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How Secular Is Art?

As an invitation to interrogate the secular modality of art, the book unsettles 

both the categories of ‘art’ and ‘secular’ in their theoretical and historical 

implications. It questions the temporal, spatial, and cultural binaries between 

the ‘sacred’ and the ‘secular’ that have shaped art historical scholarship as 

well as artistic practice. All the essays here are anchored in a conception of a 

region, whether we call it South Asia or the Indian subcontinent—one fissured 

by histories of partition, state formations, and religious nationalisms but still 

offering a collective site from which to speak to the disciplines of art and the 

knowledge worlds in which they are embedded. The book asks: How do we 

complicate the religious designations of pre-modern art and architecture and the 

new forms of their resurgence in contemporary iconographies and monuments? 

How do we re-conceptualize the public and the political, as fiery contestations 

and new curatorial practices reconfigure the meaning of art in the proliferating 

spaces of museums, galleries, biennales, and festivals? How do we understand 

South Asian art’s deep entanglements with the politics of the present? 
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director of the Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta. Her work is 

located within the disciplinary fields of cultural history, art history, and visual 
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Art: Artists, Aesthetics and Nationalism in Bengal (Cambridge University 
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Postcolonial India (Columbia University Press and Permanent Black, 2004), 

and In the Name of the Goddess: The Durga Pujas of Contemporary Kolkata 
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Island. She is a historian of modern South Asia, with an interest in twentieth-

century histories of decolonization, nation-state formation, displacement, war, 

resistance, and the visual archive. She is the author of The Long Partition and 

the Making of Modern South Asia: Refugees, Boundaries, Histories (Columbia 

University Press, 2007).
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