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Part I
Introduction



Chapter 1
Introduction — Transcultural Turbulences:
Towards a Multi-sited Reading of Image Flows

Christiane Brosius and Roland Wenzlhuemer

“(T)ransculture — the violent collision of an extant culture with a new or different culture
that reshapes both into a hybrid transculture that is itself then subject to transculturation —
highlights those places where the carefully defined borders of identity become confused and
overlapping, a task that requires new histories, new ideas and new means of representation”
(Nicholas Mirzoeff 2002 (1998): 477)

Fig. 1.1 Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, Subhash Chandra Bose with the INA flag and a
Laughing Buddha surrounded by little children. The Osian’s Archive & Library Collection, India.
Lithographic cut-out pasted on handpainted paper backdrop. Year unknown, c. 1940s—50s

C. Brosius and R. Wenzlhuemer (eds.), Transcultural Turbulences, 3
Transcultural Research — Heidelberg Studies on Asia and Europe in a Global Context,
DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-18393-5_1, © Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2011



4 C. Brosius and R. Wenzlhuemer
What’s in an Image?

This volume springs from the international conference on ‘Flows of Images and
Media’ hosted by the Cluster of Excellence ‘Asia and Europe in a Global Context:
Shifting Asymmetries in Cultural Flows” in October 2009 at Heidelberg University.'
The conference poster and flyer featured a remarkable print displaying an unusual
assembly: a big, fat, laughing Buddha sits in the middle; six Chinese babies are
climbing all over him, as if he were a mountain, and pinch, caress and tease him in
a loving manner; a cat, as if escaped from a Victorian children’s picture book, sits
at the Buddha’s feet; the Buddha is framed by three Indians, all of whom were
prominent leaders of the independence struggle against British colonial rule; from
left to right Mohandas K. Gandhi, then Jawaharlal Nehru, and standing alone on the
right side is Subhas Chandra Bose, holding the Indian flag that reads, in Devanagari
script, ‘Jay Hind’ (Hail to Hind/ustan). The composition of the ten figures (plus cat)
is reminiscent of a group photograph: they seem to have posed for the camera,
looking into the apparatus or talking to each other, posing in front of a studio
backdrop that depicts a lake and triangular mountains. The tactile closeness of the
Chinese figures derives from their voluptuous white, round bodies. They are scarcely
clad, a matter that becomes even more evident when compared to the political
leaders, all of whom are dressed in their ‘typical’ outfits: Gandhi in his famous,
self-made loincloth; Nehru in his elegant frock coat and narrow trousers, and Bose in
the olive-green uniform of the Indian National Army.”

Many of the conference participants thought that the print had been ‘photoshopped’
especially for the occasion. To us, this assumption was food for thought in terms of
reflecting further on codes and ways of seeing and perceiving something as ‘made up’,
‘authentic’ and ‘appropriate’. Why were beholders of the image wary of an intention-
ality that went beyond the temporal and spatial frame of the conference? For one,
perhaps because we have a group of bodies which, ethnically speaking, are distinctly
different (Indian and Chinese), and rarely seen assembled in such a transnational and
transcultural combination. Secondly, the image’s genre is the collage: the two ethnic
‘entities’ are cut and pasted together without considering aesthetic differences (hand-
tinted photographs versus the sketch of a porcelain figure) or the compatibility of sizes.

We took this collage as an opportunity to trace the transcultural flows that can
become visible in an image. If we apply Mirzoeff’s above definition of trans-
culturation and project it onto this condensed space of overlapping levels of
visuality, we must address the new histories, ideas and means of representation
that may have contributed to this print. Since very little is known about the
image’s provenance — not even the place of production is known — and consider-
ing the fact that it was created probably sometime in the 1940s, we can only draw
attention to questions that concern our understanding of the transcultural flow,

ISee http://www.asia-europe.uni-heidelberg.de/en/news-events/news/detail/m/annual-conference-
2009-flows-of-images-and-media.html, accessed on 12.6.2010.

2All three figures represent different shades of struggle against British colonial rule, ranging from
non-violence to the formation of an unofficial army.


http://www.asia-europe.uni-heidelberg.de/en/news-events/news/detail/m/annual-conference-2009-flows-of-images-and-media.html
http://www.asia-europe.uni-heidelberg.de/en/news-events/news/detail/m/annual-conference-2009-flows-of-images-and-media.html
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and the entanglements of images and media between and within Europe and Asia
that inform this image. This is precisely what the authors in this volume attempt to
do in their individual case studies.

The image of the Buddha, children, cat and Indian leaders was discovered by
Patricia Uberoi, sociologist and scholar of gender and popular visual culture, in the
Osian’s Archive in Mumbai.’ It is one of the many anonymous and marginalised
products of Indian mass-produced print culture that, over the last decade, has
enjoyed increasing popularity among collectors and scholars, thus telling of a
growing trend to attribute ‘genuine’ and indigenous value as opposed to the status
of ‘low class’ and ‘cheap’ kitsch to local and yet global imaginaries. Uberoi’s
specific find beckons questions about the entanglement of the print’s ‘Chinese’ and
‘Indian’ elements, and confronts us with the concern that is central to our explora-
tion of flows of images and media: how can we trace an image’s ‘social life’
(Appadurai 1986)? Can we trace it back to an ‘origin’ in time and space, and if
so: what surplus value would we have if we did, especially in the light of a growing
tendency in the humanities to abandon the proclamation of, and desire for, ‘one
origin’, ‘authenticity’ and ‘teleological genealogy’?

Our entry image and the primary material of the articles assembled in this
volume demand that we deliberate on a host of different flows and entanglements:
The flows of ideas and concepts, in this case of national identity, sovereignty and
citizenship, that are at play between Europe and Asia, as well as within Asia, and
that cut across the (Eurocentric) divide between the religious and political domains.
Moreover, we must consider images and media as part of and signifiers of flows of
production and markets. Again, with our entry image at the back of our mind, it
would be interesting to know more about the production background and potential
audiences and publics intended to be created or/and reached by a certain medium.
For example, when our image was made, i.e. in the first half of the twentieth
century, Chinese printing presses dominated the market — much like today — and
thus generated flows of media and images that circulated in and through hitherto
little-known territories and publics.* Furthermore, there is not just one mediascape
(Appadurai 1996), but there are flows of different media technologies and genres
that contribute to speeding up, or complicating the movement of images across
space, time and audiences. Sometimes, these scapes cross and spill into each other;
sometimes they compete and exclude each other, generating different kinds of
entanglements and separations. This multi-media landscape cannot not be

30Osian’s is an institution founded in 2000, dedicated to collecting, studying and selling Indian art,
both ‘fine’ art and ‘popular’ or ‘folk’ art, predominantly from the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries (see http://www.osians.com/, accessed on 6.6.2010). It is best known for its role as an
auction house.

“The ecologies of technological exchange and use are sadly understudied in terms of the circula-
tion of printing presses: prints were not only produced in China and India, but also in Germany (see
Jain 2004), even though India had had its own printing presses since the arrival of the Jesuits in
South India (see Babb and Wadley 1995).


http://www.osians.com/
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understood without considering the concept of intermediality, which means
forwarding the idea of intertextuality. There is a constant and dynamic cross-
referencing within and between media domain/s and genres. Thus, if we look at
one particular medium and how it enriches and thickens, or, conversely, decreases
and slows down the ‘meaning’ and speed of an image in a particular time, space and
circuit, we ought to be able to relate this to other media genres, such as painting,
film or photo-studio iconography, or to the realm of material or digital culture.
Intervisuality, too, as a concept and practice of cross-referencing and mutually
citing images (so for example as to look familiar, or different to a referent),
underlines the attempt to grasp transculturality from different angles, urges us to
take up different positions as we look at an image and try to understand its itinerary.
The concepts of intervisuality or interocularity” are relevant to explore the interde-
pendence and different fabric of sites and modes of seeing within different media
(Ramaswamy 2003: XVI). They are thus key to our understanding of transcul-
turality as a zone and process of highly asymmetrical entanglements. Finally, flows
of symbolic meaning, performativity and aesthetic experience require consider-
ation. The symbolic meaning of this particular Buddha as pointing towards a
prosperous and harmonious future shifts in combination with the Indian Indepen-
dence leaders. Sandwiched between the stoic and skinny figures of the Freedom
Movement, where no similar Buddhist iconography exists and Buddhism is not
associated with national identity, the Chinese Buddha’s return to his ‘homeland’
and his fusion with the narrative of national independence leaves much space for
further exploration.® A corporeal quality emerges from the combination of different
physical appearances in the image, based on the almost diametrically opposite
physicality of the figures and genres that the image hinges on. There is, for instance,
the symbol of spirituality versus the historical figures of Nehru, Gandhi and Bose;
there is the ascetic aloofness of the latter versus the tangible one of the Buddha. The
spiritual symbolism and voluptuous corporeality of the Buddha and the children —
referring to wealth and prosperity — address the beholder with a different tactility
than the ascetic corporeality of the Indian figures. The latter suggests rather a
withdrawal of figure and beholder through the veil of political iconography.” All
this points us to the recognition of multiple performative levels at work in an image
like the one discussed here, connected or untied, encoded/decoded (Hall 1997) in
the process of looking at or remembering an image. It further relates us to what
Christopher Pinney and others have coined as the poetic work of ‘performative

SIntervisuality stands for the cross-referencing of visual codes of representation, for multiple
viewpoints, sometimes even embedded in one beholder (Mirzoeff 2000). Interocularity attributes
relevance to the embraidedness of ways of seeing while gazing at an image or object. The latter
concept underlines the agency of the beholder (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1992).

SIn a political context, the Buddha is usually associated with the Dalit Movement against the
dogma of ‘Untouchability’, and heralded mass conversion of low-caste members to Buddhism
under the leadership of BR Ambedkar in the 1940s.

"Thanks to Rudolf Wagner for further stimulating this particular thought process.
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productivity’, both in the image and the beholder (Pinney 2001: 169). The meaning
attributed to an image changes constantly, depending on its itinerary, locale, time
and audience of consumption.

Our Buddha image forces us to consider questions of cultural translation and
speaking in tongues. In our disciplines’ desire for overlapping cultural and regional
mappings, we seem illiterate when it comes to ‘reading’ its inner-Asian, entangled
‘texts’ and contexts. Despite the puzzles of production, circulation and ‘intention-
ality’ surrounding this image, it is a visual stepping stone to invite discussions
around newly emerging and challenging concepts in the humanities: transcul-
turality and the cultural flows and asymmetries connected with it. Our key image
also throws light on another level of inquiry: the study of the making, unmaking,
and fabric of public spheres. Examining the transcultural entanglements of images,
sounds, media and concepts, as well as the actors involved in creating, perpetuating
or obstructing them, helps us to better understand the qualitative shifts in public
(and private) spheres at different moments of historical and regional significance.
We argue that presupposing the existence of multiple public spheres helps us to
promote the idea of ‘entangled publics’ that stimulate each other by generating
contested or consensual concepts and meanings. One of the competencies required
to trace — and understand — the itinerary of images and media — would be to adopt
George Marcus’ concept of multi-sited ethnography as a crucial method for under-
standing globalisation as practice (1995). This suggests an approach toward trans-
lation based on multi-perspectival and multi-sited ways of looking that also imbue
the history of seeing, image-production and circulation.® We are grateful that many
of our colleagues at the Karl Jaspers Centre for Transcultural Studies have helped
us to embark on the process of a ‘thick description’ of an image, its routes and roots
(Geertz 1973; Clifford 1997).” From the perspective of Monica Juneja, who holds
the Cluster’s Chair of Global Art History, the image stirs the beholder’s curiosity
because it addresses him/her with a codified repertoire that has not been seen in
synergy before. It juxtaposes different kinds of visualities and ways of seeing.
Inserting a laughing Buddha, who symbolizes wealth and fertility, into a space
of political iconography — of national struggle for independence — seems strange,
almost surreal, to those trained in western logic and gazing. The Cluster Professor
of Buddhist Studies, Birgit Kellner, associated the figure of Maitreya, the coming
Buddha who fosters tolerance, generosity and contentment, with the fact that fight-
ing for freedom requires a utopian goal and particular desires such as abundance,
fertility, health and energy. Yet, he is framed by a representative of non-violence
and by a figure who does not object to the use of violence for the sake of national

8Sarat Maharaj (2004) used the term ‘twittered gaze’ to point to the highly decentralized and
fragmented ways of looking across vast areas of image and media production and circulation, yet
not in terms of a panoramic but a consciously incomplete, multi-sited and interrupted activity.
Thick description is a term coined by anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1973) who considered it to
be a method by which a case could be explored from as many perspectives and contextual levels of
meaning as possible, as in an archaeological excavation.
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Independence. The Cluster Professor of Intellectual History, Joachim Kurtz, sug-
gested that the Buddha’s presence points to Maitreya’s ambivalent role in the
Chinese context, both as torchbearer and opponent of millennialist rebellion. But
why, given that there are ‘Indian’ iconographies of Maitreya, was he depicted as
a Chinese Budai? Was a particular audience imagined, competent to decode the
difference? The Fat Buddha, surrounded by children is often referred to as the
‘Buddha of Fulfilment’. Maybe, in a Benjaminian way, this image, as ‘wish image’,
alerts us to the utopian space of overcoming social and class differences for
a classless society of empowered national citizens? (Buck-Morss 1991).

In order to trace the transcultural quality of the image, a “multi-sited ethno-
graphy” (Marcus 1995) proves to be a useful tool. This new theoretical paradigm,
which emerged with the growing interest in exploring cultural globalisation,
enables the researcher to see his ‘field’ as consisting of different localities of
which he should be a connoisseur. Marcus’ motto to follow a person, a concept,
a thing or, in our case, an image, also works well in the historical dimension: it will
be worthwhile searching public and private archives for traces of these collaged
elements’ social life and exploring local perspectives that relate to the aspirations
of producers and beholders of globalised images like our collage from 1940. Yet,
as Sumathi Ramaswamy (Chap. 9, this volume) cautions: the researcher must be
willing to leave the firm ground of clearly defined concepts. One such unusual path
could well lead a researcher to colonial photo-studio set-ups of people portrayed —
and classified — in front of theatrical backdrops such as landscapes (see Pinney
1997). As Jyotindra Jain has shown for the development of Indian popular prints in
the first quarter of the twentieth century, the iconography of the emerging nation-
state was a confluence of poetry, photography, film and theatrical elements. This
repository of intermediality was further enriched — and complicated — by the fact
that until the 1930s, some print production was outsourced to Chinese or German
printing presses, which may have heightened the hybridity of a print, and might be
one source for gaining a better understanding of the surreal assembly discussed
here. Many of these entanglements have yet to be traced in order to get a better
picture of global imaginaries (Gaonkar 2002).

