “homeland”.  

39 Clifford, “Diasporas,” 307–8. 
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VIPASH PURICHANONT

Planning Home: Diasporic Curatorial Practice against 
Policy from Homeland

In recent decades, contemporary Southeast Asian art has gradually reached new heights by being 
featured in region-specific exhibitions in art institutions worldwide—among them, No Country: 
Contemporary Art for South and Southeast Asia (2013) at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in 
New York; The Roving Eye: Contemporary Art from Southeast Asia (2014) at ARTER in Istanbul; and, 
Secret Archipelago (2015) at Palais de Tokyo in Paris. However, it tended to import artwork from 
Southeast Asia to present as part of an exotic, authentic experience for local audiences. The exhibitions 
have also included the participation of contemporary artists with diasporic backgrounds, as diasporic 
experiences have been a driving force and inspiration of Southeast Asia artists for decades. More 
recently, Vietnamese artists, such as Jun Nguyen-Hatsushiba, Dinh Q. Lê, and Tiffany Chung, who have 
been working on this issue gained more visibility in the global state during European migrant crisis in 
2018. Unsurprisingly, all of them are from the generation of Vietnamese refugees who fled Vietnam 
during the Vietnam War at a young age. In other words, they experienced displacement firsthand and 
transformed that experience into a driving force. Turning to the direction of Thailand, although it 
actively participated in the Cold War, the country and its people received far less damage compared to 
its neighbors. Nonetheless, it does not mean that Thailand does not have diasporic communities across 
the globe. In fact, there are contemporary artists of Thai origin actively participating in exhibitions 
everywhere. Nonetheless, there is a lack of recognition of their contribution in art historical writing. 
At the same time, there is an inadequacy of governmental support. 

In this light, I seek to understand the reasons for the difficulty that curatorial activity in Thailand’s 
diasporic communities face in being recognized by both national and regional art historical discourse, 
as well as the mechanisms of that difficult recognition. Perhaps, there are particular blindspots that are 
being produced as a byproduct in the construction of the term “diaspora,” which obstructs art history 
from recognizing the rapid change in a vast landscape of globalization. To answer those questions, 
it is necessary to examine the current state of the diasporic artistic practice by investigating changes 
in diasporic subjectivity and the power structure that manufactures it. In this essay, I argue that the 
current development of globalization indicates an urgency to shift the debate from diaspora and 
individual artists to diasporic and curatorial practices, that is, the production of cultural events in a 
broader sense. In support, I examine my experiences of observing and engaging with Thai diasporic 
arts initiatives and diasporic communities in the United Kingdom, where I lived from 2012 to 2016.   
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Self Without Place / Place Without Self

I propose a necessary reconfiguration of the framework of diaspora to diasporic in light of the influence 
of globalization. As a term, diaspora became a significant concept in cultural and anthropological fields 
in the 1990s, due to efforts by globalizing forces to rethink national states and their boundaries. However, 
in this essay, I use the looser term diasporic instead of diaspora, which continues to be ambiguous, as 
scholars have pointed out. In 1994, James Clifford argued that “it is not possible to define diaspora 
sharply, either by recourse to essential features or to privative oppositions. But it is possible to receive 
a loosely coherent, adaptive constellation of responses to dwelling-in-displacement.”1  Unlike diaspora, 
which suggests a rigid, static mode of identifying a person or community, diasporic is a broader term 
flexible enough to potentially allow new, different considerations of global capitalism to come into play. 
Of course, the term also means that some features of diaspora, for instance, the endeavor to maintain 
“memory, vision, or myth about their original homeland”, have become prominent aspects, whereas 
the perception of home as “a place of eventual return when the time is right” or the intention to return 
at all might be less significant.2 In some cases, it would be even possible not to return at all as the given 
culture can flourish elsewhere in a foreign soil. As a condition, diaspora also underscores the notion 
that diasporic experience can be temporal, even momentary. 

Diasporic discourse and globalization are closely linked. The current development of global capitalism 
and neoliberalism has set in place a new condition for diaspora by encouraging rapid migration as a 
process of labor circulation and social reproduction on a global scale. Its chief force is deterritorialization, 
which, according to cultural anthropologist Arjun Appadurai, “brings laboring populations into the 
lower-class sectors and spaces of relatively wealthy societies, while sometimes creating exaggerated 
and intensified sense of criticism or attachment to politics in the home state”.3 Appadurai stresses that 
such processes also create new cultural and commercial markets for deterritorialized populations, both 
by travel to long-awaited homelands (e.g. tour agencies, airlines, and hotels) as well as by bringing 
the authentic homeland experience to those populations (e.g. film festivals, culture events, and art 
exhibitions). Furthermore, he notes that the idea of deterritorialization can be applied to the circulation 
of money on an international scale, where foreign investments trigger both development and new 
kinds of conflict.4

1 James Clifford, “Diasporas,” Cultural Anthropology 9, no. 3 (August 2014): 310. 
2 Clifford used William Safran’s definition of diaspora in his article. He defined diaspora as “expatriate minority communities” 

(1) that are dispersed from an original “center” to at least two “peripheral” places; (2) that maintain a “memory, vision, or 
myth about their original homeland”; (3) that “believe that are not—and perhaps cannot be—fully accepted by their host 
country”; (4) that see the ancestral home as a place of eventual return, when the time is right; (5) that are committed to the 
maintenance or restoration of this homeland; and (6) of which the group’s consciousness and solidarity are “importantly 
defined” by this continuing relationship with the homeland. See Clifford, “Diasporas,” 304.

3 Arjun Appadurai, “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy,” Theory Culture Society 7, no. 2 (June 1990): 
301.

4 Ibid., 302.

Two decades since Appadurai’s appraisal, globalization has arguably matured. On one hand, we are 
experiencing the rapid development of low-cost airlines and contemporary lifestyle that encourage 
travelling for new experiences. At the same time, a competitive tourist industry also forces countries 
to open their once closed gates to the privileged traveler in return for economic growth. On the 
other hand, deterritorialization does allow commodities to move more freely and conveniently.  An 
expansion of cyberspace also brings the farthest spots on earth to one’s screen in one click. In other 
words, globalization in this contemporary state has developed to the point of contradiction where 
moving has become so easy for certain global citizens to move around, while the development of 
global logistic and digital network encourages individuals not to move at all by bringing things to them 
instead.  As a result, previous views on the diasporic conditions of deterritorialized populations and 
their affiliations to any sort of homeland have become problematic, as relationships between self and 
place are gradually refigured by new modes. 

According to German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk, the advancement of globalization implies the 
dissolution of the relationship between a person and his or her homeland. At its most mature, full-
scale globalization “can allow us to see the two extreme positions that reveal the structure of the social 
field in an almost experimental state of disintegration: a self without a place and a place without a 
self ”.5 Sloterdijk argues that the global citizen has become more nomadic because global capitalism 
has deterritorialized national states and their borders. As long as a person stays on the move, then it 
is possible to keep loose ties to a homeland and even create a new imagined community beyond any 
sort of national confinement. As Sloterdijk points out, we indeed now live in a historical moment 
when concepts such as homeland and territorial myths mean less to us. In that sense, the idea of self 
without place, at one end of the place - self continuum, refers to a new globalized subjectivity without 
any sense of belonging, which, in turn, can create new relations anywhere. At the opposite end, as 
Sloterdijk observes, is the human-made place without self, where people do not cultivate relationships 
or identities, although they are constructed simultaneously. Such places consist of all transitional 
spaces that disallow extended stays, for instance, airports, train stations, shopping malls, and tourist 
cities, and are not only highly temporal, but also do not retain any subjects or generate any sense of 
belonging. In effect, the new deterritorialized characteristic of globalization is anti-diasporic, for it 
aims to urge subjects to travel, migrate, and roam across the vast landscape of global capitalism in 
order to work for it. There is no homeland, only a workplace. In the process, globalized subjects slowly 
lose their connections to their places of origin and become homeless. Ironically, to remain a subject of 
the diaspora means holding on to the imaginary ideal of home while constantly negotiating forces of 
global capitalism. Home is not anymore a place to return to, but simply a point of departure. While the 
self is roaming around the globe, it has become a point of reference. 

5 Peter Sloterdijk, “The Immunological Transformation: On the Way to Thin-Walled ‘Societies’,” in Biopolitics: A Reader, eds. 
Timothy Campbell and Adam Sitze (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013), 311. 
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Introducing Sloterdijk’s claim into arts and cultural contexts, the self without place can refer to the 
condition of international artists and curators who bring culture with them to present, without 
relocating to or dwelling in any particular place for a long time. This nomadic characteristic of art world 
was fully manifested in The Utopia Station (2003), a special project of the Venice Biennale that was 
curated by Molly Nesbit, Hans Ulrich Obrist, and Rirkrit Tiravanija. The station, which was initiated 
by globally renowned curators and artists, consisted of more than sixty artists, architects, writers, and 
performers who contributed to the exhibition by producing objects and activities. In other words, 
the station not only displayed artworks by international artists but hosted performances, discussions, 
and social events throughout the period of the biennale. Rather than “present[ing] itself as a finished 
picture”, the station becomes the place that exhibits the gathering of global subjects or nomadic selves 
without place, the artists, curators, and other culture producers. It is “a place to stop, to contemplate, 
to listen and see, to rest and refresh, to talk and exchange”; a total transitional space where no one was 
there to stay.6 In this sense, the Utopia Station, unlike other national pavilions in the tradition of the 
Venice Biennial, was not a representation of a homeland but a manifestation of a new globalized place 
without self where art and culture were being exchanged but not cultivated since it refused to offer any 
form of permanency. 

Using the Utopia Station as an example, I argue that art galleries and museums in the age of globalization 
are consequently being transformed into places without self, for they are also becoming transitional 
spaces that prioritize circulation and connectivity over cultivation in the production of the self. This shift 
manifests in   the change of the focus of museums from building up a permanent collection to curating 
temporary exhibitions and organizing public programs. A similar view can be applied to screenings, 
concerts, and festivals that are temporary spaces for social gathering. In that light, contemporary art 
exhibitions and other cultural activities with national and regional focus risk being instruments of 
deterritorialization in the same way as international or transnational ones, because they are in the same 
structure that is dictated by administration and the policies of museums or institutions. Of course, such 
exhibitions are typically presented with an awareness of the opposition of the local - global binary, and 
the exhibitions mentioned at the beginning of the paper have seemed conscious of the risk of showing 
contemporary art from Southeast Asia as merely another part of a well-connected Westernized world, 
yet also a unique, exotic, far-flung space outside the globalized world. It would therefore be misguided 
to claim that they are unaware of the deterritorialization process and have sought to resist it. As I argue, 
such resistance is impossible as long as an exhibition is only a component of a larger structure of the 
art institution that uses both artworks and exhibitions to deterritorialize contemporary subjectivity. 
It is being done by creating a long-term strategy that aims to generate diverse national and regional 
exhibitions to highlight the globalized image of the institution itself, rather than sincerely dedicating 
the plan to study and promote artistic production from a single location for the sake of the production 
of knowledge alone. 

6 Molly Nesbit, Hans Ulrich Obrist, and Rirkrit Tiravanija, “What is a station,” Utopia Station, accessed 4 May 2017, http://
projects.e-flux.com/utopia/about.html.

A museum is a place where the self can be reassembled from fragments put on display. In that sense, 
although a museum can be included in Sloterdijk’s list as without the self, arguably it is also a place 
where a relationship between the self and the place is constituted. For example, a national museum 
might be a temporary space, but it is also a place where a relationship between self and the homeland 
is being constructed or preserved. This paradox between temporality of exhibition space and a 
production of homeland, as a timeless collective and imaginative place where one longs for but cannot 
reach, makes a national museum into a unique and ironic sphere in the politics of belonging. Indeed, 
as Benedict Anderson reminds us, museums have been one of three instruments of nationalism since 
the second half of the nineteenth century. In presenting archaeological objects and works of art, they 
aid the self in constructing a notion of ancestral civilization and memories of ancient capital lost in the 
process of subjectivization.7 

By contrast, English sociologist and cultural studies scholar Tony Bennett has pointed out that the 
tension between nationality and universality has taken a position as one of the central debates in the 
discourse of museology since the founding of the Louvre as the first public museum right after the 
French Revolution at the end of the eighteenth century. This universal/national power relation occurred 
due to the development of archaeology and historiography during that period. On the one hand, it 
becomes crucial for a universal museum to develop a universal understanding of the history of human 
civilizations through the categorization of artificial and historical objects, using the nation as one of the 
possible criteria. On the other hand, for the national museum to be able to tell the story of the nation, 
it needs to demonstrate its claim as part of a universal historical development of human civilization.8 
Regardless, museums and their exhibitionary complexes take a central role in the reformation of Man 
as a subject: “if the dispersal of that figure [of Man] across what now emerges as a series of separated 
histories means that Man’s unity can no longer be regarded as pre-given, the museum allowed that 
unity to be reconstituted in the construction of ‘Man’ as a project to be completed through time”.9 In 
that sense, Bennett suggests that the production of subjectivity or the reformation of the self is always 
an ongoing process. It does not matter how stimulating an exhibition is if there is no consistent effort 
from the institution to maintain the formulation of the subject in the long run. Furthermore, this 
claim is not limited to art institutions and their production of a national and universal subject but also 
other types of museums that produce different kinds of subject. For example, whereas the objective 
of national museums is to produce a patriotic subject regardless of their rationality, the objective of 
scientific museums is to produce a rational subject regardless of the audience’s nationality. The point is 
how each of these dimensions of subjectivity conspires with, or contradicts, one another in the process 
of subjectivization. Instead of focusing on an exhibition, I argue that we should therefore examine the 
structure and operation of the art institution as a whole. 

7 See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1991), 
185–98.

8 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (London: Routledge, 1995), 76–7. 
9 Ibid., 39. 
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If a nineteenth century national gallery is an exhibitionary complex that created a sense of a unified 
imagined community in national citizens by presenting collections that help them to construct collective 
memory and national history, then the twenty-first century art institutions are arguably exhibitionary 
complexes that prioritize generating global citizens by displaying artwork from everywhere else. In 
presenting a closed-circuit geopolitical space either in the form of the nation - state or of a region 
outside its place, those exhibitions inform audiences of places elsewhere that are connected to our own 
and suggest that the world is boundless. Indeed, art institutions in metropolitan areas deterritorialize 
audiences from their cosmopolitan centers by endlessly presenting exhibitions from around the 
world. For example, following an exhibition of contemporary art from Thailand or Southeast Asia, for 
instance, there will be exhibitions of different art from, for example, Ukraine or Latin America on the 
schedule. Consequently, there is no place to create a sense of belonging or community in spaces where 
the circulation of other places is the priority. Large-scale international art institutions in metropolitan 
areas are not only places without selves, but also factories of deterritorialized subjectivity that use that 
type of exhibition as an instrument. A possibility for diasporic curatorial practice thus lies elsewhere, 
for example, in the community of diaspora where a formulation of the diasporic condition is both 
maintained and challenged. 

If the temporality of an exhibition reinforces the process of deterritorialization by reproducing the self 
without place in a place without self, then curatorial practice could be a practice that moves between 
those poles. Put differently, exhibition-making can be a technology of establishing and cultivating a 
relationship between the self and the place. As Appadurai has pointed out, deterritorialization has 
virtue because it can induce criticality toward the homeland or territorial and ideological nation - 
states.10 The concept has inherited the potential to free subjectivity from national containment and 
to actively reorganize one’s relation to that ex-confinement. It is therefore crucial to recognize that 
cultural and artistic activities in a diasporic community are not only a source of fundamentalism, but 
also a productive foundation for critically engaging with one’s belonging. In that stance, diasporic 
curatorial practice could overcome a general process of social reproduction by introducing artistic 
intervention. However, to critically engage in a dialogue with homeland from the outside is always 
being seen as a threat from the standpoint of the state, which means that the homeland also has methods 
to overpower such a critical position. This control could be done through both social sanction and 
state administration; for instance, by refusing to provide any support to the activities of the persons in 
question, or even by rendering them political exiles. At that point, the challenge for diasporic curatorial 
practice is how to negotiate cultural, social, and political forces that attempt to subjugate diasporic 
subjects to the homeland. 

10 Appadurai, “Disjuncture and Difference,” 301.

The “Festivalization” of Diasporic Experience 

The Thai Arts Initiative in London (TAIL) was an arts community, most active from 2012 to 2015, 
consisting of Thai artists, designers, curators, and art students living and working in London. I was one 
of its founding members and was actively engaged as one of its curators. The term initiative in TAIL’s 
name underscores the fact that members were keen to perceive themselves more as a loose community 
or network than as an organization or institution. TAIL organized art and cultural exhibitions and 
events that could be considered to have diasporic features. This included two group shows, The AFTER-
STATION (2013) and Ghost NowHere (2013), as well as a handful of solo shows by members in 2014 . 

Figure 1. Fye Suthmahatayangkun, a member of TAIL, performing in The AFTER-STATION at The Old Police Station, 2013. 
Image courtesy of TAIL.
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TAIL collaborated with the Southeast Asia Arts Festival, an arts and culture festival created by a 
small community of artistic and cultural producers from Southeast Asia in London, which afforded 
all involved opportunities to meet and discuss with other artistic practitioners from the region.11 
Arguably, however, the more challenging project that TAIL initiated was one that dealt directly with 
Thai diasporic communities and homeland authorities. 

In 2015, TAIL initiated Across the Ocean, a contemporary art exhibition proposed by the Bournemouth 
Thai Language and Culture School to serve as a primary component of a Thai arts festival in 
Bournemouth. That year, more than ten Thai festivals and fairs occurred in different towns across the 
United Kingdom, all of which were mostly organized by diasporic communities in the area.12 Although 
the festivals might have seemed at first glance to represent diverse attempts to preserve and promote 
Thai arts and culture, five features unified the events. First, they were usually held for a few days in 
the summer in an open-air public space, typically a park or town center. The openness of the locations 
indicated that the festivals prioritized entertainment and recreation, not serious intellectual activities. 
Second, the festivals functioned as small factories that commodified art and cultural experiences into 
services and spectacles by way of commercialization. In other words, Thai food, Thai boxing, Thai 
dance, Thai massage, and Thai beauty, of both women and transgender citizens, appeared in the form 
of food stalls, a Muay Thai demonstration, massage booths, a traditional dance recital, a beauty contest, 
and a ladyboy competition, respectively. 

Third, the festivals were primary mechanisms of deterritorialization as well as production of self 
without place, chiefly because they were driven by support from the tourism industry rather than 
from the culture sector. The sponsor of the events, other than Thai restaurants, beverage companies, 
and airlines, was usually the Tourism Authority of Thailand, not the Ministry of Culture. From the 
perspective of their sponsors, these diasporic festivalizations were viable channels to promote the 
tourism industry rather than a place to preserve and celebrate diasporic culture. They served the global 
economy by initiating the move, or the desire to move, as a global subject. They produced the tourist as 
a moving subject who moves from place to place consuming spectacle and experience without creating 
any sense of belonging, which operates in contrast to diasporic subjects, who are more settled and 
sometimes bear an inability to move. To put it simply, these festivals helped to encourage travelers, 
including British-Thai diasporas, to visit Thailand. They were mechanisms that reinforced the force of 
globalization and the flow of the global economy. Fourth, competition among organizers was fierce, 
since all were for-profit businesses whose owners ventured from one fair to the next during the height 
of the summer. As a result, the festivalization reconfigured a diasporic form of life as a way of working 

11 The Southeast Asia Arts Festival or the SEA ArtsFest was a London-based arts and culture festival dedicated to Southeast 
Asia. It ran from 2013-2015. The event supports and highlights the work of artists and other cultural workers from Southeast 
Asia as well as those inspired by Southeast Asia. It brings together artists, practitioners, makers, and thinkers to increase 
awareness about Southeast Asian art. In every edition, the festival did not only bring artists and artworks from Southeast 
Asia to London but attempted to initiate critical discussion on arts and culture of Southeast Asian by organizing various 
activities such as exhibitions, screenings, and academic discussions.

12 “Thai Event in the UK,” Taste of Thailand, accessed 27 October 2016, http://www.tasteofthai.co.uk/page/thaievent.html.

for capitalism. Lastly, all of the festivals planned to repeat the formula annually, as the very term festival 
in their names indicated. 

The festivalization of Thai arts and culture in diasporic communities is arguably not an important 
means of generating a quasi-official cultural reproduction of Thailand as homeland. Nonetheless, 
the festivals participate in the process of global deterritorialization since the production of cultural 
belonging and memories of homeland become commodified. Of course, commodification is not the 
sole outcome of the diasporic experience, as Clifford warns; however, as he also points out, diasporic 
experience is “never clear from it”.13 In that sense, the diasporic condition of Thai arts and culture is 
at stake in the process of festivalization, when the entire experience is rendered into a manufacture 
of profitable services and consumable spectacles. The new diasporic condition does not generate an 
imaginary romantic image of homeland or any sort of criticality toward the actual homeland, but 
instead renders the entire experience of homeland as mere work for global capitalism; this is the very 
condition TAIL sought to challenge. 

13 Clifford, “Diasporas,” 313. 

Figure 2. A child beauty pageant during an annual Songkran festival at the Buddhapadipa Temple in London, 2015. Image 
courtesy of the author.
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Across the Ocean aimed to display new artistic activities that represented the culmination of aesthetic 
encounters between Thai and British cultures. Without defining itself as an exhibition of artists 
or artwork of diasporas, the exhibition attempted to create a map demonstrating the complexity of 
influence and exchange between British and Thai culture through contemporary art. The objective was 
to present artwork and projects by Thai artists living and working outside Thailand, as well as British or 
British-educated Thai artists in Thailand, and a general contemporary art from Thailand. The festival 
space was newly constructed near Bournemouth Pier and the beach, and the exhibition hosted artwork, 
performances, installations, and workshops from seventeen contemporary artists, photographers, 
designers, and art therapists in the beachside festival space in the middle of the English summer. 

I co-curated the exhibition alongside Loredana Pazzini–Paracciani, whom TAIL invited. We selected 
artists from both invitations sent out and an open call. 

Since one of the chief focuses of the exhibition was to present artworks by diasporic art practitioners, 
the specifically curatorial focus was to promote critical views of the homeland. As an example, the 
exhibition included Real Gorgeous Beach for Sale, an installation work by London-based Thai painter 
Ittirawee Chotirawee, which questioned real estate development on post-tsunami beaches in Thailand. 

Another, Small Talk Generator by London-based designer duo Kanittha Nailing and Nitpick Samsen, 
presented a coin-operated machine that playfully created a receipt of the most shared articles on social 
media networks from both Thailand and the United Kingdom, as determined by an algorithm. Tintin 
Cooper, a Berlin-based Thai artist, presented Red Card/Yellow Card, a vinyl sculpture of a football 
referee’s hand showing a red card, as a cynical criticism of the representation of color in Thailand’s 
political crisis from 2005 to 2014. Conversely, TAIL also exhibited sketches of ceramic works by Ralph 
Kiggell, a Bangkok-based British artist and printmaker who is currently studying the connection 
between Thai and English architecture. 

Nevertheless, the curatorial team recognized that such selections would be limited by the ethnic and 
geographical categories of the artists. To challenge the existing framework of Thai festivals in the 
United Kingdom, the exhibition needed to take another step further, which was to “deterritorialize” 
the framework of the nation-based diasporic art exhibition itself by adding two other elements. The 
first element was the inclusion of an artist who had been maintaining a shallow connection to Thailand 
as a visitor. The second element that was added to the exhibition was a concept-driven project that had 
completely nothing to do with the categorization of the two nation-states and their connection. 

As a result, the final selection of artists included Jockel Liess, a London-based German sound artist who 
has been working in Thailand, and US artist Felipe Castelblanco. In Castelblanco’s case, the curatorial 
team recognized that Driftless, his ongoing performance series in which he travels over water in a 
precarious raft, would be a keyword of the exhibition. 

Figure 4. Felipe Castelblanco preparing to perform Driftless near Bournemouth Pier, 2015.  Image courtesy of TAIL and the author.

Figure 3. Installation view of the exhibition The AFTER-STATION (2013) on the Bournemouth Beach at southern of England, 
2015. Image courtesy of TAIL and Tom Potisit.
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The work explores the notion of nationhood as a form of contemporary confinement while floating 
through the boundless sea of globalization. It presents a contemporary condition of globalized 
subjectivity in a globalized condition, to use Sloterdijk’s term, “a self without place in a place without 
self ”. Metaphorically, it was the very state that Across the Ocean sought to present: a condition of the 
diasporic subject in conflict and the need to negotiate belonging and personal relation to the homeland 
in the context of globalization. The exhibition design, by borrowing an aesthetic from a construction 
site, also emphasized that identification is socially constructed as well as an ongoing temporal process. 

Ultimately, the festival was well received by the town council because the project would help the 
holiday beach town to fulfill its goal to support the activity of black and ethnic minorities. Nonetheless, 
the project failed miserably to secure financial support from other parties, especially from both Thai 
public and private sectors, because it did not claim to portray the image of their homeland as “scared”, 
“original”, and “authentic” in the same way as other festivals. Moreover, Thai authorities and sponsors 
responded to the project with skepticism, for it appeared that they had an entirely different view and 
approach to arts and culture.

Policing the Diasporic Subject 

In 2015, Thailand’s Ministry of Culture, along with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry 
of Tourism and Sports, launched a yearlong series of art and cultural events to celebrate Princess 
Maha Chakri Sirindhorn’s 60th birthday and the 160th anniversary of Thai - UK diplomatic relations. 
Totally Thai was a “cultural festival” consisting of traditional theatrical performances, a film festival, 
and a contemporary art exhibition.14 An exhibition titled Thailand Eye (2015), shown at the Saatchi 
Gallery in London between November and December 2015, was curated by at that time the Permanent 
Secretary of Thailand’s Ministry of Culture, Apinan Poshyananda, Saatchi Gallery Director Nigel Hurst, 
and the Global Eye Programme founder Serenella Ciclitira. According to Poshyananda, the exhibition’s 
objective was to “represent the largest survey of new Thai contemporary art to date” with “an exciting 
group of artists who’ve only recently emerged into the global art scene”.15 As a survey exhibition, it 
consisted of contemporary artwork from twenty-four artists from Thailand, including the renowned 
Rirkrit Tiravanija. Most of these artists are based in Thailand, such as Rolf Eberhard von Bueren, a 
German artist who has lived and worked in Thailand for many decades. 

Besides the Ministry of Culture’s mission to patriotically promote contemporary art from the country, 
the Saatchi Gallery and Global Eye Programme had their own agendas. On the one hand, the Saatchi 
Gallery’s mission was to exhibit artworks from international artists who had never been shown in 

14 “Thai Cultural Festival to Celebrate the 60th Birthday of HRH Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn,” Thai Government Public 
Relations Department, accessed 27 October 2016, http://thailand.prd.go.th/ewt_news.php?nid=1711&filename=index.

15 Phatarawadee Phataranawik, “All Eyes on Saatchi,” The Nation, 28 September 2015, http://www.nationmultimedia.com/
news/life/art_culture/30269559.

London, which could be seen as a force of deterritorialization to maintain London as a global city.16 Global 
Eye Programme, on the other hand, was very interested in creating a new market for contemporary 
art from Asia in London and other European cities.17 In a sense, the alliance between the Saatchi 
Gallery and Global Eye Programme that had been established long before Thailand Eye constituted 
a close sphere of exchange between London and Asia. From the standpoint of both collaborators, the 
greater the endeavor from the art institution to present an exhibition with a regional and national 
framework, the greater the need for artists and artworks to authenticate that location of origin. The 
circulation of artworks would create a sense of exchange and flow, similar to the moving force of 
deterritorialization in the global financial market. This framework of international art institution left 
no space for diasporic artists who already lived in the host city, London, to take part in the exhibition 
because they were neither authentic to Thailand nor the United Kingdom from the standpoint of the 
curatorial framework. 

More importantly, the framework of the Thailand Eye exhibition and Totally Thai festival was very 
inward looking. As the term totally suggests, Totally Thai as an art and cultural festival focused on 
the official presentation of absolute, authentic, and unchangeable Thai arts and culture in the fields 
of visual art, theatre, and film, the perception which is central to the nation’s core values according 
to the military government, to an international audience.18 Apart from Thailand Eye, the Ministry of 
Culture brought khōn, a traditional masked drama, to the Royal Albert Hall in London. It flew its in-
house Fine Arts Department performers and production team from Thailand. After the performance, 
the Ministry organized a Thai film festival at the British Academy of Film and Television Arts. It was a 
three-day program that screened seven feature films from Thailand, including Tom Yum Goong 2 and 
award-winning Concrete Clouds. In a sense, Totally Thai was an official attempt to create a totalized 

16 The Saatchi Gallery is a leading gallery in London whose mission is to present art “by largely unseen young artists or 
by international artists whose work has been rarely or never exhibited in the UK.” Before Thailand Eye, the gallery had 
exhibited artwork with geopolitical themes—for example, Pangaea: New Art from Africa and Latin America (2014) and 
Premonition: Ukrainian Art Now (2014). Most of those exhibitions were survey exhibitions seeking to introduce new 
artwork to a commercial art world, given the gallery’s claim that it “operates as a springboard for young artists to launch 
their careers”. See “Introduction to Saatchi Gallery,” Saatchi Gallery, accessed 27 October 2016, http://www.saatchigallery.
com/gallery/intro.htm.

17 The Global Eye Programme, funded by a leading Asian insurance company, had launched several “eye” exhibitions focused 
on bringing contemporary art from Asian countries such as South Korea, Indonesia, Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Singapore 
to London. See “About,” Prudential Eye Programme, accessed 27 October 2016, http://parallelcontemporaryart.com/.

18 Additionally, Thai-thaē-thaē, the festival’s title in Thai language, could be translated as authentically and purely Thai, which 
underline another dimension of the military government’s conception of the festival. The slightly different translation 
operated in another sphere of language that is more domestic; it speaks to the nation and its diasporas. This title corresponded 
to the conservative attitude of the military junta that seized power earlier in 2014, especially on its “12 core values of 
the Thai people” propaganda that included “Treasuring the precious Thai tradition” as one of the 12 ethics. See Bangkok 
Pundit, “Thai students required to recite Prayuth’s 12 core values daily,” Asian Corespondent, 22 September 2014, accessed 
4 May 2017, https://asiancorrespondent.com/2014/09/all-thai-students-required-to-recite-daily-prayuths-12-core-values/; 
Abigail Haworth, “Bangkok’s Big Brother is watching you,” The Guardian, 22 March 2015, accessed 4 May 2017, https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2015/mar/22/bangkok-big-brother-politics-ruling-party-democracy. 
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image of virtual production from Thailand. The question was, however, how this festival, meant to 
celebrate diplomatic Thai-UK relations for more than one hundred years, could neglect contemporary 
arts and cultural activities of diasporic communities already rooted in the United Kingdom, even when 
Thai practitioners in the three fields were already based in London?19 How could it fail to recognize the 
relationship and the potential of those artistic practitioners at a time when they needed the support 
and recognition the most? The problem surfaced when the centralized view of national arts and culture 
became a policy for preserving and promoting the totality of nation, identity, art, and culture, for it left 
no room for diasporic cultural practice to participate from the periphery. 

What I mean by policy comes from the essay “Planning and Policy” by Fred Moten and Stefano 
Harney of the Black Radical Tradition, in which they argue that policy is a new art of government 
that emerged from the failure of management in the workplace. It is “the new form command takes 
as command takes hold”.20 The basic characteristic of policy is to fix others or otherwise to denounce 
them as incorrect. Policy works from above against “planning” practices by any social formation from 
below. In that sense, instead of encouraging diasporic communities to initiate art and cultural events 
on their own, policy intervenes with the formulation by establishing direction, as well as indicating 
what to obey and how to receive support. Bringing officially selected performances, films, and artwork 
to London, authorities did not entirely ignore diasporic audiences; in fact, they were showing from 
above what was “totally” Thai. In that light, the exhibition was actually an example of how command 
takes hold; it governs diasporic communities in the United Kingdom by breaking any critical social 
reproduction and setting up an official standard for a sense of belonging. In the case of Thailand Eye, 
the national policy was also being reinforced and enhanced from the external force, which was the 
urge for authenticity from the other two collaborators and their institutional frameworks. However, 
the festival was not the only prime example of this art of the government. 

