Poets & artists, we missed you
By Niilofur Farrukh

AS Aitzaz Ahsan’s poem became the anthem of the long march, it was recited like a mantra from Karachi to Khyber. Jalib and Faiz too were remembered but direly missed was the verse of the poets of the day.

Many of us are asking where were the artists and poets who with their visual and verbal expression at art exhibitions and mushairas tirelessly echo the angst of the people, and call for peace and justice.

We live in a strange time of social disconnect and economic realities that have led to a mutation of relationships and ideals. At one level dysfunctional government is a part of everyday conversation because poor security, power cuts and food inflation stalk our lives, and yet more citizens have become more apathetic towards developing citizen networks and addressing the collective plight.

The creative people of every society with their ultra-sensitive antennae respond spontaneously to social concerns and assimilate them in their expression. The poet has the gift to do it with words, and for the artist the canvas, drawings, sculpture, films and other forms become a mode of articulation. The scholar uses analysis to examine social issues in the wider context of society and the world.

In Pakistan, the response to social ills by artists has gone through different stages. Today we find that protest art has lost its edge and this might have something to do with empathy fatigue and disillusionment due to the country’s prolonged state of crisis.

Painted during the 1960s to the 1980s, Sadequain’s iconic murals ‘Saga of Labour’ (Mangla Dam), ‘Evolution of Mankind’ at Lahore Museum and ‘Arz-o-Samawat’ (Heavens and Earth) located at Frere Hall all offer an optimistic message with human potential portrayed as the key to empowerment and progress.

While he was Pakistan’s cultural attaché to Australia, Bashir Mirza painted his hard-hitting anti-nuke paintings, even at the risk of provoking the displeasure of his hosts, in response to the last major nuclear tests conducted in the Pacific Ocean in the ’90s. He was among a breed of politicised artists that did not shirk from playing their role and gave up painting to go back to advertising during the Ziaul Haq era to protest the overthrow of a people’s government and the judicial murder of ZAB.

Ali Imam was another such artist who refused to give legitimacy to dictatorship with his refusal to accept the Pride of Performance medal.

The changing rules of the game have weakened ideological stands and corrupted social ideals. The recent ‘enlightened moderation’ for culture and non-constitutional rule for the people has confused the nation and battered optimism. All this has seen the artist’s narrative gradually de-linked from the collective and become increasingly personalised.

In a recent exhibition of young talent, an artist brought up in a military household surrounded by cantonment culture painted the inner questioning as the institution central to her life was under heavy public critique. Her work which portrayed a little girl, around five years old, playing with heavy army boots weaves a biography into it as the artist employs her own image and memory. The large canvas is successful in conveying the vulnerability and innocence (of a young nation) oblivious to the controlling power and crushing violence symbolised by the presence of hard boots.It is ironic that this painting has been bought by the owner of a shoe company, probably for the leather product rather than its subtext.

The commodification of art has played a pivotal role in altering the way the artists view their art. Commercial gallery pressure, sometimes subtle and in other cases more overt, to avoid the portrayal of ugly truth and intensely provocative work has made the artist keep a safe distance from core issues. The absence of interfacing with the masses in public galleries also cushions the artist from a reality check, as only such an exchange can compel them to see their art from the perspective of the most affected.

This ritual of creativity can sometimes turn the discourse on social issues into a commodity, and the politicisation of the veil is one of them. Western galleries hungry for dissident art from conflict zones like Iran, Pakistan and Afghanistan support media stereotypes and this can unknowingly compromise the content of serious artists.

Instead of supporting its thinkers with premier institutions such as centres of excellence in art education, think tanks and research institutes that can push the social and cultural debate to a higher level, the money that flows from corporations and collectors goes largely towards acquisition, particularly now when art has entered investment portfolios.

Mushairas are no longer open to the public like in the ’60s and ’70s when they contributed to social awareness. That was a time when Habib Jalib marched with the masses and stood his ground on picket lines. Now poetry recitals are ticketed social gatherings in cloistered halls where fiery verse offers momentary catharsis to the chattering classes.

As the lawyers’ long march was about to kick off from the Quaid’s mausoleum, the speech one could hear the loudest was from a religious party contingent on the liberation of Kashmir and fundamentalist agendas. As I stood there forced to listen to it, my mind went to the great leader buried a few yards away. How we the educated minority must have disappointed him with our withdrawal into the comfort zone of armchair politics and abdication of our place on the national podium to anti-democratic and extremist forces.

The late Akhtar Hameed Khan, founder of the Orangi Pilot Project, eminent social scientist and development activist, often equated our time with the decline of the Mughal era when the decadence of the elite and indifference of the intelligentsia were unable to provide the required leadership.

The visionaries of the creative fields have yet to close ranks with social activists to build a critical mass for change. I can almost hear many artists saying ‘this is not our job.’ We have said this for six decades. We did not stand up and be counted when East Pakistan was lost and we did the same when kalashnikovs began to rule the streets.

The choice is ours: to continue the lament or be a part of participatory development. History may otherwise record how time did not wait for a nation.
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