In this multi-levelled constellation, localised versions of a global concept such as
collage come to play an important role. Braiding European history painting with
Indian mythological plays, ‘classical’, ‘folk’ and political narratives and styles,
a “degree of ambivalence, illusion, duplicity, opposition and transgression ...
[a] transgressive embrace” was generated (Jain 2004: 91). Jain highlights the
challenges to our translation and transfer competencies when he says that,

“[the c]ollage allowed shifts of locales and characters, facilitated their transfer from one
time, place or genre to another. The landscape was thus turned into an ambivalent space
between the sacred and the erotic, the celestial and the terrestrial, between the mythical and
the colonial, here the corresponding spaces of each binary did not remain mutually
exclusive but could be confused one with the other” (Jain 2004: 81).

To us, the collage of the Buddha, the babies, the cat and the Indian political
figures offers itself as a stage of transculturality and urges us to think about
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transculturality as both a product and a contact zone of flows and entanglements
that underpin cultural dynamics. As a method, we are presented with the chal-
lenge of studying the contact zones of oscillation, conflict and entanglement, the
topographies of multi-centred sites of meaning production, the discursive
regimes of the fragmented and multi-perspectival nature of seeing. In today’s
multi-media and nomadic world, we must learn to develop a way of reading the
snippets and fragments of images circulating globally, develop a competence to
read images ‘in time’ and ‘in place’, across contexts and in depth, beyond sheer
accumulation. Maybe then our challenge lies not only in learning how to grasp
the speed and simultaneity at which images and media currently circumambulate
the globe (see Thussu 2007), but also in that concepts such as ‘origin’,
‘indigeneity’ and ‘authenticity’ carry with them highly problematic elements of
essentialisation and reduction, and have always done so. How do we, for instance,
approach the question of visible — or invisible — ‘Chineseness’ in the art work of
an artist born in China but living abroad (see Chap. 6, this volume); and further
think along the lines of scholars such as W.J.T Mitchell (2005) or Clare Harris
(2007) who have addressed this issue of image migration, the accumulation of
different forms of capital, the multi-sitedness of art production (and contextua-
lisation) in the course of migration, as well as the subject of diaspora aesthetics
(Nuttall 20006).

Even though we cannot provide definite answers to many points posed by
our collage, the print has pushed us to ask enough questions about different
qualities of flows of media and images to shake up our notion of undisputable
categories.

Entangled Transcultural Worlds

In arguing that European/Western development has never been detached from the
‘rest’ of the world, particularly not its colonies, scholars like Conrad and Randeria
(2002), Subrahmanyan (2004) or Chakrabarty (2000) have helped us to understand
the reciprocal condition of two geographical ‘entities’ such as ‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’.
Breaking with the fiction of independent national histories, and proposing the
idea of histories as “entanglement” (Conrad and Randeria 2002: 17), Conrad and
Randeria locate these entanglements not only between imperial centre and colonies,
but also in pre-colonial contexts of ‘connected histories’ (Conrad and Randeria
2002: 10). Moreover, we must also recognise the inner-European and inner-Asian
flows of images and media that can be triggered by cross-continental forces and
agents. And, as Conrad and Randeria argue in their venture into transcultural
history writing, any transcultural shift in the humanities also implies an even
more focussed look at subaltern and marginalised groups (Conrad and Randeria
2002: 11). Thus studying, for instance, multi-layered and asymmetrical flows of
exchange to and from, or inbetween these two continents may ultimately render
scholarly Eurocentric views of nationally confined histories and development
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impotent. As far as agency of social agents involved in transcultural entanglements
is concerned, Conrad and Randeria point to both shared and divided histories
(Conrad and Randeria 2002: 17-18) and their dynamics, generating different agents
and different qualities of and perspectives on modernity. This underlines the idea of
distributed or multi-centred modernities. The former questions the Eurocentric
hierarchy of one centre and its peripheries; the latter heralds the co-existence of
sites where at different moments in time (and sometimes in reference to one-
another), modernities occur that do not ‘copy’ an ‘original’. On the one hand,
images and media may constitute shared experiences and ideas of modernity; on
the other, they may produce the opposite: differentiation and alteration, local speci-
ficity rather than a global imaginary.

Image flows cannot be envisaged as peaceful rivers, running along evenly.
Instead, they are interrupted, sometimes violently; marked by ruptures, disjunc-
tures, and uneven landscapes, changing direction and velocity over time. How can
we address the speed and quality, the nomadic life of migrating images over the
course of histories and across geophysical and media-related territories; how can
we explore the variety of social agents participating in image and media circulation;
what can the different disciplines in the humanities contribute to a better under-
standing of the embraided histories of images and image-making in a networked
world? Intermediality and interocularity, as they compel collage, are important
concepts that allow us to get to grips with the processes of entanglement between
‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’, and of transculturality.

The ‘right’ and rationale to operate with concepts such as rupture or disjunc-
ture (Appadurai 1996) has, of course, been claimed before by others. One need
only to think of the paradigmatic changes triggered by the ‘crisis of representa-
tion” (Clifford and Marcus 1986) and ‘turns’ of different kinds: literary, perfor-
mative, visual or cultural. By acknowledging the importance of practice and
agency, these intellectual and discursive shifts have unsettled disciplines like
history, European art history, literature studies, and anthropology. The generated
ruptures encouraged self-reflexivity and critical distance vis-a-vis any established
academic theoretical tools, methods and data. The heuristic concept of transcul-
turality is thought-provoking and challenging, without rendering individual
disciplines and regional competences obsolete. Instead, transculturality opens
them to new approaches, spurring fresh discussions of globalisation, colonisation
or modernity. It utilises self-reflexivity for a sharpening of analytical tools and to
re-conceptualise canonising and essentialising concepts such as ‘authenticity’ or
‘origin’. Transculturality also highlights problematic categories of distinction,
particularly dichotomies such as indigeneity and hybridity, high and low art,
religious and secular domains. However, ‘transcultural’ does not necessarily
equal ‘transnational’, as much as ‘culture’ is not identical with ‘nation’. Trans-
cultural is not automatically a global phenomenon. It also stands for the presence
of different cultural practices in one physically confined space, such as colonial
rule or the missionary presence in India. Despite large zones of overlap, both



1 Introduction — Transcultural Turbulences: Towards a Multi-Sited Reading 11

concepts still require additional fine-tuning, always with reference to particular
cases and data.

Transculturality as Translation

This volume proposes that by studying the flows of images and media, we sharpen
our competence and ‘literacy’ to think, write and speak transculturally. “The
concept of transculturality sketches a different picture of the relation between
cultures. Not one of isolation and of conflict, but one of entanglement, intermixing
and commonness. It promotes not separation, but exchange and interaction”, writes
philosopher Welsch (1999). The matter is even more complicated since we must
reflect on the role of local notions of, for example, beauty, authenticity, or realism
without essentialising them. Furthermore, we need to consider visual and media
ecologies beyond single-sited instances and trace the multi-layered movements of
images and media on the surface and underground, in diachronic and synchronic
ways, in and between different public and private spheres. Obviously, the flow of
images cannot be restricted to the contemporary age. Instead, there is a deep and
varied past of transcultural exchanges, relations, entanglements and networks that
may only be understood if we look at images and media in more detail, and from
multiple perspectives (see Chaps. 7 and 8, this volume).

The concept of transculturality can be used to relate to a particular research topic
as well as to an analytical method. It can render obsolete the notion of culture
as ethnically bound and contained within a territorial frame, a common academic
practice that is rooted in the nation-building of the late nineteenth century.
Discussions on transculturation focus on forms that emerge in local contexts, within
different kinds of circuits of exchange, employing different strategies of translation:
“Coming to grips with the dialectical tension between alterity and assimilation that
lies at the heart of transcultural encounters points to a close and useful connection
between strategies and practices of translation and processes that follow in the wake
of circulation and contact” (Juneja 2010). Transfer, transformation and translation
certainly provide crucial, fine-tuned angles on transculturation processes — as do
alteration and assimilation. However, in his essay on the nature of the elementary
dictionary that helps translate other cultures into one’s own language (following the
alleged intention to ‘better understand’ and integrate the other), Sarat Maharaj also
warns of the danger that translation produces difference (2004: 154). He proposes
that in some cases, one must also acknowledge the ‘untranslatability of the other’
and the agency on behalf of ‘the other/ed’ to resist “being rendered in someone’s
else’s terms” (Maharaj 2004: 155). It is therefore crucial to recognize disciplinary
borders and the limits of ‘dictionaries’ as long as we are caught up in a ‘Cartesian
grid’ of rendering the self — and the other — visible, palpable and translatable. As we
know from Foucault: visibility, at times, can also be a trap! Or in the words of
Mabharaj: “Transparency comes with a price” (Maharaj 2004: 159). Thus in our
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desire to trace and translate difference, often of ‘the Other’, we must be aware of the
possible political and ethical implications.

Itineraries, Flows and Gazes

Much of the current research underlining the relevance of flows of images builds
on the insights of scholars who have worked on the idea of image mobility before.
One who contributed significantly to this venture is Aby Warburg (1866-1929),
a German cultural historian who coined the term of the “image itinerary” (Bilder-
wanderung) in his Mnemosyne Image Atlas (Bilderatlas) in his study of image
production and circulation across cultures, geophysical borders and times.'® Walter
Benjamin is certainly another scholar whose work on the transformation of subjec-
tivity by means of new media technologies and spaces impacts on current dis-
cussions of visuality and mediality (see Benjamin 1973/1936). Yet, to them,
regional and cultural identities still overlap to a great extent. To mention all the
scholars and initiatives exploring the idea of image and media production, circula-
tion and ‘reception’ across national borders would go beyond the scope of this
introduction; an overview would have to include the works of Mitchell (2005),
Belting (2008), Mirzoeff (2004), Guth (2000), Thomas (1991), and Mercer (2008) —
to mention but a few. Initiatives such as ‘Migrating Images’, which was held at
Berlin’s House of World Cultures in 2002 (see Stegmann and Seel 2004), allow
scholars from different disciplines to engage in questions of the translation, transfer
and transformation of images, particularly from non-European perspectives.

The study of diasporic communities and contexts diachronic and synchronic
certainly serves as fertile ground for the examination of transcultural flows of
images and media, along with notions such as cosmopolitanism, in-between space
or creolisation. Mitchell asks: “To what extent . .. are images like migrants: home-
less, stateless, displaced persons, exiles, or hopeful aspirants to a ‘new location’
where they may find a home?” (Mitchell 2004: 15). The contact zones between
‘Asia’ and ‘Europe’ are definitely indicative of this discussion and require further
exploration. How can we address the speed and quality, the nomadic life of images
over the course of histories and across geophysical and media-related territories?
How can we differentiate levels of image and media movement, as well as effi-
cacy when it comes to, for instance, distinguishing between a ‘global icon’ and
a ‘national’ or ‘regional’ icon (see Chaps. 7-9, this volume)?

1OAby Warburg was a child of his times, and one of his pioneering approaches was certainly to
look at the changing media and iconographies, across media genres and societies (e.g. the Pueblo
Indians and their snake ritual, prints, paraphernalia of popular culture). In his desire to understand
creative production as an ongoing contestation of identities and emotions, and as mimetic,
Warburg sought ‘essential’ markers of human emotions that were generated in images across
the world (see Rappl 2006).
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Mediascapes and Transcultural Flows

Flows do not necessarily happen between two (‘firm’) poles, and unidirectionally.
There are various agents and factors that circulate images and use media spaces on
multiple horizontal and vertical levels, of various depth and width, some of them
connected by nodal points of entanglement, re-localising centres and peripheries
which may previously have been taken for granted. The movement of images
and media across borders — only some of which are of a geographical or political
nature — offers itself as particularly fruitful when venturing into such new fields of
scholarly contemplation.

This volume not only considers images to be relevant for an understanding
of transculturality, or vice versa. Media and mediality are equally crucial in this
process. For example, the fact that our aforementioned Buddha image is a print
underlines the ubiquity of an image through its wide circulation and, probably,
reasonable price around 1940. But on the other hand, today’s image and media
illiteracy in terms of decoding the print speaks volumes about its restricted access,
circulation and audiences. New media technologies help to circulate new images to
new — or old — audiences but their ‘message’ is never identical. This has a major
influence on the encoding/decoding process, especially if it evolves, for instance,
in a transcultural contact zone. Mediality indicates that “cultural artifacts and
communicative processes are fundamentally organized by media”, and media are
“infrastructural systems that form cultures and their perceptual, epistemological
and communicative systems” (Jager et al. 2010: 11-12).

In the light of this, it makes sense to pose working questions that were relevant to
many authors in this volume and point towards new fields of research. They concern
the relation between media and images with respect to the nature of image flows.
To some extent, media technologies can be regarded as having a kind of agency,
a particular rationale, of their own, with which they influence the directions, speed,
intensity or ruptures of flows. Moreover, there is the question of how media are
perceived in different (trans)cultural contexts, by whom and under what circum-
stances. Some authors have investigated how such perceptions and perspectives
change when media migrate or change, or, when the social agents migrate (see
Chaps. 2 and 9, this volume). Such transformations impact on the speed of circula-
tion and audience reached, as well as notions of authenticity and social agents’
participation in the making of media narratives (see Chap. 4, this volume). Others
inquired into how different media let us think about the production and transfer of
knowledge and media literacy across fields of cultural production; whether it makes
sense to consider ‘indigenous’ media and media practices; whether we think
differently and more precisely about the notion of public spheres when considering
transcultural media and intermediality?

Besides transculturality, two other concepts seem suited to exploring the flows of
images and media: that of the rhizome and that of the archipelago. The rhizome
responds to Aby Warburg’s notion of image journeys, which was touched on
earlier in reference to Arjun Appadurai’s ‘social life of things’ (1987), as well as
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Mitchell’s idea of images as migrants. Ramaswamy (Chap. 9, this volume) has
likewise addressed the problematic of tracing images along seemingly linear
and logical axes. Particularly Deleuze and Guattari’s (2004/1980) configuration
of the rhizome as a model for culture and knowledge seems to bring us to a better
understanding of the principles of heterogeneity and connectivity, of multiplicity
and cartography, conjunction and alliance (2004: 27). Glissant’s concept of
Antillanité in his work Poetics of Relation (2006/1997) associates with that of the
archipelago. It emerges in the context of creolisation and métissage as relational
multiplicity and diversity — and where, in his case, language is not fixed to
a particular place but in relation (though locality is important) across language
barriers. The archipelago is also part of a metaphor of the slave ship and its journey
between the territories of utopia, imagination and memory. The flow of images and
media, we argue, can be better analysed with concepts such as the rhizome and
archipelago because they underline nomadic topographies, and force us to move

. . . . 11
along, reading —‘in between-spaces’, or speaking ‘in tongues’.