It would be mistaken to say that Thailand does not have a mechanism to support Thai cultural 
practitioners abroad. In fact, a section of the Ministry of Culture’s strategic plan is devoted to 
supporting the artistic and cultural activities of diasporic communities. However, the sole channel is 
via Thai Cultural Councils (TCC), which are organizations overseen by the Royal Thai Embassy.21 In 
the United Kingdom, the TCC was established in 2002 with the support of the Office of the National 
Culture Commission and with an operational framework geared toward extending the network of 
Thai communities, enforcing and promoting governmental policies, and encouraging collaboration in 

19 Read my full review of the exhibition, Vipash Purichanont, “In Search of ‘Thainess’,” Bangkok Post, 9 December 2015, http://
www.bangkokpost.com/print/789133//.

20 Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, “Planning and Policy,” The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning & Black Study (Wivenhoe: 
Minor Compositions, 2013), 74.

21 “Master Plan and Policy (2012-2015),” Ministry of Culture, accessed 27 October 2016, http://www.m-culture.go.th/th/ewt_
news.php?nid=3389&filename=index.

“culture, sport, and commerce”.22 To date, important activities of TCC have been to organize football 
matches between teams from Thailand and Manchester and establishing Thai Town,  a cultural - 
commercial complex in the same city. In a sense, the council arguably perceives culture as a set of 
recreational activities and commercial opportunities, not as a constellation of professional practices. As 
Moten and Harney point out, policy “break[s] up the means of social reproduction and make[s] them 
directly produce for capital”.23 In the case of TCC, Thai Town is arguably a permanent manifestation 
of the festivalization of Thai arts and culture: a town in which every essence of Thai culture is made 
a mechanism of capitalism, every form of cultural production a business opportunity. Of course, 
diasporic communities that maintain a vivid view of culture, and customs benefit greatly from that 
fixed framework; for instance, official cultural production is easy to grasp and highly profitable.24 
Unlike other places without self, an ethnic town is a place where the self holds onto the imaginary 
homeland as its only means of survival. 

Altogether, it would be a faulty claim to say that contemporary Thai diasporic artistic practices have 
been overlooked by both the national government and the local agent. In fact, unless they have been 
“corrected” or included in the workforce, they have been suppressed by the governmental policy of the 
homeland. In that light, two layers of Thailand’s cultural administration regarding its role abroad become 
visible. First, the central government sees artistic production and cultural events as commodities, 
complete products or services for export (e.g.  theatre pieces, films, and art objects), and adheres to 
an outdated trap known as the “cultural industry”. Second, the development of arts and culture in 
diasporic communities in the United Kingdom took an interesting twist when the festivalization of 
Thai arts and culture in diasporic communities converted their cultural belonging into enterprises. In 
that phenomenon, the Thai self willingly submitted to national confinement because there was nothing 
else except the diasporic experience of the self. If the imagined homeland was the only stronghold 
against deterritorializing forces aimed to make one’s subjectivity homeless, then the only way out 
was to make it work for capital. As such, festivalization not only turned diasporic experience into 
service and entertainment, but transformed the entire form of living into one. Whether it is Thai Town, 
Koreatown, or Chinatown, the sense of belonging is preserved in the form of commerce. Forms of 
diasporic life are capitalized by a sense of belonging in both being corrected by policy from home and 
alienated by forces of globalization. 

22 “Thai Community,” Royal Thai Embassy in London, accessed 27 October 2016, http://www.thaiembassyuk.org.
uk/?q=node/25.

23 Harney and Moten, The Undercommons, 77.
24 According to the Royal Thai Embassy in London, approximately 36,000 Thai people live in the United Kingdom, 20,000 of 

whom work in the 1,000 Thai restaurants across the country. See “Thai Community,” above.
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Planning Home

At this point, I would like to summarize some points on the power relations that have constructed a 
status quo for current diasporic curatorial practice, using my observation from the context of Thai 
communities in the United Kingdom: 

• Cultural policy establishes organizations that prevent diasporic subjects from organizing 
themselves differently. Policy resides in the absolute: the standpoint that there is totality in one’s 
culture. From the perspective of policy planners, diasporic communities need a help-and-rescue 
service; they need to be told what a national culture is. They are not authentic, although being 
displaced might make them long for such authenticity. Instead of letting them help themselves, 
help should be brought to them, and no support is given without direction toward implementation. 

• Festivalization, or commodification in any form, of a cultural event is the greatest trap for diasporic 
curatorial practice. Although it is a mode of display by which contemporary art and projects can 
be seen and engaged, too little time is allotted for any diasporic subject to get organized, to create a 
continuation of intellectual discussion, or to cultivate a sense of belonging. Instead, festivalization 
is a mechanism for global capitalism to generate more selves without a place. Its goal is to offer a 
complete product, a complete service, and a complete spectacle, no questions asked. 

• The creation of ethnic towns around the world is a manifestation of deterritorialization that turns 
diaspora into forms of life that live for capital. At stake is the production of contemporary and 
cultural establishments of arts and cultural institutions that could accompany such expansion. If 
new art and cultural institutions are sites at which policy and diasporic commodification merge, 
then perhaps the only possible means to maintain one’s criticality toward the homeland is outside 
the reach of cultural policy. 

These three points might resonate with the situation that other practitioners face in their context. Of 
course, there were other examples, such as the Southeast Asia Arts Festival, that displayed a desperate 
attempt to bring about critical discussion within a community of Southeast Asia arts and cultural 
practitioners in London and the United Kingdom. Yet, I argue that the diasporic condition is a limit 
as well as a possibility. It is a point of contact that engages with different world-making: contact with 
others to create different connections in instances in which no one shares the same point of departure. 
Harney and Moten do not leave us with only their analysis on policy, for they discuss planning, or the 
act of getting organized within the workplace, as an alternative or in opposition to policy from above. 
As they argue, “planning in the undercommons is not an activity, not fishing or dancing or teaching 
or loving, but the ceaseless experiment with the futurial presence of the forms of life that make such 
activities possible”.25 They add that “[p]lanning is self-sufficiency at the social level, and it reproduces in 
its experiment not just what it needs, life, but what it wants, life in difference, in the play of the general 

25 Harney and Moten, The Undercommons, 74–5.

antagonism”.26 These statements have encouraged me to rethink what TAIL had been doing up to the 
point when it stepped up to engage with the festival, government, and local authorities, the very point 
in which TAIL became burned out because it could not resist the dominant forces of policies both in 
the UK and from the homeland. Nonetheless, there are lessons to be learned from such failures. 

Perhaps TAIL would have persisted had there been a serious attempt to counter cultural policy from 
the homeland in the activity of initiating critical diasporic practice in Thai communities in the United 
Kingdom. In this respect, there are three points that TAIL and its experience can offer: 

• First, diasporic curatorial practice has the right to refuse authenticity and to remain contemporary. 
There is no guarantee that the homeland-related cultural production will get support from its 
shareholders, as the policy from the national government or even from the dominant diasporic 
community will attempt to extend their forces to govern those who live outside or at the margin 
of its boundaries. Being outside is an opportunity to contrast what has already taken hold, 
preconceived images of the homeland. In a sense, the diasporic condition offers the possibility 
to open up to the new elements from outside the homeland in order to develop an enduring new 
critical position. 

• Secondly, as the force of festivalization is expanding itself from cultural festivals to other aspects 
such as film, contemporary art, and cuisine, diasporic curatorial practice thus requires a shift in 
focus from exhibition-making and the creating of cultural events, any activity, so to speak, to 
taking care of every activity. In planning and taking care of the continuation of these ceaseless 
experiments, there is diasporic curatorial practice that can make a self-sufficient difference in 
every activity; for instance, discussing, drinking, reading, or cooking together. 

• Thirdly, it is important that diasporic curatorial practice consider their world-making place not 
as a station, as in the case of a global subject, but as a home for the diasporic subject that is the 
undercommons. Diasporic curatorial practice should plan to be home not only to the existing 
community but also for newcomers, neighbors, or those without a home; to be a place that allows 
various selves to gather. In other words, a home away from many homes. Although diasporic 
curatorial practice might share the similarity with the curatorial framework of the globalized 
station in its refusal to be permanent, the diaspora condition needs to be maintained so that every 
diasporic self is always with its place, and always contributes to debates concerning issues that affect 
their homelands and home regions. It is in these constant efforts in coming together regardless of 
the power structure of the art world and the nation, that displaced artistic and cultural practices 
live on. It is from that standpoint that self-organized curatorial practice in diasporic communities 
and criticality toward the homeland can be cultivated and maintained. 

26 Ibid., 76.
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Where is the Dragon Boat Going? 
New Institutional Geographies of Our Times

ME FUI A CABALLO is a work by artist Roxana Pérez-Mendez in the group exhibition Shift in 2011, 
which was displayed in one of the glass-room galleries of the Guangdong Times Museum. The piece 
was surrounded by the urban-rural landscape of the city, and the Spanish sentence added a touch of 
exoticism when the days darkened. What mattered to Mendez was the curiosity of looking at a familiar 
scene turned strange at the presence of the work, but not forcing the audience to understand the 
Spanish title. We revisited this sentence quite often over the past seven years in Times Museum, which 
summarizes our projection of the museum’s past and future in the way we work: “riding the horse” (the 
English translation) symbolizes the visions of the institution. Are we searching for a destination beyond 
the disappearing horizon or do we strive to become the new center of power? When the political, 
economic, and ecological crises become the norm, what comes afterwards? Can we keep ourselves 
barefooted, in resistance to western-centric, patriarchic, neocolonial, and neoliberal apparatuses? How 
do we learn and unlearn our institutional position and prescribed locality at the same time?    

Figure 1. Roxana Pérez-Ménde, Me Fui A Caballo, 2011. LED aluminum sign electrical components. Image courtesy of the 
Guangdong Times Museum.
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The shift from riding a horse to rowing a boat is our new orientation of institutional geographies 
in response to recent geopolitical changes and the migration of materiality, ideas, and knowledge in 
the global network. The dragon boat race is often found in regions of rice field and river bend, and 
commonly practiced by Chinese communities in the southern part of China and in Southeast Asia. As 
clan festival and social ritual, the dragon boat race celebrates the prosperity of exchange and trading on 
a kindred, vernacular, manual, pre-industrial level which stands in contrast to the massive expansion 
plan of the “Maritime Silk Road of the 21st Century” launched by the Chinese government in 2013. 

When the particular local experience meets with the universal façade of modernity, it takes the route 
of detour but not confrontation, just as Zhou Tao describes in his artistic statement for Beyond Reality 
(2013): “A feeling for the suburbs, or let’s say for areas in between cities, where people plant trees and 
vegetables, for abandoned places. The luxuriant subtropical vegetation, intertwined with paths and 
viaducts, leaves out some zones where nobody lives. Even if they grow between cities, these plants are 
wild as there is no one who takes care of them. They are just growing wildly under the bridge in a crazy 
way. We found some Dragon Boat rowers who came here every day for training.”1 Situating ourselves 
in such deviation of time and space but not restrained by conservatism and nationalism is a challenge 
in the immediate context of Times Museum as well as in the contemporary milieu of China. 

Rem Koolhaas pointed out the particularity, ambiguity, and exacerbated difference of political regimes 
in contemporary China as the non-architectural stimulus of the rapid development in the Pearl River 
Delta region in his publication, Great Leap Forward.2 Just a few years after Koolhaas carried out his 
research in the Harvard Architecture and Urban Research Institute on five cities of the Pearl River 
Delta, Hou Hanru and Hans Ulrich Obrist expanded the concept in Cities on the Move, the exhibition 
they co-curated in 1997. They claimed that “such spectacular transformations are also a process of 
re-negotiation between the established social structure and influences of foreign, especially Western, 
models of social structure, values and ways of living.”3 They compared the hybridity, speed and dystopia 
aspect of Asian modernization with the western model and emphasized that these forming “Global 
Cities” unavoidably led to “contradictions, contestation, chaos and even violence”.4 It is a process of 
“collective consciousness or desire to (re-)establish Asia’s strong position in a modern world through 
competing with other, especially western context”.5 “[C]onfrontations and conflicts between the two 
camps” became the “driving force” of Asian urban cultural life.6 

1 Zhou Tao, “Vitamin at LOOP 2014, Zhou Tao,” Vitamin Creative Space, accessed 17 August 2019, http://www.
vitamincreativespace.art/en/?p=5116.

2 Edited by Judy Chung Chuihua, Jeffrey Inaba, Rem Koolhaas, and Sze Tsung Leong, the book was published in 2002 as part 
of Harvard Design School Project on the City series.

3 Hou Hanru and Hans Ulrich Obrist, Cities on the Move (exh. cat.) (Ostfildern-Ruit: Verlag Gerd Hatje, 1997).
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.

Two years after the publication of Great Leap Forward, the Times Branch of Guangdong Museum of 
Art was opened in the temporary pavilion of Times Rose Garden. The newly born urban middle class 
had not taken contemporary art into their cultural vision by then, and the museum was more like a 
cultural-marketing plan promoted by corporate sponsorship and a few informed figures. It seemed 
natural when Hou Hanru and Hans Ulrich Obrist accepted the invitation to curate the 2nd Guangzhou 
Triennial, and Koolhaas was invited as a participant of the D-Lab to make an architectural proposal 
on a new museum in the Times Rose Garden. The idea of OMA was to construct not just a museum 
for exhibition making, but architecture that was more like a “toolbox”, which could provide support 
for art production and display. To illustrate the concept of a toolbox, photos of Pollock in action 
painting, workshops of glass-blowing and metal smelting, and video studios of the pre-digitized age 
were printed in the publication7 of the architectural proposal—the randomness of the images is as 
fascinating as the ideal behind them, which manifested what was called New Institutionalism in the 
northwest European context between 2000 and 2008. One might find it interesting that in the model of 
Koolhaas, the “design without program” and “tailor-made” nature of Asia still needed motivation from 
western modernism and utopia. Optimism of the Asian modernization model shared by Koolhaas and 
the curators of Cities on the Move was based on the belief of such deviation and its sustainability over 
the global victory of neoliberalism. Their belief might be collapsing just 20 years after, when the “low-
end population” in major developed cities in China is being expelled by national reformation and the 
self-protective consciousness of the middle class. The global, homogeneous future of these cities are 
taking over their local, heterogeneous past. 

What exactly is the role of an institution in such a massive scale of social construction? To answer this 
question, it is best to quote from CASCO, an institution Times Museum collaborated with in 2014 
in a symposium on relations between the urban and the rural.  In their recent essay, they wrote, “To 
create a space or a small niche of resistance and criticism, by presenting artworks of a critical stance 
and with related content in pertinent forms, is what art institutions might do best.”8 These spaces and 
small niches can also accommodate friendly conditions for the survival of alternative knowledges and 
imaginations, which are what I am unfolding as new institutional geographies in this essay. 

Identifications on the Move

Times Museum was founded on the identification of the Pearl River Delta as a geo-political construct, 
which was not born until the economic reform launched by the central government in the 1990s 
pioneered by Deng Xiaoping’s southern tour in 1992. The tour of Deng Xiaoping is considered more 

7 The Second Guangzhou Triennial: Beyond, An Extraordinary Space of Experimentation for Modernization (exh. cat.) 
(Guangzhou: Lingnan Fine Arts Publishing House,  2005).

8 Binna Choi and Annette Kraus, “Unlearning Institution：Do as you Present (or Preach),” in How Institutions Think: Between 
Contemporary Art and Curatorial Discourse, eds. Paul O’Neill, Lucy Steeds, Mick Wilson (Feldmeilen: LUMA Foundation; 
New York: Center for Curatorial Studies, Bard College; Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2017), 66.
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impactful than 1989 for the social, political, and cultural transformation of China that followed. The 
city of Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Hongkong, Dongguan, Fuoshan, Zhongshan, Zhuhai, and Jiangmen 
were all Canton, dating back to the Song, Ming, and Qing dynasties. The hydrographic integration of 
the Pearl River and its distinctive regional traditions, and the indigenous Cantonese culture served as 
the foundation for governmental planning of the “Core PRD”, the “Greater PRD”, and the “Pan-PRD” 
in the 1990s. In 2017, cities of the Pearl River Delta were re-grouped and re-named as the “Canton-
Hongkong-Macau Greater Bay Area”. In the drastic economic reconstruction and globalization over 
the past 20 years, local identification based on regional culture has been merged and displaced. The 
official promotion of cultural traditions of Canton, and the grass-roots self-preservation of Cantonese 
culture both strive to rebuild a certain localness on the singularity of cultural value and language. From 
the 1978 establishment of the first foreign-invested “three-supplied and one compensation” enterprise 
in Humen, to the more recent relocation of manufacturing and infrastructure investment in Southeast 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America, the global circulation of objects, people, capital, images, and ideas 
has profoundly modified the vernacular and cultural landscape of the region, namely the “Pearl River 
Delta” or the “Greater Bay Area”. 

Françoise Vergés advocated a different way of identification and mapping in her essay “Writing on 
Water: Peripheries, Flows, Capital, and Struggles in the Indian Ocean”: “It has been said that to ‘identify 
and name a place is to trigger a series of narratives, subjects and understandings.’ It also triggers maps-
imagined, real, fixed, inherited. Maps of friendship, of love, of family history, of political solidarity, of 
connections with people we will neither know nor wish to know, reified maps, dreamed maps, maps 
of memories.”9 A new way of naming comes with a new kind of urgency that new inequalities and 
hegemonies might be created, which pushes us to turn from the Asian-Western binary to a broader 
reflection of south-south relations, and to consolidate potential solidarity and future imaginations. 

Instead of thinking of cities on the move, we should be thinking of identifications on the move. It is 
not just about physical dislocation, such as diaspora in post-colonial theory, but also mental resetting 
of referential points and nexuses of network. The features of the Pearl River Delta had been enlarged 
and refined in comparison with western modernization and urbanization in the 1990s and early 2000s. 
Now a new cartography is needed so as to search for a destination otherwise. 

Big Tail Elephants: One Hour, No Room, Five Shows, which opened in Times Museum in 2016, reenacted 
the first few encounters between a group of young artists in Guangzhou and globalized capitalism. 
These artists experimented with their artistic motifs and languages through self-organized exhibitions 
and events, and visual-materially accommodated ideas that addressed early forms of globalization, 
consumerism, and commodity economies in the 1990s. The attested sociopolitical and economic 
current of the retrospective marked the region as the frontier of global capital flow and material 
production. Artists who live and work here tended to use accessible, cheap fast-moving commodities 

9 Françoise Vergès, “Writing on Water: Peripheries, Flows, Capital, and Struggles in the Indian Ocean,” Positions: East Asia 
Cultures Critique 11, no. 1 (2003): 250.

and neon lights, mirrors, bricks, and interior decoration materials in their earlier stage of practice, 
which documented the urban transformation at the time. The underdevelopment of art infrastructure 
and the local art market, in contrast to the leading national economic status of the region, puts the 
artists in the same shoes as those of precarious migrant workers. 

These characteristics are not uniquely processed by artists from the PRD per se, but can be found in 
southern countries such as Cuba or Thailand, especially in the beginning of the global art market of local 
contemporary art. Since 2000, the strengthened economic relation between China and Africa, and the 
dissolution of the Canton-Hongkong identification created post-colonial situations that had not been 
recognized before. Compared with the focus of materiality in what is called “low-end globalization”, 
the global market and its capital flow must come with a set of ideologies either in political discourse 
or contemporary art discourse, which on one side appears to be universal and hegemonic, and on the 
other registers emancipatory agendas such as those of gender, race, class, and nature. These agendas 
might have been buried in the particularity, ambiguity, and exacerbated difference of political regimes 
in contemporary China as Koolhaas claimed in the 1990s, but they should not be dismissed simply 
because they come from the “outside”.10 They are rooted in the contradictions of ideological movement, 
the modernization process of the state, national history, and social structure, and have just re-emerged 
with a global veil. 

Performing Southern Imaginaries

In the new wave of museum construction in post-2008 China, contemporary art infrastructures, 
artist migration and public attention aggregate around two centers of three art fairs in Shanghai 
and Hongkong. While some international collectors donated, or liquidated some of the Chinese 
contemporary art collections,  and western institutions are burdened  with financial cuts and crisis of 
cultural representation, Chinese collectors and private foundations have knocked open the doors of 
western museums by directly funding exhibitions and curatorial positions, or donating works. New 
museums, that are funded by private collectors representing the urban middle class with the elitism 
they aspire to, lay grounds and open gates on a monthly basis. Blockbuster shows are parachuted in 
major cities; leveraged power of the capital and the market is augmented and celebrated without any 
concern, which repeats the regime of the global art market. The exchange of power with money clearly 
consolidates but does not challenge the existing hierarchy of power; yet the agency and autonomy of 
art institutions and their contributions in the global knowledge networks are usually not manifested in 
these new museums’ programs. When narratives of museum collection are usually dictated by private, 
arbitrary tastes and the public is intrigued by the extravagance of cultural spectacles rather than their 
educational potential, the issue of publicness is at stake. It is even more questionable when institutional 
propositions aim to replace the old powers with new ones. What used to be called “alternative” is just an 

10 See Great Leap Forward.
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appendix to the original framework of western modernity. While theorizing and historicizing realistic 
conditions, institutional practitioners should create different forms of language to describe the future. 

Institutional practice is not merely a reflection of social reality; it is a proactive process of self-
imagination. Since 2017, Times Museum went beyond the prescribed framework of the Pearl River 
Delta and initiated the research plan of All the Way South. The self-diasporic gesture of All the Way 
South can be traced back to the nineteenth-century emigration of Cantonese laborers to southern 
regions and countries, including Southeast Asia and Cuba, during the period of colonial trade. It is also 
a critical response to today’s global crisis. Northern countries, as representatives of modernity, are still 
regarded as the centers, the canon makers of knowledge production and cultural constructs under the 
worldwide imperial condition, which continue to marginalize histories, experiences, and knowledge 
of the peripheral and the local. The emergence of “Southern Theory” and social movements from 
Southern nation-states have aimed precisely at rectifying such inequalities. Located on the Southeast 
coast of China as an urban center, the city of Guangzhou possesses many historical, cultural, and 
geopolitical attributes of the Global South. Our commitment to the southern-turn does not intend to 
reiterate the geographic division or socio-cultural hierarchy between the South and the North; rather, 
it situates the Museum in a rich and complex constellation of Southern narratives and imaginaries by 
negotiation between global capitalism and local forms of resistance. 

Understanding Understands 

In the 2015 paracuratorial symposium “Between Knowing and Unknowing: Research in and through 
Art”, artists, anthropologists, sociologists, and psychologists were brought together to discuss the 
meaning of multidisciplinary research in contemporary art practice. Doubts about artists’ appropriation 
of different disciplines and methodologies and the legitimacy of its outcome was one constant argument. 
If we look at artists as observers or mediators, research-based artistic practice can be interpreted as what 
anthropologist Clifford Geertz calls “understanding understands”.11 The first level of understanding is 
the local interpretation of certain experiences; the second level of understanding is what the observers 
develop through their research of the local scene and people. Imagination is regarded by Geertz as the 
key step of bridging the empirical phenomenon with the world. What makes the difference between the 
artists and the anthropologists is their subjective observation, interpretation, and mediation of certain 
subjects, and the emphasis of the artists on the aesthetics. In other words, how the “understanding 
understands” can be perceived. 

Such urges and interests of interpretation can also be found in the discussion of the 2017 paracuratorial 
symposium “In the Name of Archive: Re-imagining History as Contemporary Art Practice”. When 
archives are turned into information and images, archival approaches of artists are less about 
defining historicity per se as they are about creating their own historical narratives. Furthermore, 

11 See Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973).

Times Museum’s programming has mainly developed from collaboration and discussion with artists, 
especially contemporary artists in China and their shifting focuses of methodology, subject, and 
aesthetics. To mediate this third level of understanding is what we call “the curatorial” in an institution, 
which communicates not just with peers in the art world at large, but also within our team, with 
neighbors and friends of the museum, artists of the local community, and participants, collaborators, 
and actors of the various projects. The engagement of these constituencies might vary in duration and 
impact, but the usual relationship between the museum and the audience is thus replaced by a network 
of multiple entries and possibilities. 

In two of the recent exhibitions in Times Museum, Theatre 44 was invited to activate such temporary 
social networks within the exhibition framework. As an artist group formed by different volunteering 
members for each project or event, Theatre 44 took over the function of interpretation in the public 
educational department of a museum, and pushed the moment of interpreting beyond the static 
presentation of an exhibition. The exhibition became an open text and could be read and used by 

Figure 2. Photos from the “In the Name of Archive Re-imagining History as Contemporary Art Practice,” November 17-19, 2017, the 
6th paracuratorial symposium co-curated by Nikita Yingqian Cai and Mia Yu. Image courtesy of the Guangdong Times Museum.
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members of the temporary communities organized by Theatre 44. In The Man Who Never Threw 
Anything Away, discussions and events which happened outside of the museum were documented and 
displayed in an archival room in the museum (The Unsettling Room, 2017).  In Pan Yuliang: A Journey 
to Silence, feminist forums and reenactments of Pan Yuliang’s film footages were hosted in the artistic 
booth (Stage Sets/Five Scenes, 2017). When members of these temporary communities occupied spaces 
of the museum and organized their own activities, the museum stopped being the sole producer of 
contents. Different agencies were prompted. Exhibition is thus no longer just the medium, but also a 
tool to mobilize various factors in the chain of cognition. 

For a museum that is shaped by its locality, and has tried and reshaped our own identification with 
and the public’s understanding of this very locality, how do we connect these understandings with the 
world? The city landscape one sees from the museum terrace has changed greatly since its opening at 
the end of 2010.  The main road that was being constructed has been completed; the vast green field has 
been abandoned and converted into smaller parking lots; negotiation between the Huangbian villagers 
and future land developers has been ongoing for a while; and the villagers who used to take motorcycles 
to commute between the metro station and their homes now take clean, free bus shuttles run by the 
community. In our recent research, we also found out that migrant workers have slowly moved out of 
Huangbian and the village is becoming more and more like the gated communities in the city. 

Instead of adopting community-engaged approaches, we decided to activate our roadside project space, 
Banyan Commune, into a community research center which is run by young curators of the museum 
working side by side with residency artists. The neighborhood of the museum, Guangzhou city, and 
the cities of the Pearl River Delta are all deviant miniatures of the globalized world.  Without the 
local resources and knowledge of the museum team, artists coming from outside, either international 

artists with developed ideas or methodologies, or Chinese artists who lack support from commercial 
galleries, will have difficulties realizing projects in such a context. In the long term, the ground level 
perspective of Banyan Commune might challenge the modernist ritual of the 19-floor white cube of 
Times Museum, and be integrated into our process of unlearning.  

The Social Gender of An Institution

The exhibition, Pan Yuliang: A Journey to Silence, is the first group exhibition of Times Museum in 
which the majority of participating artists are women, which is rarely the case for most group shows 
in China. The exhibition also enjoyed more women visitors, which on the other hand is the norm of 
contemporary art exhibitions in China. In a recent report by a social media subscription account on 
wechat, in the list of “The Top 50 Most Presented Chinese Artists”, 26% are women. This is already a 
substantial increase compared with that of last year. Globally, there are generally more women students 
in art academies and more female employees in the art industry. In this industry that is demographically 
“female”, women’s voices are not channeled, and their artistic achievements are not featured. As one 
role player of the art world, the social gender of an institution should be taken into consideration, 
which is not just about promoting equality of different genders in terms of participation, but also about 
understanding the heterogenous categorizations of gender and its intrinsic issues as social construct. 
Through these categorizations, topics of class, rural-urban relations, labor and income, discussions of 
affect, body, and labor value can be expanded into investigation and projection about what is a better 
life and a better world. From this point of view, gender is also part our new institutional geographies. 

The dragon boat will continue heading south. Figure 3. Exhibition view of The Man Who Never Threw Anything Away, January 7-February 19, 2017, the final episode in the Times 
Heterotopia Trilogy. Image courtesy of the Guangdong Times Museum.

Figure 4. Exhibition view of You 
Can Only Think About Something if 
You Think of Something Else, August 
23-October 26, 2014, the second episode 
in the Times Heterotopia Trilogy. Image 
courtesy of the Guangdong Times 
Museum.
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ART, POLITICS, and DIASPORA



CATHY J.  SCHLUND-VIALS

Recollecting Collateral Damage:
Diasporic Artists and the American War in Viet Nam

Introduction

Denotative of “inadvertent casualties in civilian areas” and indicative of the unintended costs of 
militarized intervention, “collateral damage” evocatively encapsulates the vexed political imaginaries 
and contested terrains of the so-termed  Vietnam War (1954-1975), a twentieth-century conflict 
which, notwithstanding the passage of multiple decades, the completion of manifold election cycles, 
and the assorted politics of numerous regime shifts, remains within the United States an often accessed 
shorthand for failed American policy endeavor and disastrous wartime experience.1 Despite its 
now recognized position as a tarnished U.S. national narrative, and notwithstanding misleadingly 
“contained” nomenclature (emblematized by the essentializing the designation of “Vietnam” as the 
sole adjectival modifier of “War”), what is repeatedly forgotten and recurrently overlooked are the 
conflict’s multilayered impact and sprawling reach. To illustrate, while the number of American dead is 
accurately recorded at 58,315 persons, estimates of North Vietnamese and South Vietnamese military/
civilian deaths are much less certain (ranging from one million to 1.3 million).2 When considering 
the expanded nature of the conflict which, in addition to refueling sites in the Pacific (expressly 
Hawai’i and Guam), large-scale military installations in the Far East (specifically in South Korea, 
Japan, and Okinawa), and Thai air bases, involved illegal bombings of the Cambodian countryside 
and covert Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) campaigns in Laotian provinces, just as revealing is that 
the numbers of war dead increase exponentially, ranging from two to four million.3 This forgetting, 
in terms of the conflict’s multivalent Southeast Asian impact, is by no means limited to inaccurate 
casualty reports and misremembered wartime fronts. Such disremembering troublingly encompasses 
the war’s immediate legacies via forced migration and concomitant “making” of refugees. To wit, set 
against a catastrophic backdrop of changing political fortunes (emblematized by the weakening of 
pro-American governments, U.S. withdrawal, and communist takeovers), it is not surprising that an 
estimated three million Southeast Asians fled their respective countries of origin (specifically Vietnam, 
Laos, and Cambodia).4 

1 While official U.S.-centric histories of the Vietnam War begin on 7 August 1964 with the congressional passage of President 
Lyndon Baines Johnson’s “Gulf of Tonkin Resolution,” the earlier date renders visible the political fact that U.S. operatives 
(inclusive of special forces and CIA agents) were in Vietnam in 1954; moreover, by the time the French were defeated at the 
Battle of Dien Bien Phu on 7 May 1954, the United States was funding approximately 80% of the French war effort. A citation 
may be useful here, especially in indicating when this previously classified information became available to researchers. 

