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Smart Museum at the University of Chicago (Chicago, IL, U.S.), 
February 14–June 9, 2013
! e museum is free and open to the public. 

A recent exhibit at David and Alfred Smart Museum at the University of Chi-
cago chronicles the most politically active Indian art collective currently 
working today, Sahmat. Co-curators Jessica Moss (at the University of Chi-
cago) and Ram Rahman (an independent collector and one of the founders 
of the Sahmat Collective) have compiled some of the most compelling works 
produced by members of the collective since its founding in 1989. ! eir exhi-
bition features many Sahmat projects, including Slogans for Communal Har-
mony (1992), Hum Sab Ayodhya (We are all Ayodhya) (1993), Art on the Move 
(2001), Ways of Resisting (2003), and various ongoing tributes to painter M.F. 
Husain (2006 to present). 

Sahmat—which means “in agreement” in Hindi but also serves as an acro-
nym for the Safdar Hashmi Memorial Trust—began in February 1989 following 
the assassination of Safdar Hashmi, a street performer, activist, and intellec-
tual especially active starting in the late 1970s. Hashmi’s performances ad-
dressed pressing but often disjoined Indian political issues—violence against 
women, governmental corruption, poverty, and rural development, among 
others—and occasionally a"  liated with the Communist Party of India (Marx-
ist) following Indira Gandhi’s Emergency rule (1975–1977). 

In the past twenty years, Sahmat has not only agitated for freedom of expres-
sion but has also staged performances and installations that promote (among 
many other issues): secularism, a re-evaluation of M.K. Gandhi’s legacy, new 
and alternative histories for India, mobility rights, attention to poverty, and 
women’s right to expression. ! e collective brings artists, collectors, activists, 
and performers together in central Delhi, near Connaught Place. Members of 
Sahmat’s collective are central to Delhi’s intellectual life and they participate 
in working groups and other collectives around the city. Sahmat is not bound 
to the borders of the capital—its work has appeared in Mumbai and, most 
provocatively, Ayodhya, Uttar Pradesh, following the destruction of a mosque 

Transfers 3(3), Winter 2013: 135–140 ISSN 2045-4813 (Print)
doi: 10.3167/TRANS.2013.030311 ISSN 2045-4821 (Online)



136 • Transfers • Volume 3 Issue 3 • Winter 2013

J. Daniel Elam

by Hindu fundamentalists—but it operates with the particular fecundity that 
marks the city of its origin. 

Of particular interest to mobility-studies scholars is the group’s focus on 
the various meanings of “movement” and “mobility” in contemporary India. 
India has long wrestled with its multiple levels of mobility and migration, and 
to disentangle the multiple histories of mobility in twentieth-century India 
alone deserves signi! cant space. To mark, brie" y and crudely, those issues: 
the range of migrations (many of them bloody) following the India-Pakistan 
partition in 1947; the ongoing struggle of rural development and its forms of 
displacement and forced movement; labor migration to the Gulf States; the 
mobility of globally elite Indian businesspeople; the so-called “brain drain” of 
migration of Indian scientists and intellectuals to the U.S. and U.K.; the forced 
exile of controversial artists and thinkers; the internal diasporas of migrant 
workers (many of them taxi, rickshaw, auto, or private drivers) from villages to 
urban centers; the construction of new metro systems in Delhi and other cit-
ies; the gendered (often violent) acts of mobility within urban public spaces; 
and so on. 

Sahmat continues to address many of these issues in its public work and 
activism. Indeed, if it may be given an underlying theme without damage to 
the nuance of its various works, a majority of the group’s work is grounded on 
a fundamental belief that public spaces must be open to the safe mobility of 
all ranges of people through them. 

To this end, Sahmat has often engaged the professional ! âneurs of pub-
lic space in its work: public transportation workers. For their Delhi- and 
Bombay-based Slogans for Communal Harmony (1992), Sahmat paid auto-
rickshaw drivers to paint messages of secularism and religious tolerance 
on their autos and taxis, which roamed the city. # e group gave additional 
awards for winning slogans: “deeds and not birth make a man great” and “ev-
eryone feels hungry and needs bread to satisfy that hunger; neither hunger 
has any religion nor does bread know such barriers” were two winning po-
ems. Auto-rickshaw drivers, as the public navigators of an Indian city (though 
rarely natives of it), are often the ! rst to su$ er from communal violence. For 
the Smart Museum exhibit, Moss and Rahman imported an auto-rickshaw 
and repainted a winning slogan. Photographs of the original street fair sur-
round it. An especially captivating image features two children peeking out of 
the plastic rear window; on the canvas over their heads, in Hindi, reads “India 
is a golden bird; India my motherland is great; may it shine like gold.”