Cultural Mobility

Ulf Hannerz has turned our attention to the role of cultural flows as the basis of global
cultural interconnectedness and cultural complexity (1992): “Only by being con-
stantly in motion, forever being recreated, can meanings and meaningful forms
become durable” (Hannerz 1997: 4-5). Transcultural flows — just like any other
form of flow or transfer — need a carrier. Such carriers come in a variety of different
forms. In many cases, humans themselves act as carriers when they move between —
or along the borders of — different cultures and societies. At other times, cultural
content travels with, and is simultaneously shaped by media — for instance by an
image. Yet, media is not a passive supportive element, part of an overcome diffusion
theory, but an “organised complexity” (Balke and Scholz 2010: 38). Media and
image mobility are never devoid of power. They take different forms of visibility,
caused by and causing a range of notions and intentions. Even more so, we may
argue, they never move solely in one direction. Instead, we propose, they are
distributed across, and move via various agents, scapes and fields of discourse.
While Hannerz differentiates between multicentricity of flows, crisscrossing flows
and counterflows (Hannerz 1996, 1997: 6), Daya Kishan Thussu, for instance, calls
for a typology of media flows between Asia and Europe and suggests the classifica-
tion ‘contra’, ‘dominant’ and ‘subaltern’ (2007: 5). And the contributions in this
volume attempt to expand on the groundwork laid by these two scholars because each
of the ‘types’ of flow allows a different perspective and approach. The contributions
in this volume all share the common assumption that flows of images are part of
different ecologies of circulation and communication. In some cases, they mark

"!"Thanks to Andrea Hacker for the very useful hint about Glissant’s work. See also Budick/Iser 1996.



1 Introduction — Transcultural Turbulences: Towards a Multi-Sited Reading 15

forms of exchange that are reminiscent of Marcel Mauss’ essay on the gift (1990/
1923) (see Chap. 2 on Valentine’s Day greeting cards, this volume). Yet,
accompanying the concept of flow, or circulation, we also have to consider other
concepts, such as borders and asymmetrical relationships that determine the quality
and speed of flows.

Our interwoven world is shaped by asymmetries. This implies, to follow
Madeleine Herren (2010), a theoretical model of transculturality that incorporates
asymmetrical relations and a certain ‘materiality’ with various costs and gains.
In our various disciplines, concepts have to be developed or reconfigured so that we
can replace the idea of ‘poles’ with asymmetries ‘flowing’ between them. One such
concept could be Etienne Balibar’s concept of the ‘polysemic nature of borders’,
or that of contact zones (Clifford 1997; Pratt 1992).12 Flows refer to dynamic
processes, to objects, people, meanings — and images — across time and space,
sometimes oscillating, unnoticed, sometimes sinking and emerging unannounced
and unexpected. An exploration of the flows of images in the context of trans-
cultural asymmetries has to question how local the global is, and in return, how
global the local is; it has to probe whether the concept of the cosmopolitan is always
‘automatically’ transcultural in terms of generating a ‘third space’ (Bhabha 1994),
and how the notion of ‘home’ is as monolithic as transculturality is complex,
particularly when we consider diasporic movements. Moreover, we may ask what
happens to a concept such as ethnicity when it travels along transnational pathways
and networks across time and space.

We can argue that visual media do not only enable us to explore multiple
histories, but that they make and shape history in a networked, entangled world.
It is, however, important to steer clear of the popular misconception that images
speak some sort of global language and are, therefore, universally accessible across
cultural borders. Several of the contributions to this volume show in different
temporal and spatial contexts that images do (or rather must) change their meanings
and their cultural significance when travelling through different cultural circum-
stances (e.g. Chap. 6, this volume). But, of course, images and other visual media
can be looked at and perceived immediately across different cultures. Even if
images are not universally comprehensible, the spectator can get an impression of
instant understanding. While the incomprehensibility of the spoken and written
language of the ‘Other’ is immediately obvious to the recipient and can, therefore,
hardly be filled with a new and original meaning, visual content from a different
cultural background carries the misleading aura of easy accessibility and tempts the

’However, we must also be cautious not to exaggerate the role of asymmetries because,
as Joachim Kurtz underlines, “the obsession with power imbalances and their consequences has
tended to obstruct efforts to produce sufficiently nuanced accounts of the complexity of
interactions in and between cultures” (Kurtz 2010). Pointing to a similar risk of over-emphasizing
difference, Maharaj proposes that the creolising mode should guard ‘“against attributing to it
a totally positivist charge, against valorizing it as the generative font pitted against multicultural
[and transcultural, CB] glory”, underlining that the creolising mode is double-jointed in being both
generator and replicator of difference (Maharaj 2004: 153).
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spectator into incorporating the travelling image into his or her cultural context. In
short: while visual content carries vastly different meanings across cultural borders,
it always offers the universal characteristic of instant visual accessibility. In the
image, different cultural signifiers can be merged to form one seamless whole; one
blends into the other and borders become blurred or completely invisible.

In addition to the concepts of flow, asymmetry and transculturality, which all
help us to both tighten and expand our toolkit to understand the emergence of global
imaginaries or translocal image itineraries, we want to propose the terms “archipel-
ago” and “turbulence” as useful. Through them, the idea of multi-centred entangle-
ments and uneven, fragmented flows of images and media can be better grasped.
Archipelagos are enclaves, part of new geopolitical imaginations and fragmented
space. They challenge any notion of a harmonious and boundless flow, and focus
our attention on the topographies of transculturation; the spaces through and against
which flows move; the different types of what a ‘third space’ could actually stand
for, and on scapes and sites of different kinds: islands, extra-territorial spaces,
special economic zones, enclaves and ghettos. This is so because flows are
generated by social, military, financial, or bureaucratic networks, many of which
are highly decentralized and widely distributed, which obstructs defining the force
of flows. Finally, if we study contact zones and translations, is border-crossing still
relevant, does it imply “exciting” something and “entering” something else, or
do we not rather stay within the system of circulation? Turbulences point us to
the speed and simultaneity with which images may move, rendering our desire for
stable topographies impotent for a moment, and allowing us to consider distorting,
revealing, elevating, and even destructive forces of cultural production.

One of the key challenges addressed in this volume is examining the different
routes that images and visual media take in the space between, in our case, Asia and
Europe, even though particularly the terms archipelago and turbulence question
our attempt to ‘trace’ a clear-cut itinerary across one map. The asymmetries that
inform many of the relations and connections between the two continents pose
a special challenge — particularly considering today’s shifting global balances, which
are marked, for instance, by economic liberalisation in some Asian countries, or the
financial and economic crisis in others as well as in the West. In this light we need to
reconsider what Nicholas Mirzoeff calls “the imbricated histories of visual colo-
nialism and transculture” (2002) to fully understand the shaping, dissemination,
institutionalisation and legitimisation of, for instance, colonial and imperial power
(and the backflows that gain momentum in the postcolonial era), or, in a more general
sense, of intercultural power relations as a context for transcultural exchange.

About the Chapters

The contributions to this volume have been arranged in two distinct sections
concerned with different aspects of the transcultural travels of images. The first
section deals with different forms of cosmopolitanism (or internationalism) and its
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visual representations. “Love in the Age of Valentine and Pink Underwear: Media
and Politics of Intimacy in South Asia” by Christiane Brosius explores the flows of
images that circulate in the context of a previously Anglo-American holiday,
Valentine’s Day, and examines how Valentine’s Day greeting cards have been
shaping notions of romantic love among India’s growing urbanised youth culture
after the country’s economic liberalisation in 1990. The author argues that with the
images and the medium of the card, a ‘new’ vocabulary and performative practice
fell on fertile ground in a radically changing society, where new relations and
lifestyles can be aspired to, with new sites of leisure and consumption such as
restaurants, bars, cafes, and parks. Moreover, the images and media stand for a new
‘public intimacy’ and visibility of youth in public that does not always find support.
Instead, conservative groups of different origin and motivation contest and try to
restrict the new emotions and their ‘display’ because they undermine what is
presented as the ‘traditional” way of life: Indian culture and marital relationships
arranged by caste and religious background. The seemingly free mobility of images
thus competes with attempts to regulate new models of flexibility and mobility in
the context of romantic love and leisure lifestyle.

In “Shifting Identities and Cosmopolitan Machineries: a New World Imagined at
the 1919 Peace Conference in Paris”, Madeleine Herren delineates a similarly
strong connection between the construction of a cosmopolitan community and the
need for visual representations with their accompanying signifiers. The article looks
at the cosmopolitan imagination as an intermediary, a third level between the Self
and cultural Otherness; it explores this idea in the context of the Paris Peace
Conference of 1919. This post-war conference took place in a peculiar imaginary
that was accordingly “filled with the employment of new forms of communication,
with the political importance of visual sources, the increasing value of performative
actions” (p. 68, this volume). Moreover, the negotiations at the Paris Peace Confer-
ence show that works of visual art and other media concerning, for instance, the
heritage discourse can easily get saddled with a variety of different meanings. “In
Paris of 1919 debates on art works gave the losses and gains of war cultural
visibility and mobilised experts, who then, although members of a transnational
expert community, drafted national claims as expert members of national peace
delegations” (p. 80, this volume). Claims and contestations depended, as Herren
argues, on the “availability” and circulation of “cosmopolitan knowledge”. The
latter shifted over time, as did the symbolic referents (e.g. Lawrence of Arabia’s
headdress, the conscious display of and reference to communications technologies
or other devices of modernity). Herren defines different fabrics and stages of
cosmopolitanism over a period of time by exploring the metaphor of machinery
as well as the circulation of objects such as war booties, and argues that they
“represent competitive forms of shifting identities, one denying, one claiming terri-
toriality; one based on the imaginary of crossing borders in creating new, mecha-
nical forms, the other drawing upon existing traditions” (pp. 81-82, this volume)
In considering material culture and media technologies, Herren thus provides us
with a methodological toolkit that allows us to understand that the imaginary of the
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world’s connectedness, very much part of the machinery metaphor, is broken into
pieces when it comes to property claims.

In her contribution “‘The 99’: Islamic Superheroes — A New Species?”, Susanne
Enderwitz illustrates the internationalisation and universalisation of an Islamic
story and the Islamic values presented in an Iranian comic strip by investigating
both content and visual representation. While, at first glance, a comic strip dealing
with cultural and religious issues appearing from the Muslim world seems to
contradict Islam’s iconoclastic tradition, it is, argues Enderwitz, the consequence
of the Muslim world’s integration into the network of global media flows as well as
its emancipation from strictly consuming to also producing images. The agents
behind “The 99” have adapted a Western visual concept (the super hero comic
strip), charged it with different cultural meanings, distributed the final product in
a global market and, in doing so, internationalised the visual carrier medium. The
Teshkeel Media Group, KSC markets the comic series on a global scale in joint
ventures with local comic presses. For one, this underlines the fact that a media
genre, like a comic, gains stunning popularity worldwide whilst, secondly, specific
audiences have to be considered and are accessed. Moreover, “The 99” shows
interesting parallels to similar initiatives such as Amar Chitra Katha, an Indian
comic series founded in 1967 that intended to inform Indian middle class and
overseas children on Indian (largely Hindu) history and culture (see McLain
2009; Chandra 2008). These media shape a new topography of iconography and
narratives that address a transnational ecumene; they also make us reconsider the
concept of the public sphere as developed by Jirgen Habermas (1989), which
focused on the European bourgeoisie. Instead, to quote Dale Eickelman and Jon
W. Anderson, “a new sense of public is emerging throughout Muslim-majority
states and Muslim communities elsewhere” (Eickelman and Anderson 2003: 1).
Enderwitz’s paper underpins the importance of the concept of asymmetry by
showing how the maker of ‘The 99’ is trying to shift an asymmetry in comics
that mostly moves in one direction by reversing this direction and thus shifting
the asymmetry.

In “Guides to a Global Paradise: Shanghai Entertainment Park Newspapers and
the Invention of Chinese Urban Leisure”, Catherine Yeh traces how the image of
the world — and all that it had to offer in terms of “novelty, curiosity and exotic
splendor” — became the central symbol of leisure in the burgeoning Shanghai of the
early twentieth century. By exploring The Eden, a Shanghai entertainment park
newspaper published by the Xianshi department store, Yeh examines the fabric of
early twentieth century urban imaginaries that The Eden heralded. The projection
diverted from Shanghai’s quotidian reality, thus creating an asymmetrical relation-
ship between everyday urban life and the aspirations invoked by (and attached to)
the image of the big, wide world as access to cosmopolitanism while retaining
‘Chineseness’. The growing leisure industry and topography (e.g. amusement
parks) and the emergence of national tourism generated a glocalised imaginary
that shaped ‘social facts’ and gave rise to a cosmopolitan but still ‘authentic’
Chinese culture. Yeh also highlights the ways in which western models of dailies
and entertainment parks in Shanghai became part of a global city competition, in
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which the city’s more rural ‘hinterland’ moved to the communicational periphery,
while other metropolitan cities moved ‘closer’ in terms of the perceived alikeness to
Shanghai. This field of transcultural production identified in Yeh’s paper points us
towards a particular third space of transculturation.

In the concluding essay of the section on ‘Visual Cosmopolitanism’ entitled “The
Art of Cosmopolitanism: Visual Potentialities in Ma Jun, Tomokazu Matsuyama,
David Diao, and Patty Chang”, Alexandra Chang looks at the art work of these
four contemporary artists as visual representations of cosmopolitan spaces. Chang
argues that the flows of images between Asia, the United States and Europe have
influenced these artists” work and that powerful images in their spatial contexts
can become cultural signifiers which, once they are connected and transformed,
open up a cosmopolitan space with its own visual signifiers.

The second section of this volume looks at the movements and circulations of
images. Alexander Henn’s “Pictorial Encounter: Iconoclasm and Syncretism
on India’s Western Coast” focuses on the drastic religious iconoclasm directed
at Hindu culture in and around Portuguese Goa in the sixteenth century (Mitter
1997). Henn asks what turned the religious image into both agent and object of
different political powers. He inquires into how pictorial practice (including idola-
try) could simultaneously embrace syncretism and iconoclasm (see Gruzinski 2001)
and how one practice could be declared as ‘illegitimate worship’ (i.e., Hindu),
whilst the other was considered ‘legitimate veneration’ (Christian). To scholars
concerned with transculturality as entanglements, Henn’s discussion of syncretism
points towards the need to further differentiate the terminologies. Moreover, the
idea of flows and asymmetries is fruitfully employed in his elaborations on the
changing meaning of icons during and after iconoclastic periods.

The author emphasizes the strong and yet changing potential for identification in
visual symbols and representations, particularly in a religious setting. When in the
nineteenth and twentieth century the Portuguese-Christian attitude towards sites
of Hindu worship gradually relaxed, many of the destroyed Hindu shrines were
rebuilt — often in close proximity to their original sites which now housed Christian
imagery. This practice facilitated the syncretism between the returning Hindu
representations and their prevailing Christian replacements, and created a particular
form of transcultural visuality and contestation over religious piety. Similarly,
“Kannon — Guanyin — Virgin Mary: Early Modern Discourses on Alterity, Religion
and Images” by Eva Zhang also addresses the strong associations of identity and
belonging to visual symbols. The author highlights the iconographic similarities
between Chinese and Japanese depictions of the Buddhist bodhisattva of compas-
sion, on the one hand, and those of the Christian Virgin Mary on the other. Early
Jesuit missionaries active in China and Japan did not fail to recognize these simi-
larities and instrumentalized them in their efforts at proselytisation. In doing so,
they produced a transcultural imagery associated with certain values and qualities
rather than with a particular religion. Sharing the ‘same’ images does not necessarily
mean that the ideas and meanings they convey are based on consensus. Again, as has
also become apparent in Henn’s contribution, many European attempts to regulate
the flow of images and their meanings relate to the concept of idolatry. While
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syncretic practices could be accommodated in China, this was as Zhang argues not
possible in the European discourse. In examining this rich visual data, the paper raises
questions of interocularity or intervisuality, questions of asymmetries in power rela-
tions and questions of the nature and itineraries of image flows.