2 Andrew West, The Vietnam War: 1956-1975 (New York: Routledge, 2002), 85. 
3 R. J. Rummel, Statistics of Democide: Genocide and Mass Murder Since 1900 (Berlin: LIT Verlag Munster, 1998). 
4 Jie Zon and Jeanne Batalova, “Vietnamese Immigrants in the United States,” Migration Policy Institute, 8 June 2016, http://

www.migrationpolicy.org/article/vietnamese-immigrants-united-states. .
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Such out-of-country migrations historically presages this essay’s focus on three diasporic Southeast 
Asian artists: Cambodian photographer Vandy Rattana; Lao/Cambodian American mixed media 
practitioner Sayon Syprasoeuth; and, Vietnamese American visual artist Dinh Q. Lê. Notwithstanding 
their divergent global locations (in Cambodia, Taiwan, Japan, the United States, and Vietnam 
respectively), and despite differences in terms of artistic style, art content, and visual medium, what 
connects Rattana’s disruptive aesthetics, Syprasoeuth’s restorative art-making, and Lê’s palimpsestic 
photo-weavings are incontrovertibly bellicose artistic contemplations. As will subsequently become 
clear, these war-inspired meditations assume material form and politicized aesthetics in works which 
directly attest to the disastrous aftermaths of large-scale bombings, implicitly engage the rise of 
authoritarian regimes, and strategically evoke the legacies of U.S. foreign policy in Southeast Asia.  As 
a closer investigation into each artist’s oeuvre accentuates, such diasporic deliberations converge on 
recent Cambodian history and ineludibly center on the ways in which past U.S. war-making persists 
as an “absent presence” in contemporary diasporic/Southeast Asian American art. The Vietnam War’s 
destructive afterlives, as epitomized in Rattana’s environmentally-driven photo series Bomb Ponds, 
remain a present-day legacy of Cold War realpolitik and mid-century U.S. militarization.  Such 
calamitous aftermaths are analogously palpable in works by Syprasoeuth and Lê that divergently 
mediate the multi-sited terrains of transnational cultural memory. 

While this attention on two Khmer artists and a diasporic Vietnamese photographer may, at first 
glance, seem limited given this essay’s more expansive claims concerning Southeast Asian/American 
artistic production, such a focus strategically encapsulates the ways in which Cambodia, as a legible 
combat site and extreme conflict locale, makes possible a new way of seeing both the Vietnam War and 
its intergenerational, diasporic collateral inheritances. On one level, these Cambodia-concentrated 
emphases make clear the extent to which historically inflected art-making renders visible an under-
mined artistic critique involving the multiple failures of “the American War in Vietnam”. On another 
level, such attention to diasporic “collateral damage” via transnational artistic aftershocks brings to light 
under-explored registers of resilience that are necessarily integral to turn of the twenty-first century 
Southeast Asian subjectivity. Connotative of a capacity to recover from past trauma and redolent of 
a culturally-inflected elasticity, this “resilience” accordingly functions as a means of recalibrating the 
work of other diasporic Southeast Asian artists who comparably yet diversely engage the Vietnam 
War’s enduring political, social, and artistic legacies. 

Mapping the Diasporic State and Stakes of Southeast Asian Memory Work: 
Rattana, Sysaproueth, and Lê

To better contextualize the political state and theoretical stakes of such diasporic artistic production, 
this chapter provides more detail regarding the specific consequences of U.S. militarization vis-à-vis 
the built and natural environment. Such calamitous backdrops in turn serve as the basis for this essay’s 
succeeding considerations of diasporic Southeast Asian cultural production, which commence with 

Vandy Rattana’s previously mentioned Bomb Ponds photographic series. As Rattana’s most recognizable 
work, Bomb Ponds has, since its 2009 debut in Phnom Penh, received considerable acclaim inside 
and outside Southeast Asia. To illustrate, Rattana’s evocative photo cycle most recently occupied a 
centerpiece position in the 2013 Season of Cambodia festival, an unprecedented Cambodian Living 
Arts initiative that brought more than 125 Cambodian performers, filmmakers, and visual artists to 
thirty-four New York cultural and academic institutions.5 A nine-part series born out of the artist’s 
“dissatisfaction with the level of documentation produced” on the subject of Vietnam War-era U.S. 
bombings, and intended to “inspire Cambodians to protest”, Bomb Ponds strategically utilizes the 
idyllic registers of landscape photography as a means to dynamically engage the conflict’s ecological 
costs and ongoing environmental legacies.6 

This aesthetic engagement with the pugnacious past, which pivots on re-seeing the sites and sights of 
U.S. war-making, prefigures this essay’s subsequent evaluation of U.S.-based artist/curator and Khmer 
Rouge regime survivor Sayon Syprasoeuth, whose work in recent times was featured in Cabinet of 
Ghosts, a 2015 multidisciplinary group exhibition that presented work and performances by Amy Kaps 
and Brutal Blondes, Dengue Fever, Ichiro Irie with Lucas Kazansky, Jayme Odgers, Ken Gonzales Day, 
Marianne Magne, Melinda Smith Althsuler, Paula Goldman, Prumsodun Ok, and Richard Turner.  
Curated by Syprasoeuth and E.B. Detto, Cabinet of Ghosts opened at the Orange County Center for 
Contemporary Art (OCCCA) in Santa Ana, California. The exhibition was guided by the notion that 
“cultural memory is collective memory, and the artist is part of it”, and was influenced by a sense that 
“notions of history and memory... are especially problematic for the individual that experienced the 
disaster”.7 Such preoccupations with “history and memory”, which intersect with individual traumas 
and encapsulate collective memories, are immediately apparent in Syprasoeuth’s sculptural work. 
Particularly, Syprasoeuth’s Falling Down (2010), The Hysterical King (2010), and Birth of the Dragon 
Lady (2011) instantiate a different engagement with the war via its collateral, material, and recyclable 
dimensions. Such memory-oriented meditations, which purposefully utilize Southeast Asian tradition 
alongside contemporary art practices, foreground a concluding analysis of Dinh Q Lê’s Persistence of 

5 It should be noted that Cambodian American artists, particularly those who identified as members of the 1.5-generation, 
were not invited to exhibit their works. This omission was largely attributable to their unilateral classification as U.S. artists. 
Such a designation failed to accommodate their transnational artistic sensibilities, evident in the tactical fusion of Khmer 
visual arts, traditional Cambodian music forms, and U.S. artistic practices. In response, Anida Yoeu Ali, praCh Ly (a 
Cambodian American rapper), and Bochan Huy (a Cambodian American singer) staged an independent arts event. 

6 See Sàn Art, Bomb Ponds, accessed 13 November 2016, http://san-art.org/exhibition/bomb-ponds. While Vandy Rattana’s 
Bomb Ponds was scheduled for exhibition at Sàn Art in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam (April - May 2011), it was ultimately 
cancelled due to governmental interference. What follows is an announcement from the museum about that cancellation: 
“Sàn Art is disappointed to announce that this solo exhibition, Bomb Ponds, has been cancelled due to government 
restrictions on exhibition licensing. We sincerely thank Vandy Rattana and SA SA BASSAC, Phnom Penh, for their 
understanding at this difficult time.” With regard to protest, see Lauren Quinn, “Vandy Rattana’s Bomb Ponds Exposes 
Cambodia’s Secret Scars,” Huffington Post, 15 April 2011, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/lauren-quinn/vandy-rattanas-
bomb-ponds_b_846496.html.

7 See Michael E.B. Detto and Sayon Syprasoeut, “Cabinet of Ghosts,” accessed 4 October 2016,  http://www.ghostsartproject.
net. 
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Memory #14 (2000-2001), which appeared in his solo 2015 exhibition, Memory for Tomorrow at the 
Mori Art Museum. In conjunction with the fortieth anniversary of the so-called “Fall of Saigon” (30 
April 1975) and the seventieth anniversary of the end of World War II (1945), Memory for Tomorrow 
was a powerful, multidisciplinary retrospective (comprised of sculpture, video, and visual art) which 
aimed to “examin[e] the stories that have never been told, of individuals who have undergone events 
whose facts have been overshadowed by ‘official’, national and/or social histories, and exploring closer 
relations between art and society”.8 

Taken together, Lê’s emphases on “stories that have never been told” and “on individuals who have 
undergone events whose facts have been overshadowed by ‘official, national, and/or social histories’”, 
potently embody the memory work that undergirds what has become an identifiable aspect of diasporic 
Southeast Asian art. Drawing on James Young’s assertion in The Texture of Memory (1993) that the 
efficacy of memorials is measured, not according to commemorative potential but rather by a capacity 
to instantiate debates about large-scale loss, human rights violation, and mass violence, this essay’s 
overall characterization of such war-inspired art-making brings to light political significances and 
cultural implications which are part and parcel of productions intended to engender in the present 
remembrances of a largely unreconciled past.9 In so doing, artists such as Rattana, Syprasoeuth, and 
Lê re-envision alternative sites of justice which, in an imaginary marked by juridical belatedness and 
non-reparation, tirelessly remind viewers of the continuing collateral costs of the Vietnam War decades 
after its “official” end in 1975. 

Collateral History and Traumatic Memory: The Vietnam War and its Aftermaths

While histories of human rights violation extend throughout Southeast Asia as a war-torn region, and 
whereas these traumatic experiences with authoritarianism have been dramatically and compellingly 
recapitulated in Vietnamese, Hmong, and Laotian refugee accounts (among others), Cambodia as post-
Vietnam War imaginary occupies, due to past genocidal regime and ongoing tribunal, a distinctive 
“collateral” position vis-à-vis these other traumatic, aftermath narratives.10 For the artists included in 
this essay, Cambodia, like the Vietnam War, emerges as a complex yet undeniable point of “origin”. 

8 See Dinh Q. Lê: Memory for Tomorrow, Mori Art Museum, accessed 12 December 2016, http:/mori.art.museum/English/
contents/dinh_q_le.

9 See James Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Their Meaning (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1993). 

10 While more than thirty-five years has passed since the Khmer Rouge regime was removed from power, to date only five 
Khmer Rouge officials have been indicted under the auspices of the hybrid Khmer Rouge Tribunal (officially known as the 
“Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia,” or “ECCC”). The tribunal began its deliberations in 2006. Two of 
those facing the tribunal (Ieng Sary and Ieng Thirith) died prior to successful prosecution. Kaing Guek Eav (known more 
widely as “Comrade Duch,” the head warden of Tuol Sleng Prison (S-21) was convicted on 26 July 2010 for crimes against 
humanity. Khieu Samphan (former Khmer Rouge Foreign Minister) and Nuon Chea (Chief Khmer Rouge Ideologue) were 
convicted for crimes against humanity in 2014, and are currently facing charges of genocide.

Cambodia keenly figures as a birthplace for Vandy Rattana (born in Phnom Penh, 1980). Sayon 
Syprasoeuth and his family escaped Cambodia in 1976 when the artist was three years old. Last, 
but certainly not least, Dinh Q. Lê was born in Ha Tiên (1968), a Vietnamese village near the 
Cambodian border. Like Syprasoeuth, Lê and his family immigrated to the United States in 1978 to 
escape the Khmer Rouge regime. 

To better contextualize Rattana, Syprasoeuth, and Lê’s artistic connections to Cambodia, it is 
important to delve into the nation’s relatively recent violent past. In the days and months that 
followed the April 1975 takeover of Phnom Penh, the totalitarian Khmer Rouge, whose rise to 
power was fomented by the destabilization of governmental power that accompanied Vietnam 
War-era U.S. bombings and interventions, emptied the nation’s cities, forcing urban denizens into 
Cambodia’s countryside, where the majority toiled in labor camps and slaved on collectivized 
farms. Others were immediately executed or subsequently detained and tortured in various 
“security centers” (e.g., Tuol Sleng Prison, or “S-21”) intent on ridding the newly formed nation of 
Democratic Kampuchea of so-designated “enemies of the people”.11 

To elucidate, driven by the desire to engender an agricultural revolution by any means necessary, 
and single-minded in its anti-Western focus, the Khmer Rouge executed doctors, lawyers, civil 
servants, artists, teachers, scholars, and military personnel along with their immediate and extended 
families. The regime concomitantly dismantled education, eliminated currency, proscribed religion, 
separated parents from children, and disallowed “Western” medicine (e.g., penicillin and other 
basic antibiotics). By the time the Vietnamese “liberated” the country at the end of the 1977-1979 
Cambodian-Vietnamese War (also known as the “Third Indochina War”) on January 7, 1979, out 
of 550 doctors, only 48 survived; nine lawyers were left in-country; three-fourths of the nation’s 
teachers perished or fled; and, 90% of traditional Khmer artists and court musicians were dead.12 In 
all, over the three-year, eight-month, twenty-day period of the Khmer Rouge regime, an estimated 
1.7 million Cambodians (roughly 21-25% of the extant population) had perished due to famine, 
disease, torture, and execution. 

In addition to refugee histories and genocidal pasts, such amnesic frames vis-à-vis the Vietnam 
War and its cataclysmic legacies inevitably overlook the conflict’s vestiges via corresponding 
environmental degradation and ecological destruction, the direct consequences of mass bombings 
and widespread use of toxic defoliants. To wit, the biological costs of mid-century U.S. war-making 
remain largely unresolved sites of “collateral damage”. These disastrous outcomes of the Vietnam 
War are at once evident in the astronomical volume of munitions dropped and the tons of Agent 
Orange deployed, which in reiterative fashion lays bare the degree to which the conflict, in the face 

11 At Tuol Sleng Prison, an estimated 18,000-20,000 individuals were detained; many were former Khmer Rouge cadres. Those 
imprisoned were subjected to extreme torture and were forced to write confessions and provide names of other “traitorous 
subjects.” Roughly 220 individuals survived their detention. 

12 See Cathy J. Schlund-Vials, War, Genocide, and Justice: Cambodian American Memory Work (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2012), 13. 
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of opposing terminology, was by no means contained in one nation, state, or front. Between 1964 
and 1973, the United States military dropped 260 million cluster bombs, roughly 2.5 million tons 
of munitions, on Laos alone over the course of 580,000 bombing missions. Shifting from Laos to 
Cambodia, according to Ben Kiernan and Taylor Owen, between 4 October 1965 and 15 August 
1973, the United States dropped 2,756,941 tons of munitions on 113,716 Cambodian sites. An 
estimated 230,516 sorties were flown over Cambodia. Of these missions, 3,580 involved “unknown 
targets” and 8,238 failed to list any target whatsoever. By the time the conflict came to a close in 
April/May 1975, seven million bombs had been dropped on Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, the 
equivalent of more than twice the amount utilized in Europe, Asia, and the Pacific Rim during the 
entirety of World War II.13 

Such calamitous consequences are ecologically manifest in present-day meditations on and 
politicized debates concerning past Agent Orange usage. As Howard Zinn dramatically notes, U.S. 
planes dropped poisonous sprays on an estimated 7,840 square miles.14 According to Charles Bailey, 
former director of the Aspen Institute’s Agent Orange in Vietnam Program, approximately 19 million 
gallons of herbicides were sprayed over 4.5 million acres of Southeast Asian land between 1961 and 
1970; the Vietnam Red Cross estimates that three million Vietnamese were affected.15 More than 
twenty-five years after the conclusion, the United States and Vietnam reached an agreement in 
2001 to study the impacts of the toxic defoliant which to date has affected an estimated one million 
Vietnamese. This study highlighted the environmental fact that Agent Orange was responsible for 
current birth defects in approximately 150,000 Vietnamese children.16 

First-generation victims of Agent Orange, per a 29 June 2015 Inter Press Service exposé by Zhai 
Yun Tan, suffered cancer, liver damage, severe skin and nervous disorders, and heart disease. 
The children and even grandchildren of people exposed to Agent Orange have been born with 
deformities, defects, disabilities, and diseases. Huge expanses of forest and jungle, including the 
natural habitats of several species, were devastated. Many of these species are still threatened with 
extinction. In some areas, rivers were poisoned and underground water sources contaminated. 
Erosion and desertification as a result of the herbicide sprays made barren fields out of once fertile 
farmlands.17

13 See Taylor Owen and Ben Kiernan, “Bombs Over Cambodia: New Light on U.S. Air War,” The Asia-Pacific Journal 5, no. 5 
(May 2007). 

14 See Howard Zinn, People’s History of the United States (New York: Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2005), 362.
15 See Zhai Yun Tan, “U.S. Urged to Ramp up Aid for Agent Orange Clean-Up Efforts in Vietnam,” Inter Press Service, 29 June 

2015, http://www.ipsnews.net/2015/06/u-s-urged-to-ramp-up-aid-for-agent-orange-clean-up-efforts-in-vietnam.
16 Tom Fawthrop, “Vietnam’s War Against Agent Orange,” BBC News, 14 June 2004, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/3798581.

stm.  
17 See Tan, “U.S. Urged to Ramp Up Aid for Agent Orange Clean-Up Efforts in Vietnam.” 

Most recently, in 2011, the Vietnamese government, emboldened by popular support and armed 
with U.S. aid, announced that it would begin the initial clean-up phase concentrated in areas 
around former U.S. military bases. To date, $136 million has been allocated. Not surprisingly, this 
effort has at best been slow, although President Barack Obama in December 2014 signed into law 
the Fiscal Year 2015 Appropriations Act, which increased funding for “the remediation of dioxin 
contaminated areas in Vietnam”.18 

While Agent Orange has occupied a relatively prominent ecological place vis-à-vis the Vietnam War’s 
collateral costs, less attention has been paid on the numerous physical impacts of the aforementioned 
bombing campaigns. As Ian G.R. Shaw records, “By the end of the war, 21 million bomb craters 
were estimated to have scarred the South Vietnamese landscape. Such craters became flooded in the 
tropical Mekong region nearly year-round, acting as breeding grounds for mosquitos and creating a 
cascade of environmental effects that hampered the countryside’s irrigation systems.”19 In addition 
to disastrously puncturing Southeast Asia’s landscape, shrapnel from U.S. bombs also pierced tree 
bark, “facilitating the growth of wood rotting fungi. Wildlife were often unable to survive in the 
new, deathly ecosystems”.20 These accidental consequences tragically co-exist with overt ecological 
campaigns such as “Operation Ranch Hand” (1962-1971), which used poisonous defoliants to 
obstruct crop production, and “search and destroy” ground missions that targeted civilians, alleged 
National Liberation Front (NLF) sympathizers, and livestock. Set against such troubling histories 
of mass violence, which encompass the use of military force, deployment of authoritarian rule, 
and utilization of scorched earth tactics, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Laos (to varying degrees and 
interconnected ends) emerge as de facto collateral sites. As intentional battlegrounds and incidental 
fronts, their respective landscapes bear the literal mark of U.S. militarization well after the Vietnam 
War’s official end. 

18 “Vietnam Begins First Phase of Agent Orange Cleanup,” The Washington Post, 17 June 2011, http://www.washingtontimes.
com/news/2011/jun/17/vietnam-begins-1st-phase-of-agent-orange-cleanup.

19 See Ian Shaw, Predator Empire: Drone Warfare and Full Spectrum Dominance (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2016), 84. 

20  Ibid.  
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Diasporic Remembrance and Art-Making: 
Vandy Rattana, Sayon Syprasoeuth, and Dinh Q. Lê

Marked by expanses of bright green grasslands, lush forests, red clay roads, and reflective water 
surfaces, Vandy Rattana’s Bomb Ponds is a moving Janus-faced work which, according to the artist, 
“invites audiences to connect with both the fragility and the resilience of the people and the land, and 
to reconsider the historical thread of America’s actions during the Vietnam War and, subsequently, 
similar acts of violence worldwide”.21 

21 Sàn Art, Bomb Ponds, accessed 13 November 2016, http://san-art.org/exhibition/bomb-ponds.

Described as a “series of nine quiet, mysteriously serene landscape photographs”,22 and based on a 
Khmer language name for such cratered waterways, Bomb Ponds represents Rattana’s journey to ten 
Cambodian provinces. These provinces have the infamous distinction of being the most bombed areas 
during the Vietnam War. Guided by the proverb that one “can hear something a thousand times and 
not know it, yet if one sees it with their eyes just once, you know”, Rattana’s Bomb Ponds is evidentiary 
in its artistic focus.23 Correspondingly, Bomb Ponds is intended to provide by way of a photographic 

22 Ibid.
23 Ibid. 

Figure 1. Vandy Rattana, Takeo, from the Bomb Ponds series, 2009. Digital c-print, 98 x 111 cm. Photo courtesy of SA SA 
BASSAC and the artist.

Figure 2. Vandy Rattana, Kampong Thom, from the Bomb Ponds series, 2009. Digital c-print, 98 x 111 cm. Photo courtesy of SA 
SA BASSAC and the artist.
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record a visual testimony of U.S. militarization. Such prosecutorial registers are further buttressed 
by a short documentary film wherein Cambodian villagers describe their memories of the original 
U.S. bombing campaigns and detail their present-day ecological connection to the man-made water 
formations. 

Integral to Rattana’s Bomb Ponds series is, on the one hand, the overt revelation of this militarized 
past through visual documentation and oral history. The viewer is accordingly placed in the position 
of judge and/or jury vis-à-vis the artistic indictment of U.S. military actions during the Vietnam War. 
On the other hand, Rattana’s Bomb Ponds implicitly accesses the tenets of early nineteenth-century 
European landscape painting, insofar as the viewer is given a rather serene landscape upon which to 
contemplate and meditate. At the same time, such depictions are locally specific, intended to convey 
(relatively) precise environs within a distinct country. Rattana likewise alludes to conventions of 
traditional Chinese landscape painting, wherein artists depicted heavenly, non-earthly environments. 
Such “otherworldliness” is evident in the fact that these ponds were brought into being by missile 
strikes from above and are thus unnatural formations. The inclusion of oral history as part of the 
exhibition adds a storytelling element initially reminiscent of the pastoral as a literary/narrative genre. 
If the pastoral is intended to narrate an idealized account of country life, then Rattana’s Bomb Ponds 
productively subverts the genre via an overarching collateral engagement. These seemingly peaceful 
sites are the direct product of war and militarized destruction.    

This disconnect between a meditative art form (e.g., landscape painting) and an agitative artwork is 
analogously at the forefront of the aforementioned Sayon Syprasoeuth’s sculpture series, titled The 
Hysterical King (2010), Falling Down (2010), and Birth of the Dragon Lady (2011). 

According to Sysaproeuth, the passing of elders, the purveyors of such a tradition, has precipitated a 
cultural crisis for those of the 1.5-generation. Such a crisis animates his current body of work, which 
incorporates “personal narrative, struggle, the beauty of [Khmer] culture” and combines “Eastern and 
Western cultural experiences”.24 Utilizing ready-made, found, and recycled objects, Syprasoeuth’s The 
Hysterical King and Falling Down feature traditional Cambodian court dress. Influenced by the artist’s 
first-time return to Cambodia and guided by a motif of collateral damage, these two works are on one 
level intended to replicate, via downward positioning and discarded materials, Syprasoeuth’s despair 
about landmines in his home country. As Syprasoeuth notes, “I was disturbed by the fact that there 
were still landmines. . .and that people were still getting injured and killed by them.”25 On another 
level, these works are very much tied to a sense of Cambodian American identity through cultural 
assemblage. As Syspraoeuth explains, “Retrospective in scope, I envisioned these pieces as ones 
that reflect my experiences in the Southeast Asian diaspora, which involves engaging considerable 
geographic shift and great cultural change. As an artist, I am tasked with transforming the visible and 

24 See Sayon Syprasoeuth, “New American,” Asian American Literary Review 6, no. 2 (Winter 2015): 125–32. 
25 Ibid.

Figure 3. Sayon Syprasoeuth, The Hysterical King, 2010. Found, 
ready-made, and recycled material, house paint, wire, beads, 
and glitter, 6 ft x 4 ft x 4 ft.

Figure 5. Sayon Syprasoeuth, Birth of the Dragon Lady, 2011. Found, ready-made, and 
recycled material, house paint, and glitter, 5 ft x 4 ft x 4 ft.

Figure 4. Sayon Syprasoeuth, Falling Down, 2010. 
Found, ready-made, and recycled material, house 
paint, wire, rope, and glitter, 5 ft x 3 ft x 4 ft.
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invisible scars of my community into something new and beautiful.”26 Such aesthetic transformations, 
which involve laying bare the pains of the past as a means of contextualizing a more hopeful present, 
prefigure the decidedly more optimistic Birth of the Dragon Lady, which features a female figure, face 
downturned, with wire flowers emerging from her back. 

Contradistinguished from The Hysterical King and Falling Down, Birth of the Dragon Lady is much 
more agentic in terms of pose and full musculature. While the dragon lady’s downward countenance 
suggests sadness, the upward direction of the flowers indicates a sanguine rebirth consistent with the 
piece’s title, gender subjectivity, and vertical staging. This notion of “rebirth”, suggestive of resilience 
despite the incommensurability of past conflict and collateral damage, makes possible a re-evaluation 
of Southeast Asian subjectivity through unparalleled revision, recalibration, and resistance. If war is a 
force that brought diasporic Southeast Asian artists “into being”, it is also an event which is responsible 
for a vibrant and unique critique of past U.S. militarization and ongoing American war-making. 

 Dinh Q. Lê’s show, Memory for Tomorrow, advertised by the Mori Museum as the “first solo exhibition 
by the world’s most outstanding Vietnamese artist in Asia”, is likewise situated within a context of 
remembrance and resistance.27 Best known for his photo montages wherein Lê layers multiple 
photographic strips, Persistence of Memory #14, is both emblematic and unique. Lê’s oeuvre consistently 
engages palimpsestic modes, insofar as the artist utilizes popular depictions of the Vietnam War (taken 
from film, photojournalistic account, and mass print media). This layering technique, which involves 
organic, plant processes alongside chemical manipulations, evocatively defamiliarizes the Vietnam 
War as visual event. Persistence of Memory #14 features a helicopter and pixelated soldiers which 
overwhelm the picture’s foreground. Playing on Salvador Dali’s iconic Persistence of Memory (1931), 
wherein melted watches and ants are placed in surrealistic fashion within a desolate landscape, Lê’s 
work immediately accesses, by way of title, a dreamlike state that coheres with the collateral impacts 
of U.S. militarization (via landscape and human casualties). As many have noted, Dali in Persistence of 
Memory juxtaposes familiar images and identifiable oceanside backdrop (emblematized by cliffs which 
hail from the artist’s home region of Catalonia, Spain) with defamiliarized imaginary. The intent, 
according to Dali, was to “systemize confusion and thus help discredit completely the world of reality” 
via “the most imperialist fury of precision”.28  Notwithstanding Dali’s explicitly confused effect, the 
precise inclusion of the familiar tethers the painting to reality. Analogously, Persistence of Memory #14, 
pays titular homage to the famous painting and makes thematic allusion to Dali’s surrealism. It likewise 
attends to the very real registers of the Vietnam War insofar as it attends to its exaggerated deployments 
of weaponry. The imprints of soldiers are larger than the helicopter. As emblems of militaristic violence, 
these soldier figures embody the sublime nature of the conflict as extreme engagement. 

26 Ibid., 126. 
27 See Dinh Q. Lê: Memory for Tomorrow. 
28 Quoted in “MoMA Learning: The Persistence of Memory,” Museum of Modern Art, accessed 8 June 2017, https://www.

moma.org/learn/moma_learning/salvador-dali-the-persistence-of-memory-1931. 

Such exaggerations, which underscore the extent to which the memory of the Vietnam War has by 
no means faded, intersects with the ongoing-ness of such remembrance in contemporary diasporic 
Southeast Asian art-making. While Lê’s work is incontrovertibly linked to “past” depictions of the 
conflict, the technique he uses, coupled with his direct allusion to memory, bespeaks a contemplation 
that persists, despite the passage of decades and notwithstanding declarations of “endings”. Such 
persistence, in the end, emerges as a key theme in diasporic Southeast Asian art, which consistently 
engages the past as a means of understanding the limitations and possibilities of the present. 

Figure 6. Dinh Q. Lê, Persistence of Memory #14, 2000-2001. C-print and linen tape. Courtesy of Larry Warsh, New York.
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Conclusion 

Suggestive of a “dispersion or spread of any people from their original homeland”, and indicative 
of a migratory “scattering”, the very term “diaspora” serves as an ideal analytic through which to 
consider the works of transnational Southeast Asian artists whose work, implicitly and explicitly, 
engages the collateral actualities and aftermaths of U.S.-militarization and the American War 
in Viet Nam. While the legacies of the conflict remain “ongoing” with regard to environmental 
catastrophe, refugee subjectivity, intergenerational ramifications, and unreconciled traumas, what 
remains at the forefront of diasporic Southeast Asian cultural production is an overriding desire 
to remember, recollect, and artistically reconcile the disremembered disjunctures of the past with 
the unavoidable realities of the present. In so doing, artists such as Rattana, Syprasoeuth, and Lê 
function as key memory interlocutors whose works both remember and expand the recollective, 
resistive project of diasporic Southeast Asian art. 

Such resistance, which purposefully restages collateral heritances of militarized violence, rehearses 
histories of authoritarianism, and reimagines alternative routes, ultimately converges on mid-twentieth 
century politics and post-conflict dynamics which incontrovertibly brought diasporic Southeast Asian 
subjects like Rattana, Sysaproeuth, and Lê and into being. Just as important is that these tactical 
recollections of the past disrupt dominant histories of the Vietnam War vis-à-vis an indefatigable 
commitment to culturally flexible and historically situated memory work. Redolent of the exilic 
notion that “we are here because you were there”, and indicative of complex imaginaries involving 
forced migration, involuntary movement, and compulsory relocation, the transnational dimensions of 
diasporic Southeast Asian art render visible a Janus-faced resiliency which simultaneously attends to 
the traumatic past while engendering a way forward via a vibrant, artistic present.  
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ZASHA COLAH

Ways of Unbelonging: Myanmar and Diaspora

Introduction

This essay explores two tracks: diaspora artists, in the case of artists from Burma/Myanmar,1 as artists in 
exile, who sought political refuge in other countries, and at the same time, the integration of diasporic 
populations within Burma/Myanmar. 

There are several words to describe how populations are differentiated: as diasporic communities, 
immigrants, minorities, or aliens against an imagined homogenous majority. These overlapping, often 
legally defined terms, are thermometers of tolerance for difference within a nation, and the right to 
cultural sovereignty and cultural difference that exists within a majority culture. Burma/Myanmar is a 
case in point for this kind of theoretical questioning, considering its troubled history of military coups, 
and ongoing civil wars with several different recognized and unrecognized minorities; most discussed 
among them is the Rohingya Muslim ethnic minority. The UN Human Rights Commission, focusing 
on the situation in the Kachin, Rakhine, and Shan regions since 2011, has stated that: “senior generals 
of the Myanmar military should be investigated and prosecuted in an international criminal tribunal 
for genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes”.2

Different historic understandings of diaspora complicate the ways in which the term may be used. The 
works by the two artists in focus make it possible to ask questions the answers to which have lethal 
contemporary significance: what makes an artist diasporic? And at what point does the diasporic-
entity, the diasporic artist, become a citizen? 

 

Diaspora as transnational movement 

After Burma’s independence from the British, its brief democratic period very often approached 
civil war, and lasted from 1948 only till 1962, when in a string of assassinations and a coup, General 
Ne Win took over as the head of state. Ne Win adopted economic and social reforms, which he 
called “The Burmese Way to Socialism” in 1962, a kind of manifesto. However, his economic 
policies were often dictated by idiosyncrasy and mysticism. That same year, the army blew up the 
Rangoon University Student Union building, which had been a center for the student leaders of 
the early nationalist movement. In 1962, the newly ascendant military government nationalized 

1 The name of the country was changed from Burma to Myanmar by the military in 1989. “Burmese” is used throughout the 
essay to refer to the people of the country.

2 United Nations Human Rights Council, Report of the independent international fact-finding mission on Myanmar, A/
HRC/39/64 (10–28 September 2018), available from undocs.org/A/HRC/39/64.
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many private businesses, many of which were owned by the ethnic Indian and Chinese dominated 
merchant class. A mass of Indian-origin Burmese began to relocate to India in this year. In 1974 and 
1976, there were further large-scale demonstrations. In 1964 and later in 1985, students gathered 
to boycott Ne Win’s decision to demonetize Burmese currency, a move that led to inflation to such 
an extent that people lost their savings overnight. “8888” was the name of the uprising that began 
with the murder of a student activist, and spread to country-wide demonstrations which began on 8 
August 1988. The artists of this time were called the “88 Generation”, many of whom went either to 
prison, or to exile to Thailand or North Eastern India, or joined the decades-old non-Bamar ethnic 
armies located in border areas. On September 18, 1988, another military coup, under General Saw 
Maung, began the phase of the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC). That same year, 
Aung San Suu Kyi formed the National League for Democracy. She spent many years under house 
arrest, and in 1991 was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. The country has been under military rule 
from 1962 to 2010, and despite reforms toward a civilian government that began with the new 
constitution written by the military dictatorship in 2008, former military personnel still make up 
much of the government. In 2015, after a landslide general election, Aung San Suu Kyi, assumed 
the role of State Councilor, a role akin to the prime minister of the country. The state partially 
transitioned away from military rule, although all important government ministries remain under 
the control of the commander-in-chief of the armed forces, Min Aung Hlaing, appointed since 
2011. Under military control are the ministries of Defense, Home Affairs, Border Affairs, National 
Defense and Security Council, and 25% of all seats in parliament. 

