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West Heavens: Readers of Current Indian Thought

1. Sarat Maharaj Reader

2. Partha Chatterjee Reader
3. Prasenjit Duara Reader

4. Ashis Nandy Reader

5. Tejaswini Niranjana Reader
6. Dipesh Chakrabarty Reader
7. Homi Bhabha Reader

8. Geeta Kapur Reader

Readers of Current Indian Thought is the first series of publication
of the West Heavens Project, which coincides with the following
academic forums:

West Heavens: India-China Summit on Social Thought

Commissioner: Chang Tsong-Zung

Lecture Curators: Kuan-Hsing Chen, Gao Shiming

Presented by: The 8th Shanghai Biennale, Institute of Visual Culture (China
Academy of Art)

Co-presented by: Hanart TZ Gallery, Moonchu Foundation

Supported by: Minsheng Art Museum, The Institute, Consulate General of India in
Shanghai, Nanfang Daily Press, Verdant Foundation, David Tang

Media Partner: Southern Weekly
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Passage to West Heavens / Chang Tsong-Zung

WEST HEAVENS is an initiative for cultural exchange developed jointly
by the Institute of Visual Culture of China Academy of Art, and Hanart TZ
Gallery, and supported by the Moonchu Foundation. The aim is to foster closer
understanding of India through contemporary art and scholarship, and develop
cross-cultural dialogue based on visual culture and notions of Asian modemity.
Scholars represented in this series of Readers have been invited to lecture at the
2010 8th Shanghai Biennale, and they have specially selected this anthology of
representative writings to introduce their thinking to the Chinese public.

Modern India is both near China and far away. Apart from vague
generalizations, and supposedly Indian-Chinese economic rivalry
enthusiastically promoted by Western media, most Chinese people arc unaware
of India. Of course we are aware of India’s rich history, but we are less familiar
with its modemn culture, in particular the significant role that played by Indian
thinkers in international academia. As China's neighbor and traditional ally,
India has long been deserving of China's attention. As a large modern nation,
India also has tremendous economical, cultural, and technological potentials.
But the most important reason for China to connect with India is to enlighten
ourselves.

China has been possessed by the demon of modernization for over a
century. From revolution to Cold War, and now capitalist globalism, China has
been unable to shake off paradigms set by the West. Even Chinese discourse
about modernity has so far been trapped by dichotomies of "East/West" and
"China/West". No wonder that efforts at developmental self-reliance have only
led to increasingly westernised economic and political institutions and lifestyles.

Today the West that China emulates as the model of "advanced civilization"



is no longer suitable for guidance. And yet access to China's own historical
resource has been blocked by the framework of these models. To establish a
position for itself outside the two Western Cold War ideological paradigms,
to develop historical resources beyond Western ideals, China must make
connections elsewhere. Among Asian countries that have struck off on different
paths but still successful by the parochial standards of prosperity, India has
much to offer its neighbors.

China's path to modemity has been moulded by a series of revolutions,
having overthrown shackles of the past to create new social forms. The damage
of revolution is to become increasingly removed from our historical roots. India
has adopted radically alternative ways. India overthrew colonial domination,
but characteristically preserved colonial institutions after liberation. And yet,
when China compares its post-revolutionary record with the post-colonial
experience of India, we can't help but be amazed at the prevalence of left wing
politics in India. There are currently over forty major parties of Communism in
India, engaged in varying forms of revolutionary tactic. At the same time India
is also impressively the world's biggest democracy. China's encounter with
India inadvertently raises the suspicion: whether if China's revolution harbors a
latent coloniai gene? Conversely, whether the Indian version of post-colonialism
is in fact another form of revolution? China's singularity of state purpose has
completed the most daunting social engineering in history; but in terms of
diversity and richness of historical culture it is no match for the treasure trove of
India, where old and new traditions co-exist on the level of daily life. Brahmins
and Sadhyus of ancient descent have integrated into the fabrie of industrial
urban life. In the modern encounter of two ancient civilizations, an urgent issue
is being raised for China: How do modernity and history, history with multi-

layered complexity, coexist?
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Both the modernity of India and China have been shaped by Western
imperialism and capitalist logic, so the modern meeting of India and China
cannot but be under the auspices of the West. Asian modernity cannot be
understood, no profound inter-Asian exchange is possible cutside of this context.
And yet, to go beyond the experience of the modern West, to return to our own
histories, a myopic obsession with the past is unrealistic. To truly open up the
future, local history and reality must be shown to have global significance. For
China this is perhaps the most valuable lesson of our Indian colleagues. The
authors collected here are not only well versed in Western academic discourse,
their own work have made major contributions worldwide. Indian scholarship in
the academia of post-colonialism and urban theory, for example, has had major
influence on the practice of contemporary art in the recent decades.

WEST HEAVENS is preceded by a series of projects undertaken by the
Visual Culture Research Institute. In 2003, as celebration of the 75th anniversary
of China Academy of Art, Director Xu Jiang proposed an investigation into the
internal boundaries of "Asia", and I was invited to join Gao Shiming and Wu
Meichun in the project. Looking at the reality of a parallel system of native
and Christian calendars at work within Asian countries, "Asia's Parallel Time"
became the theme that coursed through the interdisciplinary investigations
and exhibitions that made up "Edges of the Earth: Migration of Contemporary
Asian Art and Regional Politics”. In 2008, Gao Shiming, Sarat Maharaj, and
I co-curated the 3rd Guangzhou Triennial with the project "Farewell to Post-
Colonialism”, which reviewed the pros and cons of a "East/West" bipolar
framework. WEST HEAVENS is a continuation of this work, and it represents
an attempt at close encounter between Asian cultures. Professor Kuan-Hsing
Chen has committed many years in related academic fields; his participation has

honored us and hereby I would like to acknowledge my sincere gratitude to him.
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Without his abundant resources in academic circles, this series of forums cannot
turn out properly. In additional to this, Chen Yun and Peng Yanhan are the key
coordinators in this series of publication. I would also like to thank Michael
H. Chen, Sun Tian for their cautious proofing work, Du Keke, Lu Junting, Ye
Fuhua, Levis Wang, Zhang Bo, Dai Weijia, Lin Panpan, Zhong Tianya, Xia He,
Feng Ying, Cao Yixin, Peng Yanhan and others for their translating work. Thank
Heavens Co., Ltd. and Tang Suo for the layout; thank Mr. He Can and Ruan
Qingyu from the Nanfang Daily Press; and at last the sponsors Minsheng Art
Museum and the Institute.

For more than a century, challenges of imperialism and capitalism have
forced India and China to develop political strategies that have profoundly
transformed both societies. To share this experience is valuable for Indian
and Chinese alike, For China, long before the seismic cultural shift towards
the West it had experienced one other profound cultural turn. The Buddhist
turn did not come with comparable destructive fervour as the past century of
revolutions, but its influence was just as far reaching; Buddhist learning took
many centuries before it was fully absorbed into Confucian scholarship. Today,
after a century of revolutions, it is important to remember this history of cultural
self-transformation. It is critical to remind ourselves that in our imagination of

the world there is not just the West, but also the "West Heavens".
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