“The Work of Goddesses in the Age of Mass Reproduction” by Sumathi
Ramaswamy chases the remarkable flow of a particular image from Egypt via
France to the United States of America, and from there through various (sometimes
unlikely) stopovers to the Uprising of Chinese Students in 1989 on Tiananmen
Square — thus back to the “East” — and India’s ‘lowest’ caste, the Dalit. The author
vividly shows how the image in question — in this case the depiction of Frederic-
Auguste Bartholdi’s sculpture Liberty Enlightening the World — has been charged
with very different and at times contesting meanings on its way through various
cultures, regions and spaces. Ramaswamy also argues that Liberty’s mass repro-
duction and the circulation of her depictions popularised her image, made it almost
universally recognizable and thus imbued it with additional meanings and asso-
ciations in different interpretational contexts, all with the urge to embody and
materialise, to mimic and appropriate images (Taussig 1993). Her paper suggests
that in tracing a chain of images, different routes need to be taken to source and
contextualise the visual data, multi-sited excavation must be practiced, and multi-
perspectival dynamics researched and groomed. Ramaswamy thus demonstrates
mastery in what we earlier called a ‘thick description’ of images, underlining the
importance of transculturality both as method and content. She further stipulates
that while following the itineraries of an image on the move, the desire to prioritise
the ‘original’ over the ‘copy’, or vice versa, is doomed to fail. Instead, every copy
must be approached as an original.

In his contribution “Pushpamala N. and the ‘Art’ of Cinephilia in India”, Ajay
Sinha argues that in the works of artist Pushpamala N., neo-Kantian aesthetics
are “provincialised”, that is, reconfigured and pushed to the margins. The author
suggests that Pushpamala in her work transgresses transcultural borders. “Her
‘being inside the image, not just outside, looking’ claims to step over the limits of
art and generate an illicit flow with kitsch, which postcolonial iconophilia has
overlooked.” (p. 226, this volume) In this essay, the asymmetrical flows between
the British Raj and their Indian ‘objects’ emerge in the ambivalent and hierarchical
relationship between ‘fine art’ and popular ‘kitsch’. In Pushpamala’s contemporary
work, geographical and conceptual boundaries dilute and subvert each other, expos-
ing the colonial and postcolonial archives of ‘modernity’ to revision, whether as
regards gender, or ethnic notions, or the power to represent and shape the ‘Other’.
Fascinatingly, the artist’s work renders no-one ‘innocent’; even the aspirations of
today’s educated middle classes have fallen prey to neo-Orientalisms. In revisit-
ing Walter Benjamin’s work on photography and cinema, Sinha challenges us to
explore cinephilia, as well as other concepts of corpothetic knowledge (Pinney),
as a self-reflexive mode of considering and ‘emplacing’ India’s highly entangled
history of photography. The paper’s focus on the public and secret circuits and dis/
appearances of images avails itself of their rhizomatic structure to help further
elaborate the notions of transcultural visuality and intermediality. Throughout the
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tricky indexicality of Pushpamala’s works, questions of authenticity and copy come
centre stage. In the longing for and play with origin and original, this chapter ties up
with Ramaswamy’s argument about taking every image as an original, as well as the
dynamics of indexicality that feature centrally in the discussion on transculturality.

In “The Changing Image of Sinhalese Healing Rituals: Performing Identity in
the Context of Transculturality”, Eva Ambos explicates what also informs most
other texts in this volume, namely that images should not be treated as stable
entities depicting some objectifiable reality. Rather, the author argues with Hans
Belting, images happen and Ambos emphasizes their constant interaction with both
their interior and their exterior. In this way, images become focal points of inter-
action between their human producers, distributors, consumers or performers. In
short, images act as vehicles of human agency that is embedded in “power relations
and in the performance of identity.” (p. 250, this volume) Using the example of
Sinhalese healing rituals and their emergence through intertwined mediatisation
and heritagization (see Brosius and Polit 2011) in the context of varying purposes
and audiences, Ambos shows how images, in their role as vehicles of human
agency, can transform that which is depicted and represented itself, just as they
can transform the associated perceptions and meanings. One key contribution of
this chapter to the exploration of transcultural flows of images is the role played by
asymmetries in the appropriation of canonized imagery.

Closing both the section on Circulating Icons as well the whole volume, Sun
Liying shows in “An Exotic Self? Tracing Cultural Flows of Western Nudes in
Pei-yang Pictorial News (1926—1933)” how certain images can travel along the
most unlikely paths to the most unlikely places and how they can completely
change both their material form as well as their meaning on the way. Looking at
the placements of nude images in Chinese newspapers, Liying likewise illustrates
the power that the image’s context and the associations it triggers can hold
over the image’s interpretation. Again, multi-perspectivity and intervisuality play
an important role in the analysis of the rich material as it seems to open up a
glocalised imaginary of modern subjectivity and public space in China. Thus, the
flow of images and media also alerts us to the need to differentiate the different
publics and public spheres constituted by image productions and circulations, the
asymmetrical relationship of global and local, none of which are by any means fixed
in time and space.
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Chapter 2

Love in the Age of Valentine and Pink
Underwear: Media and Politics of Intimacy
in South Asia

Christiane Brosius

The flow of transcultural images and media in times of contemporary globalisation
does not mean that we must anticipate symmetrical and identical diffusion and
reception. The case study I have chosen to present here underlines this in two ways:
it examines how a globalised — and seemingly universal — notion, that of romantic
love, circulates, with the help of images and media, and how it changes speed,
quality, and routes over time. Moreover, it enables us to take a close look at
moments and sites at which certain entanglements take place so that we gain
a better understanding of the fabric of public spheres. By and large, romantic
love is associated in Western contexts with modernisation, the rise of individualism
and gender equality, as well as compatibility. As and when it does appear in non-
Western states, so the widely shared view among scholars, it could only be culti-
vated by local élites equipped with the competence to appreciate this subjective
emotion of intimacy between two people both aesthetically and rationally
(Jankowiak and Fischer 1992: 1; Giddens 1992). In other sources, romantic love
is largely associated with a leisure-oriented consumer society, the commodification
of emotions, and irreversible changes from socio-centred communities to ego-
centred nuclear alliances (Illouz 1997).

My focus on urban South Asia in the new millennium shows that the patterns are
more complex and seemingly contradictory. There are several notions of romantic
love, with different regional and historical trajectories which, at times, harmoni-
ously exist next to one another, and at other times collide and open up a space in
which concepts of self and the desire to live a ‘good life’ are challenged. Moreover,
there are different social agents contesting the notion, at different sites, by different
means. In this context, the images and the media technologies themselves are
crucial markers and makers of public spheres, and of the new concepts, practices,
networks and social relationships that unfold therein. So what I wish to do is
examine the circulation and localisation of the transcultural concept of romance.
This will be done by examining the multi-sited and complex appropriations and
entanglements of the media and images involved in circulating this concept (see
Hepp 2006). This happens through a network of connected and possibly even new
localities that allow different experiences and agents mesh. Here, I also consider
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images and media as generating new localities, localities to be included in the
analysis. The concepts of intervisuality' (Mirzoeff 2001) and the ‘vernacular gaze’
(Mirzoeff 2005) or the ‘twittered gaze’® are helpful to this end. One of the
interesting aspects of transculturality for both the concept of romantic love and
the images and media I have examined is that they challenge and further complicate
previous notions of public and private as distinct and separate spheres, something
that should be understood in the light of the drastic social and economic changes
taking place in current urbanised India and Nepal, which allows for new ways of
connecting local to global imaginaries and practices.

By employing the concept of transculturality as a heuristic device in order to
gain a better understanding of romantic love and public sphere in South Asia, our
attention shifts to those multi-centred modernities: the entanglements — which is to
say, the reciprocal relationships and movements between cultures as they move
across time and space, challenging the idea of cultures as homogeneously-bound
regional and social entities with a particular ‘essence’ or universality. This is not to
say that essentialisation does not play a prime role in all this: indeed, globalisation
is accompanied by what Jean and John Comaroff call ‘Ethnicity Inc.” (2009), a new
branding and currency of ‘authentic’ cultural and ethnic identities in global flux.
The advantage of transculturality appears to be that of zooming in and out,
focussing on a dense moment of encounters, a contact zone marked by traces of
contestation and entanglement that, despite the already important work done on
cultural exchange by authors such as James Clifford (1997) and Ulf Hannerz (1996,
2004), still calls for further ethnographic inquiry and fine tuning.

From Your Valentine, with Love: Saying It ‘The Indian Way’

Undoubtedly, Indian society is changing drastically with neo-liberalisation. With
around 50% of the Indian population less than 30 years of age, in particular India’s
rapidly growing and increasingly visible youth mirrors a host of changes, and
through this perceived change turns into the torchbearers — and scapegoats — of
a ‘developed’, cosmopolitan, ‘better life’ that has become possible for members of
the aspiring middle class (Brosius 2010) ever since India became a ‘global super-
power’ in the 1990s (Zore 2010). One of the most passionately and violently
contested battles fought — besides access to higher education and work in the service
sectors — is that of intimate love relationships, unravelling modernity’s ambivalence
in terms of its qualities and the whereabouts of empowerment and restriction. At

ntervisuality relates to the concept of intertextuality and stands for the referential strategies of
different visual regimes (e.g. appropriation, differentiation) in a web of connections (see Chap. 1).
*The ‘twittered’ gaze is a term coined by Sarat Maharaj at the keynote lecture to the annual
conference of the Cluster of Excellence “Asia and Europe in a Global Context” in October 2009,
where he referred to a distributed way of looking as a new challenge to today’s consumption of
images and media. See Chap. 1 in this volume.
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first sight, it is as simple as sending a greeting card, an act taking place between two
people, allegedly undisturbed by family members, caste or religious restrictions.
The choreography of sending a card is intertwined with a new topography of
‘romantic spots’ and displays of romantic gestures, and seems to spread at equal
speed and with similar intensity, ease and ‘success’ as the images and media they
accompany. But since the ‘simple’ idea of falling in love with a person of one’s own
choice, and the celebration of romantic love between two people implies a rela-
tively drastic reconfiguration of other social models, such as arranged marriage, our
entanglements are manifold and at times stormy. Greeting cards, the images, texts
and practices attached to them, are thus a particularly good means of looking at the
knot of emotions from an anthropological perspective since they generate and
reinforce romantic codes (Illouz 1997: 170).

Valentine’s Tokens of Love

Valentine’s Day, celebrated on 14 February of every year, was introduced to urban
India in the late 1990s, at the same time when high capitalism started to flourish and
shine with a rapidly growing middle class, an expanding digital media infrastruc-
ture, a plethora of objects, sites and practices of conspicuous consumption and new,
dreamlike career opportunities, seemingly available to all those aspiring to jump on
the bandwagon of what soon came to be heralded as ‘India Shining’.? Setting out as
products of mass reproduction in mid-nineteenth century Victorian England, then
expanding to the USA in the second half of the same century, Valentine’s Day
greeting cards celebrate the manifestation and declaration of romantic feelings of
two people towards each other by means of creating and spending ‘special’ time at
‘special sites’ with and/or presenting other gifts to each other. Valentine’s Day has
become a ritual of self-display and self-creation for young Indian couples, married
and unmarried, between approximately the age of 16 to the late 30s. With the
celebration of ‘being in love’, the festival also underlines the pleasure of dating
and dining, of consumption and public declarations of emotions as ‘pleasure’.
Renowned the world over by making visible — and legitimising — romantic
sentiments between two people, Valentine’s Day in India is a highly contested
and politicised occasion for many, both critics and supporters.

Of interest for this article is that Valentine’s Day — even though the exact number
of people who celebrate it may not be that high (see Footnote 13) — brought with it a
whole set of new emotions, emotional codes, spaces and dramatisations. It is some
of these that I shall examine here, and do so by examining romantic love as
a cultural practice, as a utopia and ritual of transgression and distinction, as part
and parcel of an economy and social organization of late capitalism as it ‘touches

3The slogan was coined for an electoral campaign of the Hindu nationalist party BJP a few years
later, in 2004, signifying India’s rise to the status of a global/ised superpower (see Brosius 2010).
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ground’ and seeks to root itself in the Global South by means of creating new social
divisions. I focus mainly on the expanding gift culture, ritual performances and
events linked to Valentine’s Day in urban India in the New Millennium, and the
temporal and spatial boundaries between private and public realms, drawn anew
and contested, at times violently, in the course of this. Romantic love, as ‘emotion
work’ following feeling rules,* navigates between economic and political spheres
as well as the immediate experience of the body (Illouz 1997: 3). Interestingly,
Janice Irvine relates Arlie Hochschild’s concept of emotion work to the effort
involved in creating feelings ‘suitable’ to a particular situation, or generating ‘“‘a
desired feeling which is initially absent” (2007: 25).

With the introduction of Valentine’s Day, an emotional ecology has been created
that dwells on the anticipation of love in the making, of love as emotion work, for
which time and energy need to be invested, to make ‘special’ time and ‘special’
emotions. Identifying the pursuit of love with that of happiness, it is best conspicu-
ously displayed and experienced, with Valentine’s Day as a performative pinnacle
of ‘special’ time and emotions. Valentine’s Day can be understood as a stage
through which certain moral discourses on public and private spheres move cen-
tre-stage and shape current debates on modern subjectivities. In this proliferation of
new subjectivities that has emerged with economic liberalisation, and with the
paradigmatic shift from the duty to save for the nation’s well-being to the duty to
spend and enjoy a pleasurable life (Mazzarella 2003), Valentine’s Day cards are
crucial in disseminating diverse emotions related to romantic love, and require the
aspiration (and competence) of their addressees — both buyers and receivers — to
read meaning into the rhetoric of humorous, sentimental or erotic lyrics and
pictures. In India, Valentine’s Day is the first festival based on the celebration of
love between two individuals, ideally with no space for other forms of participation
and membership — and thus social control. Here, the temple or the private home is
replaced by the park, movie-hall or the café/restaurant. The cards are one way of
making this exclusive bond — the appreciation of a particular person and his/her
attitudes — visible. But the act of giving and receiving cards is only one layer of
several other ‘texts’ and performances.