The dispersal of the Burmese community is tied to these political and historical conditions, and its 
diaspora refers largely to those forced into exile or to seek asylum in other nations. The Burmese 
diaspora has been formed due to people escaping from Japanese invasion in 1943, or fleeing from 
dictatorships since 1962, who sought political refuge from assassination, imprisonment, torture, 
and detention in other places such as Thailand, Malaysia, Japan, Singapore, Indonesia, Australia, 
India, the EU, the US, China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macau, Nepal, and Bangladesh. Although 
economic and isolationist policies have also pushed people into leaving the country, many Burmese 
artists did not have the possibility of choice; they went into exile, and found each other in forest 
trails and along river routes after they had escaped the country overnight. The Burmese experience 
of diaspora is interpreted largely as one of life-saving exile, where the diaspora is expressed in terms 
suggesting exigency, immediacy, urgency, and fear-for-life, as political exiles or asylum seekers. 

If historically the term “diaspora” referred to the dispersion of Jews, Greeks, and Armenians, the 
term has come to describe all dispersals of people, and also to a consideration of that dispersal as 
forming a community in a second home, as a transnational community. Artists have used this dual 
belonging to overcome the limitations of the nation-state. Within art discourse in the 1980s and 
1990s, the term diaspora artist carried an inbuilt positive value, a potential for sensitivities that 
were immediately bicultural, in the way a person might be bilingual. Its value may have come from 
the idea that the price of this Janus-faced vision was an implied loss: loss of context for certain 
cultural ideas, objects, or practices, which in addition to its maker’s racial difference, stuck out as 

culturally conspicuous, and tended to become a source of tension with the new homeland. In artistic 
terms, diaspora deepens an understanding of the extent to which every cultural object hinges on a 
contextual worldview. And context is at the heart of visual analysis. Without it, the work, no matter 
how revolutionary, original, or avant-garde, may be passed over as illegible, or trivial. Diaspora 
here is the circumstance of a loss of context for certain cultural practices. This lost cultural context 
may find preservation, through a frozen idea of the homeland, or through the transmutation, 
masquerade, and camouflage of the work itself within a new culture. In artistic terms, diaspora 
entreats this possibility of a Janus-faced vision and an unlikely solidarity of communities across 
nation-states. 

The arrival of the internet revolutionized the Burmese diaspora across generations, from 
transnational communities into a transnational movement. To be part of that diaspora was akin to 
belonging to a network of politicized people. Burmese diaspora artists remained acutely connected 
to the destiny of Burma, but were unable to return to see families and their homes until 2012; while 
some are still unable to return. This is the first sense of diaspora the essay considers through the 
lens of the diaspora artist, Chaw Ei Thein.

art@apt in New York and New Mexico

Chaw Ei Thein works across painting, performance, installation, sculpture, and moving image, 
while facilitating the practice of other Burmese artists. Born in 1969 in Yangon, Chaw Ei Thein is 
the daughter of a Bamar-Buddhist father. Her mother is ethnically Naga, and therefore a minority. 
Her father had been an art teacher, and from him she learned painting. He recognized her flair 
for art and encouraged her to participate in children’s international art competitions, in India for 
instance, in which she began to win prizes at the age of four. She began exhibiting in 1989. In the 
beginning, she only worked with painting on canvas. As there was no art program at the university 
level in Burma, she pursued law and attended a university in Yangon, receiving her degree in 1994. 
It was during her time in college that she met Htein Lin, with whom she would share a passion for 
practicing art. 

After college, she shared a studio with Htein Lin’s then wife who was an anyeint dancer. She taught 
students art, while Htein Lin’s wife taught dance. She opened the Sunflower Art Gallery in Yangon 
in 1994, the year she graduated, where she organized artists’ exhibitions, often including her works 
in group exhibitions. The programs for the Gallery included special exhibitions for children’s art in 
Myanmar and in Cambodia. Chaw Ei Thein also worked on the psychological fallout of art practice, 
curating works by psychiatric patients in 2000. She also worked on an exhibition of works by Htein 
Lin that the artist secretly made as an incarcerated political prisoner in 2005. 

Performance art in Burma began in the 1990s, with Htein Lin among its pioneering practitioners. 
Chaw Ei Thein considers herself a second-generation Burmese performance artist. Her first 
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performance was called Dreamweaver (2003-2004). She travelled to Tokyo in 2004 for the Nippon 
International Performance Art Festival, which had a huge influence on her work with performance 
and the body, after which she began to experiment with performance as a medium. Around this 
time, Htein Lin was imprisoned. Upon Htein Lin’s release, the two arts would often work together 
as performance partners, making public performance works on the streets of Yangon in 2005 (for 
which they were detained by the police) and 2006, until at least early 2011, a time when public art 
in Myanmar was impossible without attracting police attention. 

Chaw Ei Thein had a solo exhibition in Japan in 2004 and another in Bangkok in 2005. Upon the 
invitation of Htein Lin, they collaborated on an exhibition at Asia House in London in 2007. In 
2008, she collaborated with Richard Streitmatter-Tran for the Singapore Biennale. She was invited 
to participate in international performance art festivals in Taiwan, Thailand, Canada, and China. 
She received an Asian Cultural Council grant for a residency at the International Studio and 
Curatorial Program (ISCP) in New York in 2009. In the same year, she met fellow artist Thakhin 
Ngatoe and made striking works critical of the military regime, as a performance artist within and 
outside of Burma/ Myanmar. At the end of her residency, she felt unable to return home and sought 
political asylum as an artist. New York is home to a significant population of the Burmese diaspora 
and the Soros Foundation’s Burma network. With help from New York-based Burmese colleagues, 
she acquired residency status in the U.S. and moved into an apartment with Thakhin Ngatoe. 

They began meeting people in New York from the Tibet exile community, the Korean exile 
community, and the Thai exile community, which, she learned, managed to develop a Thai art 
community. She had the idea then that perhaps there was no need for a special space, and that 
her shared apartment with Thakhin Ngatoe could be used as a Burmese art center. Whenever 
Burmese artists were traveling to New York they invited them to the apartment, while also inviting 
an audience from the local Burmese community and others in their circle of friends. She used 
Facebook as a platform to publicize their activities. They invited not only artists but also poets and 
musicians. They invited them to hold exhibitions at the apartment, or to give presentations or artist 
talks. She began to use the apartment space as her own studio, and as a space to hold exhibitions, 
talks, and art events. They called the space art@apt. Non-Burmese artists who work on related 
issues were also invited.

Figures 1 and 2. Documentation of activities of art@apt in New York. Images courtesy of Chaw Ei Thein.

Figure 3. Poster from art@apt in New York. Image courtesy 
of Chaw Ei Thein.
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In 2012, Chaw Ei Thein and Thakhin Ngatoe started to organize group exhibitions, pooling together 
money from friends, and the artists, with themselves contributing a few hundreds each time. Working 
with low budgets and without any grants, they began using available or in-kind resources, or the 
combined labor of friends. Chaw Ei Thein felt that most Burmese artists were not able to allot time to 
make their art since many Burmese artists supported themselves in New York with full-time jobs. art@
apt helped to re-energize their morale as artists and strengthened a sense of an art community outside 
Myanmar. In 2016, for the first time after eight years, Chaw Ei Thein went home to Myanmar. Inspired 
by this homecoming, she made a video work, ‘Body to Body’ 2016, in which she re-performs key, 
pioneering works in the history of Burmese performance art, focusing on works from its beginnings 
(around 1996/1997) to performances mounted until just before the 2012 Myanmar by-elections. In 
2017, Chaw Ei Thein, Thakhin Ngatoe, and their daughter moved to Santa Fe, New Mexico where 
they tried to continue art@apt and opened a multipurpose space, where one half is devoted for local 
weavers, while the other half functions as an open studio and exhibition space for Burmese diaspora 
artists’ works. Other communities in their new home, such as the Spanish, the Native Americans, 
and the Anglos, were keen on the commonalities that they discovered to have existed between their 
experiences and the experience of the Burmese diaspora.

Reflecting on her situation, she considers her place between the terms “diaspora” and “exile”. She 
considers how the country’s economic and political systems or policies are reasons that prompted 
people to leave Myanmar. “Diaspora” is a term she associates to include also those seeking a better 
economic life, who made the decision to leave the country themselves. But for her, being exiled is a 
graver version of diaspora, where it is life-threatening to return to repressive governments or military 
regimes who brutally rule from year to year.3 Chaw Ei Thein gained knowledge of the outside world 
through her connections with the artworld, and most especially a network of performance festivals, 
while living in isolated times under military dictatorship, with weak education systems, and few 
resources like libraries. She kept her knowledge of what was taking place inside Burma during her 
exile through family and friends over the phone and via the internet, news sources, and social media. 

Chaw Ei Thein was outspoken against military dictatorship and its economic policies, to the point 
of putting her own life at risk. Her performances often re-enacted scenes of torture within prisons 
under military dictatorship. Though her mother is part of the Naga minority, Chaw Ei Thein’s own 
work contains ambivalent critique of how Burma/Myanmar is treating its minorities today. This 
reticence, even among so many of the Bamar diaspora artists, has complicated the question of what 
it means to be part of a political transnational diaspora movement. Freedom from oppression and 
suffering, in 1988 a noble universal cause for nearly all its citizens, has a bitterly limited definition 
for diaspora artists today.

 

Cataloguing unbelonging

“Diaspora” might be one term in a network of words used to specify the legal relationship of an 
individual to the other inhabitants of a nation-state, variably called immigrant, expat, émigré, exile, 
resident, displaced person, refugee, tribal, indigenous, minority, diasporic, repat, foreign, or alien. The 
many terms in simultaneous use are not differentiations of kinds of polities extant within a nation-state. 
Instead, they are overlapping identifiers, in contestation with one another, subjugating each other, on 
their capacities and claims to belonging. (Despite their vastly different racial and class associations, can 
one legally differentiate an expat, from a migrant worker?) The word illegal appended to any of these 
terms transforms the security of the individual to one without protection or choices. To its citizens, a 
nation-state guarantees varying degrees of freedom and obligation, a social contract, albeit one which 
the individual was never invited to sign. There is also the terminology for the stateless individual, 
belonging to no nation-state and having no social contract with any; undeportable and returnable 
to none. It could be contended that all these terms are abstractions that equally undermine universal 
human rights. The terms and contestations of belonging collide with one another, the consequence of 
which is determined by the availability of each individual’s recourse to human rights, and ultimately 
of life over death. 

3 Email interview between Chaw Ei Thein and the author, September 2017.
Figure 4. Invitation for activities at art@apt in New York. Image 
courtesy of Chaw Ei Thein.
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These terms, marking slight differences in ways of unbelonging, are framed in reference to a constructed 
idea of a majority polity of citizenship. This is the basic contestation: that for a certain geographic area, 
any single culture can be considered inherent, uncontested, inviolable. On the other hand, culture, 
containing within it belief and sign systems, languages, visual, culinary, and aural knowledge and 
heritage, has been necessarily ever dynamic. Any working definition of minority culture urges us to 
claim for it the space for its cultural sovereignty within a majority culture, while allowing possibilities 
of dynamism, syncretism, and mutual exchange. The construction of a sham homogeneity, whether 
of religion, race, and ethnicity, is maintained by the nation-state through its policies and use of 
force. It is the most damning aspect of capitalism. It, too, thrives on the construction and policing of 
ethnic difference grouped into homogenous communities in order to maximize control and optimize 
economic gain. Arjun Appardurai’s book, Fear of Small Numbers: An Essay on the Geography of Anger 
(2006), while describing the relationship among minorities, majorities, and ethnic cleansing in Eastern 
Europe, Rwanda, and India in the early 1990s, makes a surprising discovery: that it is the relative 
smallness of numbers of an ethnic minority that cause fear and anxiety, seen by the majority as an 
obstacle to a pure national ethos.4 

Burma/Myanmar, tragically, is an apt point of departure for this kind of theoretical exploration of 
the terminology of diaspora, dispersal, and unbelonging, and the deconstruction of the “majority”, if 
imagined as an ethnically and religiously homogeneous polity. The word “Myanmar”, used after 1989 
as the name of the country, sought to include all the ethnicities of this geography, unlike “Burma”, 
which could be interpreted as including only the majority, ethnically Bamar population. The Bamar 
population constitutes 68% of the 51 million people in the territory and there are 135 officially 
recognized minority populations. The largest population to follow is the Shan at 9%, and the Karen at 
7%. After them, minorities barely reach more than 2% percent in numbers. “National reconciliation” 
would involve the education of how the entire history of the minorities and their struggles for equality 
have been excluded from the history of Myanmar, and their reassertion within that history, present, 
and future. In 1978, the Burmese army created differential citizenships: “nationals”, or Burmese 
citizens who possessed national registration certificates, “foreigners” possessing foreign registration 
certificates, and those left askance who had lived in Burma for generations but lacked certificates.5

From the time of independence from the British Empire to the present, Burma/Myanmar has been in a 
state of civil war with several minority ethnic groups in the country. Atrocities have been perpetuated 
against all minorities in rural areas. They live a life of open persecution by both the military and by 
Bamar civilians in the cities. 

Although other Muslims in the country are discriminated against, they are still citizens. In comparison, 
the Muslims who self-identify as Rohingya, in the flood-plain impoverished state of Rakhine, 

4 See Arjun Appardurai, Fear of Small Numbers: An Essay on the Geography of Anger (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006).
5 Myron Weiner, “Rejected Peoples and Unwanted Migrants in South Asia,” Economic and Political Weekly 28, no. 34 (21 

August 1993). In the exodus in 1978, 200,000 Rohingya crossed over to Bangladesh.

bordering Bangladesh, are not recognized in the 1982 Burmese citizenship law, and have all the while 
been forced into statelessness. Although there were Rohingya representatives in parliament until 1962, 
the government have ceased to recognize the word Rohingya, and have instead opted to call the group, 
“Bengalis”, implying they are alien foreigners. The Rohingya have been restricted from freedom of 
movement, state education, and are not allowed into civil service—a form of segregation comparable 
with the workings of the apartheid. 

Arguments for the human rights of the Rohingya community have been unnecessarily diverted to 
controversies about their origins: they may be indigenous to Rakhine State from a pre-colonial Arakan 
kingdom, or have migrated from Bengal to Burma as farm laborers, at least starting from the 19th 
century colonial rule when the two places were under one country, and migrants may have been 
assimilated more recently. Arguments for human rights are further confused by silence over the roles 
of corruption, trafficking, and widespread Bamar anxiety about changes to the demographic balance 
between religions and the radicalization of Rohingya toward jihad. There was a Rohingya Mujahidin 
movement in 1947 pushing for an Islamic State in today’s north Rakhine State. There has been financial 
support from overseas Burmese Muslims from Saudi Arabia to arm rebel groups,6 and in August 2017 
there were attacks against 30 Rakhine state police posts and an army camp, resulting in 71 dead. Even 
if the numbers of this group are comparatively miniscule (less than one million, of which 620,000 
have fled since August 2017 to Bangladesh7), there is an alarming rhetoric of hate on the procreation 
of the Rohingya and their illegal status. The Rohingya have had their citizenship revoked in 1982, but 
they have been sporadically given white cards when they were required to vote.8 At what point do the 
Rohingya cease to be a diaspora and become naturalized as citizens? How many generations does it 
take for a diaspora to stop being considered as foreign? Even though they are bilingual (Burmese and 
Bengali) and are living in isolated villages steeped in poverty and neglect, if they are not Burmese, they 
are even less of anything else.

Yawnghwe Office in Exile

Just preceding its independence as a newly formed nation, the interim government of Burma signed a 
peace treaty, the Panglong Agreement in 1947, between General Aung San (from the Bamar majority), 
the Shan Saophas (kings), and representatives of the Kachin and Chin people. The leaders unanimously 
decided to join the Union of Burma, on condition that safeguards and autonomies to minorities would 
be set up. General Aung San was to become Burma’s first prime minister. The conference in 1946 that 
spearheaded the agreement was organized by Yawnghwe Sao Shwe Thaik, the last Saopha of Yawnghwe, 

6  Ibid.
7 “Myanmar not yet safe for refugee return: UN,” Mizzima News, 25 November 2017, https://www.mizzima.com/news-

domestic/myanmar-not-yet-safe-refugee-return-un.
8 Email interview between Sawangwongse Yawnghwe and the author, November 2017.
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from the Shan minority, who was to become the first president of the Union of Burma. He was killed 
in custody after being taken and held during the military coup of 1962. His grandson, Sawangwongse 
Yawnghwe, was born in exile in 1971 and grew up in a forest camp of the Shan State Army, close to the 
Thai border, established with his grandmother’s help after his grandfather and uncle were assassinated. 

According to the artist, in the hands of the current civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi, the Panglong 
Agreement is an empty cliché about national unity, while her government pursues a strategy of coercive 
nation building that includes the elevation of ethnic Bamar cultural norms, while subordinating non-
Bamar cultural practices, institutions, and traditional authority structures.9 Sawangwongse Yawnghwe 
has shared an excerpt from one of his father’s articles, describing what he believes was the promise of 
the Panglong Agreement of 1947: 

The Union Day represents the day when Aung San, Sao Shwe Thaike (the Chaofa-
Luang or Prince of Yawnghwe), other Shan Chaofa-Luang (Sawbwagyis), Karenni 
Sawphyas, Kachin Duwas, and Chin chiefs and leaders agreed to co-found (repeat, 
co-found) the Union. The signatories of the Panglong Accord were all equal. Each 
was a leader of some segments of the population, and none were national leaders 
because “Burma” as it exists after 1948 did not (in 1947) exist before. The Union, 
therefore, is a joint-venture of all “races” of the Union, which means that the 
Union is “owned” by all “races”, and certainly not by the “race” garbed in green.10 

9 Ibid.
10 Chao-Tzang Yawnghwe [father of Sawangwongse], “The Union Day, Equality, and Secession,” 22 February 1996, https://

www.ibiblio.org/obl/reg.burma/archives/199602/ msg00228.html. 

Sawangwongse Yawnghwe analyzes suppression, what is under the surface, or hidden from history, 
through the creation of a fictional curator’s office of a fictional museum, and through the behind-the-
scenes research of fictional exhibitions. He critiques dominant Bamar-centric artistic and historical 
narratives by presenting a personal, counter-historiography. First developed in 2015, Yawnghwe Office 
in Exile is a missing archive of suppressed histories and unrecorded moments. One painting is of the 
signing of the Panglong Agreement. Another work records the impossible scene of an assassination 
from the barrel of a gun at the moment it is shot. Another, paintings of bones that reflect the influence 
of supernatural elements and talismans used by the rebels in their struggle against an increasingly 
autocratic government of generals. Other paintings show the jail where Yawnghwe’s grandfather died 
in custody. Paper drawings of a man with a bullet wound through his head, or a mass grave of bodies, 
are his drawings based on eye-witness accounts of Rohingya. 

The dimension the work opens represents an indictment, from an artist engaged with academics, to 
human rights activists, journalists, and writers working in Myanmar, and the writings of his father 
(Chao-Tzang Yawnghwe) and his aunt (Sanda Sim). The monumentality of Yawnghwe’s wall-sized 
maps are his way of charting roles in the conflict of drugs (heroin, amphetamines), revolutionary 
armies, minority ethnicities, mining companies, gas pipelines, the armament of generals, and state 
genocide against its minorities. It is a single mind’s effort to bring discernible order to a complex 
political situation. 

Figure 5 and 6. Sawangwongse Yawnghwe, Pangalong Agreement (top) in Yawnghwe Office in Exile, room-sized installation, 2015 
(bottom). Images courtesy of the artist and the Stedelijk Museum Bureau Amsterdam.

Figure 7 and 8. Sawangwongse Yawnghwe, There were light bulbs so we could see them, oil drawing on paper, 2014 (top), in Yawnghwe 
Office in Exile, room-sized installation, 2015 (bottom). Images courtesy of the artist and the Stedelijk Museum Bureau Amsterdam.
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At the age of one, Sawangwongse Yawnghwe’s parents fled to Thailand in 1972. After an assassination 
attempt on his father in Thailand, they moved to Vancouver, Canada, where they had to start life from 
scratch. He graduated from Emily Carr University of Art and Design in Vancouver. Should politics 
someday turn around, these paintings could very well occupy a real museum located in his family’s 
palatial home in Yawnghwe, which he never saw. Yawnghwe Office in Exile has shifted to several different 
spaces, and taken different copy-cat aesthetics of institutions since 2015. His fictional curatorial office 
continuously critiques museum institutionalization of political narratives and art history at the service 
of state power and narratives: a narrative of the “ethnocratic Bamar nationalist pipe-dream of coercive 
nation-state building that renders its people the enemy”.11

Burma/Myanmar’s transition to complete democracy is marked by genuine security issues weighed 
against uncontrolled military retribution, freedom of speech with self-censorship, and virulent, 
unexpected hate speech. Since coming to (nominal) power, Aung San Suu Kyi has come under severe 
criticism for her refusal to stand up for human rights, to condemn Myanmar’s military for the burning 
of over 200 Muslim-Rohingya villages, systematic rape and ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya under her 
watch. Though widely reported in the international news, in local news the military actions are seen as 
wiping out foreign terrorist organizations, propagating violence, and has wide popular support. 

A political movement toward democratic civilian government and the opening up of Burma from 
isolationist policies has come with open support, on behalf of the Buddhist monk and the Bamar 
population, for the military’s persecution of different minorities, a tacit acceptance of rape as an 
act of (civil) war, torture, a scorched-earth policy against the environment through the burning 
of villages and forest land, and the mass murder of minorities in Burma/Myanmar. According to 
Sawangwongse Yawnghwe: 

I have met the ethnic-Bamar who have experienced the incompetency of the 
Tatmadaw. The event when they felt what all ethnic minorities in Burma felt for 
decades was the 1988 uprising. What does it mean to be an exile? Or to be in 
exile? Being in exile means one cannot return to one’s homeland. Diaspora is 
a movement from the original homeland, a mass dispersion of an involuntary 
nature. I wonder if the difference in these two words have a time factor to them. 
My take on the term “diaspora” is that there is nowhere one can go back to, that 
the land is lost forever; while exile, one is kept out from the land that still belongs 
to her/him. The ethnic-Bamar do not have diaspora, they are allowed to go back. 
Most of the ones not returning are because they are in a better condition and do 
not wish to return. I am of course generalising here. I suppose I cannot speak 
for all Bamar people. The main difference is apart from 1988, they have never 
experienced being hunted and chased out of the country.12

11 Email interview between Sawangwongse Yawnghwe and the author, November 2017.
12  Ibid.

The Yawnghwe Office in Exile has been through several iterations as an art project. While its artistic 
strategies may be read in the tradition of Waalid Raad’s The Atlas Group, or the fictional parody 
museum of Marcel Broodthaers’s Musée d’art Moderne, Département des Aigles (from 1968, following 
student uprisings, to 1972), I would like to read Yawnghwe Office in Exile through the registers of its 
interweaving aesthetic languages. His works imitate institutional tropes: the furniture, bureaucracy, the 
slowly-forgotten handwritten labels on wood of museum exhibits, or the glossy-shimmery exhibitions 
in the seat of power, a lounge-bar in Napitaw, the new military-built capital city. They combine the 
performative with the real at different levels of research and presentation. At the fictive opening of 
the Yawnghwe Office in Exile, Maung Zarni, a Burmese academic, democracy advocate, and Rohingya 
campaigner, gave the inaugural speech, cutting a ribbon to open the Office door. As far as I am aware, 
Sawangwongse Yawnghwe is the only Myanmar artist today actively working on the subject of the 
Rohingya. This is shocking, for a national artistic production that has been so politically alert to the 
excesses of the military dictatorship until now. 

Figure 9. Sawangwongse Yawnghwe, Yawnghwe Office in Exile, room-sized installation, 2015. Images courtesy of the artist and 
the Stedelijk Museum Bureau Amsterdam.
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Returning to the question the essay began with: At what point does the diaspora gain citizenship? And 
at what point does a diasporic artist feel himself or herself a citizen? Is the diaspora artist truly of a 
transnational community, a transnational movement even, in a privileged vantage to be able to collect 
opinions, eye-witness accounts, and knowledge, and to make sense of and re-distribute this knowledge? 
Or is the diaspora rather a subaltern? Yawnghwe suggests it is the latter, despite his ability for language, 
and the communicability of his expression. Yet, if the premise of the subaltern is that they are written 
out of history, no matter their speaking in different tongues and through many channels, that they will 
not be written into the history books, the Yawnghwe Office in Exile is precisely his devised vehicle to 
speak of that whole missing subaltern history. The diaspora artist is a circumstance of history, carrying 
the trauma of violence that has been internalized, while aiming to understand it, to describe violence, 
and educate herself/himself beyond and out of it. While the diaspora’s thinking must be disfigured by 
that trauma, it is outside of the reach of the sustained ideological patterns of thinking that military 
rule over decades will produce in a population. Even as military rule pretends to self-dismantle, and to 
some extent does this, the population cannot mentally catch up with what it has gone through without 
a prolonged doubting of its sureties and fears, inward searching and reconciliation, and unlearning of 
prejudice. Whereas, as a consequence of national history, the diaspora artist ceases to be a product of 
that national history, but becomes a distant and intimate observer of it. 
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TRANSPATIAL BODIES:
T h e  A r t i s t  i n  t h e  D i a s p o r a



ASHLEY THOMPSON

Anybody: Diasporic Subjectivities and the Figure of the 
“Historical” Buddha

The empty signifier and the diasporic condition

The Buddha figure in the contemporary world is laden with meaning—multiple different meanings 
depending upon the eye of the beholder and the context of the beholding—accounting for, but also 
above and beyond iconographies and styles. So laden, I would suggest, as to be a Lévi-Straussian 
empty signifier, a sort of mana: “always and everywhere, these kinds of notions intervene, a little like 
algebraic symbols, in order to represent an undetermined quantity of signification, in itself void of 
meaning and thus apt to receive any meaning...”; a “symbol in the pure state” with “symbolic value 
zero”, which “allow[s] symbolic thought to operate”.1 The signifier (signifiant) in these Lévi-Straussian 
terms “is that through which meaning takes place”; while the signified (signifié) “is on the order of the 
known”.2 The Buddha figure can represent the Buddha (a historical or legendary man) or Buddhism 
(an institutionalized religion), or the Dharma (doctrine or teachings), or a particular edifying moment 
in the Buddha’s legendary life. For members of the Cambodian diaspora, who are one oblique object 
of this essay, the Buddha figure can also embody home, nation, tradition. For diasporic artists it can 
be the ethno-national emblem to be borne even if critiqued as such. It can embody (a projection of) 
the Buddhist practitioner. A Buddha figure, a specific one, can also embody given ancestral spirits, and 
in such embodies personal or collective memories and specific locales. These are, in the first instance, 
among the knowns, on the order of the signifié. But the empty signifier is more—or less—than this. 
The empty signifier “indicate[s] that in a specific circumstance, on a specific occasion... a relation 
of inadequation is established between signifiant and signifié...”3 Here is where the known and the 
unknown meet in a discordant concomitance, with the signifiant apparently containing that which 
cannot be contained for its conceptual excess. In our example, the figure of the Buddha, this relation of 
inadequation is also the effect of a peculiar form of excess whereby it is nothing that defies containment. 
Signifying its own impermanence and impersonality, the Buddha figure embodies and generalizes an 
interrogation of the signifier of the body as irrevocably and singularly linked to the signified of a 
person.4  Because the Buddha also means precisely and essentially no one, the Buddha figure can be 
anything for anyone. 

1 Jeffrey Mehlman, “The ‘Floating Signifier’: from Lévi-Strauss to Lacan,” Yale French Studies 48 (1972): 23.
2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
4 The classic study of the philosophy of the “non-self ” in Pali Buddhist traditions is Steven Collins, Selfless Persons (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1982).
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In other words, this capacity of the Buddha figure to mean anything and everything today is not solely a 
function of globalization in which the crossing of borders enhances at once yearnings and possibilities 
for meaning in the figure of the Buddha. Nor is it strictly a function of post-globalization as the era of 
identity politics morphs into a strangely shared world of closing national borders. Nor is the fact that 
the Buddha figure bears multiple meanings simply attributable to instrumentalization—commercial 
or political, or otherwise. It is also, I will argue, a function of the Buddha figure “itself ”, if the singular, 
neuter reflexive pronoun can be said to maintain in this case. And therein lies the rub: it is not itself.

The Buddha figure is always already an empty signifier, and as such is a ready-made figure of diasporic 
investment. Yet insofar as the Buddha figure’s selflessness comprises a core dimension of its identity, 
an identity theoretically—radically and explicitly—evacuated of identity, diasporic investment in the 
figure of the Buddha always carries the seed of its own dissolution. These questions are developed 
and explored in myriad ways over the vast time and space of Buddhist traditions. The narrative of the 
Buddha’s life is one of them: it is the story of a homeless man who works his way, through physical and 
metaphysical wandering, to a state stilled in himself whereby his self—like his home—no longer is. The 
Buddha figure gives expression to a state of homelessness devoid of attachment, nostalgia or desire, 
where there is neither longing nor belonging, by which and in which the self is effaced. In this radical 
homelessness it gives expression to diasporic experience while also challenging its established affective 
norms. If, therefore, a strict historical interpretive prism cannot wholly account for the ongoing global 
progress of the figure of the Buddha and the proliferation of meaning this progress entails, I aim to 
demonstrate nonetheless that there is a certain affinity between the Buddha’s story and the story of 
our times in which another experience of radical homelessness evinces affect at similar odds with 
established diasporic norms. 

Homelessness lies at the heart of the Buddha’s story.  The Prince Siddhartha abandons home for the 
life of a wandering ascetic. An oft-cited characterization of the advanced globalized condition points 
up the affinity noted above: the Prince-turned-ascetic is self-consciously, at this point along the path, 
a “self without place”, not unlike those wandering after expulsion from a homeland. But the diaspora 
of today which captures a certain wandering academic attention transcends itself as such, not unlike 
the Buddha for whom the obtention of Enlightenment is a transformation of this “self without place” 
into a “place without self ”.5 In the Buddhist case the selfless place is the Buddha’s body insofar as 
the achievement of Enlightenment represents the literal realization of the non-self. This realization, 
accomplished through the development of insight into and acceptance of the impermanence of all 
things, is an overcoming of the suffering that is life blindly driven by desire. The Buddha’s body is 
the site of hyperbolic non-attachment. The reaching of Enlightenment is conceived as a meeting of 
theory and practice, whereby the experience denies the said experience to any person as such. The 
wandering man with a proper name becomes the “Buddha”, the “Enlightened One” in a lineage of 
Buddhas. This literal realization of the non-self comprises a transformation of a person with an 

5 Peter Sloterdijk, “The Immunological Transformation: On the Way to Thin-Walled ‘Societies’,” in In the World Interior of 
Capital, trans. Wieland Hoban (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004): 149–54.

identity into a figure; it is a literal transfiguration. The Buddha “himself ” is, thus, on the order of a 
statue, his enlightened body no more or no less than a physical object signifying not his person but the 
transcendence thereof. Siddhartha’s wandering is stilled in utter detachment. Yet, so enlightened, the 
Buddha makes a decision to share this realization with others before entering nirvana.  Re-adopting a 
self-willed diasporic condition but now thoroughly detached even from “himself,” the Buddha wanders 
more, teaching by example, displaying “himself ” as a model for others, likewise, to go forth from the 
householder’s life. Sloterdijk cites a number of selfless places characteristic of our times: in addition to 
the “earth’s uninhabitable regions. . .the secondary man-made deserts” such as airports or tourist cities. 
“By definition”, he writes, these deserts do not “hold on to those who pass through them. They are the 
alternately overrun or empty no man’s lands... In these ‘societies’, globalizing tendencies work against 
a prior normality—life in massive, ethnic or national containers... and the unendangered license to 
confuse land with self... there is an increasing number of transit places that cannot be inhabited by 
those who frequent them”.6 To the examples, my colleague Vipash Purichanont in the present volume 
has suggested we add the contemporary art gallery. I further suggest we add the figure of the Buddha.