Similarly, in 2001, Sahmat members invited artists to make mobile works 
based on modes of transportation used predominately by low-wage laborers 
in Delhi: street vendors, cycle-rickshaw drivers, and migrant cyclists. Artists 
were asked to respond to one of three prompts about mobility: at the level of 
the (temporary/mobile) home, the city, and the (globalized) world. In the ex-
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hibit, Moss and Rahman have restaged one of the most striking mobile struc-
tures, Burial by Veer Munshi, as an installation. A small boat, upturned and 
placed on a mobile cart, is covered with " owers. # e cart features a repeating 
image of a Kashmiri man, each labeled di$ erently: Secessionist, Extremist, 
Fundamentalist, Terrorist, Militant, and also Killed, Displaced, Migrant, Ex-
iled, Refugee. # e piece critiques the common representations of residents 
of Kashmir, many of whom (especially in the city of Srinagar) live under strict 
military control; the boat, writes Munshi, no longer has “laughing girls [who] 
place in it their bouquets of fresh " owers.” Burial is a haunting juxtaposition 
of current mobility with past mobility; free mobility with restricted mobility.

# e penultimate gallery space features various ongoing projects, which 
honor modernist painter M.F. Husain (1915–2011), who lived in exile after 
2006. In 1996, conservative Hindu groups charged him with o$ ending reli-
gious sentiments and promoted a decade-long series of physical and legal 
attacks on him and his artwork. # e paintings in question, produced in the 
1970s, depicted nude images of Hindu goddesses; most critics agree that the 
underlying complaint against Husain was his secular-Muslim identity. Hu-
sain, who had been an active member in Sahmat since 1990, moved to Qa-
tar and eventually renounced his Indian citizenship. In his absence, Sahmat 

Figure 1: Documentary photograph of Slogans for Communal Harmony, 1992, 
hand-painted auto-rickshaws
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Figure 2: Installation view of The Sahmat Collective at the Smart Museum. Fore-
ground: Vivan Sundaram, Memorial: Burial, 1993. Right: Inder Salim, 2002, Poster 
installation. Background: Atul Dodiya, B for Bapu, 2001. Courtesy of the artists.
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organized a series of works to celebrate the painter and continued to display 
his works despite threats of violence. Some of the most striking images in this 
exhibit are the photographs left unrepaired after a group of men destroyed a 
gallery space. 

At his ninety-! fth birthday in 2010, Sahmat celebrated Husain in absentia 
by creating a photo-booth with a cardboard cut-out of Husain in Delhi. Guests 
were invited to take their picture next to cardboard-Husain, who appears ee-
rily lifelike in photographs. In the context of forced migration—Sahmat’s Hu-
sain @ 95 (2010) installation is a playful but forceful critique of communalism 
and violence. It is a clever assertion of the political power of public art, espe-
cially important when movement in public itself seems restricted by a num-
ber of state and sub-state actions. Moss and Rahman have brilliantly restaged 
this photo-booth at their Smart Museum exhibit. Teenagers giggle as they take 
photos of each other on their phones. # e proliferation of cardboard cut-out 
Husain pictures as Facebook pro! les suggests the re-creation has made many 
new fans of the painter and the collective.

Although Moss and Rahman did not design their exhibit with issues of 
mobility in mind, scholars in mobility studies will ! nd that the exhibition, by 
virtue of its subject, provides an interesting lens through which to understand 
contemporary urban mobility issues, especially those occurring in South 
Asia. Sahmat’s interest in altering mobility in public space through public art 
and protest shifts our scholarly attention to the constant struggle for mobility, 
especially in cities where the contestation over public space has not been fully 
resolved. For example, Ram Rahman’s photograph, Gandhi March (1995)—a 
black and white image of an unseen man carrying a large bust, tilted sideways, 
of a khadi-clad Gandhi—is, in a single moment, a reclamation of Gandhi’s pe-
destrian legacy. # e unknown man’s journey takes place in the public though 
military-managed land created by urban planner Edwin Lutyens in the 1920s 
and 1930s. # at Lutyens’s Delhi remains both entirely uninhabitable and yet 
semi-pedestrian in the very center of the capital demonstrates how mobility 
in the city is still a very contestable and quotidian issue. 

Sahmat’s work, and Moss and Rahman’s selection of its varied forms, at-
tests to these ongoing debates, especially in Delhi and in India more broadly. 
Moss and Rahman’s interest in re-creating the often ephemeral forms of street 
protest involve re-staging the forms of public mobility that enable such pro-
tests: auto-rickshaws, street vendor carts, and audio recordings of people 
walking and singing in the streets. # is exhibition (and the resultant book of 
the same name) is a valuable contribution to modern South Asian studies; 
conversations about art and activism; and ongoing critiques of tightly teth-
ered issues of public movement, public space, and public culture. 
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Figure 3: Ram Rahman, Gandhi March, 1995, photograph for Postcards for Gandhi. 
Photo courtesy of Ram Rahman.
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