This is why Valentine’s Day celebrations and Valentine’s Day cards should be
taken seriously: more than being ‘just’ cards, they mark new pathways; hitherto
unspoken languages and emotional topographies of public life, predominantly in
urban settings, enable globalised imaginaries of an unbound life, unrestricted by
caste and class, religion and region: “Commodities have now penetrated the
romantic bond so deeply that they have become the invisible and unacknowledged
spirit reigning over romantic encounters” (Illouz 1997: 11). They are part of
a glocalised and highly contested cultural vocabulary of sentiments that has become
more visible and publicly accessible than others, thus communicating and shaping
‘romantic feelings’. Valentine’s Day stands not only for the monadic universe of

*Hochschild (1979) refers to the ways in which people can produce, manage and control emotions
with reference to what is perceived as socially suitable or politically appropriate.
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a couple in love, but for the mobilisation of intense affect in the service of moral
politics and panics, for what Irvine calls “discrete episodic uprisings within a
generalized climate of social regulation” (2007: 4), internally fragmented and yet
capable of generating a chilling atmosphere of fear and restriction. This leads me to
explore the emergence of different publics entangled in the negotiation of ‘romantic
love’ via images and media, and the notion of fragmented public spaces, loosely
connecting the state, political interest groups, social movements, media agents and
individual citizens. I propose that the ‘localisation’ of globalised romantic love in
urban India, through a ritualised event like Valentine’s Day, enables us to show the
complex and conflict-ridden ways in which sites and performances of emotions, and
the relations they are tied to, shape, and are shaped. This includes notions of love
as a language and performance, of lovers as ‘torchbearers’ of a global lifestyle
or ‘illiterates’, and the moral distinctions drawn through concepts such as freedom
of choice and loss of values and tradition.

This article takes the tension even further for it argues that in the light of
the transcultural meanderings of a globalised concept such as romantic love, and
spearheaded by things like Valentine’s greeting cards, we must not assume that the
notion of ‘authentic’ love has been prioritised and recognised as a universal value.
Instead, it is both ‘the authentic’ sentiment of an individual and the forces of
commodity and gift cultures that are contested in a context such as urbanised India,
contested with other and conflicting notions of person and public space. Moreover,
the idea of gender equality in a companionate love relationship is an additional
innovation accompanying romantic love (despite its enforcement of highly gendered
stereotypes of ‘men’ and ‘women’). In order to explore this transcultural contact zone
of contestation, I shall first look at the marketing of romantic desire and expression in
the case of Valentine’s Day in India. Here, the iconography and performativity of
greeting cards is given pride of place. In a second step, I shall explore the tensions
arising when the images and media ‘go public’ in such a way that they present
themselves as catalysts for moral panics and regulation of the public sphere.

In both cases, it is the concepts of transculturality and flows that help us to
analyse social change, using images and media as method and data, revealing
otherwise hidden or marginalised ethnographic facts.

Card-Makers, Card-Givers and Card-Takers

Let me take you to the case study, images, media and practices related to
Valentine’s Day in India. The following two quotes come from Archies, South
Asia’s largest producer of greeting cards, which holds the largest monopoly on
Valentine’s Day cards, and one of my key fields of inquiry since I began this project
in February 2009. The Annual Report addresses the shareholders with these notes:
We at Archies have a special day for every special moment or relationship. Those

innumerable moments that have given rise to relationships. We have created ideas to
help people to nurture and take those relationships to the next level. We just know the
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perfect way to give to your relationship a head start. Be it Birthdays, . . . Raksha Bandhan®
... Valentine’s Day or now Daughter’s Day.®

Life is a celebration. Emotions can flow anytime. At Archies, we don’t wait for
occasions to express our feelings, we create moments of celebration. Whatever may be
the feeling, we have something to convey it. ... We have created opportunities to express
feelings to our loved ones. ... When words fail to convey the right feelings, people turn to
Archies. There is no better way.’

What is interesting in these comments is the emphasis on the idea that events
frame emotions, and on the efficient management of emotions by means of struc-
turing time and relationships. Moreover, the focus on “life as celebration”, on the
nurturing and cultivation of intimate love, and the notion of showing a ‘way out’ of
the troublesome embarrassment of speechlessness when it comes to communicating
love is central. It almost seems like applied speech act theory, for Archies lyrics and
media seem automatically to create the desired emotions and relationship between
card-giver and card-taker. Archies is the help required to release one from clumsy
speechlessness, a guiding light out of what becomes a kind of illiteracy in the new
jungle of emotions and lifestyles that have been introduced, and idealised, with
economic liberalisation. Yet, seemingly paradoxically, Archies is also the motor
behind the creation of romantic love as a ‘social fact’: as a signifier of a prosperous
and happy life, the cards may also generate the desire to be in love!

Emotion Work at Archies’ Dream Factory

I had never thought that I would become interested in Valentine’s Day, having been
suspicious about its celebration in Germany as a student, because it seemed too
straightforward, too commercial and conservative, too ‘kitschy’ and thus tacky. I
forgot about it. Through my interest in popular visual and mass-reproduced material
culture, I came across a very dynamic and visually strong production and circula-
tion of greeting cards from Hindu nationalist organisations, first while still working
on my doctoral thesis between 1998 and 1999. I noticed a wide variety of New Year
cards were available at several stores that stocked Hindu nationalist propaganda
material, and, because of my focus on political iconography, began collecting them
(Brosius 2007). Around 2000, these cards were frequently used to circulate suitable
iconographies and legitimise Hindutva and to generate an ‘imagined community’ of
nationalist card-takers and —givers (Anderson 1983). But while I do not consider the
cards of the first case as central factors in the Hindu Right’s success (or failure),

SThe festival of love and affection from a sister vis-a-vis her brother, manifested in the sister tying
a band around her brother’s wrist, popular mainly in North India (see http://www.raksha-bandhan.
com/).

%Archies Annual Report 2007-2008: 11 (http://www.archiesonline.com/gateway/Annual-Report-
2008-09.php, accessed on May 13, 2010).

7 Archies, Annual Report 2008-2009 (ibid.).
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I would argue that Valentine’s Day greeting cards have substantially come to shape
relations and practices, enabled people to conceive of and experience new
emotions. Valentine’s Day and its ritualised paraphernalia have contributed to the
aesthetic dimension of in urban life styles. Most of all, they have helped creating the
idea that one has to ‘work’ to make love work, to be — and stay — in love. Behind this
lies the concept that a good relationship between man and woman is identified
with happiness and that one must learn certain rules and competences to gain that
happiness, and turn it into a sustainable, nurturing state of being. The cards speak
a language of ongoing pleasure, excitement and thrill, a fascination for the other
partner by ‘finding’ oneself in him or her, a longing to make that person utterly
happy, because s/he returns that happiness. This notion of romantic love differs
from ‘classical’ notions of marriage, where the decision for unification is made by
the parents of the couple-to-be, on the basis of caste, religion, horoscope, as well
as educational and economic status. Arranged marriage allows for love to unfold
after, never before, marriage, and not because two individuals feel the desire to live
together but because their compatibility has been checked by the parents, and in
some cases by the ritual specialist. Romantic love is not a must. On the contrary,
being in love might even disturb the emotional ecology of the groom’s joint family
into which the bride ‘traditionally’ moves after marriage. At the end of the day, it is
not only the husband, but the whole family, and in particular the mother-in-law,
who must approve of the girl and live with her. Romantic love is about two people
finding each other and eloping in one another’s arms and souls, thus running the
danger of forgetting about their social duties and responsibilities, about caste and
religious borders.

“Remember: the nice thing about a date is it’s just a date”, reads The Art of
Dating, a small handbook published by Archies (no date) before the chapters on
‘predate warmups’ and ‘the confidence game’ start. The concept of dating, also
crucial to Valentine’s Day, has brought a sea of change in that this culture of meeting
and getting to know a potential partner-for-life before marriage has opened up
horizons of choice for youth themselves.® ‘Traditional ritual specialists face a
wind of competition by event managers like Archies, Asian (speed) dating websites
like AsianD8, and online matrimonial services like shaadi.com.” And the card is one
such ‘subversive’ element that undermines the authority of the previous monopoly
holders: it underlines the idea that two people to send each other cards without
consulting external authorities, and is a major element of a culture of flirting and
‘tuning’."” The greeting card was introduced to India in the early 1980s, in the
context of large religious festivals like Diwali (Hindu New Year) or Christmas.
With it emerged a new emotional ecology, new social networks, new geo-physical

8] am referring to a segment of youth that belongs to a more affluent and aspiring middle class,
predominantly with access to higher education and living in metropolitan centres and big towns.

9See www.asiand8online.com/ and www.shaadi.com, both accessed on 15.5.2010.

%I their ethnographic study of youth culture in India, Osella & Osella coin ‘tuning’ as “a tentative
exchange” and “semi-formalized speech act” between two (heterosexual) youngsters (2000).
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‘contact-zones’ and sites of encounter, new notions of subjectivity and selfhood in
amodern world: “What is it about receiving a greeting card that makes it a keepsake,
elicits an immediate response, or brings people to tears? The answer lies in what
greeting cards most often communicate — sentiments. Sentiments are socially
significant feelings — each sentiment signifying a pattern of sensations, emotions,
actions, and cultural beliefs appropriate to a social relationship “(Michner et al.
1991; Ekman and Davidson 1994). What Erving Goffman (1967) calls “ceremonial
tokens” when referring to greeting cards is instantly related to leisure and consump-
tion (Mooney and Brabant 1998). The tokens even make up a big part of Valentine’s
Day as they spur ritual performances and events (a holiday) that require certain
‘suitable’ sites of transfer between two people and thus allow new social networks to
be shaped and stabilised. In the USA, this is also known as a ‘Hallmark event’.!!
Archies seems to be for South Asia what Hallmark is for the Anglo-American
world. The company holds the largest share of the greeting cards market in India,
with hundreds of Archie’s outlets and franchises, offering cards and gifts dotted all
over the urban Indian landscape. Archie’s is intertwined with the arrival of shop-
ping malls, birthday parties, a pub and café culture and a rising, educated and
affluent middle class in India. The company started in 1979, much before economic
liberalisation, when its chairman, Anil Moolchandani, introduced songbooks con-
taining lyrics by music bands Abba and Boney M. Subsequently, he marketed
colour reproductions of posters, predominantly depicting European sites. In the
early 1980s, Moolchandani turned the posters of flowers and landscapes into
seasonal greeting cards, and they are still sold today, as part of the ‘P-series’
(poster). As I was told by Kalpana M., senior marketing manager of Archies:
“Then came birthday (cards), the mother’s day, father’s day, all the relations.
Then only came Diwali'? and Christmas. .. much later we got into all the Western
days. .. I remember, for Valentine’s Day we had five cards” — compared to around
150 cards today and with a wide range of prices and sizes! Today, Archies
predominantly deals with cards related to Western holidays, with Valentine’s Day
being the biggest annual occasion. According to Kalpana, the card market is
increasingly shifting now from metros to cities.'> Only in 2000 did the first Archies

""Hallmark event refers to something invented for commercial purposes and at the same time
creating an emotional culture with validity for many people, e.g. more than ‘just’ commodified and
thus ‘inauthentic’ emotions.

2Diwali is known as the Hindu New Year and is celebrated as a national holiday in India.

'3 Archies India hold licenses from Archies UK and USA, with international licensing coming from
Archies UK: 117 company-owned stores in India by 2008, and the aim at that time was to take this
count to 230 by 2010; in addition to 350+ franchisees across India and 5 countries (Annual Report
2008) and a 17.5% turnover in 2008, it also sponsors MTV programmes such as Splitsvilla, a very
popular reality TV shows. Greeting cards lead the product variety in numbers (followed by gift
items) but not in sales value. In 2008, almost 50 million cards (500 lakh) were produced, 40 million
sold. The gift sector was more profitable, with an increase of more than 10% in sales and income
(Annual Report 2008-2009: 46). The highest sales are in North India, followed by West, South and
then East India (ibid., 48). The latest sales report by Archies gives the following numbers: sale of
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shop open, in prosperous neighbourhoods and malls in India’s megacities, the
majority of shops being franchises. The clientele seems fairly broad, with people
from different generations, but the most important aim seems to be to keep
“a vigilant eye on the pulse of the youth brigade” (Annual Report 2008—2009: 6),
albeit one that is willing, and able, to spend a few hundred rupees, if not more, for
a ‘special occasion’: “Archies caters to a very demanding segment of the consumer
base. The customers are aware of latest trends” (Annual Report 2008-2009: 7).
Broadly speaking, the consumers are predominantly members of the urbanised
aspiring and expanding middle classes in post-liberalisation India (Fernandes
2006; Brosius 2010) (Fig. 2.1).

LET“S DANCE

S

Fig. 2.1 Disco dancers,
Archies Valentine’s Day
greeting card, c. 2008

greeting cards in 2010: almost 21 million cards, with a profit of 999.07 lakh INR (€1,665,000);
compared to c. 33 million cards and 1353.72 lakh INR (€2,256,000) in 2009, which points to a
decline in card sales. These numbers concern sales for different festivals, albeit, the best sales still
take place for Valentine’s Day (Annual Report 2009-2010, p. 50, for the detailed report, see http://
www.archiesonline.com/gateway/Annual-Report-2009-10.php, accessed on 2.1.2011).


http://www.archiesonline.com/gateway/Annual-Report-2009-10.php
http://www.archiesonline.com/gateway/Annual-Report-2009-10.php
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Since around 2000, Valentine’s Day is a festival that provokes the most intense
and controversial feelings, due to its association with radical social shifts in Indian
society, mainly in North and West India."* This is also why the cards, as I will discuss
shortly, are often held responsible for having a ‘direct impact’ on people’s morals,
values and norms. Likewise, in the above citation, we learn that Archies aims at
branding emotions in line with their own invention, or at least massive support of,
new festivals, thus creating what could be called an ‘Archies event’ culture:

Over the years we have provided people an expression to their wonderful emotions. So
whenever the journey of love begins, we get going. As retailers of emotions we have always
made sure that every special moment in your life is a celebration. (Annual Report 2007-08)

Archies cards create another cycle of festivals — outside the realm of the sacred,
in the sphere of the ‘public’, private, personal, secular: thus on entering an Archies
shop, one finds cards classified according to categories such as teacher’s day, friend-
ship day, father’s day, mother’s day, daughter’s day — and most recently, also a series
of cards celebrating gay relationships (see below) (Fig. 2.2).

Fig. 2.2 Greeting card shelves in an Archies shop in South Delhi, January 2010, Photo: Christiane
Brosius

It seems to be an interesting, yet still under-researched phenomenon that resistance against
Valentine’s Day appears to form in states that witnessed communalist tensions in the late 1980s
and 1990s.
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It is not that ‘Archies moments’, and what they represent, are approved or even
appreciated instantly. While I will examine further critical voices as regards
Valentine’s Day below, one example of a particular critique should suffice for the
time being: This post on a website related to an attack on the festival of romantic
love in 2009, and calls for an indigenisation and thus pacification of the ‘foreign’
and thus purportedly threatening festival. Valentine’s Day is translated, using Urdu
and Hindi words, as ‘Day of Love’ (Prem Divas, Pyar Mohabbat ka Din). This
claim follows a whole chain of ‘translatory conversions’ of sites into the ‘indige-
nous’ and/or original name, as demanded by many critics of Westernisation and
colonisation.'® The request for translation suggests that one could almost magically
‘tame’ alleged feared Westernisation by converting it into a ‘genuinely Indian’
thing and thus also tame the anger of such radical groups as the Shiv Sena and
their leader Bala Saheb Thackeray. The latter often spearhead violence against
Valentine’s Day, arguing that it hurts the Hindu sentiment, spreads vulgarity and
enforces the dilution of ‘Indian culture’.