One last note before I work my way to the artists and the artworks at hand. For my purposes here, the 
figure in question is that of the Theravadin Buddha, or the “historical” Buddha as the Buddha known 
throughout contemporary mainland Southeast Asia and Sri Lanka is often called. “Historical” is in scare 
quotes because though a man named Siddhartha Gautama of the Sakya clan who came to be called the 
Buddha did apparently live, he is understood to be one in a lineage of Buddhas whose legendary life 
stories are variations on a single repeated structure.7 The status of his person is in question from the 
very start. He is a transcendent figure as much as he is a man. And through his life story the figure of 
the prince-turned-Buddha embodies an interrogation of personhood in intimately linked historical 
and theoretical terms. The challenge the figure of the Buddha represents to personhood as historically 
conditioned ontological reality is therefore also a challenge to any perceptions of time by which the 
linear or chronological would be opposed to—and exclusive of—the repetitive or cyclical. It is from 
this vantage point that I dare to speak of “the Buddha figure” out of time and place while situating 
figures of the Buddha in their many dimensions, including the atemporal, in our times.

6 Ibid, 151–2.
7 For extensive exploration of this construct of repetition, see Steven Collins, Nirvana and Other Buddhist Felicities 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
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Anida Yoeu Ali and Amy Lee Sanford: Embodying the figure of the Buddha

Anida Yoeu Ali and Amy Lee Sanford were child refugees from Cambodia. They both settled in 
the US and returned to Cambodia as adults to make art, and now continue to make art, here and 
there. They are diasporic twice over at least, having first left Cambodia and then America; and 
we cannot be sure where is called home. For both, some form of Buddhist embodiment serves as 
a matrix for transformations of self-and-place. For both, I will argue, the (Cambodian) figure of 
the Buddha offers opportunities for exploration of subjectivities which skirt established diasporic 
affect of longing for realization of selfhood through unification with homeland, while nonetheless 
consolidating affiliations with Cambodia.

The Buddhist Bug

Anida Yoeu Ali’s “Buddhist Bug” is a colossal part human, part animal, part Buddha, part Muslim, part 
female, part male creature. 

The Bug’s saffron robe explicitly cites—while provocatively distorting—the Buddha figure, or the 
Buddha figure as cited by his monastic followers in their sartorial code. It is something of a reclining 
Buddha, its face rising at one end of a long, extended body, its feet sticking out from beneath the 
robes at the other end. It is also something of a walking Buddha, marking the landscape through its 
displacement in space, gathering onlookers along the way and teaching through the simple modeling 
of composed movement. The Bug is statuesque. It is the same stilled face and body which reappears 
everywhere, staged in different sites.

Even in its mobility, the Buddhist Bug conveys immobility. The Buddhist Bug appears in a range of 
iconic sites identified with and identifying Cambodia today: a rice field, a river, a river landing, a 
mosque entrance with throngs of children, an urban alley, a university diner, a wooden bridge, a 
primary school classroom, an abandoned cinema, among others. The work includes photographs of 
the staged Bug, as well as performance or “performance-installations”; while the documentation of 
performance appears to privilege photographic or video stills over the moving image. These media, like 
the staged winding body, illustrate the Bug’s mobility while nonetheless showing s/he/it set still in each 
site; circulating online and in exhibition spaces, the documentation participates in this demonstration 
of motionlessness in motion. There is a suggestion of attachment to place in these quintessentially 
contemporary Cambodian settings. But if the presence of the Buddhist Bug highlights these as such, 
nostalgia does not emerge as the dominant affect of the artist; nor is nostalgia elicited from the viewer 
inside or outside of the frame. Because even as it functions to define these settings as the iconic mundane, 
the colorful disruption transforms them into quasi-blasphemous quasi-sacred ones, transcending the 
established everyday. In the displacement and replacement of the Buddha statue operated by the Bug, 
the staid postcard images of Cambodia today are themselves displaced and replaced. A range of mobile 
pedestals—the oxcart, the rickshaw, the boat—play this logic out to an extreme. The bridge and the 
spiral staircase too are peculiar pedestals, connoting, not unlike the transport-pedestals noted above, 
the movement of the Bug which all the while stays still. 

That the Buddhist Bug does not appear to mock the Buddha figure may appear surprising, a fact I 
was prompted to consider by the reactions of a group of scholars of Burmese Buddhism to whom I 
showed images of Ali’s work. In the contemporary Burmese context, these scholars affirmed, such art 
would meet official if not also spontaneous popular censorship for its blasphemy.8  On one level, the 

8 At the June 2017 annual meeting of the Theravada Civilizations Project, Springfield Missouri. These remarks were made in 
the lead-up to what has been called a “textbook example” of ethnic cleansing of the Buddhist majority Burmese military of 
Myanmar’s Rohingya Muslims (UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein speaking to the UN Human 
Rights Council, Geneva, 11 September 2017, cited in Michael Safi, “Myanmar treatment of Rohingya looks like ‘textbook 
ethnic cleansing’, says UN,”The Guardian, 11 September 2017). The perceived impossibility of anything like Ali’s Buddhist Bug 
appearing in contemporary Myanmar was not however strictly tied to the artist’s Buddhist-Muslim amalgamation. Of more 
general concern was the distortion of Buddhist iconographies—the Buddha figure, the monastic figure, the draping of the robes.

Figure 1. Anida Yoeu Ali, Oxcart Grazing, 2014, Buddhist Bug Series, A Project of Studio Revolt. Archival Inkjet Print, 150 
x 100 cm. Image courtesy of the artist. 
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Cambodian reception can be attributed to the contemporary socio-political scene in which—
to the date of writing at least—much art goes uncensored by governmental authorities, and in 
which religious sectarian difference is relatively rarely cause for public dispute. On another 
level, the acceptance of the repeated appearance of the Buddhist Bug can be attributed to the 
creatively serious engagement of the artist and her art with the traditional Buddha figure’s 
formal modes of signification, pushing these to an extreme rather than contesting them in the 
act of distortion. This is how I read the displacement of the Buddha statue described above, 
where immobility is conveyed through the repeated appearance of the same figure, displaced 
as it were, here and there. As the places identified with Cambodia’s contemporary self are 
(de)constructed, Anida Yoeu Ali’s Buddhist Bug emerges now and again like a Buddha or a 
Buddha statue, as a place without self, an embodiment obtained in the wake of the wanderings 
of a self without place. She or he or it is a site as much as a sight, but is visibly unhinged from 
longing for (settlement in) any given place, moving, unmoved, from pedestal to pedestal, 

and as these pedestals move.9 This reading suggests a second interpretation of the “Bug” of 
the artwork’s title: like an ant drawn to the sweetened coffee spilled through the cracks of a 
keyboard, this insect has gotten into the works of the figure of the Buddha.

Another mode of retooling the Buddha figure’s formal modes of signification can be 
deciphered in the (ant)iconography of the Buddhist Bug. In traditional iconographic terms, 
specific signification is concentrated in the hands of the “Historical Buddha” statue. The face 
is notably expressionless, or in what can be said to amount to the same, expresses detachment.  
But the hand gestures (mudrā) convey specific events or actions to the informed viewer. 
Anthropologist James Siegel has commented insightfully on the operative disconnect between 
head and body in the Buddha figure: the hands are manifestly detached from any controlling 
mind.10 How, then, are we to read the Buddhist Bug’s handless body? Stripped of upper limbs, 
the Bug’s means of signification is condensed, radicalizing the purposeful disconnect between 
the head and the hands of a Buddha statue. There are not even hands to make meaningful 
gestures; while, set at an extreme distance from the head, the feet serve to challenge the 
perception of a link to the head as controlling mind. If the hands disappear altogether, the 
feet appear uncontrolled and uncodified. This treatment of the extremities in the body of the 
Bug makes that much more manifest the vacuous head itself. Stripped down in a big way, head 
and body are nearly one.  Being without expression is the most potent form of expression of 
the Buddha and the Buddhist Bug.

The unsexed body of the nonetheless male figure of the “Historical Buddha”, another form of 
meaningful meaninglessness, is also, otherwise, radicalized in the Buddhist Bug where two 
human bodies apparently make one sexually nondescript animal-like body, the barely female 
head topping the creature which ends in the barely male feet. What makes the head female is 
also what makes it male, as the veiled head, hiding the female sex to only better reveal it and 
signifying a Muslim woman, renders at the same time the shaved, haloed head of the Buddha, 
producing a perpetually disrupted fusion of the two sexes as of the two faiths. If the interfaith 
intervention points up the ambiguous appearance of seamless relations between Islam and 
Buddhism in contemporary Cambodia, the aesthetic rendering of this is the artist’s singular 
invention, explicitly citing her personal background as a Muslim in Cambodia’s predominately 
Buddhist society. The play with sexual difference in which the dual religious expression is 
embedded, however, finds at least one of its sources elsewhere: in the figure of the Buddha 
which harbors challenges to the multiple phallocentric dimensions of Buddhism it all the 

9 The pedestal is an understudied supplement of the Buddha figure for these questions of relations between person and place. 
The pedestal, in short, is the localized and localizing condition of possibility of the appearance of the cosmopolitan figure 
of the Buddha. On the centrality of the pedestal in the unification of person and place as prerequisite to Enlightenment, 
see Angela Chiu, “Buddha Images and Place,” in The Buddha in Lanna: Art, Lineage, Power and Place in Northern Thailand 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2017), 69–97. 

10 James Siegel, “Georg Simmel Reappears: ‘The Aesthetic Significance of the Face’,” diacritics 29, no. 2 (1999): 100–13.

Figure 2. Anida Yoeu Ali, Spiral Alley, 2012, Buddhist Bug Series, A Project of Studio Revolt. Archival Inkjet Print, 150 x 100 
cm. Image courtesy of the artist. 
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while sustains. This is a vast topic which I cannot develop adequately here. Let me simply 
note that the sexuality of a person who theoretically and iconically transcends subjectivity 
or, in the case of certain committed Buddhist practitioners, who aspires to do so, is in question; this 
questioning can be detected in the body of Buddha statues as in Buddhist bodies, in aesthetic and 
ritual terms.11 Of particular pertinence to the explorations of these relatively obscure dimensions of 
Buddhist art/practice undertaken by the Buddhist Bug is the role of the serpentine animal in defining 
the de-sexed, re-sexed, and sometimes hyper-sexed Buddhist body. On first ordination, a Cambodian 
boy enters a liminal state. The transition to (temporary) monastic life, representing an ambiguous 
rejection of domestic relations with a certain focus on that between mother and son and with an eye 
to sexual relations at the heart of domesticity, doubles as a first rite of passage into puberty. The boy 
briefly becomes a nāga, before affirming his hetero-masculinity in order to gain formal acceptance into 
the monkhood.12 The serpentine creature of ritual, like that of Anida Yoeu Ali, embodies the neither-
male-nor-female, even as its phallic symbolism cannot be ignored.

Break Pot

In a piece which has navigated between public performance (Break Pot Sketch: Tree Island 
[2013]; Break Pot Sketch: Banteay Samre [2013]); and gallery installation (Full Circle [2012]; 
Full Circle Unbounded Arc [2015]; Single Break Pot: West 52nd Street [2016]), Amy Lee Sanford 
also stages herself as an off-kilter Buddha figure. Her pedestal is a thick, off-white or grey 
cotton cloth. Set in established sites of sculptural display: a traffic circle, an Angkorian temple, 
and an art gallery, she stands to drop a pot from shoulder-height, stoops to collect the shards, 
and kneels or sits to repair the broken pot.  Pot after pot. 

The face is expressionless, eyes downcast, studiously not engaging with the onlookers who have 
nonetheless been convoked by the very appearance of the artful body. The body is controlled, 
composed, nearly stilled. Standing something like the Buddha displaying abhayamudrā, 

11 Some relevant and relatively recent work on these questions: Kate Crosby, Theravada Buddhism: Continuity, Diversity and 
Identity (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2014); Vidya Dehejia, The Body Adorned: Dissolving Boundaries between the Sacred and 
the Profane in India’s Art (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009); Visakha Desai, “Reflections on the History and 
Historiography of Male Sexuality in Early Indian Art,” in Representing the Body: Gender Issues in Indian Art, ed. Vidya 
Dehejia (Delhi: Kali for Women, 1997), 22–41; John Powers, A Bull of a Man: Images of Masculinity, Sex and the Body in 
Indian Buddhism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009). 

12 See Ang Choulean, Preap Chan Mara, and Sun Chan Doep, ṭaṃnoe jīvit khmaer, moel tām bidhī chlaṅ vǎy [The Life Journey 
of Khmer People seen through Rites of Passage] (Phnom Penh: Yosothor, 2015), 44–50. For a fuller picture, see also sections 
on pre-pubescent ritual for boys and girls, female puberty ritual, and marriage, in this same volume. Human embodiment of 
the Buddha appears here and there with the decorative treatment of the head of both boys and girls, while the nāga princess 
of etiological legend reminds us that the nāga also stands in for the indigenous, female yet phallic, watery earth, who 
emerges to support the Indic cosmopolitan prince in founding Cambodia. See Charles Keyes, “Ambiguous Gender: Male 
Initiation Ritual in a Northern Thai Buddhist Society,” in Gender and Religion: on the Complexity of Symbols, ed. Carolyn 
Bynum Walker, Stevan Harrell, and Paula Richman (Boston: Beacon, 1986), 66–96.
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sitting something like Jayavarman VII or the Buddha in a lotus position, kneeling something 
like Cambodia’s hallmark Prajñāpāramitā, the artist renders displaced Cambodian Buddhist 
prototypes. The hand gestures are strikingly meaningful too. While modifying established 
codes, they are mudrā, nearly set in time and space even before documentation and conveying 
meaning of care and repair, in short conveying this episode in the central figure’s life story. 
The statuesque is enhanced by the duration of the performance—one lasting six days.

Here too the body is desexed and/or resexed. There are no staid markers of femininity: no 
breasts, no skirt, no long hair; any such markers of masculinity: cropped hair, trousers—are 
at once made manifest and undermined on the artist’s (female) body. The clothing, in its 
formless form and black color, which is to say affirmative negation of color, participates in the 
effect: not the inversion of sexual difference, whereby a woman adopts a man’s appearance, 
but rather a deconstruction of the binary itself through a near erasure of sexuality. “Near 
erasure”, I say, because the erasure makes apparent alternatives to the binary. And because the 
pot remains.

The broken pot is an explicit trope for the broken person who has become the artist, the 
process of highly controlled breaking and repair an avowed metaphor for and means of 
undertaking self-repair. 

Figure 3. Amy Lee Sanford, Break Pot Sketch: Banteay 
Samre, 2013. Video still of performance. Image 
courtesy of the artist. 

Figure 4. Amy Lee Sanford, Break Pot Sketch: Tree Island 
performance, 2013. Photo documentation during the 
performance. Photo by Lauren Iida. Image courtesy of the artist.
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Figure 7. Amy Lee Sanford, Full Circle Unbounded Arc, 2015. Photo by Yavuz Gallery. Image courtesy of the artist.

In Full Circle (2012), launched on the eve of the artist’s fortieth birthday, forty pots encircle the central 
figure. The pots are broken and repaired as best they can be before being replaced in the circle. They 
are each a projection of the central figure, together forming a sort of mandala, bringing the process 
of desexualization full circle indeed, because the identification between the artist and the pot is also a 
deanthropomorphization of the central figure of the artist, thoroughly abstracted in the projection of 
the pot. A sequel to Full Circle comes in the form of Full Circle Unbounded Arc (2015) in which all that 
remains are the repaired pots. 

Arranged in an open arc rather than a closed circle, the pots no longer depend upon a central figure. 
The projection, the abstraction, is the work of art in and of itself.

Yet this aniconic work as it would be called in Buddhist art historical terms, where an emblem stands 
in for the central anthropomorphic figure, is sexually-charged through the figure of the pot. And so 
also is the body of the artist sexually charged, even as s/he/it appears anthropomorphically-culturally 
desexualized in numerous iterations of performance. Contemporary Cambodians may not have 
knowledge of the iconographic evolution of the Earth Goddess, who, in one strain of Theravadin 

Figure 6. Amy Lee Sanford, Full Circle (day 3 of performance), 2012. 
Photo taken during the performance. Image courtesy of the artist.

Figure 5. Amy Lee Sanford, Full Circle,  2012. Photo 
taken during the performance. Image courtesy of the 
artist.
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Figure 8. Narrative stele currently on display in the National Museum 
of Cambodia, Phnom Penh. The iconography appears hybrid, with 
the Buddha’s posture indicating the episode of the Buddha Calling 
the Earth to Witness in the Victory over Mara (Evil) on the eve of 
Enlightenment, while accessory figures indicate a different episode 
of the Buddha’s legendary life story, in which the Gods Brahma and 
Indra entreat the Buddha to teach the dharma in the Heaven of 
the 33 Gods. Interpretation of the pot with lotus flowers as simple 
ritual accessory or as metonymical Earth Goddess remains open. 
Late 12th–13th century. Found at the Bayon temple. Sandstone. 
Height: 78cm; Width: 70cm; Thickness: 21cm. Inventory # Ka. 1710. 
Copyright National Museum of Cambodia.

Figure 9. Narrative stele representing the Buddha Calling the 
Earth to Witness in the Victory over Mara, currently at the Angkor 
National Museum, Siem Reap (CA 1357; N° 55). Likewise here, the 
role of the pot, which, like the Earth Goddess in much Cambodian 
iconography, crosses out of the ground-pedestal into the Buddha’s 
space of display, remains open to interpretation. Late 12th–13th 
century. Found at the Bayon. Sandstone. Photo École française 
d’Extrême-Orient, Fonds Cambodge réf. EFEO_CAM19559_a1. 
Copyright École française d’Extrême-Orient. (Thanks to Nicolas 
Revire for assistance in identifying the current location and 
inventory numbers of this piece.)

Both of these sculptures can be profitably compared with the 
pediment from Angkor Thom’s ‘Buddhist Terrace D’ depicting 
another somewhat off-kilter Victory over Mara scene, with the 
pot underneath the Buddha’s pedestal participating in one way 
or another to the pacification of  Mara’s army. (See EFEO photo 
database CAM16168.)

narrative dominant in modern Cambodian iconography, remains at the Buddha’s beck and call to 
vanquish the latter’s challenger to the throne of Enlightenment, the Evil Mara.13  But they do know 
the sexuality of the pot. Rising out of the earth to defeat Mara, the Earth Goddess functions as the 
enabling condition of the transformation of a young man called Siddhartha into a transcendent figure 
called the Buddha. In her extra-Southeast Asian iconographic life, the Earth Goddess can appear in or 
beside the Buddha’s pedestal-throne holding a pot denoting the water she wielded to drown the enemy. 
In Cambodia, she is typically depicted in the Buddha pedestal in anthropomorphic form, wringing 
out her wet hair to accomplish the crucial enabling act. But she can also be evoked in the sole body of 
the pot, as I suggest, is in some way the case in Figures 8 and 9.  In Cambodian iconography broadly 
speaking, as well as in literary and ritual metaphor, the water pot is effectively assimilated with the 
feminine. The fine line in interpretation of the pot in the early post-Angkorian imagery illustrated 
here, between a mere ritual accessory and a feminized representation of the pedestal/earth, appears 
with reference to both earlier ancient and later, modern materials.  It is no coincidence, in my view, 
that the clay pot itself figures in the modern visual landscape, beyond the boundaries of the pagoda, as 
a marker if not a substitute for the woman of the land, or for women-as-land, the land personified as 
female, or the female abstracted into the Earth. From the Earth Goddess to the rural woman holding a 
pot, the female figure embodies the local—the land—up against the cosmopolitan transcendent, itself 
embodied by the Buddha or the artist depending on the context.

The clay pots appearing as icons in modern and contemporary art are famously from Kompong 
Chhnang province in central Cambodia. This is to say that in the modern imaginary the pot itself 
is inseparable from its provincial site of production, just as, in its very name, Kompong Chhnang 
or the “Port of Pots”, the province is inseparable from the pot. Witness a common postcard image 
of Cambodia: the itinerant merchant oxcart laden not with colossal Buddha Bugs but with clay 
pots from Kompong Chhnang. The rough clay pots of Kompong Chhnang are the down-to-earth 
complement, the śakti as it were, of fine Angkorian anthropomorphic sculpture. They are an 
alternative in the contemporary visual landscape to the grotesque imagery of the Khmer Rouge 
period, where the country closed in on itself in a radical formulation of the local stripped of windows 
onto the world, in its tourist pairing with imperial, cosmopolitan Angkor. In Full Circle Unbounded 
Arc, the central figure whose manifest masculine features underpin transcendence is deconstructed 
and reconstructed in the form of the pot, a local figure of the feminine and a feminine figure of the 
local. Yet this is no final return “home”, where nostalgia is perpetually reproduced in its quenching; 
there is no tidy closure where the feminine self finds its realization through unification with place. 
The oxymoronic tension of the work’s title suggests, rather, that closure is had only here in the 
contemplative embrace of the lack thereof. The work of art is a working towards attachment to 
detachment. How can a full circle be unbounded? And no pot is whole.

13 For an art historical account of the Buddhist Earth Goddess in Cambodia, see Elizabeth Guthrie, “A Study of the History and 
Cult of the Buddhist Earth Deity in Mainland Southeast Asia” (PhD dissertation, University of Canterbury, New Zealand, 
2004). 



Coda

Questions of relations between original and replica, statue and living body, “traditional” and 
“contemporary” circulate with the figure of the Buddha as it variously appears in contemporary 
Cambodia. The Buddha image functions as an empty signifier at once in the semiotic sense and the 
specifically Buddhist sense, as I attempted to outline in opening, with the latter underpinning the 
former; in addition to more familiar modes of appropriation or redeployment of “tradition”, this too 
has, I believe, driven the use/citation/production of the Buddha image in contemporary Cambodian 
art. Concomitantly, the contemporary diasporic condition evinced by these artworks/artists is not 
only historically contingent, and in such effecting a certain relation to the Buddha image; it is also 
a hermeneutic tool for analyzing the Buddha image as a place without self challenging the longing/
belonging opposition typically associated with diasporic affect. Let me say loud and clear that the 
two artists I have considered in this essay are not, in my reading of their work, longing for the lost 
homeland. The detachment from desire (longing/belonging) which the Buddha figure is supposed to 
convey, is also an effect and affect of this diaspora, now.

With due respect to the artists themselves, I have said little about their persons and nothing about the 
research process by which the artworks were developed. The reasoning behind this impersonalization 
as it were is multifold. First, I aim to sound a mode of analyzing relations between traditional and 
contemporary art in and of Cambodia which would not fall prey to the tokenization of the former, and 
in so doing to obscuring what I see to be a crucial dimension of the contemporary work in question; 
the aim is thus also to skirt any tokenization of the latter which the said obscuring might produce in 
naming the art or the artists as “Cambodian” or “Buddhist” or both on the basis of the appeal, in the 
art, to traditional iconographies. Is it possible, I ask, to examine the work of the Buddha figure, and 
the Buddhist figure, as it escapes the grasp of those who, in one way or another, give it form? While 
the approach seeks to establish the necessity of historical and cultural contextualization of this art in 
the first instance, the said contextualization leads to its own destabilization. Despite the best efforts 
of art historians or other pertinent authorities, iconographies are never fixed once and for all in time 
and space: At the very moment they are grasped, they are, again, in circulation. I have not noted, for 
example, in the above discussions of clay pots, that Amy Lee Sanford’s father, once a well-known monk 
and Pali scholar, who is arguably, for the artist, a maternal figure and the principal object of her longing, 
came from Kompong Chhnang; and that the monk can be assimilated in common parlance as in ritual 
with a pregnant woman. Further analysis of the Buddhist iconography in Sanford’s work might take 
this into account, although such accounting would no doubt fail to do justice to the open explorations 
of familial and historico-cultural relations undertaken in Sanford’s artwork itself.  Anida Yoeu Ali and 
Amy Lee Sanford’s art brings me to ask rather how the Buddha figure itself, or the Buddhist figure him- 
or her- or itself, functions in a particular time and place while always already transcending the specific, 
shall we say personal, geo-temporal frame. 
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NIRANJAN RAJAH

The Koboi Project: diasporic Artist . . . diasporic Art
     

...and thou shalt be a dispersion in all the kingdoms of the earth. 

(Deuteronomy xxviii:25) 1

     

The Greek word  diáspeirō  is a combination of the verb  speirō, meaning “to sow” and the 
prefix diá, meaning “apart” or “through.” 2 Diáspeirō means “to spread,” “scatter,” or “distribute” 3 and 
the related noun diasporá has entered English usage as “diaspora.” While “Diaspora” in the capitalized 
form has come to denote the exiled and scattered Judaic community, 4 the lower case “diaspora” refers, 
in an allusion to the Diaspora, to any dispersed people,5 their culture and their language. A dispersion, 
be it diasporic or otherwise, can only be conceived of in terms of an origin or center. For a people, this 
might be a homeland; for a culture, a civilizational cradle; and, for a language, a root. In Diasporic 
terms, the homeland is Israel, the civilizational cradle, Mesopotamia and the linguistic root, Proto-
Semitic. “Diaspora” is related to two Hebrew terms, galuth, which evokes the abject condition of 
the Jewish exile, and golah, which refers to the exiled community itself.6 When we refer to any other 
diaspora, be it the Armenian, Chinese, Vietnamese, Syrian or my own Tamil diaspora, there is, by 
association with Diaspora, this biblical connotation of a tragic and reluctant dispersion. 

More recently, in the field of Diaspora Studies, there seems to have been a consensus that the 
Ancient Greeks also used diasporá in a more assertive sense, to index emigration in the context of 
their colonization of Asia Minor and The Mediterranean in the Archaic Period.7 While this view, as 
exemplified by the authoritative works of Robert Cohen, persists, it has been contested by Stéphane 
Dufoix. What Dufoix suggests, instead, is that while the verbs speírō and diaspeírō, appear in Greek 
literature from the 5th Century BCE, diasporá only appears later, in the Septuagint,8 which is the Old 
Testament written in Koine Greek by Hebraic Diasporans assimilated into the Hellenistic milieu. He 

1 Lancelot Charles Lee Brenton, The Septuagint Version: Greek and English (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1970), 268.
2 R. S. P. Beekes and Lucien van Beek, Etymological Dictionary of Greek (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 327.
3 Ibid.,1378–9.     
4 Anatoly Liberman and J. Lawrence Mitchell, An Analytic Dictionary of English Etymology: An Introduction (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 443.
5 Robert K. Barnhart and Sol Steinmetz, eds., The Barnhart Dictionary of Etymology (New York: H.W. Wilson Co, 1988), 275.
6 Stéphane Dufoix, “Diaspora before It Became a Concept,” in Routledge Handbook of Diaspora Studies, eds. Robert Cohen 

and Carolin Fischer (London: Routledge, 2018), 13.
7 Robin Cohen, “Rethinking ‘Babylon’: Iconoclastic Conceptions of the Diasporic Experience,” New Community 21, no. 1 

(January 1995): 6.
8 Stéphane Dufoix, The Dispersion: A History of the Word Diaspora (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 28–31.     
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goes on to explain that diasporá as deployed in the Septuagint refers, not to a historical migration of 
Jews, be it abject or otherwise, but to the threat of Divine chastisement for disrespecting the law of God. 
The Septuagint distinguishes this theological, soteriological or, as Dufoix puts it, potential sense of a 
dispersion, from more historical meanings like “emigration,” “war captivity,” and “deportation,” which 
are expressed by the words, apoikia, metiokesia, and aikhmalôsia, being translations and variations of 
gola, galuth and their root galah, which can also mean denudation and depopulation.9 

If the spatial dimension of “diaspora” can be understood as an outward or, in terrestrial terms, a 
horizontal movement from a point in a center/periphery dichotomy, there is also a vertical descent, a 
chronological or historical aspect, that can be conceived of in terms of a departure/arrival dichotomy. 
Transposing the geography, history, and mythology of my own identity onto these two dichotomies, 
one could say that Tamil Elam is the homeland; the Indus Valley, the civilizational cradle, and Proto-
Dravidian, the linguistic root. Useful though the notion of this originary center is, in defining my 
identity as a Malaysian-Tamil, I am left wondering whether the notion of a “Tamil diaspora” is still 
meaningful to me in the wake of my emigration from Malaysia to British Columbia. While I still 
identify deeply with the tragic Jaffna Tamil galuth, my defining identity is now that of a member of the 
Malaysian or Southeast Asian golah in North America. 

At the turn of the 20th century, the humanism that began in the Renaissance in in what we refer to as 
modernism. This modernism held sway till the second half of the 20th century, when it appeared to 
be displaced by postmodernism. If modernism heralded universalism and progress, postmodernism 
seemed to valorize fragmentation and stasis. Sociologist Anthony Giddens has suggested that the 
underlying characteristics of the “postmodern” indicate that it may be a misnomer for a continuing 
“late modern”.10 He suggests that there is, in fact, no break and that both categories should be subsumed 
under the rubric of “post-tradition.” Giddens asserts that what was significant about the 20th century, 
which he characterizes as an era of integrative globalization, was that traditions were no longer the 
seats of social authority and no more the bases of identity formation.11 

While I agree with Giddens’s conflation of the modern and the postmodern, and while I also accept 
that traditions have lost their sense of immutability, I reject the pronouncement of the end of distinct 
and authoritative traditions. On the contrary, I suggest that the word “post-tradition,” as does the 
term “postmodern” in Giddens’ own critique, misrepresents the state of its predecessor. For many 
contemporary societies, this pronouncement of the demise of tradition seems more than a little 
premature. Indeed, in Southeast Asia, despite the colonial disruption of the traditional order, there 
has been a continuation of many archaic modalities into postcolonial life. In this regard, I note 

9 Ibid., 48–9.
10 Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 

1991), 27.     
11 Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens, and Scott Lash, Reflexive Modernization: Politics, Tradition and Aesthetics in the Modern 

Social Order (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997), 104–5.     

that Giddens’s use of “post-tradition” was preceded by Robert Bellah’s coinage of the term to index 
a modernity in which the abandonment of archaic strictures have enabled a more direct Christian 
spirituality.12 Significantly, while his initial sense of the term prefigured Giddens’s disdain for the 
constraints of tradition, Bellah, who is a renowned sociologist of religion, later reversed his position, 
stating categorically that “only living traditions make it possible to have a world at all.”13 

For me, “post-tradition” indexes the recognition of a rich plurality of distinguishable traditions 
competing and negotiating with one another under changing conditions. 14 It refers to “the end,” 
only of an insular and static view of tradition. My post-traditional worldview is premised on the idea 
that archaic cultural formations can have an influence across time and space, beyond the empirically 
accountable workings of history. In support of this view, I refer to the philosopher Raymond Ruyer’s 
theorization of an invisible realm which makes itself felt in the physical world. In Ruyer’s theory of 
material formation, an immaterial order, immanent in matter itself, manifests according to “transpatial 
themes” that “pervade all of time.”15 This is what Ruyer means by the innate “self-forming capacities” of 
material bodies in themselves. Ruyer, who has made contributions to the realms of biology, informatics, 
and philosophy, postulates that for any given material entity, there is a point of “absolute survey,” the 
point of view of life itself, from which “transcendental forms” orient becoming.16 Put slightly differently, 
in terms of Ruyer’s own critique of information theory, there are “transpatial” or axiological themes by 
which meaning enframes information17 and by which organisms form themselves according to their 
own nature. 