Valentine’s Day is particularly interesting to look at as a globalised event (quite
like Mother’s Day or Halloween). It helps us to examine — in both diachronic
and synchronic ways — the asymmetrical flow of concepts such as ‘romantic love’ in
the context of other notions such as ‘individual freedom’, ‘intimacy’, ‘decency’,
‘shame’ or ‘vulgarity’. It also enables us to gain a better understanding of the fabric
of one of the key domains of this cluster: emergent or declining publics and public
spheres, that is, in the first case, the agents, and in the second, the larger con-
texts, including media, physical space, institutions, etc. And, last but not least,
it challenges us to consider the complex relationship between imagination and
global imaginaries, and local contexts and discourses as well as the emergence of
modern subjectivities.

This case study underlines the ‘hurdles’ and ‘bumps’ of uneven flows of
concepts within globalised landscapes. While in many European and American
countries, the public declaration and expression of love seems to be an accepted, if
not ‘normal’ thing today (and it has not ‘always’ been like this), its spread is rather
controversial in the case of India (see Orsini 2006a). Since romantic love is not
simply an individual but also a public concern, and as a globalised concept
increasingly connected with media flows, with ideals of individual mobility, free-
dom of choice and lifestyle as pleasure, it invites research on how, seemingly
paradoxically, “in contemporary culture the liminal inversion of the social order
and the opposition to utilitarian values affirmed by romantic love are shaped by the
market”, especially since “romantic practices draw from the pervasive but con-
flicting cultural idioms of hedonism and work discipline” (Illouz 1997: 10), with the
promise of the pursuit of individual happiness and suitable lifestyle.

'>The renaming policy applies in particular to places, streets, and cities across India.
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Ritualised Expenditure The Cards

Valentine’s Day greeting cards do not come unaccompanied. They are embedded in
a dramaturgy of anticipation that starts each year, since the 1990s, after Christmas,
when English (and some vernacular) newspapers publish festival-related articles
and ads, TV channels announce special ‘V-Day’ programmes, and restaurants
advertise candlelight dinners. By now, Valentine’s Day marks the emergence of
a new, ‘legitimate’ emotional culture and social landscape, and by shifting several
boundaries comes in for a lot of criticism (Fig. 2.3). Nevertheless, the ‘festival of
love’ has become a firm part of the ritual cycle of national festivals and middle class
consumption. In recent years, it can even be found in some of the traditional
religious Hindu calendars.

There are a few nodal points of entanglement that deserve further mention. In
India, Valentine’s Day has facilitated and pushed into public visibility a striving
youth culture, together with its desires and aspirations. This has been accompanied
by what is supposed to be private and hidden, if even legitimate: the shaping and
declaration of intimate, romantic love in public, ‘public display of affection’
(hereafter also ‘PDA’). As a cornerstone of a predominantly neoliberal utopia
it throws open “the possibility of an alternative social order” (Illouz 1997: 9) and
new gender roles based on the (theoretical) principle of equality.'® Thus, if we want

® February 14th, 2005, 09:40 AM

Indian @
Indian eCharchan

. intent is good ..but the way its executed is bad

mother's day
father's day
friendship day
valentines day

they all should be renamed when they come to india.
and all these days dedicated for expressing feelings..should be done in Hindi or Their mother tongue.

valentines day - pyaar mohabbat ka din

- main tujhe pyaar karta hoon janeman
friendship day - dosti ka din

- Dost ..chal aaj shaam ko Daaru peetey hain ?

kya bolte ho ? Good Idea ..no ? 2
shiv sena kush ..bala saheb kush ,,..aur sabhi nau javan kush ??

Fig. 2.3 From a blog on the ‘indigenisation’ of Valentine’s Day, 2009 see http://echarcha.com/
forum/showthread.php?p=8104, accessed on 5.7.2011

'Here, Illouz refers to the work of Paul Ricoeur who distinguishes utopia from ideology in that the
first refers to the fantasy of an alternative, even subversive social order/relationship, while the
latter only reproduces power and interest (1997: 145). Whether the two are easily distinguishable


http://echarcha.com/forum/showthread.php?p=8104
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to explore modern subjectivities and emotions, we must do this in the light of the
ways in which the market has impacted on them in complicated and highly
performative ways — at the same time as “romance was liberated from certain social
controls” (Illouz 1997: 71). One example is the dependence of Valentine’s Day on
a “Western’ culture of dating as the motor — and evidence — of the emotional arousal
by which the romantic encounter is pushed from courtship in the parents’ home into
the public sphere of consumption and new urban leisure topographies. This marks
“the symbolic and practical penetration of romance by the market” (Illouz 1997: 14),
creating “islands of privacy” (Illouz 1997: 56) that nevertheless demand other
skills that are part and parcel of other forms of social control. Another point of
entanglement is that of a shift in priorities: Giddens has turned our attention to the
fact that one must invest in a relationship to make it work. The motivation behind
this is reciprocal recognition, trust and friendship, all elements that have also been
highlighted by my student informants in Delhi. But the emphasis on the flow of
emotions between two people as a foundation stone of happiness and a fulfilled life,
disregarding and even consciously excluding others in romantic entanglements,
and the idea that one must nurture a relationship and that in a partnership intimate
feelings are crucial but can not be taken for granted, has raised critical voices about
purported shifts, and declines, in affection for and respect towards other family
members and values.

New Sites and New Habits

The relatively young card culture in India opened up new ways of expressing
emotions and socialising for a generation of youth and younger adults for whom
the transformation from planned economy to open market economy was accom-
panied by a shift away from the pressure to serve the nation to pleasure and
consumption as progress. With the addressees of the cards, the focus of social
networking shifted from the joint family to the nuclear family, to individual
relationships such as friendships or work relationships, and with that celebrated
a range of events from religious festivals to friendship day to mother’s day,
birthdays, Boss Day or the newly created ‘daughter’s day’. As of late, we also
find cards celebrating (male) beer drinking and (female) coffee culture, as well as
disco dancing and golf playing (Figs. 2.1 and 2.4). This clearly demarcates new
practices and sites of lifestyle consumption that have become increasingly relevant
for the burgeoning, more confident urban middle class and for youth aspirations that
seek recognition by making themselves visible in public space. Moreover
Valentine’s Day, and maybe more than other secular festivals, delineates how
certain ‘emotional zones’ have been inserted into the urban and leisure culture of

can be debated. The idea of equality is predominantly based on heterosexual relationships.
Homosexual relationships are still stigmatised in India (see Bose and Bhattacharya 2007).
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neoliberal India. In this, the card industry plays a significant role because it allows
us to trace the signature and language of new romantic love in public. It plays
such an important role because it moves into a vacuum that was created by social
change, by the desire of youth for less social restriction, where the market becomes
the handbook of a new habitus.

Archies’ cards thus spell out a range of interesting categories: lifestyle habits
(drinking wine, beer or coffee in a Western cup; eating out at a restaurant, dancing
at a party or disco), places associated with romance and leisure though rarely
identifiable (e.g., a beach, hotel, the Eiffel Tower, a bench, harbour, sunset),
gestures (kissing, hugging, looking at each other, holding hands...), and items
from the material culture of gifts (e.g. underwear, dress, hearts, flowers. ..). The
large majority of cards show pictures of roses, teddy bears and hearts. In my search
through the Archies archives of the last 6 years, I have not come across a card where
a person wore a distinctly Indian dress, such as a sari or a salwaar kameez: all of the
depicted persons, whether in the genre of photograph or drawing, men or women,
wear Western dress, and are associated with Western consumer goods. The majority
of cards use English lyrics and slogans. In terms of design, we never find plain
postcards but always foldable A6-A1 formats.

Fig. 2.4 Beer mugs chosen
for “Friendship Day”,
greeting card by Archies,

c. 2007




2 Love in the Age of Valentine and Pink Underwear 41
The Language of Desire

The rear side of many Archies greeting cards read: “Cards spread love. Make
someone feel loved today” or “Greeting cards are more thoughtful than most
other communication options”. This already underlines their producer’s intention
to promote them as vehicles of an emotion, as bearers of a new language of, and
thus competence for, love.

I wish to focus here on four different cards with their lyrics. On and inside one
card, for instance, you could read romantic prose such as “you’ve made my world a
paradise of love, we are bonded in love, forever, you bring peace to my soul” or
“when our eyes meet and quickly shy away from each other. . . I think I am in love”.
The fact that love ‘falls upon’, or ‘befalls’ a person is clearly a new experience, that
someone is ‘special’ because of his/her personality (and not status by birth) is
a crucial marker of this new love. Infatuation, blindness, ‘being foolishly in love’
(Illouz 197: 166) are associated with these declarations of intense and immediate
emotion as illusions that can not be relied upon — a notion that begins to haunt hearts
and minds by the end of the eighteenth century in Europe, mainly in popular
romantic literature.

Only in the 17th century did a more definite and clearly articulated interrogation of the
relationship between reality, fiction and sentiment appear. The 17" century French moralist
La Rouchefoucauld expressed this in his well-known maxime that ‘many people would not
have fallen in love had they not heard of it. ... As the theme of love took over popular and
literary fiction and as fiction material, thanks to the print media, was distributed on a wider
social and geographical scale, the cultural malaise about the presumed power of fiction to
induce a (false) sentiment of love deepened. (Illouz 1998: 161-162)

The next card (Fig. 2.5) shows several (female) red lips on a white ground, with
red writing. Short slogans associate these lips with the pleasure of kissing and
longing to kiss. Opening the card — and indeed, the moment of opening a greeting
card is highly performative and dramatised — the following lyrics can be read: “Your
lips. .. are lickable, likeable, soft and biteable. Your lips love to tease, love to
nibble, play and love to be loved’. To me, this also underlines the gendered
language of this new love for these are bound to be the words of a man. Thus the
buyers of these cards would predominantly be men.'” Another card displaying
shoes, a dress and a handbag (Fig. 2.6) seems to support this thesis of gendered
cards. It reads: “Life becomes: magic, meaningful, peaceful, tender, no one means
so much to me as you, you are a blessing, god-sent, new perspective, growing by
every day, we are inseparable, bonded in love forever; you're so beautiful that
I can’t stop loving you,; soulmate, happiness, at home in your arms...”. What is
interesting here is the emphasis on the thrills and pleasures of a companionate
relationship, on the fact that an ideal partner would imbue erotic love, divine

"Unfortunately, it is not possible to ‘measure’ the gender of customers in statistics. Shop owners
and sellers would not want, or be able, to comment on this either.
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Fig. 2.5 Lips, Archies
Valentine’s Day greeting
card, c. 2008
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purpose and intimate friendship. The last card, to be discussed further below, shows
the drawing of a woman seated on sofa, holding a glass of wine, wearing a Western
evening dress, and a very low neckline. The text reads: “sweetheart: our love is like
wine, growing better with time” (Fig. 2.7).

Look at these cards for a moment: probably you would not have guessed that they
are made and sold in India. When compared with Western greeting cards, there
seems to be perfect symmetry on the visual and even the language level. Nothing
particularly ‘Indian’ pops into our eyes. Instead, the ‘actors’ engaged in romantic
gestures, usually photographed, seem Caucasian (usually marked by blonde or red
hair), if at all recognisable as ethnic (Fig. 2.8). The asymmetrical flow of Valentine’s
Day emerges less on the iconographic level and more on the level of the ethno-
graphic data. The emotion of erotic desire and pleasure linked to some of the
Valentine’s Day greeting cards seems to be more at ease in the context of foreign/
ised, Caucasian bodies and settings. It must still be ‘outsourced’, taking place in the
‘gated compounds’ of the globalised imaginary.
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Fig. 2.6 Material goods
and gifts on an Archies
Valentine’s Day greeting
card, 2010

Strategies of Boundary Drawing and Transgression

Interestingly, Kalpana, employed in Archies’ PR section in Delhi, tells me that the
reasons for choosing de-ethnicised or non-Indian models for the romantic scenes
has nothing to do with ethnic ‘Othering’, and ignores my references to stigmata of
the West as morally loose. In a surprising twist, she idealises cosmopolitan
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OUR LOVE IS LIKE WINE ~
GROWING BETTER WITH TIME
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Fig. 2.7 Lady raising a toast
to love, Archies Valentine’s
Day greeting card, 2010

distinction and renders it as ethnically indifferent: “a couple kissing would appeal
only to an urban market”; an urban audience won’t really see this (Fig. 2.8)
as a foreign couple. “We do everything in the Western style anyway”, not even
noticing that it is Western because it comes so ‘natural’.

In our conversation and while commenting on Valentine’s Day greeting cards of
previous years, Kalpana adds: “Do you know what? You can’t say ‘miss you’ in an
Indian way.” This is a central assumption: the lack of certain means of expression in
an allegedly cultural specific context that requires the appropriation of other codes,
and codes of the Other. I shall explore the role of the other woman, the foreign
woman, in a short while, but first let me elaborate on other categories of ‘the Other’
that relate to the entanglements I mentioned at the beginning of this article.
Language and media technologies are closely interwoven. With the mobile phone
culture, especially messaging, and with e-cards available at much less cost, the
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Fig. 2.8 Western couple,
Archies Valentine’s Day
greeting card, c. 2009
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greeting card sector has experienced a 30% drop'®: “sales (of ordinary cards) have

crashed ... people try to be more customised, they want to buy expensive. The
seasonal cards that were cheap were suddenly washed away. ... And now we can
only sell expensive cards. ... You just get a few, for the close ones, and these must
be expensive.” Yet, many argue that paper cards have a more ‘personal touch’ and
will survive the online revolution. This is not hard to believe if we read one text

message love poem published in 2002: “Lst nite dnces b4 my eys. Whn cn we tango
agn? I wnt 2 awkn desirs tht u dnt knw exst” (Shahin 2002, no changes made by
author). The question of digital erotics and sensuality must be posed differently.
While some may feel that letters are outdated and boring, and argue that a text
message is a perfect means for sexually inhibited Indians, in 2002 LOVE (Lovers’

A Valentine’s Day Card may cost around 100-300 INR (1.30-5€), ten-twenty times more than a
‘normal’ Diwali greeting card. Cards worth about US-$ 62 million are bought in India each year.
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Organisation for Voluntary Exhibition) attempted to counter the growing trend of
lovers communicating by short text messages over mobile phones and revive the
dying practice of writing and sending love letters."”

It is important to consider the flow of images and media in a historical context.
In the case of greeting cards, one should note that cards were used to shape rela-
tionships and thereby also draw boundaries between social groups and notions of
belonging or membership. Apparently, the Chinese were the first ones to send
goodwill messages on New Year, and in the fifteenth century, New Year’s greeting
cards are said to have been made by means of woodcut in Germany.?® Valentine’s
Day and the market of visually and verbally appealing greeting cards are rooted in
the 1850s—1960s, first in the Victorian Britain, then shifting to puritan America.
The first Valentines were made in England, and in 1850 they were introduced to the
USA, where to this day they have constituted the most popular greeting cards,
only matched by Christmas cards.”' The cards seem to express what is difficult to
communicate otherwise: they open a projective space of unburdened intimacy and
affection in romantic settings, like nostalgic French cartes postales from around
1900, where couples kissing and hugging each other can be seen in romantic
settings. They conjure up an innocent and ‘close elsewhere’, a liminal space
where what is often defined as inappropriate and obscene by conservative forces,
bears a utopian lightness and glamour. Images and media are not disconnected from
the social worlds of the daily life through which they circulate. While in the USA
and Great Britain, boundaries of class and race were transgressed, Indian society
seems to have been most challenged in terms of religion and caste: “Romantic love
emerged under colonial modernity as a site for a complex reworking of tradition
and modernity, one that pitted traditional marriages arranged according to caste and
community rules against companionate ones in which the idea of the modern couple
becomes central. ... A modern marriage was reconfigured to meet the requirements
of anew social contract based on individual rights, love within marriage emerged as
a key site of individual subjectivity” (Lukose 2009: 101, see also Mody 2008;
Osella and Osella 2000: 202). In Japan, Valentine’s Day has been celebrated since
1936, when it was introduced by a chocolate company, addressing foreigners living
in Japan. Increasingly, it became a woman’s task to give an appropriate amount of
chocolates to a man, not necessarily her spouse or lover, often her father, brother or
a company superior (see Rupp 2003). But Valentine’s Day is not appreciated
worldwide: it was banned in several countries since its recent arrival: Saudi Arabia

1Y“BBC World Service: “Indian Romantics to Revive Love Letters”, 1.2.2002, online version http://
news.bbc.co.uk/1/low/world/south_asia/1795906.stm.

20See www.tokenz.com/birthday-card-history.html accessed on 4.7.2011.

2In 2004, the greeting card industry sold 7 billion cards. According to the British Retail
Consortium, £75 million were spent on cards, with an estimated 25 million cards being sent in
the UK in 2007 (http://www.brc.org.uk/detailsO4.asp?id=1091&kCat=&kData=1, accessed on
25.5.2009).
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put a ban on Valentine’s day in 2008,%* Islamic priests demanded its ban in
Kuwait,” as did Sudanese Islamic clerics in their country in 2009,* mostly
identifying it with Westernisation or Christianisation and their accompanying
temptations. The regional Hindu chauvinist party Shiv Sena in Mumbai identified
Valentine’s day with ‘prostitution day’, vulgar, shameless and opposed to Indian
culture: “Valentine’s day is turning the youth away from our true culture and
traditions. Growing commercialisation by certain vested interests is further leading
them up the wrong path,” said Delhi Shiv Sena chief Jai Bhagwan Goel >

The notion of movement and change is certainly not far-fetched and must be
related to paradigmatic social and media shifts, as Francesca Orsini explains in her
edited volume Love in South Asia. Orsini emphasises that romantic love has always
been related to the danger of social and religious transgression, threatening group
solidarity (2006a: 11), and not necessarily leading to marriage. Moreover, in terms
of sexuality it has been connected to members of other religions, adivasi (tribal
population) or villagers, with lust, in particular female lust, which is attributed with
being dangerous. In her article on love letters, Francesca Orsini observes a shift,
similar to what might have happened with Valentine’s cards: with the advent of
print media and theatre around 1900, when old repertoires of love poetry “became
available to wider social groups outside the courts” and shaped new stories about
“ordinary men and women”, sparking debates about a new concept of love (Orsini
2006b: 251). Yet, it is precisely her argument about the de-ideologisation and
secularisation of love, the fact that women could now take the initiative in writing
love letters and desiring erotic love (Orsini 2006b: 236), that seems to point in
a direction that is also relevant for today’s discussion on Valentine’s Day cards:
people do not passively consume a medium but incorporate it ‘suitably’ in their
everyday lives and imagined utopias. Love letters, Orsini proposes, are an ideal
medium to create and convey intimacy in a protected, “secret space” (Orsini 2006b:
239), where certain emotions can be developed that “cannot be spoken face to
face”, even to the extent that social norms can be challenged and “deemed ‘unfair’”
(Orsini 2006b: 241). She also observes that the language of love in today’s
‘footpath manuals of love letters’ is English, indicating people’s “willingness to
participate in the game of romantic love and/or of individual advancement, inde-
pendence and career orientation” (Orsini 2006b: 242). In her ethnography Invitation
to Love (2001) about love letter writing in contemporary Nepal, Laura Ahearn

22http: //theweek.com/article/index/106347/Saudi_Arabias_war_on_Valentines_Day.
3B, Izzak. 2008. “MPs seek to ban Valentine’s Day”. Kuwait Times, 14.2.
http://www .kuwaittimes.net/read_news.php?newsid=Nzc2NzAzNjA2.
Z*Reuters. 2009. Boycott Valentine’s Day, Asiaone, Singapore, 13.2.2009. http://news.asiaone.
com/News/AsiaOne%2BNews/World/Story/A1Story20090213-121633.html.

25By Cooldude, 14.2.2005, on eCharcha.com — loud and proud desi opinion (NRI participate in
this!), (http://www.echarcha.com/forum/showthread.php?t=19207).
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makes a case that a new medium, and even images, can better express and have
more impact on the way people think and behave, affecting local perceptions of
love and how they help constitute modern selves within the context of existing
notions of intimacy and companionate conjugality/marriage. To me, this comes
close to what Valentine’s Day cards are: they occupy a strange, slippery space —
marked by the language of English — both in terms of their status and their distance
to whaztGis visualised and verbalised as a private island in the public realm (Illouz
1997).

Knowledge, Empowerment and Mobility

An interesting similarity in terms of romantic love as a ritual of ‘emotion work’
surfaces between the manuals for love-letter-writing and the sending of Valentine’s
Day cards: looking at the spread of letter writing in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century, Orsini notes a “widespread and explicit” fear about educating
girls, sending them to colleges and being drawn into the circles of writing love, with
actual love-making as only a next step (Orsini 2006b: 241). Transgressing caste and
religious boundaries and diluting associated authorities and monopolies of power
may turn into an issue of key importance in the love between two people, who wish
to sideline social dogmas in preference to personal affinities. This border-crossing
is manifest in an ecology of rumours of — mainly students — ‘stealing’ innocent/
naive women from the ‘other’ community, both in caste and, worse even, religious
terms. Read this comment by ‘Ramesh’ (name changed):

Pub culture is welcome in India. We are all for it. But but but.... Non-Muslim girls should
mingle only with non-Muslim boys. Muslims should not come into pubs. If they want to
come, they should bring their women with them and dance only with them — whether burqa
clad or not. (11.2.2009)%’

This underlines that, as Jankowiak and Fischer allege, “cultural traditions
bind the individual emotionally into a web of dependency with others, thereby
rechanneling or defusing the intensity of an individual’s emotional experience. The
web of dependency, in return, undermines the individual’s proclivity to fantasize
about a lover or the erotic” (Jankowiak and Fischer 1992: 1) — in this example, the
regulations imposed on fantasising about unrestricted affection between lovers
from two religions. Moreover, what slips into Ramesh’s comment is the notion of
honour and shame and the accusation of intentional humiliation.

%In my ongoing research on the mediatisation of love, I plan to explore the impact of Bombay
cinema lyrics on the texts of Archie’s Valentine’s Day cards.

2TTo Muthalik, with love!-K Sreedevi, http://sify.com/valentine/valentine_fullstory.php?id=
14854542.
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Gendered Spaces and Habits

This brings us yet another step further into the web of entanglements of ethnic,
religious, gender-specific associations woven into the purportedly liberal notion of
romantic love: the relevance of public space as highly contested and ambiguous,
with hardly any space for what Illouz has called ‘private islands’ (see Fig. 2.7). It
also shows how we must consider ethnographic data that helps us to uncover who
has what kind of access to what sort of ‘public sphere’, and whose right of access
is restricted, even questioned. Illouz explores how, in the first half of the twentieth
century, the concept of romantic love was linked to new places and habits: dance-
halls and movie halls, but also automobiles represented independence and freedom
for the youth of those days. In India, romantic encounters in a car and other sites in
public are extremely risky, for one could be exposed to the public and reported to
the police. Such sites are accessible only to the upper echelons of Indian society.
Let us return to Archies, and to new habits and new sites. A few themes only
seem to find their way to customers in megacities. My informant Kalpana defines
Archies as pioneering in sexual and social revolution, and does so by pointing
towards the three gay cards introduced in 2010 and the introduction of daughter’s
day: “Daughters have always been the pride of every parent and this is why we at
Archies were inspired to dedicate a day for these angels.”*® Particularly when we
consider that daughters are still less wanted in India than sons, this is indeed a
courageous step. Archie’s latest card design for Valentine’s Day 2010 was only for

Fig. 2.9 Valentine’s Day
greeting card with
homosexual couple holding
hands, Archies 2010

8 Archies annual report 2007-2008: 11.
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sale in megacities, and even here I found only a few shops displaying ‘cards for
gays’ (Fig. 2.9). Kalpana admits that they are very nervous about new attacks and
even heavier criticism in terms of this ‘new visibility’ of something regarded as
‘sick’ and ‘abnormal’ by some, and which only this year was legalised by the
Supreme Court. In Kalpana’s view, Archies is actually spearheading sexual libera-
tion in India.*” It remains to be seen whether people object to the ‘popularisation’ of
homosexual relationships on Valentine’s Day. It is more or less seen as a ‘gimmick’
— like the wine-drinking woman: “Two years ago, I could not have introduced this
kind of a card. Maybe everybody drinks, but this does not mean that it is accepted as
a greeting card motif. Now I can do it. I can not do hundreds, but I can do it. . . This
is more of an urban card, you can sell it once in a while, you can’t sell it in a B-
town.” She showed me another Valentine’s Day Greeting card, with beer mugs and
one with a coffee cup and explained:

A new coffee culture is discovered here now, coming from Vienna. This was not there
before — where would you find cafes, where would you find pubs? Where would you have
found women of good families in a pub and drinking in public? That wasn’t heard of! My
parents still can’t comprehend that I do it. (New Delhi, September 2009)

Interestingly, there is a very elaborate culture of coffee consumption and planta-
tion in South India, and with it comes the institution of the Indian Coffee House,
founded in 1957, with around 400 coffee houses all run by co-operative societies,
mainly under communist governments. But since it has never been ‘marketed’ to
a middle class audience, it has been marginalised and ignored. What seems relevant
in the above quote is the ‘Vienna’ connection, where nostalgia for something
foreign unfolds that aspires to address a borderless, transnational elite. Moreover,
the idea of lifestyle, linked to particular class of people and places, features
centrally.

The Sexualised Western Body

What matters for conservative forces is that the trendier sites of alcohol con-
sumption become, such as lounge bars or pubs and even restaurants, the easier
women participate in this previously male-dominated public space and habit.
Middle class women who consume alcohol are growing in numbers and chal-
lenging petty bourgeois views of the woman as a nurturer of Indian tradition,
restricted to the walls of her home. Particularly in commercial films, women have
pioneered an ‘emancipated’ image which includes dancing in bars, drinking, and
having fun with men. But these women have usually been associated with the
‘vamp’ and thus stigmatised a priori as ‘uncontrolled’ and unattached. But while

In July 2009, the Delhi High Court deleted section 377 of the Indian Penal Code of 1860. This
law labelled gay sex to be an “unnatural offense”, punishable with up to 10 years in prison.
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a star like Helen (a.k.a. Helen Jairag Richardson) could be both a vamp and
a loveable figure without losing her dignity, this seems to be increasingly difficult
in today’s times.

Sexuality as Pleasure is the Domain of the Gendered Other

Western women have since long been associated with low sexual morals, and with
having unruly affinities to drinking alcohol and smoking. Film stars like Helen
could only be glamorous in the 1960s—1970s, performing daunting cabaret scenes,
seducing the ‘good’ Indian man — but always remaining lonely. Bridal and other
lifestyle magazines address sexuality and sexual pleasure in marital relationships.
But to this day, the images used to illustrate this are predominantly cut and
paste from Western magazines. I cannot go into any details about the complexity
surrounding the trajectories of presenting explicit gestures and acts of sexuality in
India’s commercial film industry (such as rape and wet saris, see Dwyer 2000;
Ghosh 1999) and the iconography of romance in other media. But romantic love is
certainly not a novelty that has been introduced by greeting cards. It goes back
hundreds of years, thus challenging the idea that it is the ‘property’ of Western
modernity and a universal emotional experience. There is erotic poetry in film
songs and in devotional poetry (be it bhakti or sufi), and Francesca Orsini has
convincingly argued that love in South Asia must be examined as a cultural and
highly entangled practice within conceptual clusters, performances, images and
narratives that have grown into repertoires (Orsini 2006b:). There are ancient love
stories featuring kings and queens (e.g. Jehangir and Mumtaz, manifest in the
construction of the Taj Mahal), Hindu deities (such as Rama and Sita, who had
an arranged love; Krishna and Radha who had a pre-marital relationship), and with
Layla and Majnun we have ‘Indianised’ versions of Romeo and Julia (see Kakar
and Ross 1986). There are chains of love songs in Bombay Cinema, as lovers dance
on Swiss or Himalayan mountains or in front of the Egyptian pyramids. In sum,
romance is rendered marginalised outside the realms of the imagined kingdom of
cloud seven of deities, film stars and elitist socialites, or to the dramatic albeit
heroic death of lovers who could not overcome their social boundaries. What seems
to happen in the case of Valentine’s Day Greeting cards is that, on the turf of the
everyday, fairly different notions, or qualities, of romantic love collide. We may
argue that with Valentine’s Day, older ideas of gender hierarchies are challenged by
notions of gender equality or companionate intimacy based on recognition and
reflection in capitalist societies (Giddens 1992, see also Lindholm 2006: 10). The
problem occurring in the Indian context is that romance threatens — but does not
substitute! — the moral legitimacy of the joint family, of caste and kin, and even
religion. Thus, in order to ‘succeed’ and be ‘indigenised’, a festival like Valentine’s
Day must undergo certain shifts. To avoid being derided as ‘tacky’ and ‘cheap’,
romance must be successfully linked to the ‘utopian fantasy of capitalism’ and
‘perpetual leisure’ (Illouz 1997: 45).
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Battles of Love: Censorship or Hurt Sentiment?