Ruyer’s idea of transcendental forms offers an insight into how tradition might inform diaspora 
identity at a great distance, in space and time, from origins. If traditions are conceived of as “images of 
origins,” these images might operate like Ruyer’s transcendental forms in the way they orient diasporic 
ontology. These images of origins must, however, contend with the more immediate contingencies 
arising at the place of diasporic dispersion. It is this interaction, between images of origins and the 
contingencies of place, which bring with them new images, that gives shape to the communities’ 
“becoming.” This articulation of diasporic identity in terms of ontology or “being,” on the one hand, 
and “becoming,” on the other, is similar to Stuart Hall’s earlier theorizing of postcolonial identity. Hall, 
who is a leading British sociologist and cultural theorist from the Caribbean, suggests that cultural 
identity is constituted along two axes, one of similarity or continuity, and the other of rupture or 

12 Robert N. Bellah, Beyond Belief: Essays on Religion in a Post-Traditional World (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1991).     

13 Robert Bellah, “Finding the Church: Post-Traditional Discipleship,” Christian Century 33, no. 1060–64 (1990): 107.
14 Niranjan Rajah, “Convener’s Passe-Partout: Developing Discursive Protocols for Media Arts in Post-Traditional Scenario” 

(Vancouver: New Forms Media Society, 2004), 22.
15 E. A. Grosz, The Incorporeal: Ontology, Ethics, and the Limits of Materialism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2017), 

225–6.     
16 Claire Colebrook, Deleuze and the Meaning of Life (New York: Continuum, 2010), 34.
17 Mark B. N. Hansen, New Philosophy for New Media (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2004), 82–3.
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difference.18 He notes how “diaspora identities” are “constantly producing and reproducing themselves 
anew through transformation and difference.”19 Hall emphasizes this “becoming” as the vehicle of 
subaltern identity. As he puts it, “our cultural identities, in any finished form, lie ahead of us. We are 
always in the process of cultural formation. Culture is less a matter of ontology or being, and more 
one of becoming.”20 While I agree with Hall on the horizontal momentum of identity as “becoming,” I 
suggest putting more emphasis on the vertical question of ontology. 

18 Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” in Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader, eds. Laura Chrisman 
and Patrick Williams (London: Routledge, 1994), 226–7.

19 Ibid., 402.
20 Stuart Hall, “Thinking the Diaspora,” in Postcolonialisms: An Anthology of Cultural Theory and Criticism, eds. Gaurav 

Gajanan Desai and Supriya Nair (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 556.

Hall’s projection of the in futuro momentum of diaspora identity is amplified, accelerated, and 
complicated in James Clifford’s image of the “traditional, rural village as an airline transit lounge,” where 
everyone has always been “dwelling-in-travel” with identities developed in terms of a constitutive and 
nomadic mobility along “routes,” rather than by way of sedentary “roots.” 21 Within the ebb and flow 
of this translocal22 flux, Clifford noncommittally acknowledges the possibility of a movable kernel or 
core of identity.23  Clifford’s sense of a mobile core is what I have identified as the in-forming images of 
origins. Further, with reference to the iconolatric practice of darshana, which is the “auspicious sight 
of the divine,”24 I posit that, as a diasporic entity moves along its routes, it has the ability to choose 
its own defining kernel of identity. In darshana, the individual selects, based on personal inclinations 
and sensibilities, an ishta-devatā, which is his or her desired image of the unimageable Divinity. The 
auspicious sight of such an image is bidirectional in that just as the devotee sees the Divinity, the Divinity, 
in turn, sees the devotee.25 The volition and reciprocity of this darshanic gaze suggests the possibility of 
an analogous agency and reflexivity, an auto-ontological capacity, in diasporic identity formation. 

In the Abrahamic traditions, the first man, Adam, is banished from the Garden of Eden, thereby setting 
the conditions for an eventual eschatological restoration of mankind, to lost Edenic conditions.26 
This movement, from an initial state of grace, into abjection, and then back again, is repeated in the 
Messianic vision of a redemptive return of the Jews to their promised land. Joseph Campbell identifies 
in this cycle, which he posits to be ubiquitous to humanity, a narrative arc of “Separation-Initiation-
Return.” In Campbell’s distillation, this universal narrative presents a hero departing from a place of 
origin, moving through a series of adventures, and finally redeeming himself in a triumphant return. 
Campbell called this form the “monomyth” after James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake.27 As insightful as 
Campbell’s theory is in description, it has also been applied prescriptively by the culture industries and 
has been characterized, quite rightly, at least in this formulaic aspect, as a “Campbell soup of myths 
that loses all local flavor.”28 

 

21 James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 
1–3.     

22 Arjun Appadurai, “The Production of Locality,” in Counterworks: Managing the Diversity of Knowledge, ed. R. Fardon 
(London: Routledge, 1995), 204–55.

23 Ibid., 44.
24 Diana L. Eck, Darśan: Seeing the Divine Image in India (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 3.
25 Gwilym Beckerlegge, “Hindu Scared Images for the Mass Market,” in From Sacred Text to Internet, ed. Gwilym Beckerlegge 

(Aldershot: Ashgate and The Open Univ, 2001), 60–2.
26 Eric W. Baker, “The Eschatological Role of the Jerusalem Temple: An Examination of Jewish Writings Dating from 586 BCE 

to 70 CE” (Barren Springs: Andrews University, 2014), 31–2.
27  Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), 28.
28 Donald Consentino, “African Oral Narrative Traditions,” in Teaching Oral Traditions, ed. John Miles Foley (New York: 

Modern Language Association, 1998), 183.

Plate 1. 10 Taubat Keling, Koboi Balik Kampung Series. Archival Silver-Halide Dye Print, 30 x 20 in. Niranjan Rajah, 2015.  
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Nevertheless, I must acknowledge that in my own Koboi Project, the Koboi’s journey appears to be a 
reflection of Campbell’s insistent archetype, albeit as in a distorting or broken mirror. Beginning with 
a “Return” and ending in an “Arrival”, the Koboi Project might be seen as an iterative, fragmentary, 
idiosyncratic, and perhaps even paradoxical instantiation of the numinous culture hero’s journey in 
the wanderings of a diasporic everyman. In the first series, the Koboi returns to Kuala Lumpur from 
his domicile in Vancouver. In 2013, artist and curator Roopesh Sitharan convened Aliran Semasa 
{RearView Forward},29 a programme of events that reviewed the history of new media in Malaysian art 
in order to envisage its future. Based on my contribution to this arena in the late 1990’s,30 he invited 
me to participate in the conference. As I made preparations to return, it became clear that my ten-year 
absence from Malaysia and the Malaysian art scene, called for some kind of artistic gesture. Roopesh 

29 “Aliran Semasa {RearView Forward}: Confluence and Branching of Media Technology in Recent Malaysian Art Program” 
(National Visual Arts Gallery Malaysia, 2013).

30 Roopesh Sitharan, ed., Relocations: Electronic Art of Hasnul Jamal Saidon & Niranjan Rajah (Minden: Muzium & Galeri 
Tuanku Fauziah, Universiti Sains Malaysia, 2008).     

and I developed an intervention in the form of a homecoming ritual, bringing Indian/Hindu forms 
to official conference proceedings couched in Malay/Islamic formalities. I decided to “perform” this 
homecoming wearing a black cowboy hat, which, in the founding code of the Western movie signifies 
the antagonist!31 What began as a commemorative intervention in 2013, has since grown into the 
expansive Koboi Project.32

The Kedualan Si Koboi (Duality of the Koboi) series consists of a pair of photographs, one pointing 
to the Koboi’s Dravidian identity through Tamil movie SUPERSTAR Rajinikanth, the other indexing 
the loss of this ideal in his act of miscegenation with his Caucasian wife, Jane. In the late 1990’s, as 
our children were growing up in Kuching, Sarawak, far from a Tamil milieu, I was always looking for 
ways to expose them to the sounds and images of Tamil culture. I found at the local night-market a 
copy of the 1995 film release, Muthu,33 starring Rajinikanth. I bought it for them and, to my delight, 
they loved it. What’s more, I found that I loved it too. Shortly afterwards, on a visit to Tokyo, I was 
surprised by a large billboard image of Rajinikanth in the Shibuya district. Somehow, Muthu had 
become a box-office sensation in Japan! Something ineffable in this icon from the notably colloquial 

31 Richard W. Etulain, Re-Imagining the Modern American West: A Century of Fiction, History, and Art (Tucson: University of 
Arizona Press, 1996), 29–30.     

32 Niranjan Rajah, “The Koboi Project - Home Page,” The Koboi Project (blog), accessed January 19, 2019, https://koboiproject.
com/.

33 K.S Ravikumar and Rahman, A.R, Muthu Maharaja (Eros Entertainment, 1995).

Plate 2. 4 Restu Ibu, Pujaan Ku, Koboi Balik Kampung Series. Archival Silver-Halide Dye Print, 30 x 20 in. Niranjan Rajah, 2015. 

Plate 3. 2 SUPERSTAR, Kedualan Si Koboi Series. Archival Silver-Halide Dye 
Print, 4 X 9 ft. Niranjan Rajah, 2016.
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Tamil cinema, had enabled the film to achieve its unlikely crossover success in the equally idiosyncratic 
Japanese film world or nihon eiga kai.34 I recognized, in this anomalous crossover, the antithesis of 
the homogenization that was taking hold in the global arenas of contemporary art. I became a fan of 
Rajinikanth and a happy purveyor of his sign. 

In the Koboi Balik Lagi (Koboi Returns Again) series, the Koboi gains an understanding that home lies as 
much in human relationships as in place. This embodied and metonymic sense of home is exemplified in 
(Plate 4) 4 Ikatan Pertiwi (4 Ties of Nation). The Chinese-looking gentleman is my Uncle Kay Kim. We 
are related by marriage and he is pictured here with his sister in-law, her husband, and my parents. He 
is a member of the Peranakan community, a part of the Chinese diaspora that has settled in peninsular 
Malaysia and has oriented itself to Malay culture. Article 160 (2) of the Constitution of Malaysia defines 
a “Malay” as being one who meets certain conditions, key among which are that he or she should be 
one who “professes the religion of Islam, habitually speaks the Malay language” and “conforms to Malay 
custom.”35 Being a Malay is, therefore, more a question of practice than one of blood, and the Peranakan 
seem to fall short of the constitutional definition only in terms of their religion. Professor Emeritus 
Khoo Kay Kim is, in fact, the preeminent historian of independent Malaysia. He is a renowned public 

34 Rea Amit, “The Right to Misunderstand Japanese Cinema: Tsurumi Shunsuke, Imamura Taihei and Muthu, the Dancing 
Maharaja.,” in New Ideas in East Asian Studies, ed. Ioannis Gaitanidis (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh, 2017), 48-55.

35 “Malaysia: Federal Constitution” (Commissioner of Law Revision, August 31, 1957).     

intellectual36 who has the honor of having served on the National Consultative Council which authored 
the Rukun Negara or National Principles after the racial riots in 1969.37 An image of Tan Sri Khoo Kay 
Kim, signifies Malaysia as definitively as any distinctive landscape. 

When I first returned to Malaysia in 2013, the country had just emerged from a turbulent and 
portentous 13th General Elections.38 Meanwhile, in British Columbia, Malaysia’s Petronas corporation 
had announced massive investments in the Liquid Natural Gas sector, raising the spectre of conflict with 

36 Kay Kim Khoo and Eddin Khoo, I, KKK: The Autobiography of a Historian (Kuala Lumpur: Kala Publishers, 2017).     
37 Meredith L. Weiss, Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Malaysia (London: Routledge, 2014), 332.
38 Meredith L. Weiss, “Malaysia’s 13th General Elections: Same Result, Different Outcome,” Asian Survey 53, no. 6 (November/

December 2013).     

Plate 4. 1 Pujan Ku, Kedualan Si Koboi Series. Archival Silver-Halide Dye Print, 
4 X 9 in. Niranjan Rajah, 2016.

Plate 5. 4 Ikatan Pertiwi, Koboi Balik Lagi Series. Archival Silver-Halide Backlit Film, 30 x 20 in. Niranjan Rajah, 2016.
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and within the Lax Kw’alaams First Nation.39 While this development did not come to pass,40 Petronas 
remains a force in the British Columbian LNG sector, and its activities continue to be impactful on the 
economy, environment and the politics of this land.41 In a broader Aboriginal perspective, Gord Hill, 
a popular historian and activist from the Kwakwaka’wakw Nation, who writes under the pseudonym 
Zig Zag, challenges the ongoing conversion of Indian reserve lands to private property in the name of 
economic self-sufficiency and self-government. The caption to one of his powerful political cartoons 
reads “All Hail the New Chief - Chief Executive Officer that is!,” encapsulating the complexities and 
complicities of contemporary native politics in the context of corporate ascendency.42 

In 2014, the City of Vancouver formally acknowledged that it sits on the traditional territories of the 
Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh First Nations that were “never ceded through treaty, war 
or surrender.”43 Taken together, the Supreme Court of Canada judgments in Delgamuukw v British 
Columbia (1997) 44 and Tsilhqot’in Nation v British Columbia (2014) 45 clarify the fact that Aboriginal 
title constitutes a beneficial interest in the land, the underlying control of which is retained by the 
Crown; that such title as is recognized by operation of the Royal Proclamation, 176346 which states 
that “Nations or Tribes of Indians … should not be molested or disturbed in the Possession of such 
Parts of Our Dominions and Territories as, not having been ceded to, or purchased by Us”; and, that 
continued occupation by Aboriginal people is proof of title. The implication of these judgments is that 
lands not formally ceded by treaty and continuously occupied by Aboriginal people, will, in a court 
challenge, likely be deemed to fall under Aboriginal title. However, such title appears to be usurped 
by non-Aboriginal occupation, regardless of the manner in which the occupation and the attendant 
displacement of Aboriginal peoples took place. 

39 Robert Zimmerman, “Petronas to Spend up to $16B on B.C. LNG Project,” CBC News, 11 June 2013, https://www.cbc.ca/
news/business/petronas-to-spend-up-to-16b-on-b-c-lng-project- 1.1351174.      

40 Andrew Leach, “Why Petronas Cancelled Its Plans for an LNG Project on BC’s Coast.,” Macleans, 29 July 2017, www.
macleans.ca/economy/economicanalysis/why-petronas-cancelled-its-plans-for-an-lng-project-on-b-c-s-coast/.

41 Ben Parfitt, “Dangerous Precedent: Petronas Subsidiary Gets Free Pass after Building Unlicensed Fracking Dams,” Policy 
Note, 22 October 2018, www.policynote.ca/dangerous-precedent.

42 Zig Zag, “Indian Act Chiefs and Idle No More: Snakes in the Grassroots?” Warrior Publications, accessed January 16, 
2019. https://www.warriorpublications.wordpress.com/2012/12/14/ indian-act-chiefs-and-idle-no-more-snakes-in-the-
grassroots/.     

43 “Motion on Notice, 3. Protocol to Acknowledge First Nations Unceded Traditional Territory” (Motion, Vancouver B.C: City 
of Vancouver Council, 2014).     

44 Delgamuukw v. British Columbia, 3 SCR 1010, accessed July 19, 2019.    
45 Tsilhqot’in Nation v. British Columbia, 2 SCR 257, accessed July 19, 2019.     
46 King George III of England, “Royal Proclamation, 1763,” The University of Toronto Libraries, accessed 15 January 2019, 

https://exhibits.library.utoronto.ca/items/show/2470.

While pro forma acknowledgments of Aboriginal primacy on the land abound, until restitution or 
compensation is made under Article 28 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP), 47 to which both Provincial and Federal governments claim commitment, these gestures 
remain insincere. The legal and ethical complexity of the occupation of native lands by settlers and 
immigrants, is compounded by intra-Nation contestations and claims.48 Indeed, the psychological and 
ontological aspects of the situation seem to confirm Avtar Brah’s theory of a “diaspora space,” where 
complex multivalent configurations of identity and power emerge in an “intersectional” interplay across 
different “axes of differentiation.” In this space, Brah suggests that “the diasporan is as much a native as 
the native now becomes the diasporan.”49 This idea is exemplified in Tarah Hogue’s Métis family story 

47 “United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples” United Nations-Indigenous Peoples, accessed 16 January 
2019, https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/declaration-on-the-rights-of-indigenous-peoples.html. 

48 Stephen Marche, “Canada’s Impossible Acknowledgment,”  The New Yorker, September 7, 2017, https://www.newyorker.
com/culture/culture-desk/canadas-impossible-acknowledgment.

49 Avtar Brah, Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identities (London: Routledge, 1996), 242.

Plate 6. 7 Injun Country, Dendang Koboi Gelap Series. Archival Silver-Halide Dye Print, 30 x 20 in. Niranjan Rajah, 2016.
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of transcontinental migration. The Métis constitute a relatively new nation formed in the Red River 
area of Manitoba by the miscegenation of natives and settlers. Hogue grounds her Métis narrative in 
Sophie McCall’s suggestion that a “diasporic-Indigenous perspective” might reveal significant accounts 
of Indigenous peoples involving, dislocations and displacements, that might otherwise not be noticed.50 

After opening with a Return, the Koboi narrative passes through an “Initiation” comprised of 
wanderings around the globe and ends in an “Arrival.”  The Koboi comes to terms with his new home 
in British Columbia. In the Berhijrah Series, the Koboi contemplates his immigration to Canada, 
in terms of the nation’s colonial past and of the present imperium of global corporations. Indeed, 
my own “diasporic-non-indigenous” migration has proven to be a moral and spiritual challenge. In 
my stubborn attachment to images of “home,” I have found it difficult to occupy what Homi Bhabha 

50 Tarah Hogue, “Routes and Roots” paper presentation, Deconstructing Diaspora: Institute of Asian Art Inaugural Symposium, 
Vancouver Art Gallery. (May 2017).

has called the “third space of enunciation.” In fact, I could not even identify a space between my 
colonized and colonizing selves, let alone begin to “assimilate the contraries.”51 Having barely settled 
into the space of a Malaysian/ Tamil identity, engendered by a previous colonial migration, I was 
now struggling to embrace the Canadian/ Malaysian-Tamil identity, brought about by my recent 
resettlement. However, unlike the Russian protagonist of Andrei Tarkovsky’s film Nostalghia,52 who 
stubbornly refuses the relief of translation during his Italian sojourn, and who expires as his candle is 
extinguished, I have negotiated and survived my immigration. My light too has flickered, but I have 
embraced the bifurcations of my homeland and, in this regard, the Koboi Project appears to have been 
an imaginal remedy for the trauma of a diasporic displacement. 

The Other Story, an exhibition curated by Rasheed Araeen at London’s Hayward gallery in 1989, presented 
a retrospective of works from Afro-Asian artists practicing in post-war Britain.53 As art critic and 
theorist Jean Fisher notes, this “de-imperializing” exhibition sought to demonstrate and legitimize the 
suppressed history of a modernist aesthetic among British visual artists of African, Caribbean and Asian 
ancestry.54 The Other Story challenged the parochialism of British modernism as it celebrated the vital 
presence of the postcolonial artist at the heart of empire. This modernist artist in exile is the forerunner 
of a near ubiquitous figure in the world of contemporary art, that of the “diasporic artist.” Michael 
Gluzman explains how “high modernists like James Joyce and Ezra Pound repeatedly emphasized the 
intellectual advantages of being away from home, presenting exile as a vehicle for individuality, freedom, 
and resistance.”55 With reference to Ezra Pound’s monumental poem The Cantos, Stephen Sicara notes 
that unlike Odysseus whose exile is imposed from without, Pound voluntarily adopts his exile, very 
much as a pose. Sicari goes on to suggest, however, that while the artist’s exile is “a willed decision, it is 
the failure of his culture to provide a “home” that impels his wandering.”56 

This loss of and struggle for a nurturing home informs the motivation and movement of every 
diasporan, but it has particular implications for the artist. Sometimes it is the otherness of a place that 
is not home that gives the artist an insight into the truth of his or her identity and gives shape to his 
or her art. With today’s increasingly fluid movement across nations, the experience of this otherness 
has become quite the norm. In (Plate 8) 3 Guru Darshana (Seeing the Guru), I present my friend and 
example on the artists path, Singaporean pianist Margaret Leng Tan. Margaret is, for me, the model 
diasporic artist, a Southeast Asian making her mark out there in the golah of the New York avant-
garde. She has paid her dues and gazed into the origins of her chosen artistic lineage, into the living 

51 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), 36–9.
52 Andrei Tarkovsky, Nostalghia., DVD (Kino Lober, Inc., 2014).     
53 Rasheed Araeen, The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in Post-War Britain (London: South Bank Centre, 1989).
54 Jean Fisher, “The Other Story and the Past Imperfect,” Tate Papers, no.12, (Autumn), accessed 14 January 2019, https://www.

tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/ no-12/the-other-story-and-the-past-imperfect.
55 Michael Gulzman, “Modernism and Exile: A View from the Margins,” in Insider/Outsider: American Jews and Multiculturalism, 

eds. David Biale, Michael Galchinsky, and Susannah Heschel (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 231.
56 Stephen Sicari, Pound’s Epic Ambition: Dante and the Modern World (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991), 18.

Plate 7. 4 Ya Mogu Govorit’, Berhijrah Series. Niranjan Rajah, Forthcoming.
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tradition of what might be termed her parampara.57 She has been informed by the images of her place 
of dispersion and has, in turn, brought her own images to bear on the cultural life of New York. Having 
been awarded Singapore’s Cultural Medallion, the nation’s highest accolade for contributions to the 
arts in 2015,58 it seems that Margaret has made a triumphant return. 

Looking back from the year 2000, Stuart Hall asked, “Is the era and the goal of ‘cultural diversity’ in the 
arts now over? Has the globalization of the art world – ‘let a thousand biennales bloom’ – ‘solved’ the 
problem?”59 These rhetorical questions, set against the not so subtle irony of Hall’s Maoist allusion,60 
mark the locus of a critical inquiry into the advent of a global Contemporary Art that is still pertinent 
today. From the Southeast Asian perspective, these “thousand biennales,” with their cornucopia of 
works and diversity of artists, were led by the Asia Pacific Triennial (APT) in 199361 and the Fukuoka 
Triennale in 1999.62 These pioneering events have been followed by others like the Gwangju, Shanghai, 
Singapore, Kuala Lumpur, and Bangkok Art Biennales. These biennales have, indeed, brought a 
diversity of local artists into a new global arena. Nevertheless, this diversity belies the abiding problem 
of representation. Beyond the question of the artists’ origins, there is the matter of patronage and the 

57 Baidyanath Saraswati, “Introduction,” in The Nature of Living Tradition: Distinctive Features of Indian Parampara, ed. 
Baidyanath Saraswati (New Delhi: Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts, 2001), 1–8.

58 Lee Jian Xuan, “Four Awarded Cultural Medallion,” The Straits Times, October 17, 2015, https://www.straitstimes.com/
lifestyle/arts/four-awarded-cultural-medallion.     

59 Stuart Hall, “Super Diversity: Who Participates Now?” Progress Reports: art in an era of diversity (INIVA, 2010).
60 Zedong Mao, Selected Works of Mao Tse-Tung (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1977), 5:408.     
61 Suzanne Grano, ed., “The First Asia-Pacific Contemporary Art Triennial Brisbane Australia 1993” (Brisbane: Queensland 

Art Gallery, 1993).
62 Eunju Choi and Subir Choudhury, eds., “The 1st Fukuoka Asian Art Triennale 1999: The Commemorative Exhibition of the 

Inauguration of Fukuoka Asian Art Museum” (Fukuoka Asian Art Museum, Fukuoka, Japan, 1999).

related issue of audience. Regardless of the diversity they purport to represent, the pertinent question 
for these diverse artists is: “for whom do you make your representations?”63 What matters is the 
manner in which artists’ representations come into visibility, how they are commissioned, presented 
and ultimately, how they are understood. The true measure of diversity on the world stage lies, in my 
opinion, in the wealth of idiomatic expression and local meaning that survives the mediation of the 
biennale boom. 

Before this boom, Southeast Asian artists were presented primarily by their national institutions, often 
via regional intermediaries like the Association of Southeast Asian Nations Committee for Culture 
and Information (ASEAN-COCI) established in October 197864 and the Fukuoka Art Museum, whose 
pioneering Asian Art Show began in 1979.65 These institutions produced studied exhibitions that 
honored diverse modernisms, in which the artists were generally contextualized in terms of distinct 
national modernisms. ASEAN-COCI and the Asian Art Show worked cautiously within the ambit of 
developing their respective regional narratives. This diplomacy of national narratives was abandoned 
with the advent of the blockbusters of the biennale era. These shows brought with them the hubris of 
a postmodern discourse, by whose deconstructive force, the established modernist narratives were 
dislodged. While some artists, who were marginalized by parochial nationalisms, were transported 
into the new transnational canon, others, heirs to the older narratives, were left at home.66 

The problem of the global exhibition of contemporary art is demonstrated in the presentation of 
historian and curator Apinan Poshananda’s groundbreaking Contemporary Art in Asia: Traditions/
Tensions in New York under the auspices of the Asia Society in 1996. While the Director of the 
commissioning Asia Society Galleries, Vishakha N. Desai, asserts that “the culturally specific references 
in the work are so potent that if these elements are not understood the works lose their basic power,”67 
the introductory text to the section of the exhibition that was held at the Grey Art Gallery of New York 
University demurs, “Although many of the artworks contain specific cultural references that may not be 
apparent to all visitors…their visual language will be potent enough to transcend national and cultural 
boundaries.”68 In a contemporaneous review, Michael Oren had raised the apparent contradiction 
between Poshyananda’s observation that any attempt to harmonize cultural diversity tends to mask 

63 Niranjan Rajah, “WHO Do You Represent?,” in Present Encounters Papers from the Conference The Second Asia Pacific of 
Contemporary Art Triennial, ed. Caroline Turner and Rhana Devenport (Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery, 1996), 62–3.     

64 “Strategic Review of the ASEAN-COCI Work Program,” ASEAN, June 2005, accessed January 16, 2019, https://www.asean.
org/uploads/archive/20904.pdf.      

65 Asian Artists Exhibition: Part I: Modern Asian Art-India, China and Japan (Fukuoka: Fukuoka Art Museum, 1979).
66 Niranjan Rajah, “Towards a Southeast Asian Paradigm: From Distinct National Modernisms to an Integrated Regional 

Arena for Art,” in 36 Ideas from Asia: Contemporary South-East Asian Art. (Singapore: ASEAN COCI [Singapore Art 
Museum], 2002), 32–3.     

67 Apinan Poshyananda, ed., Contemporary Art in Asia: Traditions/Tensions, ed. Apinan Poshyananda (New York: Asia Society 
Galleries, 1996), 14.     

68 “Contemporary Art in Asia: Traditions/Tensions,” Grey Art Gallery / New York University, accessed 13 January 2019, https://
greyartgallery.nyu.edu/exhibition/traditionstensions- 100396-122396/.     

Plate 8. 3 Guru Darsahana, Leraian Series. Niranjan Rajah, Forthcoming.
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ruptures within cultures, with the exhibition’s conflation of diverse national idioms in the unified field 
of “Contemporary Art in Asia.”69 

With the rapid globalization of art in the biennale era, the assembling of local diversity for presentation 
to international publics has led to the emergence of a transnational art with an increasingly tenuous 
commitment to its own “cultural references.” Further, given the visual orientation acknowledged in the 
Grey Art Gallery’s introduction, this art has come to exemplify Guy Debord’s dystopian vision of “capital 
accumulated to the point where it becomes image.”70 There is, inherent in the form and function of the 
biennale, a pronounced instrumentality, one that serves the economic, financial, and propagandistic 
machinations that have engendered its rise. Indeed, the biennale phenomena can be placed within 
the ambit of the political economy of neoliberalism, in which, as David Harvey has explained, the 
dominant ethos is that of liberating individual entrepreneurial freedom by enabling private property, 
free markets and free trade.71 However, in realizing this doctrine of non-intervention, “the paradoxical 
role of the state is to create intense interventions and government by elites and ‘experts’.”72 Located 
as they are, between art making, place making and money making, Hall’s “biennales” are just such 
interventions, aimed at industrializing culture and assimilating art to the market system. Indeed, the 
biennales have produced an art that graces an inflated global economy, a “diasporic art” that is poised 
precariously at the precipice of neoliberalism’s demise. 

The biennale boom has been accompanied by changes in the monetary aspect of art. Works have 
transitioned from being investment commodities, whose value accrues post factum, into a priori 
financial instruments, whose monetization is intrinsic and active from the moment of inception.73 
Art is now produced as a token in a speculative exchange. Regardless of one’s disposition towards this 
paradigm shift, Singapore must be commended for her well anticipated, strategized and implemented 
response. We now have in the heart of Southeast Asia the infrastructures of the Singapore Art Museum, 
the National Art Gallery, the Singapore Biennale, Art Fair and even the maximum-security art vault, 
Le Freeport. These state-of-the-art infrastructures have brought many benefits to our artists, some of 
which I have personally enjoyed.74 However, Singapore’s powerful nexus of art and finance has come 
to dominate the region’s narratives, institutions, collections, and agendas. In time, we will be able to 
ascertain if Singapore’s success means the assimilation of the many nuances and dialects of Southeast 
Asian artists to the lingua franca of an art that is part of a market driven “value chain.”75 

69 Michael Oren, “Contemporary Art in Asia: Traditions/Tensions,” Third Text 11, no. 41 (December 1997): 103–6.     
70 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle (New York: Zone Books, 1994), 24.     
71 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 2.     
72 Ibid., 69.
73 Niranjan Rajah, “Reader Mail - Clarification on Singapore Biennale,” Japanese Times, 10 February 2017, www.japantimes.

co.jp/opinion/2017/02/10/reader-mail/clarification-singapore-biennale/#.XDPnuVxKi01.     
74 Susie Lingham, ed., An Atlas of Mirrors (Singapore: Singapore Art Museum, 2016), 82–3.     
75 Kathleen Ditzig, Robin Lynch, and Debbie Ding, “Dynamic Global Infrastructure: Free Port as Value Chain,” Finance and 

Society 2, no. 2 (December 2016): 180–8.     

Jean Fisher has written of her personal attraction to works that are “grounded in the perception of 
an organic sense of place, inhabitable and produced from lived experience, rather than an abstract, 
generic conception of space ‘waiting to be filled’.”76 Jean was my teacher and I have imbibed both 
her regard for place and her disdain for space-filling, which, I suggest, has been institutionalized in 
the productions of those thousand biennales. My privileging of the grounded diasporic artist over 
an uninflected diasporic art reflects this regard for the particularizing character of place. Roland 
Robertson, who introduced the term “glocalization” into Sociology from the Japanese business 
lexicon, explains that there is, inherent in the universalism of globalization, just such a particularizing 
tendency.77 Conversely, my own call for a stronger particularization within the transnational flow of 
art is not without its own dialectical engagement with universality. In this regard, I have developed an 
approach involving both social history and metaphysics.78 

76 Jean Fisher, “About Me,” About Jean Fisher, Assessed January 16, 2019, www.jeanfisher.com/about-me/.     
77 Roland Robertson, “Globalization or Glocalization?,” Journal of Internal Communication 1, no. 1 (1994): 33–52.     
78 Niranjan Rajah, “Beyond Art History: A New Taxonomy for Art Studies in South East Asia,” in The 3rd ASEAN Workshop, 

Exhibition & Symposium on Aesthetics, ed. Weng Choy Lee (Singapore: ASEAN Committee on Culture and Information, 
1997), 46–55.     

Plate 9. 9 Jeritan Merayap, Dendang Koboi Gelap Series. Archival Silver-Halide Dye Print, 30 x 20 in. Niranjan Rajah, 2016.
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Ananda Coomaraswamy, who is a master of the 20th Century Traditionalist School, has stressed the 
importance of articulating the common “metaphysical basis of all religions,” and of demonstrating 
“that diverse cultures are fundamentally related to one another as being the dialects of a common 
spiritual and intellectual language.” 79 Coomaraswamy has explained that this metaphysics is a form 
of knowing through the abstraction of visual symbols. Preeminent and primordial among these 
abstractions, he notes, is that of the Sun,80 and in its light, he asserts, “the myth is always true (or 
else there is no true myth).” 81 What this profound aphorism holds, in my imperfect reflection, is 
that the truth of myth is irrefutable, as the notion of proof itself is anathema to the rightness of 
symbols, which can only be confirmed in reflection, revelation, and confession. Coomaraswamy 
contrasts the truth of myth with that of facts, which he discounts as being “only true eventfully.”82 
Steeped as it is in narrative and image, diasporic identity sits, as Hall has said, at “the beginning of 
the symbolic,”83 in a place that, I suggest, is closer to the realm of myth than to the eventful world 
of facts. It follows then, that like myth, identity, be it traditional, modern or late modern, must be 
reified in ritual enactment. My Koboi Project is just such an enactment, albeit in the course of a 
post-traditional praxis, conducted from the placeless place of diaspora. 

79 Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, What Is Civilisation? And Other Essays (Ipswich: Golgonooza Press, 1989), 18.     
80 Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, “The Vedanta and Western Tradition,” in Coomaraswamy: Selected Papers Metaphysics, ed. 

Roger Lipsey (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977), 2:5.     
81 Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, “Literary Symbolism,” in Figures of Speech or Figures of Thought? The Traditional View of Art, ed. 

William Wroth (Bloomington: World Wisdom, 2007), 103.     
82 Ibid.
83 Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” 236.
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150 BRIGITTA ISABELLA

Dwelling in Travel as an Aesthetic Practice

Today there has been an extraordinary increase in the practice and circulation of art globally through 
a variety of channels, including exhibitions, biennales, art fairs, and residency programs, with a 
particular focus on new art initiatives from non-Western art communities. One of the values in the 
internationalization of the artworld is that it deterritorializes the Eurocentric geographies of art, as well 
as signals the arrival of a global art discourse, which has celebrated the bond between globalization 
and contemporary art. For German art historian Hans Belting, the notion of contemporary art 
is synonymous with global art; and he believes that “new art today is global”.1 Meanwhile, cultural 
theorist Nikos Papastergiadis employs the term “cosmopolitanism” to recognize the current practice 
of contemporary art, in which artists become regular border-crossers as he observes that, “[a]rtists are 
now routinely presenting themselves as participants in the collective making of a global worldview”.2 

In the ideal form of global art discourse, geographical boundaries are transgressed to acknowledge 
the diversity of cultural narratives from the non-Western world. The mobility of artists is one of the 
contributing factors to the shift of geographical concepts beyond the location-based categories of 
placemaking, or a collective project of making a global worldview, as Papastergiadis says. Yet, the 
increased mobility of artists from global peripheries does not automatically exempt artists from 
essentialist identification of their nationhood. Instead, as Michelle Antoinette notes, national identity 
has actually been emphasized in international survey exhibitions. Antoinette also observes that, in 
particular, “issues of nationalism and ‘Asian-ness’ continue to buttress the representation of Asian art 
both in art historical discourse and within the curatorial design of international art exhibitions”.3 

Whether through an exploration of local history, politics, or views on tradition, an engagement with 
one’s local context operates as a new currency for artists to gain entry to global art events, appearing 
in the form of finely tuned national or region-based curatorial apparatus. Through global art discourse 
on international art stages, the assimilation of the “others”, which involves the act of Othering and 
self-Othering, reflects the paradox of global market mechanisms which seek both the heterogeneity of 
different localities and the homogeneity of cosmopolitan imagination.

1 Hans Belting, “Contemporary Art as Global Art: A Critical Estimate,” in The Global Art World: Audiences, Markets, Museums, 
ed. Hans Belting and Andrea Buddensieg (Ostfildren: Hatje Cantz, 2009), 40. See also Hans Belting, “Contemporary Art and 
the Museum in the Global Age,” in Contemporary Art and the Museum: A Global Perspective, ed. Peter Weibel and Andrea 
Buddensieg (Ostfildren: Hatje Cantz, 2007), 16–38.

2 Nikos Papastergiadis, Cosmopolitanism and Culture (Cambridge: Polity, 2012), 112.
3 Michelle Antoinette, “Deterritorializing Aesthetics: International Art and its New Cosmopolitanisms, from an Indonesian 

Perspective,” in Cosmopatriots: On Distant Belongings and Close Encounters, ed. Edwin Jurriens and Jeroen de Kloet (London: 
Brill, 2007), 209 
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Against the backdrop of current contemporary art production, this essay looks at the mobility of 
Indonesian-born artists in an attempt to understand how travel can be a transformative cultural practice 
not only within, but also against, the hegemonic structures that instrumentalize cultural identity as a 
commodity in a global art scene. It focuses on the desire to travel and the experiences of being mobile 
in the mobile lives and works of Tintin Wulia (b. 1972) and an artist couple, Irwan Ahmett (b. 1975) 
and Tita Salina (b. 1973), hereinafter referred as a single entity as Ahmett Salina. Tintin’s and Ahmett 
Salina’s reasons to be always on the move are contingent on the globalization of contemporary art (both 
its market and discourse) as well as their personal history and individual aspirations. The subjects 
of this article seem to be stationed in what James Clifford called “transit lounge”, a space in which 
translocal existences are “dwelling in travel and submit their identities to ‘routes’ rather than ‘roots’ in 
a moving picture of a world that doesn’t stand still”.4 Clifford’s image of a continually moving world 
runs parallel to the increase of mobility within the globalizing artworld. Here, travel and mobility 
performed by Tintin and Ahmett Salina are considered to have diasporic dimensions in their practices 
of displacement and interconnection with different cultural contexts. 

The term “diaspora” compiles different categories of people: refugees, alien residents, immigrants, 
expatriates, among others. Conventional depiction of diaspora often describes it as a one-way 
movement from a source country to a destination country. Contemporary diaspora studies, which 
emerged in the 1990s, has tried to elaborate on the intricate picture of diaspora as complex transversals 
and circular flows that blur boundaries between “home” and “away”.5 In this essay, I would suggest 
that mobility is an essential part, if not the core, of Tintin and Ahmett Salina’s artistic production. 
Both artists perform continuous acts of dislocation by being always in motion and orienting their 
movement towards continuous cultural encounters without the burden of a teleological idea of return. 
By sustaining a displaced form of identity, their mobile lives as artists reflect a progressive diasporic 
practice that militates against the stabilization of national or regional identity. Some topics explored in 
Tintin and Ahmett Salina’s respective artworks suggest a distinctive approach to self-identification that 
differs from the previous generation of 1990s Indonesian artists, who mostly received international 
recognition by underlining their identity as Indonesians. Looking at some artworks that were produced 
with diasporic consciousness by Tintin and Ahmett Salina,6 this essay considers the potential re-
signification of the mobility of artists in unsettling both the policed frontiers of the nation-state and 
the forces of cultural commodification inherent in global art discourse. 

4 James Clifford, “The Transit Lounge of Culture,” Times Literary Supplement, May 1991, 7.
5 See Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993); James Clifford, Routes: Travel and 

Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997); and, Robin Cohen, Global 
Diasporas: An Introduction (London: Routledge, 2008).

6 “Diasporic consciousness” is a term used by James Clifford to describe the tension between the negative and positive aspects 
of being continuously dislocated. Clifford wrote, “Diaspora consciousness lives loss and hope as the defining tension.” The 
negative aspect is constituted by the experience of discrimination and exclusion, while the positive aspect is produced 
through the feeling of being global and having a sense of attachment elsewhere. While there is desperation under strong 
economic or social compulsion in the state of dwelling-in-travel, diasporic consciousness might also lead to renegotiated 
relation between class, culture, or gender. See James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century 
(Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1997), 256–7. 

Tintin Wulia: A Migrant, An Exiled artist and A Wanderer

The history of Diospyros kaki, the scientific name for a fruit popularly known as Japanese persimmon, 
accentuates Tintin Wulia’s articulation of identity by way of metaphoric mediation. The fruit is known 
to originate from China, yet it is commonly labelled as a Japanese fruit. This is because its cultivation 
had extended first to other parts of Asia, being widely grown in Japan from where it later dispersed 
to North America and Europe.7 The fruit’s diaspora and the misunderstanding of the fruit’s origins 
play a prominent role in one of Tintin’s early films, Violence Against Fruit (2000). The film presented 
Diospyros kaki being chopped and eaten, accompanied with a text describing the history of the fruit 
and its ambiguous naming. 

Violence Against Fruit was deliberately referring to a mass hatred toward Indonesian Chinese people 
following the fall of the New Order era in Reformasi 1998.8 The disembowelment of the fruit serves as 
a metaphor for an interrogation of Tintin’s own identity, coupled with the sense of fragility instilled 
from living as ethnic Chinese in Indonesian society. At once, the film also demonstrates a growing 
consciousness among many Indonesian artists who would begin to question the State’s fabrication of 
history and to recover memories that were silenced during the 32-year reign of the New Order regime. 
This tendency towards history is in accordance with Tintin’s view of Reformasi, which identifies the 
Jakarta riots in 1998 to have had enabled her to “revisit the source of injury” and healed the pain 
by “connect[ing] this memory of feelings with some possibilities of facts”.9 Tintin’s search for “some 
possibilities of facts” led her to trace her own family history, which was dominated by fear and silence.

Tintin’s father was born of Chinese descent in Bali, while her mother is Balinese. Within the family, 
there was a hidden secret that Tintin kept from her friends when she grew up. Her grandfather on her 
father’s side, a fourth generation Chinese born in Bali, was forcibly exterminated during the wave of 
violence against alleged communists after the supposed failed coup in 1965. This violence grew into 
the massacre of many from the Indonesian Chinese community as they were suspected to have close 
ideological connections with Chinese communism.10 While Tintin vaguely knew about this story, it 
was only after the New Order regime fell that she started to dig into this history. Various discriminatory 
rules against those of Chinese ethnicity in Indonesia during the New Order era led to Tintin and most 
young Indonesian Chinese to be considered the lost generation, a generation that was forced to forget 

7 Tintin Wulia, “The Name Game,” Inside Indonesia, 12 October 2008, http://www.insideindonesia.org/the-name-game.
8 I took Tintin’s view of her Indonesian Chinese identity in this writing from a personal interview conducted on 10 November 

2016. Tintin also had expressed her view on a similar topic in an interview with Enoch Cheng; see “Interview with Tintin 
Wulia,” Asia Art Archive IDEAS, accessed 17 July 2019, https://aaa.org.hk/en/ideas/ideas/interview-with-tintin-wulia.

9 Wulia, “The Name Game.”
10 There has been quite a bit of literature on this subject, such as those written by John Roosa, Pretext for Mass Murder: The 

September 30th Movement and Suharto’s Coup D’État in Indonesia (Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2006), and 
Robert Cribb, The Indonesian Killings of 1965-1966: studies from Java and Bali (Melbourne: Monash Asia Institute, 1990).
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their collective memory of their identity and family history.11 Growing up under the government’s 
edification that systemically indoctrinated its people on the latent danger of communism had made 
Tintin feel guilty about her own identity.12 After Reformasi, Tintin’s guilty feeling was transformed into 
a critical inquiry over the meaning of her identity and nationality. 

Surprisingly for Tintin, Violence Against Fruit received attention from an Australian TV station called 
SBS that often broadcasts a selection of short films from around the world. This attention made Tintin 
think that her career in film could fulfil her desire to live outside Indonesia. Her aspiration perhaps 
came out of fear and anxiety shared by many Indonesian Chinese after the 1998 riot. The necessity 
to live outside Indonesia also came from the feeling of being isolated from the world outside during 
the New Order regime. In 2003, one day before her 30th birthday, Tintin tried her luck by sending 
a permanent residence application to the Australian embassy. She chose Australia after conducting 
research into citizenships and concluded that by holding an Australia passport, she would have the 
privilege to travel internationally.13 Her application was accepted. Nevertheless, Tintin’s choice to live 
in Australia had never been about looking for a new home, instead it was a strategy to get easier access 
to travel. In one interview, she particularly stressed that her geographical base has nothing to do with 
her career advancement.14 For Tintin, choosing Australia as a home base was a strategy to resolve her 
residency problem, that is the long and exhausting immigration procedure in Indonesia. 

Strict fiscal management by the government had made the cost of travel abroad too expensive for most 
Indonesian citizens. During her years in Indonesia, Tintin had travelled abroad on numerous occasions 
to attend film festivals and exhibitions. Travelling with an Indonesian passport also meant she had to 
navigate complicated visa application procedures to enter a host country. This was further complicated 
by the Indonesian government’s bureaucratic inquiry that demanded Tintin provide evidence of the 
citizenship of her parents, due to her family’s Chinese origins. Every time she requested for entry visas 
to travel abroad, Tintin felt as if she was obligated to endlessly prove herself as a legal citizen to both 
the Indonesian and foreign governments.15 However, now equipped with both Indonesian citizenship 
and an Australian permanent visa, she does not seem to be interested to simply live between the two 
countries. Her experience in dealing and negotiating with policed borders between nation-states in 
order to travel more freely has made Tintin even continue to interrogate how national identity and 
geopolitical borderlines are constructed through often unbalanced power relations.

11 New Order’s discriminative policies in the 1970s included regulations that forced Indonesian Chinese to change their name 
into Indonesian ones and banned any import and trade of all types of printed material in Chinese language. For a more 
elaborate analysis on the Indonesian Chinese during the New Order era, see Charles A. Coppel, Indonesian Chinese in Crisis, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983). 

12 Tintin Wulia, interview by Enoch Cheng, “Interview with Tintin Wulia.”
13 Personal interview with the author, 10 November 2016.
14 Although Tintin held Australian permanent residency since 2003, most of her art projects were mainly exhibited around 

Asia and Europe. In addition to that, her current and long-time gallery representative is a Hong Kong-based gallery. Tintin 
Wulia, interview by Rudolf Dethu, “Homegrown & Well Known: Tintin Wulia,” 27 June 2012, http://rudolfdethu.com/
homegrown-well-known-tintin-wulia.

15 Wulia, “Interview with Tintin Wulia.”

Passports and maps are iconic objects from the border culture that have been used in several works by 
Tintin since 2007. In this essay, I mainly focus on works that not only discuss geopolitical borders, but 
also cross geopolitical borders. This refers to Tintin’s cyclical works that use mobility as methodology. 
(Re)Collection of Togetherness (2007 - ongoing) has gone through seven stages until 2012 and has been 
shown in Yogyakarta, Jakarta, Eindhoven, Paris, and Singapore. The work is performative and process-
based. First, Tintin imitated passports from worldwide countries. Then, in each passport replica 
Tintin randomly writes down the names of people in the passport pages, with fake mosquito blood 
accompanying each name as if mosquitoes had been slapped to death between the passport pages. 

Blood is a material that is often used to identify national identity. The artist considered mosquitoes as 
non-human blood transfer agents, or a living blood container of the people who had been bitten by the 
flying animal.16 A passport is a tool of control, which tracks the movement of every person travelling 
across the world. The blood specks on the passport pages, as Tintin herself has suggested, refers to 
immigration stamps that are used as the authorized sign of crossing borders.17 By juxtaposing the rigid 
identification of travel and identity in passports with the fluid nature of mosquitoes as the carrier of 

16 Tintin Wulia, “Aleatory Geopolitics: art, chance and critical play on the border” (PhD dissertation, RMIT University, 2013), 
112.

17 Ibid. 

Figure 1. Tintin Wulia, (Re)Collection of Togetherness, Stage 6, 2011. Installation, interactive performance, and single-channel 
video. Photo by Pauline Guyon. Image courtesy of Espace Culturel Louis Vuitton and the artist.
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blood, I believe Tintin is recognizing the non-static movement of identity that continuously evolves 
and thus cannot be restricted in a single national identity. She demonstrates that passports carry one’s 
identity related to a single nation; yet, it cannot encompass identities of those who have emotional 
attachment to multiple places. With many names in one passport book, passports in (Re)Collection 
of Togetherness hold a network of interrelated personal narratives that Tintin collected every time 
the work visited a place. The premise of the work also considers the fact that borders keep changing 
according to the political mapping of the world. The collection of passports in this work also counts 
countries that do not exist anymore, such as the German Democratic Republic or Yugoslavia.18 

(Re)Collection of Togetherness opens up possibilities to think of identities that do not always conform 
with citizenship and nationality. In this train of thought, however, Tintin personally does not fully 
abandon her political rights and obligation as a citizen. Tintin explains that she still keeps her 
Indonesian citizenship only to be eligible to vote, a statement that is more associated with political 
responsibility than nationalist sentiment.19 Her statement suggests a form of identity that is political 
belonging, rather than blood inheritance.

A similar discourse to that seen in (Re)Collection of Togetherness appears in a game performance and 
installation work, Nous notons pas les fleurs (2009-ongoing). The title, “Nous notons pas les fleurs”, 
is taken from a dialogue in Le Petit Prince (1943), a novel by Antoine de Saint-Exupery, where a 
geographer tells the little prince that he has not recorded flowers in his map. The geographer says that 
he only maps things that never change, like volcanoes or the seas. Flowers, unlike those static earth 
objects, are ephemeral.20 Tintin’s cyclical work invites audience members to draw traces of their travel 
routes using ephemeral objects such as flowers and spices. The world map involved in her work is used 
as a site for participatory performance that is subjected to various processes. The authority of a map, 
which is the tool to control and fix our vision of space, is challenged. Each iteration of Nous ne notons 
pas les fleurs starts with a generic shape of a world map laid out on the floor. The shape is gradually 
changing as the audiences reorganize the objects to signify their routes and movement. While the 
notion of map is often considered static, Nous ne notons pas les fleurs makes possible a map with 
borders that are constantly changing through audience participation. 

So far, Nous ne notons pas les fleurs has travelled to Patna (India), Jakarta (Indonesia), Singapore, Fort 
Ruigenhoek (Netherlands), and Gwangju (South Korea). In each of these places, the work renders 
new narratives that represent human corporeal motion in crossing political and geographic borders in 
different local contexts. In the Netherlands, for example, besides provoking our thoughts to reconsider 
territorial expansion and the perpetual change of geopolitical borders, potted flowers used in the 
installation also remind us of the internationally renowned Dutch flower trade, as one critic suggests.21 

18 Ibid., 107.
19 Personal interview with the author, 10 November 2016.
20 Wulia, “Aleatory Geopolitics,” 166.
21 Kitty Zijlmans, “Reading the World,” Museum De Lakanehal, Leiden, 19 January 2016, http://www.lakenhal.nl/en/story/

essay-kitty-zijlmans.

Both (Re)Collection of Togetherness and Nous ne notons pas les fleurs are projects that have to be mobile 
in order to flourish. The works can only be activated through travel that creates a space of encounters 
and constant negotiations with the audiences. Such interaction reflects a formation and re-formation 
of subjectivity that take place in contact zones, places where Tintin makes and remakes her own 
identity. In one of her blog posts, dated July 8, 2011 Tintin writes, “Home is where I can download my 

emails to my laptop.”22 Meanwhile, reflecting on her identity and position in the global artworld, Tintin 
playfully claims herself to be “The Most International Artist in The Universe” by holding 144 passports 
from around the world.23 These passports are replicas that she made for (Re)Collection of Togetherness. 
With a deliberate twisted logic in her statement, what Tintin has posted raises serious questions on 

22 Tintin Wulia, “Home,” Tintin Wulia, 8 July 2011, http://tintinwulia.com/blog/?p=1691.
23 Tintin Wulia, The Most International Artist in the Universe, site-specific unsynchronized multiple channel video installation, 

2011. 

Figure 2. Tintin Wulia, Nous ne notons pas les fleurs, Fort Ruigenhoek, 2011. Game-performance with growing flowers, painted 
terracota pots and saucers, surveillance camera, 2-channel live-stream, and timelapse video. Image courtesy of KAAP/Stichting 
Storm and the artist.

157156

http://tintinwulia.com/blog/?p=1691


the relation between the value of being an “international artist” with his or her “passport identity”, i.e., 
their national identity or citizenship. Tintin states that in her art practice, she refuses to be categorized 
into a single token of national identity, and she sees her position as a part of “the new nomads of the 
globalized world”.24

Tintin does not appoint one location, not even her birthplace, Bali, as her home. Perhaps this idea of a 
non-location-based home is also a reflection of her resistance to the idea of “roots”, as her profession as 
an artist brings her along endless “routes”. Although Tintin mentions Brisbane as her home base, she 
had only spent three months of the year in Brisbane by the time this essay was written in November 
2016.25 The concept of a fixed and physically based home, then, does not really match both the way 
Tintin practices her cyclical artworks, as well as the way she perceives her identity. For a person like 
Tintin who wanders from place to place, home is a collage of encounters rather than a fixed location. 
Tintin’s deliberation on her ambiguous cultural roots and her critical view of the implication of 
normative citizenship have rendered her subjectivity a performative one, one that lives as a migrant, 
an exile, and a wanderer. Through these kinds of subjectivities, she creates a space of encounter that 
encourages a re-imagination of cultural and geographical boundaries. 

Irwan Ahmett and Tita Salina: The Vagabond and The Mobile Networker 

Similar to Tintin Wulia’s desire to travel, Irwan Ahmett and Tita Salina recognized their urge to travel 
after feeling anxious about being isolated from the outside world. The notion of outside here, however, 
differs from what Tintin had perceived. While Tintin’s anxiety came from a discontentment with 
the government’s policies of travel and citizenship, Ahmett Salina’s anxiety came from the need to 
reconsider their daily lives.26 Unlike Tintin, Ahmett Salina did not relocate to another country from 
Indonesia. As the story unfold, Ahmett Salina consciously preferred to be always on the move. Their 
mobility provokes our understanding of contemporary diaspora as experiences of displacement, the 
definition of which is not only limited to a movement from a homeland to another place, but also to 
the continuous act of relocating from one place to another. Here, the term gains a more encompassing 
semantic register that includes words such as mobility and travel, both in relation to physical and 
virtual movements. 

The couple Ahmett Salina got married in 2000 and both worked as graphic designers in a design 
agency called Perum Desain Indonesia, which they co-founded. In 2006, they renamed the agency as 
Ahmett Salina, the name that I use to refer to them as an artist couple in this text.27 Just a few years after 

24 Wulia, “Aleatory Geopolitics,” 41.
25 Personal interview with the author, 10 November 2016.
26 Personal interview with the author, 10 November 2016.
27 Prodita Sabarini, “Irwan Ahmett and Tita Salina: The Playful Artist Duo,” Jakarta Post, 31 May 2010.

developing the agency, they achieved relative financial success. However, both were extremely bored 
with their working situation, since they always had to spend most of their time in front of computers. 
Recalling the discomfort and limitation when working as a designer, Tita said, “Sometimes our work 
clients don’t agree with our ideas.”28 She also admitted that at first they began to create art project as 
catharsis. “So, this [the art project] is a venue where we can express ourselves freely.”29 

Part of this urge to go outside and encounter the city came from their observations of the notorious 
lack of infrastructure in Jakarta’s public services. In 2010 Ahmett Salina started a series of interventions 
in public space, which they called Urban Play. It is an art project with an awareness of the agency of the 
ordinary citizens. The project consists of situational experiments using found objects in public space, 
which are specifically designed to respond to social problems that they observed in the city. By using 
“play” as a framework for the participation of a public in specific urban areas, Ahmett Salina turned 
Jakarta into a big playground in order to provoke participation from other city dwellers in Jakarta. 

Ahmett Salina conceived the notion of play as a retroactive and nostalgic gesture that brings back 
cheerful and carefree childhood memories amidst the customs and regulations that city dwellers 
must face everyday. Play offers activities that interrupt the habits of daily life by proposing energetic, 
humorous, spontaneous, and sometimes ironic maneuvers to respond to the city’s problems. One such 
intervention was the rearrangement of pieces of wood in a local wood shop, which they intuitively 
turned into a temporary shelter, consisting of tables and chairs where people could hang out for free. In 
this intervention that they called Public Furniture (2010), aside from negotiating with the shop’s owner 
to allow the public to interact with his merchandise, Ahmett Salina also asked for a wi-fi connection 
from a nearby café.30 The work presents an act of hacking private property and transposing it into 
a public space. Although Public Furniture only lasted for 2 weeks, concluding as soon as the wood 
merchandise was sold. Another example is Dancing Umbrella (2010), where Ahmett Salina asked for 
the participation of street vendors to spin big umbrellas that the vendors used as their shelter.31 The 
choreography of rotating umbrellas lasts for four minutes, creating a short and spontaneous spectacle 
for the passers-by. 

Ahmett Salina cleverly chose to upload the documentation of all Urban Play interventions online, 
rather than display it in art galleries. They have observed that the mobility of Jakartans is very much 
limited, given the major traffic problems of the city.32 The limitation of mobility encourages the 
increasing use of the internet so that interaction with each other can happen, albeit virtually. Therefore 
Ahmett Salina thought that the idea of Urban Play would be more accessible if the documentation was 
available online. Urban Play then, can be seen as a mix of performance art, street art, and media art. 

28 Ibid.
29 Ibid.
30 Irwan Ahmett and Tita Salina, Public Furniture, video, 3’ 11’’, 2010, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xtyh33UFi8U.
31 Irwan Ahmett and Tita Salina, Dancing Umbrellas, video, 5’ 32’’, 2010, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0evJkOEtfKs.
32 “My Jakarta, Irwan Ahmett, Creative Visionary,” Jakarta Globe, 30 September 2010.
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Ahmett Salina’s engagement with the latter medium, as a writer suggests, is a way of using social media 
tools in a critical manner both in technique and content. It is also an effective strategy to encourage 
interactivity with a wider public.33 Here, the mileage of mobility could also be extended not only in 
terms of physical distance. As explained by prominent theorists on mobile culture, Anthony Elliot 
and John Urry, the development of digital technology creates what they call “miniaturized mobility”. 
Miniaturized mobility is a term that captures the intensification of “life on the move” via portable 
software and hardware. Mobility facilitated by digital technology creates a “movement space” formed 
by continuous coordination of communication, social networks, and the mobile self, so that the 
dichotomy of professional/private, work/home, and presence/absence in daily life becomes more fluid. 
Miniaturized mobility has affected social relations and expanded the reach of self-communicative 
action into a layered technological and communicative network.34 

This view is also in keeping with James Clifford’s characterization of contemporary diaspora and 
diaspora communities, which he argues are now able to maintain spatially extended relationships 
that are mediated by the growing access to communication technology.35 In this sense, cultural or 
political ties are no longer formed by the older localizing strategies (of home or national identity) but 
are now constructed through the continuous circulation of people, money, goods, and information. 
Nevertheless, communities or social networks formed by miniaturized mobility still need to be 
activated through face-to-face meetings and interaction between bodies. This point is proven by 
Ahmett Salina, who dives into urban spaces and subsequently bring their actions back online, in order 
to create reciprocal interactions between what is offline and what is online. 

After exploring Jakarta by way of the Urban Play platform for around a year, Ahmett Salina decided 
to push themselves and make bigger changes in their lives. In 2011, they decided to close the Ahmett 
Salina design studio after ten years of operation and sold most of their personal possessions as a form 
of venture capital to start staging Urban Play internationally.36 To begin their journey, Ahmett Salina 
started online research on people overseas that had interests in urban activism. They contacted each of 
them via email to introduce the Urban Play project. The couple did not have a specific destination in 
mind; instead, they were simply looking for opportunities to connect with people who might share the 
same interests.37 Apart from some money that they had on hand, Ahmett Salina was also anticipating 
to generate a form of “network capital” for their journey. 

33 Gridthiya Gaweewong, “Making Do: The Making of Art and Digital Media in Southeast Asia,” in Art in the Asia-Pacific: 
Intimate Publics, ed. Larrisa Hjorth, Natalie King, and Mami Kataoka (New York: Routledge, 2014), 70.

34 Anthony Elliot and John Urry, Mobile Lives (New York: Routledge, 2010), 28–30.
35 Clifford, Routes, 246. 
36 Personal interview with the author, 10 November 2016.
37 Ibid.

 “Network capital” is a term used by Eliott and Urry to explain a new type of capital that has emerged in 
the globalized swirls of mobility. It is different from cultural or economic capital. In network capital, as 
the authors explain, “What especially matters is information—its production, transmission, circulation, 
and above all, sharing. To have a high network capital is to join a field of expanding network.”38 While 
network capital is fast becoming an opportunistic drive by certain individuals to create and sustain 
contacts in global capitalist ventures, Ahmett Salina’s Urban Play and its mobility show that network 
capital can also be used to create elaborate and affective interconnections between people that bypass 
institutional structures. 

38 Elliot and Urry, Mobile Lives, 9.

Figure 3. Irwan Ahmett and Tita Salina, Human Propeller, 2011. Public intervention in the middle of Istiklal Caddesi, an 
extremely crowded pedestrian street in Istanbul, Turkey. Image courtesy of the artists.
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Via the contacts they had built through their online investigations, Ahmett Salina received an 
invitation to attend a conference on urban activism in London. They saw this opportunity as the 
start of a long journey and decided that after London, they would extend their trip, continuing on 
to other destinations “indefinitely”. Without jobs to return to, the journey was not a mere vacation. 
After London, with a Schengen visa that they had previously acquired, Ahmett Salina went to the 
Netherlands and Poland, then to Turkey, Iran, and Morocco, travelling for a total of 9 months. The 
destinations of their journey were dependent on the network capital of their contacts—connections 
with artists, activists, or academics whom they had met on the internet, and limited by the practicalities 
of local visa regulations for Indonesian citizens.

The network capital that Ahmett Salina has fostered enabled them to stay in a friend’s house for free 
(although they had to sleep in a couch), or at least to get insider tips on cheap deals on food and 
transport. In other words, this is a network capital maintained through friendships that made possible 
their low-budget (and often precarious) travels to persist.39 Ahmett Salina’s kind of travel is different 
from the sort of travels to “international art sites” such as Biennales and art fairs, which are organized 
with exclusive structures of access and full-service logistical assistance for artists and curators; and 
not to mention the more luxurious kinds of travel among gallery owners and collectors. The term 
“friendship”, as opposed to “professional relationship”, is noted by curator Zoe Butt to refer to a never-
ending social network and a significant productive process to sustain the development of alternative 
artistic languages and forms. Butt considers friendship significant “in the increasing entertainment 
frenzy of event management and a rationalized capitalistic system of cultural accountability”, as it 
creates links between cultural knowledge in different localities and a genuine political solidarity against 
the market-driven global art mobility regime.40 

When Urban Play was tested abroad, Ahmett Salina had to deal with new people and engage with 
different contexts of urban life. In London, it became hard for them to initiate a participatory project as 
they felt there was a highly individualist culture that could not easily be penetrated by new and foreign 
people. To respond to the situation, Ahmett Salina installed a squeaky toy in the cracks of London’s 
sidewalks as a humorous way to get people’s attention, although most people stepped on it and just 
walked on without really responding to the sound of the toy their steps triggered.41 In The Hague, the 
Netherlands, with the support of a small art initiative in the city, Ahmett Salina initiated Organism 
(2011). The work took the form of play and invited people to make a movement simultaneous to the 
ups and downs of the level of sound of the luchtalarm, which regularly reverberates through the city. 
The luchtalarm is a siren built during World War II to alert residents of military attacks from the air. 
The luchtalarm is still sounded on the first Monday of every month at noon, to confirm that it is still 

39 Personal interview with the author, 10 November 2016.
40 Zoe Butt, “Practicing Friendship: Respecting Time as a Curator,” Asia Art Archive IDEAS, 22 November 2015, https://aaa.

org.hk/en/ideas/ideas/six-windows/series/15-invitations. 
41 Irwan Ahmett and Tita Salina, Squeaky Sidewalks, video, 4’35’’, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u5y6ZNIrTHU.

operational.42 In Organism, the routine sound of the luchtalarm in the city’s environment is hacked by 
creating a spectacle that intervenes in the daily life of public spaces, using a similar modus operandi 
with Dancing Umbrella in Jakarta. Here Ahmett Salina’s position as foreigners plays an important role, 
as their perspective as newcomers to the soundscape of the city helped them create new meaning out 
of the quotidian. 

The interventions instigated by Ahmett Salina in each city they visited for “global” versions of Urban 
Play were attempts to establish intimate connections with people they met. It was also a way to sustain 
forms of network capital that enabled them to continue their mobile lives and practice. In contrast 
to opportunistic forms of networking, the network convened by Ahmett Salina with each movement 
embodied the specific experience of their interventions in public space. Urban Play sought emotional 
and interpersonal connections by way of learning through interaction, sharing of social contexts, 
and fostering solidarity with people they met. It can also be seen as a form of resistance against the 
development of the city purely in the interests of capital, as well as an effort to claim the citizens’ 
rights to actively participate in public space. The value of physical meeting and the accumulation of 
affects that arise from Urban Play created connections and conditions of being co-present, which 
offered positive examples for how we might mobilize the power of a network against the emotional 
disconnection and anxiety of urban life. 

Ahmett Salina’s nine-month journey had to end when Ahmett received the news that his father was 
sick at home. Different from Tintin’s mobile lives, Ahmett Salina still had a home to return to, although 
they, too, did not conceive home as a given identity. I would say that Ahmett Salina’s desire to travel 
is quite exceptional, compared to that of their Indonesian artist peers, as the couple did not have to 
wait for residency offers to fund their travel like most young artists nowadays. Indeed, after travelling 
in 2011, Ahmett Salina started to have travelling opportunities offered by various art institutions, as 
residency programs increasingly became part of the global contemporary art production scheme. Their 
art projects started to emerge in local and international biennales in the succeeding years. In 2016, 
like Tintin, the couple only spent three months of the year in Jakarta; they continued to travel not 
only abroad but also across cities and villages in Indonesia. However, Ahmett Salina claims that they 
do not have financial freedom for self-initiated travel, as most of their artworks are rarely chosen in 
commercial art exhibitions. The artist couple believes that the ability (and the urge) to travel is not 
determined by money or material possessions, but by the capacity to foster intimate social coordinates 
with people who might be willing to support their travel. In addition to this, I believe that Ahmett 
Salina’s mobility strategies should be valued as a way to sustain a critically thinking social network, 
and that their art projects are useful as platforms for encounter that facilitate interpersonal networks 
and friendships. 

42 Irwan Ahmett and Tita Salina, Organisms, video, 3’06’’, 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2dIWmL_Bk8k.
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Dwelling in Travel as an Aesthetic Practice: Rethinking the Contemporary Mobility and Diaspora 
of Artists

In their lifelines, Tintin and Ahmett Salina have chosen a life which is relatively always on the move. 
Through dwelling in travel, they continuously craft an identity based on routes rather than roots. 
My reading of Tintin’s mobility places her identity under multiple categories of migrant, exile, and 
wanderer. Her decision to move from Indonesia to Australia was meant not to find herself a new home, 
but rather to create a better legal citizenship status that would make her travel easier. Her identities 
have been deconstructed and constructed in a flexible and situational way, responding both to her 
negotiation with her family’s past and her own voluntary desire to travel as an artist. 

My reading of Ahmett Salina’s mobility puts them in the categories of vagabond and mobile networker. 
This emphasizes the economy of network capital that the artist couple has accumulated through dwelling 
in travel. These categories might not follow a conventional understanding of diaspora, which mainly 
sees the time-dimension of diaspora as permanent settlement in a host land. Ahmett Salina engages 
with places that they only visit temporarily in light of the fact that they choose to be permanently on 
the move from one place to another. Such condition makes it plausible to conceptually play out their 
mobility as diaspora. 

Rpbin Cohen argues that it is actually useful to refashion old term “diaspora”, which derives from 
the Greek work speiro (to sow, to disperse), to be able to understand the unexpected patterns of 
transnational mobility.43 He argues that diaspora in the contemporary setting can also be used to 
describe “transnational bonds of co-responsibility even where historically exclusive territorial claims 
are not strongly articulated”.44 Tintin and Ahmett Salina seem to refuse the commodification of national 
and cultural identity as they are not interested to claim a certain “Indonesian-ness” in their artworks. 
Rather, they explore displaced forms of identity through their constant act of dwelling in travel. 

Case studies of artworks and projects by Tintin and Ahmett Salina discussed in this essay can only 
be seen as sites for creating transnational bonds and a space of encounters between cultures. Their 
artworks can only be activated through movement and mobility; and in this sense, every act of travel is 
also a kind of aesthetic performance. Here, the term “diaspora” in its expanded contemporary notion 
can be used not only to illuminate our understanding of the artists’ travel but also the mobility of 
artworks and projects made through their travel. 

Lastly, although there are positive virtues and possibilities of dwelling in travel, there is also a 
menacing darkness in the practice of mobility. In exploring the impact of social inequality caused by 
the phenomenon of global mobility, Eliott’s and Urry’s sociological study observes that travel confers 
prestige, power, and social status. In the field of the global art, social status stratification based on access 

43 Cohen, Global Diasporas, xiv.
44 Ibid., 7.

to mobility is particularly visible in the contemporary art market, where the “local artist” has become 
a synonym for “insignificant artist” while the term “national” damns with faint praise. Meanwhile, 
“international” is the selling point. The social status conferred on artists who have the privilege or 
opportunity to travel is embedded with a type of identity that has to be enacted, performed, and 
represented to others. Curatorial practices that promote artists from distant regions to the Western 
world transform cultural identity into a marketable commodity via contemporary art events. 
Cross-border flows of artworks, artists, and curators are clearly influenced by flows of capital, 
institutional hegemony (usually Western), and the global art market, with power residing in the 
hands of the few. Moreover, the global artworld is actually not that large and one that is inherently 
elitist. Inevitably, the movement of cultural workers is utterly dependent on the ownership of 
cultural capital and network capital.

Ideally, opportunities for mobility could nurture artistic development by providing artists with time, 
space, and an environment suitable for creative work. Mobility can also reveal different worldviews 
that enrich the perspective of artists. However, intensification of mobility sometimes creates a situation 
in which artists and curators are floating from place to place to find visibility in the international 
world. In the paradox between the hegemony of globalization and the discourse of heterogeneity, 
Tintin Wulia and the couple Ahmett Salina are small dots running around in the global art habitat, 
utilizing programs such as exhibitions or residencies. It can be said that their practice of mobility is 
facilitated by the development of technologies, the global economy, and prevalent trends in global 
contemporary art discourse. However, looking at Tintin’s and Ahmett Salina’s practices of mobility, 
dwelling in travel has allowed them to create works that draw attention to complex movements around 
the world. Through her work, Tintin illuminates personal narratives of movement in relation to the 
boundaries of national borders. Meanwhile, in their practice of mobility, Ahmett Salina produces 
forms of sociality that are not based on place or shared historical past narratives. Instead, by making 
their artworks platforms for meetings and interactions, they activate real social networks, which evolve 
from the experience of sharing time with new people. Amidst the accelerating international circulation 
in the global art ecology, Tintin’s and Ahmett Salina’s modes of mobility in doing and making art 
seem to foster an encounter and a consolidation of networks between different cultures, histories, and 
geographies, beyond professional network and career opportunities. 
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The Global, the South, the Cosmos
Nikos Papastergiadis 

In a globalizing world the old aesthetic categories have been fractured. Universalism has crashed to 
earth and there is an attendant decentering of nationalism. New cultural ideals of mobility and mixture 
and a reconfiguration of the geopolitical reality have impacted on the way we organize aesthetic 
practices. While the old sentiments of unity still persist, and as the nation’s integrative institutions 
are realigned with global forces, there can be no doubt that the horizons of belonging and scope of 
solidarity are warping and shifting. Amidst the ruins and networks, new aesthetic practices and clusters 
of association are forming.

While the principles of going global and being national appear to be oppositional, there is also a sense 
in which they are mutually reinforcing. The use of the nation as either base position or as niche node 
in an interconnected system is not antithetical to globalization. This double trajectory is evident in the 
discursive frame that underpins the imagery for constituting the national at home, and representing 
the nation to the world. In both instances, it hangs onto the precious belief of a unique identity that 
is forged through the value-forming practice of continuous habits within a specific territory. Hence, 
the presence of national pavilions at the Venice Biennale has not faded. Artists are still promoted as 
representatives of a national culture. Similarly, while the idea of a singular world culture may have 
faded and become more jaded, national museums are busy rebranding themselves as the privileged 
holders of the world’s cultures. Museums are stepping up with strategies that legitimate their claims as 
the platforms for global culture by assembling exhibitions that highlight either the complementarity 
between diverse nations, or the quasi-commonality within particular regions. 

This frame fails not only to register the mobilities within the nation, the complex shuttling of diasporic 
communities, but also glosses over the links between the people from the nation who have been 
either forcibly exiled, and those who just moved away. The pain and pleasures of this mobility cannot 
be easily compared to the structures of domesticity. While it is also possible to make a life on the 
road, the paradox of dwelling and motion is, for some, a transitional phase, for others a recurring but 
asymmetrical pattern, and finally, for the majority, whether they have left their home or not, enmeshed 
with a hollowing realization that in this globalized world, what was once a temporary manifestation of 
uncertainty and instability has become an ongoing and iterative feature of everyday life.

In this breach we can propose an alternative to the conventional options. It is not just a matter of either 
embracing the advance of a global culture that is composed of flat and standardized units, or retreating 
into a nationalist enclave for the preservation of a primordial identity. The circulation of people and 
ideas has prompted a critique of the Eurocentric hierarchies and canons. In the plethora of biennales, 
art fairs, and amidst the boom in museum building, the idea of contemporary art is neither organized 
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within the neat formalist categories, nor placed within a narrative that originates and culminates in 
white fantasies. The hyper-mobility of artists and the plethora of debates on “global art” may have not 
found a new consensus, but they have irrefutably debunked the comprehensive capacities and exposed 
the essentialist flaws of the old art historical models. There is another way that is both ancient and new: 
an aesthetic cosmopolitanism. 

But how does this modality manifest itself? At one level it is impossible to demonstrate, but equally 
absurd to deny. For many it is most evident in the mercurial energy for friendship. In her reflections 
on the time she worked as curator for the Asia Pacific Triennial, Zoe Butt noted: “What sustained my 
practice within these particular glass-encased white cube bureaucracies of museology was the critical 
intimacy cultivated in my curatorial department—these were rare and special friendships of regional 
artistic knowledge. Indeed, management was wary of our closeness.”1 In her more recent work within 
“smaller, grass-roots guerrilla-like ‘alternative’ collective spaces of action” across Southeast Asia, Butt 
claims that the function of friendship is not just an “alliance, a crucible of remembering and resilience”, 
but also the power to have the “means to politically challenge those who seek to define you”.2 Friendship 
is therefore more than professional networking. It is intrinsic to the productive force of creative 
practice, cultural knowledge, and political hope. Such an approach is more than an acknowledgment 
of the invisible support structure; it is a “condition of doing things together” and a crucial part of 
“making things public”.3 As Celine Condorelli has also argued: “Friendship in this way is both the 
set-up for working and a dimension of production.”4 The role of friendship in creativity and critical 
exchange is therefore more than social and psychological process. It requires a deeper understanding 
of how partnerships can transform the conduct of aesthetics and politics. From Aristotle to Derrida, 
the concept of friendship, and in particular, the depth of male bonding, has been a recurring theme 
in philosophical meditations. Michel de Montaigne acknowledged that the love between a man and 
a woman is not confined to patriarchal norms. While Montaigne believed that friendship is not an 
unrealizable ideal, he also insisted that it is neither the product of pragmatic mutual benefit, nor the 
result of genuine kindness. Rather, it emerges through a rare and robust mode of inquiry. In everyday 
scenes we can anticipate what our friend would like to hear, but we also know that, while a “white lie” 
may console his pain, it also flatters his vanity. For Montaigne the expression of friendship neither 
yields to the comfort of mutual assurance, nor leads us into a delusional bubble. He claimed that 
friendship is more subversive and abrasive than politeness and appeasement. 

1 Zoe Butt, “Practicing Friendship: Respecting Time as a Curator,” in SouthEastAsia Spaces of the Curatorial, eds. Ute Meta 
Bauer and Brigitte Oetker (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2016), 207.

2 Ibid., 208. Butt’s essay is part of a groundbreaking collection that underlines the importance of attitudes such as 
“responsibility, care, and friendship” in the formation of what, the editor and contributor, Ute Meta Bauer calls “spaces of 
the curatorial across Southeast Asia.”

3 Celine Condorelli, “Too Close to See: Notes on Friendship, A Conversation with Johan Frederik Hartle,” in Self-Organised, 
eds. Stine Hebert and Anne Szefere Karlsen (London: Open Editions, 2013), 63.

4 Ibid., 63.

The space for friendship is to be seen as the means for, and not just the outcome of, mutual understanding. 
Let us take this firm hint and consider whether the discourse on translation, dialogue, hybridity, and 
transversality in art can now take on another dimension through the concept of friendship. It is therefore 
crucial that we see these ideas on friendship as not confined to subjective relations, but the basis of 
discursive frames and institutional networks. The production of this theoretical discourse has emerged 
against the grain. For, as the Singaporean based critic and curator, Weng Lee Choy, observed, even 
this region, which has invested heavily in arts infrastructure in the past decade, still lacks a “discursive 
density”.5 In this gap we may choose to look elsewhere for hints. One does not need to look “up” the 
vertical axis of colonial authority for there is the counterview across the horizons of the South.6 A 
useful starting point can be found in the Decolonial AestheSis. It is a manifesto produced by a collective 
of artists, curators, and writers that originate in South and Central America.7 In this ambitious text 
they acknowledge that the neo-liberal logic of cultural commodification has transformed the cultural 
landscape of the South. They propose that the definition of the South must go beyond the inverse or 
excluded part of the North. Hence, they begin by declaring the need to “delink” their manifesto from 
the troika of Eurocentric philosophical models, nationalist agendas, and globalizing discourses. This 
manifesto advances through a double move: it involves both an unveiling and a reconfiguring of the 
hegemonic nexus between modernity and rationality, through which the West constructed its distinctive 
framework for concepts such as identity and belonging, progress and innovation. To produce this “radical 
uncoupling”, they propose two conceptual headings that redefine the perspective on subjectivity. 

First, they assert the idea of “transnational identities-in-politics”, which is an affirmation of identity in its 
multiple formations that has resisted the homogenizing forces of globalization. These identities are not 
just fragmented by the disruptive force of globalization, but also formed through the embodiment of a 
pluriversalist worldview. Identity is formed through the interplay forces that are of a given place and from 
elsewhere. This perspective does not assume a universalizing standpoint, but rather formed through a 
transversal process of connection. And yet, within this relational modality, which is similar to Bernard 
Smith’s claim about Antipodean relationality, there is also a strategic execution of universalism: one that 
is always undertaken from a distinctive landscape of location and history. This point of departure will 
“possibly” produce a unique trajectory and a difference in perspective—a hybrid viewpoint. 

Second, the Decolonial AestheSis collective also claims that decolonial aesthetics is a liberation of sensing 
and sensibilities from the territorial and instrumental paradigms of coloniality. It encourages a ground-
up perspective on intercultural exchange and leads to the “re-inscribing, embodying, and dignifying 
[of] those ways of living, thinking, and sensing that were violently devalued and demonized by colonial, 

5 Lee Weng Choy, “A Country of Last Whales – Contemplating the Horizon of Global Art History; Or, Can we Ever Really 
Understand How Big the World Is?,” Third Text 25, no. 4 (2011): 457.

6 See Nikos Papastergiadis, “The end of the Global South and the culture of the South,” Thesis 11 142, no. 11 (2017): 69–90.
7 See Raul Moarquech Ferrera-Balanquet and Miguel Rojas-Sotelo, “Decolonial AestheSis at the 11th Havana Biennial,” 

Social Text, accessed 2 March 2016, www.socialtextjournal.org/periscope_article/decolonial-aesthesis-at-the-11th-havana-
biennial.
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imperial, and interventionist agendas as well as by postmodern and altermodern internal critiques”.8 
As Walter Mignolo, one of the authors in the Decolonial AestheSis collective, had argued elsewhere, the 
cultural logic of transformation is not confined to gaining admission into the existing frameworks of 
power, but is more explicitly linked to the jagged process of inventing a language that affirms occluded 
sensorium and cosmologies.9 Hence, he concluded that a more radical act of “epistemic disobedience” is 
necessary: one that will ultimately overtake the term “Global South”, as it focuses on the productive force 
of being at the interstices of the global order, formed not just in acts of resistance, but also through the 
experience of the as yet not fully recognized responses to hegemonic globality.10

The invocation to “epistemic disobedience” slips us back into the residual complicities with Northern 
authority, and also risks reinscribing a homogenized view of the North.11 To be summoned to disobey 
reminds us that the condition of subordination is not over. While the manifesto strikes a suitably defiant 
tone and synthesizes complex arguments on the transversal formations of politics and subjectivity, it 
says little about the need for democratization and calls for further attention to the narratives that 
can make sense of the complex lifeworlds from the South. It is now over half a century since the 
watershed event of the Bandung Conference in Indonesia. In 1955 President Sukarano described 
Bandung as the “first intercontinental conference of colored people”.12 The mere staging of this event 
was considered a challenge to Western dominance and an inspirational moment in the protracted 
process of the decolonization of the imagination. One of the enduring legacies of Bandung has been 
the commitment to enhance solidarity amongst the formerly colonized people, and the development 
of new South-South networks of political, economic, and cultural exchange. However, while the initial 
optimism in Bandung has acquired a kind of fetish status in post-colonial consciousness, this rhetoric 
does not square with emergent geopolitical transformations. Along with the spread of authoritarian 
regimes and the embrace of neoliberal globalization in the South, it has led some commentators to 
describe the current period as, at first, weakening the earlier advances, and now regressing towards 
“the depoliticization of democracy”.13

8 Ibid.
9 See Walter Mignolo, “The Argument (as manifesto for decolonial aesthetics),” The Center for Global Studies and the Humanities, 

accessed 2 March 2016, https://globalstudies.trinity.duke.edu/the-argument-as-manifesto-for-decolonial-aesthetics.
10 See Walter Mignolo, “The North of the South and the West of the East,” Ibraaz, accessed 12 July 2015, http://www.ibraaz.org/essays/108.
11 See Anne Ring Petersen, “Global art history: a view from the North,” Journal of Aesthetics & Culture 7, no. 1 (2015). 
12 “Address given by Sukarno (Bandung, 18 April 1955),” CVCE.eu, accessed 10 October 2018, https://www.cvce.eu/content/

publication/2001/9/5/88d3f71c-c9f9-415a-b397-b27b8581a4f5/publishable_en.pdf.
13 Kristian Stokke and Olle Tornquist, Democratization in the Global South (London: Palgrave, 2013), 4. The complicities 

between the narrative appeal of the Global South and the subjective disidentification amongst professional artworld members 
is the subject of an amusing and skeptical account by Tirdad Zolghadr: whereby the condition of identity of contemporary 
art and the forms of belonging in the artworld are defined through “a broad identification with the marginal (in terms of 
art being intrinsically powerless) that in turn allows for a deep-seated identification with the indeterminate, ambivalent, 
and open-ended as intrinsic features of contemporary art: this even when art is polemical, pedagogical, consequential, and 
hegemonic. The narrative of the Global South, from what I can discern at this point, suggests a sense of a shared arena that 
dovetails with this shared notion of a marginality of choice,” in “Atmosphere: A Curatorial Take on the Global South,” Ibraaz, 
accessed 2 March 2016, http://www.ibraaz.org/essays/122. 

Such invocations are salutary markers of the scale of the problems. The forces of globalization have 
succeeded in flattening surfaces and removing barriers for commerce, but as Isabell Stengers has 
argued, this integrative economic agenda has its limits and paradoxes. There is a desperate need for 
a cosmopolitics that equally extends rights to all humanity. Paradoxically, in the cultural sphere,  
a globe that is rendered culturally homogenous is a place without a world.14 The resistance to the 
instrumentalization of culture and the global spread of American culture has been at the forefront 
of the 2005 UNESCO Convention for the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural 
Expressions. Such conventions are valuable policy initiatives in so far as they are an index of the 
existing threats to local culture and platforms for shared principles, but they have little power to 
intervene and resolve disputes.15 At the microlevel of cultural transformation new tensions are 
emerging at the interface of local, regional, and global forces. The mapping of the mobility among 
artists and curators across the Southeast Asian region by David Teh,16 and the controversy over 
the stunted adoption of International Art English in non-metropolitan art institutions are further 
indicators of both the heightened diversity and striated means of communication that are now 
shaping artworlds.17 This network of flows and expanded field of cultural production has led one 
of the luminary figures in art history to conclude that there are now so many worlds in the art of 
the art world that it is now impossible as a curator to be a global surveyor.18 No frame is big enough 
and no system has the capacity to coherently accommodate this super-diversity. Rather than either 
redeeming the old universalism, or retreating into a delusional relativism, artists are forging new 
clusters of association as they shuttle across points in self-organized regions.

14 See Isabelle Stengers, Cosmopolitics II, trans. R. Bononno (Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press, 2011).
15 See Christian De Beukelaer, Miikka Pyykkonen, and J.P. Singh, eds., Globalization, Culture and Development (London: 

Palgrave, 2016).
16 David Teh, “Makin Lama Makin Asyik: on art, flashes of history, and collectivity,” filmed November 2015 at the Jakarta 

Biennale 2015, video, 1:54’15”, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SlNiOFdEFjU.  
17 Alix Rule and David Levine, “International Art English,” Triple Canopy, accessed 11 July 2015, http://www.

canopycanopycanopy.com/contents/international_art_english.
The authors of the essay that sought to dissect “IAE” adopted a standard ethno-liguistic point: communities develop distinctive 
vocabularies through mimicry, and form codes that perform a regulatory function that contradicts the artworld’s foundational 
claims of openness and transparency, and then observed that the execution of these two norms not only produced self-
aggrandizing linguistic mannerisms, but that they are designed to camouflage an anxiety over the boundary between radical 
chic and commercial value. Exposing the syntactical errors and suggesting that linguistic transfers alienates meaning misses 
the deeper point that the emergence of a new language is part of an expanded community of users. The artworld does operate 
in accented languages. Can the three “global” languages, such as, English in Africa, Asia and Oceania, Arabic in the Gulf States, 
Spanish in Latin America provide the sufficient symbolic resonance and plasticity to reach across the emerging networks 
within the Global South? To the extent that a language is shared within these spaces, it must be stressed that it is an accented 
language that rebounds and ricochets between different points and partners. The language of the South is not smooth and 
singular. For a rebuttal of the polemic and more convincing account of this phenomenon, see Martha Rosler, “English and All 
That,” e-flux, accessed 11 July 2015, http://www.e-flux.com/journal/english-and-all-that; and Hito Steyerl, “International Disco 
Latin,” e-flux, accessed 11 July 2015, http://www.e-flux.com/journal/international-disco-latin.

18 See Hans Belting and Andrea Buddensieg, eds., The Global Art World: Audiences, Markets and Museums, (Ostfildern: Hatje 
Cantz, 2009).

171170

https://globalstudies.trinity.duke.edu/the-argument-as-manifesto-for-decolonial-aesthetics
http://www.ibraaz.org/essays/108
http://www.ibraaz.org/essays/122
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SlNiOFdEFjU
http://www.canopycanopycanopy.com/contents/international_art_english
http://www.canopycanopycanopy.com/contents/international_art_english
http://www.e-flux.com/journal/english-and-all-that/
http://www.e-flux.com/journal/international-disco-latin/


Shuttling could also be the conceptual credo for the interplay between aesthetic and geopolitical worlds 
in Tintin Wulia’s visual practice. The discourse on the geopolitics of contemporary art is caught within 
two conflicting paradigms: an emerging view that stresses the open system of global flows, and the 
residual framework that is derived from the bounded territories of national structures. Tintin Wulia’s 
practice challenges these binary options by proposing a view from one place but also towards and back 
from another place. “From”, and not so much “in”, “of ”, or “here”, is a key term today to rearticulate these 
polarities, and other related ones such as local/international, contextual/global, centre/peripheries, 
west/non-west.19

In Tintin Wulia’s worlds, being from here does not exclude the desire to be connected elsewhere. The 
movement between places is akin to the effort in communication. The process of reaching across is both 
an act of extension and an expression of permission. It reaches out by a launching gesture, but also opens 
a connection as it offers the space for crossings. The medium for this shuttling is friendship. Without 
friendship the desire to reach across and the willingness to receive the other would not be possible. It is 
friendship that sets in motion this relational way of thinking and being in the world. Friendship does not 
retreat into a discrete island. On the contrary, friendship is the connective stream that runs across the 
world. As Tintin Wulia invites people to plot their locations on new maps of the world, proposes projects 
that cross borders, and arranges events to occur in different places simultaneously. She is giving form 
to this persistent stream of friendship. The key to these works is not just the excitement of transgressing 
boundaries, or even the fantasy of overcoming the physical impossibility of being in two or more places 
at the same time, but rather, is found on a more fundamental level: the pleasure in connection.

Does this flow also come together to create a new kind of entity? When we see that Tintin Wulia is 
not alone in the world of contemporary art, and that such worlds are held in common, or at least, that 
many artists are attempting to approach the sense of a common world from many different directions, 
then does this mean that we can now scale up our imaginary communities to include intercontinental 
entities? It is important to think of the interactivity that these projects inspire. As artists bring us closer 
together new things come to the surface. These things can cluster together. As their connectedness 
tightens and widens then we can also see new frames emerge. Thus far, there has been a difficulty to 
name these frames. We can see how this process is unfolding, and what it is moving away from, but, 
as yet, we do not seem to have a coherent vocabulary for the “thing” that is emerging in the frame. It 
is obvious that the old contextual frames that were drawn from either geopolitical or formal categories 
are too limiting. There is now much feedback in the art world. The art from one place is not just of that 
place. The influence from one genre is not the only aesthetic force that gives any attendant art form its 
distinctive presence in the world. We can see that art eludes national boundaries and does not fit within 
any neat discipline. Among artists we can also see both a modesty that withdraws from generality and a 
thrusting spirit of refusal against confinement. So what kind of entity is it, and does it help other people 
recognize their own place in the world? 

19 See Gerardo Mosquera, Caminar con el Diablo: Textos sobre arte, internacionalización y culturas (Madrid: Exit Publicaciones, 
2010).

No nation comes forth from the bridging work of art. If you are hoping to gain a glimpse into a 
subculture, a community of like-minded and self-styled alternatives who exist in the fringes of the 
contemporary city, or operate below the veneer of the dominant order, then this hope for another 
parallel world will also be frustrated. Such entities are not to be found. The context that appears 
through art is not defined by territorial boundaries, or evident in counter-cultural styles and dress 
codes. Solidarity comes in dynamic but also paradoxical form; it thrives from the pleasure in polysemy. 
It does not produce a fixed social structure or a hierarchical political organization, but it releases 
the imagination to see affinities without closures. In the imagination bonds are made. Seeing how 
Tintin Wulia imagines the world inspires other imaginary worlds. This approach brings people closer 
together. It might not lead to a common passport, but when two people imagine the world anew, they 
can also see a complicity in each other’s eyes.  

Artists and writers still need their passports. They come from a country and participate within 
institutions. However, the condition of the contemporary, as a constitutive force, makes the existential 
sense of homelessness all the more explicit. The contemporary is a new kind of reality that is not 
shaped by ethnic or stylistic features. It has spread across all frontiers and it has sprung from multiple 
sources. It does not offer any neat synthesis, let alone an exclusive and vertical sense of lineage that 
links a person to a place and their ancestors. The contemporary is more horizontal in its connectivity. 
Domestication does not come easy with the contemporary, and while the institutions for contemporary 
art proliferate in every metropolis, this does not resolve the profound tensions of representation. For 
the generation of artists that define themselves as contemporary, they must also accept the risks of 
mobility. Identity is also formed in this motion. It is not forged in a place. The art is from here but its 
resonance is generated as it moves across. 

How do we make sense of the homelessness of contemporary art? In the past, the task of writing was 
to a large extent directed towards placing this work of art into spatial categories and along temporal 
schemas. The aim was to show how art could represent a national culture, or to demonstrate how it 
was located along the long line of aesthetic progression. Such positioning strategies are not so helpful 
today. The multitude of forces that shape contemporary art are mind boggling in themselves, and this 
complexity punctures the potency of art historical categories. However, this effort towards placing 
art is defeated in even the most fundamental works of contemporary art. In Tintin Wulia’s projects 
the public is usually invited to perform a deceptively simple activity. However, this action causes 
unanticipated reactions. Feedback enters the system, and as new information comes, a new materiality 
also manifests. Information matters. Where it ends no one can tell. Thus, to write about contemporary 
art is an impossible activity of placement. There is always an asymmetry between artistic intention and 
aesthetic outcome. The public is not only a viewer or an observer, but also the participating force that 
gives shape and direction. In the most radical gesture, the public is the constituent. The experience, the 
images, and the words will never converge: the space in-between are left open, the potential for change 
must always remain slightly ajar. Through this motion, a new frame of connection and belonging. 
Something else comes in the place of home or country. Rather than offering a sense of domesticated 
enclosure, a feeling of being held in a nest, there is the experience of being beckoned towards another 
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zone. Through this connection and in being part of other possibilities, the exquisite feeling of being 
connected to different places in real time, there is the sensation that our identity is also transformed. 
It is now transpiring in the time and space of connection, we are from here and there, but it is neither 
the origin nor the destiny that is crucial, we are making sense of ourselves and our place in the world 
through our relations, we are the ANDS.

Zooming back to the cultural predicament of the South we are still left with the gaping question of how 
to make sense of these turbulent lifeworlds. According to Natasha Ginwala, the cultural representations 
forged across the South are presenting a new horizontal perspective on belonging. Lifeworlds are no 
longer predominantly told by unpacking a linear journey to a singular destination accompanied by 
a resounding account of development and redemption. On the contrary, the “cosmos” of the South 
unfolds as a diasporic network that is forged in the narratives of mingling with different people and 
mixing together traditions from different places. These stories do not offer any unified vision of 
globality but rather produce a world wide web of knotted fragments.20 In these stories a new kind of 
“cartography” is woven into existence: one that is constituted through the choreographic maneuvers 
that interweave motion and mooring. Ginwala informs us that the narrative form tilts from a vertical 
excavation of personal interiors to horizontal axis that traverses across multiple temporalities and a 
sense of place that is not defined through a pre-existing location that marks the center of the world. This 
web of fractured stories and accounts of oscillating patterns of movement is both a practical linking 
together and the order-making activity of the diasporic world. It does not fit into the homogeneous, 
flat world discourses, or the binary algorithms of market-hungry globality. Beyond demonstrating 
that these diasporic narratives are not commensurate with the discourse of globalization, Ginwala is 
also proposing a distinctive optic and frame for thinking through the cultural expressions from the 
South. Ginwala adopts terms like “cosmos” and “cartography” to frame contemporary cultural texts. 
The South is conceived as a composite locality formed by a “cosmogenic agency”, the “contingencies 
of circulatory flows of thought models”, and the “materialities of liberation”.21  This widens the scope 
and alters the perspective that was previously associated with hybrid formations. The hybrid is not just 
an eccentric expression of subjectivity and the diasporic is no longer confined to a form of cultural 
production that arises from the contingencies of displacement. These categories are now defined as 
part of a cosmos: a civilizational modality for seeing the whole. From this perspective we can note not 
only a critique of the global commodification and instrumentalization of culture, but also glimpse the 
making of another way of seeing and being in the world. The globe in globalization is not the same as 
the cosmos in cosmopolitanism.

20 Natasha Ginwala, “Maps that don’t Belong,” Ibraaz, accessed 10 July 2015, http://www.ibraaz.org/essays/120.
21 Ibid.
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