A senior employee of Archies seemed almost appalled when I asked if the Cauca-
sian bodies were chosen consciously. However, no Indian models had been used,
and in fact, all the photographed images were bought from Archies’ European or
US-American partners, albeit incorporated in a new context with house-made
lyrics.?° T also learnt that it was only a few years ago that Archies began to publish
people cards. Before that, at international fairs, said my informant, “we were
associated with roses and hearts only, how silly we seemed in their eyes!” (field
notes, conversation in New Delhi, August 2009). Finally, according to my infor-
mant, Archies has ‘grown up’ and lost its naive-conservative ignorance. But in its
turn towards people motifs and concrete sites and practices, it seems that the
dominant ‘Western touch’ — light skin, Western dress, erotic gestures and new
sites — was more suitable for what it still widely understood as a Western concept of
‘falling in love’. Thus, different emotional qualities must be considered for differ-
ent customers and different love narratives. I propose that these kinds of
‘Occidentalised’ bodies could serve as a means of distancing and simultaneously
exoticising, rendering the sender and receiver of a card less vulnerable. An inter-
esting tension is involved in referring to Caucasian bodies as metaphors of an
‘elsewhere’ and the use of English lyrics in the cards to express one’s love, and
demonstrate social capital by connecting the domain of romance with that of
conspicuous consumption. We must also remember that the public display of
affection (“PDA”) still fires moral panics. As Patricia Uberoi has observed, bridal
and other lifestyle magazines may address explicit topics related to sex practices
(and problems) — but in general only within the domain of marital relationships
(Uberoi 2006). Predominantly, the images used to illustrate this are cut and pasted
from Western magazines. The association of ‘the West’ with vulgar and immoral,
and even obscene behaviour is complex and requires more attention (see Mody
2008), but to illustrate my point about ‘PDA’, let me mention the case of Richard
Gere when he was in India for a televised AIDS/HIV charity event. Gere unwit-
tingly embraced and kissed his stage partner, film star and Big Brother celebrity
Shilpa Shetty in front of running cameras — on her cheek in 2007. Despite his
apologies for this ‘public kiss’, a judge from Jaipur issued an arrest warrant for the
two stars, ruling that they had violated obscenity laws in India. Religious
fundamentalists and Hindu nationalists too, opposed the kiss, not least as they
said because both stars were unmarried. Obviously, Richard Gere and Shilpa Shetty
were consciously chosen for media publicity reasons, sending signals to the
Westernised Indian middle class and élite as well as Western audiences. However,
both stars were probably not seriously worried about their integrity and safety,

30See Mazzarella on the erotic glamour magazine Debonair that, as he argues, introduced
“aesthetic parameters derived from the visual repertoire of Western fashion shoots and sex
magazines” in the 1990s (2003: 61).
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quite unlike other cases of ‘normal’ couples caught and accused in public, where
elopement, separation or even suicide may be the consequences of ‘PDA’ (see
Mody 2008). What becomes noticeable here is the that the media play a crucial role
in all this, repeatedly playing ‘vulgar’ scenes, thus further intensifying and
circulating emotions related to morality rather than critically engaging with and
challenging ‘moral police’. This may be one explanation for the lack of ‘Indian-
ness’ in the people-greeting cards.

There is resistance to the images and lyrics circulated by Archies cards, not only
to be seen when radical groups burn them in public a few days before or on
Valentine’s Day. Kalpana told me about a gift and card shop owner who sells
Archies greeting cards in Jaipur, Rajasthan. He called the head-office and asked for
help, making the call while surrounded by TV cameras, policemen and angry
crowds. The reason, according to him, was a ‘certificate’ card that confirms how
remarkable a particular person, father, mother, brother, sister or friend is. The card
in question used the word ‘sexy’ and the person objecting wanted it to be removed
from the shop. He was, said Kalpana, not a Hindu nationalist, as is sometimes the
case, though on Valentine’s Day it is mostly members of radicalised religio-political
organisations who attempt to storm the shops. Valentine’s Day provokes reactions
from the fields of both (often educated) conservative religio-orthodox and nationalist
forces. But it also fires the aspirations and the agitation of India’s young, urban,
middle class youth with regard to their version of a pleasure-oriented lifestyle vis-a-
vis moralistic visions of life conduct. Reasons for conflict in the past were manifold:
there was the accusation that romantic love and, in particular, its public ‘declaration’
in spaces such as parks, cafes or mass media was genuinely ‘un-Indian’ and immoral.
The term “public declaration of affection’, often referred to as ‘PDA’, gives a name
to what has only recently moved into the public sphere and been coded as ‘nuisance’,
predominantly to the middle class. Generally it refers to the alleged ‘injuring’ of the
sentiments and morals of ‘good’, upright families who, for instance, have to witness
kissing couples when they walk through a park, or while watching TV. With the
concept of ‘PDA’, diverse agents try to draw boundaries between ‘good’ and ‘bad’
emotions, and also to shape the notion of ‘the public’ in this context. It is mainly
college students and young professionals who buy ‘sexy’ cards and are willing to
express themselves more openly by this means, signifying a new lifestyle and
bonding patterns. These socio-demographics largely explain why greetings cards
are still predominantly in English. More specifically with regards to Valentine’s
cards, as Kalpana pointed out, expressing love in English is perceived as ‘easier’ and
more sophisticated.

Can Valentine’s day greeting cards be a part of a ‘PDA’? The ‘innocence’ of
Indian Valentine’s day cards made me wonder why, since the late 1990s, Hindu
right wing groups decided to storm gift and cards shops, threaten buyers and burn
the cards in public, referring to ‘nude cards’ that were apparently showing explicitly
indecent, ‘vulgar’ sexual postures and gestures. The few cards I found depicting
couples in “explicitly sexual positions” show couples caressing and kissing, but
they didn’t constitute more than 20% of the cards on sale for Lover’s Day between
2000 and 2009. So why do Valentine’s day greeting cards ‘hurt feelings’ if they are
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about the sentiment of love? Are we turned into silent witnesses, voyeurs of an
intimate world that is not ours? Is that why so many demand censorship? What is
shaped here is an imagined community of equals: “As lovers exchange Valentine’s
Day cards and whisper endearments to each other, they understand that many others
at that very moment on that very day are expressing their love in much the same
manner” (Schmidt 1995). Moreover, watching ourselves engaging in romantic
language might have embarrassing effects:

Some may actually express their sentiments without a self-conscious feeling of
appropriating the cultural script governing romance. It is our belief that most do and feel
at least vaguely and continually inauthentic as a result. For most, the words and gestures of
romance seem ludicrous, even mildly embarrassing; even the physical act of love is made
more self-conscious as our experience has become more densely saturated with images of
the now-standard open-mouthed kiss, frontal female nudity, dorsal male nudity, and even
vigorous, simulated, sexual intercourse. (Dowd & Palotta 2000: 570)

But what seems most relevant is the demand for restriction of affection, and this
shall occupy the rest of this article.

Solitude, Public Nuisance and Fear

Using another medium, be it a card, a phone or a text message may be erotic, and
may even be the only free, physically charged domains for sexual aspirations and
desires. A recent study in the weekly India Today has found out that some mobile
users spend a good part of the night making text message love, a finding that seems
to negate what some sociologists have termed shy if not still prudish Indian (middle
class) society. But this distance also bridges the highly restricted access to other
spaces and forms of behaviour in public. Using mass media for romantic encounters
is safer than meeting in public (Fig. 2.10), particularly if the couple is eloping and
the two belong to different castes or religions, as in the case of Sujata, a Hindi
film (1959) in which a Brahmin man falls for a low-caste woman and confesses his
feelings to her — over the phone, the only safe means of communication, so it
seems.’! Sites of encountering a stranger or a potential lover are highly restricted
and rare in India: Illouz’ slogan of “romance as an island of privacy in the public
world” does not count — or, if at all, is just in the making, in urban neighbourhoods,
as mentioned above, in cafes, bars, malls, cinemas and dance halls. Solitude and
privacy for the sake of intimacy is a new concept that is being aspired to. In
conservative, traditional circles, it is seen as an unnecessary boon that disrupts
the ‘intimacy’ and solidarity of the kin or clan. It is only with economic libera-
lisation that the concept of solitude as a momentum of rejuvenation, rehabilitation
and romantic encounter becomes popular, albeit remaining a luxury good (see
Brosius 2010).

*'Thanks to Sanjay Srivastava for this reference.
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Fig. 2.10 Article featuring a discussion on public display of affection as immoral, Nepali
Newspaper, special weekend edition, February 2009

“I feel sorry about those desperate people you find under almost every tree when
you walk through particular parks”, says Aneeta, one of my key informants
(19 years old, private school, New Delhi). “They have nowhere to go. I am really
privileged —I can always go home”. But even at home, and this is like a running gag
in many conversations I had, you are never alone: “There will always be someone,
either someone sweeping, washing, cooking, one of the servants. Or my mom who
does not want me to be alone with the servants. Or whoever”, adds Aneeta. This
comment also refers to the existence of gendered spaces and control over movement
that has as much impact on adolescent girls as on married women.

There are two levels of space appropriation and class distinction at play here:
one is the growing confidence and surplus money of a young, educated urban elite
to consume conspicuously, accompanied by a growing number of places such as
lounge bars, cafés, malls and pubs in urban centres. These young Indians strongly
advocate free access to, and mobility within the new public domains that have also
come to shape their stage for self-display. The spaces, however, in which they
move, can be seen as parts of a privatised public realm, such as posh nightclubs,
café bars, shopping malls. The second level concerns young couples from lower
middle classes and their shortage of protected and accessible public space, some-
thing they need as a place to ‘be alone’ and intimate with each other. Moreover,
they may belong to different castes or even religions (though the latter rarely seems
to happen), and thus destined to fail in the face of their parents and the idea of
arranged marriage (see Mody 2008).

In February 2009, I encountered Valentine’s Day in Nepal while starting some
new research on wedding videos (having worked beforehand on wedding designers
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and events in neoliberal urban India). Vernacular newspapers from Kathmandu
brought special features on V-Day, with photographs of lovers in public parks on
the one hand, and ads showing romantic couples ‘rubbing bodies’, on the other
hand. Valentine’s Day arrived in Nepal around 2-3 years ago, and as in
neighbouring India, it is a window on the modern world and Western lifestyles
for many young people who feel that traditional life (and even more so in Nepal,
civil war) has excluded them from the experience of a ‘good life’. Looking at the
newspaper supplements with a Nepali friend, I could sense his discomfort when he
argued that he felt bad both about the ways in which youth engaged with each other
and the ways in which they were exposed to the anonymous eye of the cameraman,
and the national public. “I am really worried about these people”, he said, “what
will their family and friends say if they see those pictures”. For a moment I thought
that this was a conservative comment, but then I realised that it made a lot of sense:
social control and respect are still followed along the lines of allegedly traditional,
caste- and kin-based networks and norms.

New social and physical spaces have emerged with the arrival of economic
liberalisation, enabling urban youth to meet (and elope!), in principle, in less
regulated ways, whether in colleges, clubs, or cafes. But individual decision-
making in the context of match-making is still highly problematic. Sanctions are
the consequence, and newspapers in Nepal and India are full of news of people
being punished, even killed, after being caught eloping with each other.

Across the border, in India, lovers have been increasingly attacked around
Valentine’s day in public parks and other spots in metropolitan cities (which does
not mean that attacks were not carried out elsewhere and at other times of the year).
The attackers were mostly young men, not just members of the Hindu Right but also
representatives of other conservative-orthodox groups, or policemen. This adds to
the general feeling that the public sphere is threatening and provides no protection,
and that with PAD one is engaging in something morally wrong and abnormal.
This was even heightened when this year, Hindu right activists in New Delhi
announced their plan to film the ‘obscene’ and ‘vulgar’ acts of young couples on
Valentine’s Day and upload the clips on the video sharing website YouTube, rather
than employing physical violence and protest actions such as attacks on Archies
shops and card burnings (Fig. 2.11). The intention was to expose the people
involved as threatening the national culture and (Hindu) sentiment (for a similar
debate on allegedly vulgar iconography, albeit, on one particular Indian artist, see
Ramaswamy 2010).

Moral Panics and Sentiments in the Age of Globalised
Valentine’s Day

It is crucial to understand that the access to and circulation of objects like cards and
concepts such as romantic love belong to the imaginary — or utopian — realm of
‘unbound mobility’, and individual freedom (of expression), beyond social and
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Fig. 2.11 Burning cards
in public. See BBC News
Online, Saturday, 14
February 2009

religious restrictions of class and caste. The ability to relate to Valentine’s Day, its
rhetoric and performative spaces, has become part of the cosmopolitan lifestyle of
the aspiring middle classes. However, it is connected to discourses on ‘Indianness’
and the question as “to what extent we want to allow consumption to rule over our
emotional life”, as Ravi, a student from Delhi University, revealed in conversation
(February 2010). This position became evident in many interviews I conducted with
students and young urban professionals in 2009-2010. Many informants stressed
that for them, Valentine’s Day was rather unspectacular, if not irrelevant, and even
annoying in all its celebration of ‘one day for love’ and consumption. Yet, no one
would deny that it had contributed quite vitally to the circulation and spread of
romantic love as a legitimate feeling, a code of conduct and element of a globalised
lifestyle. And it was associated with new spaces of leisure, social interaction and
fun and fashion culture. However, in this section I propose that a culture of fear,
disgust and stigma as well as a moral claim for restriction of mobility in public has
become the flip side of the ‘festival of unbound love’. We now move away from the
role of Valentine’s Day cards as a means to introduce and facilitate new feelings
and relationships, as well as modes of consumption, to the mobilization of intense
affect in the service of moral politics, calling for strict surveillance and regulation
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of those social agents who have, in theory, just been set free by the circulation of
cards and concepts. The interesting side of moral panics is that they must be staged
and that they help to shape ideas of ‘good’ (=natural) and ‘bad’ (=abnormal)
emotions (Brosius 2007). And that even though they may only be triggered by
a small splinter group that knows how to instrumentalise the media at the ‘right’
time, these moral panics make a weak public seem dominant and righteous, and can
silence the ‘majority’ by emotional blackmail, instilling fear, restricting access to
and within the public sphere and possibly even lead to the ‘offenders’ exclusion
from it.

By steadily occupying (and thus reshaping) a public sphere by creating ‘islands
of privacy’ (Illouz 1997: 56) — in an act consolidated by the outpourings of new
media technologies for leisure and communication, such as greeting cards, and the
urban infrastructure that accompanies them — social norms are challenged (such as
those demanding no PDA) and social controls exerted parents and kin over the
whereabouts of their children are sidelined. Polarised with courtship, marriage may
even get a shallow taste of ‘unnecessary’ boredom, thus risking its ‘legitimacy’ as
a key element in a ‘good life’ for the ‘Generation Fun’. Nevertheless, my student
informants, even though critical of arranged marriage, would hesitate to make
decisions against their parents’ will.

Individual emotions are said to encroach upon public space and thus hurt senti-
ments of an imagined moral community, e.g. ‘the’ middle class, or ‘the’ Hindus.
In the course of this interpretation, pleasure becomes lust and obscenity; lovers in
public become public nuisances, if not threats. It is the fabric of just such a moral
sex panic that I wish to explore on the next pages, looking at the digital media of
film, the internet, and You Tube as highly ambivalent sites of exposure and moral
accusation. This latter point is interesting: these sites shape notions of being
challenged, on the one hand, and of having to control, discipline and even attack
certain social ‘objects’ on the other. I argue that with the growing visibility and
confidence of urbanized youth culture, and with a Westernised and highly
commercialised ‘culture of love’, public domains and sites become panoptic and,
as Michel Foucault has it, ‘visibility becomes a trap’.** Even the business of taking
pictures or making films of each other with a mobile phone camera has developed
dangerous connotations, because these pictures can be discovered by parents or
other people who may use them to ridicule, humiliate, blackmail and expose the
depicted online. Finally, it is important to mention that the idea of a public nuisance
is employed by and for the aspiring and affluent middle classes and elites of
urbanized India.

Let me illustrate this. In recent years, lovers in public parks have been increas-
ingly exposed by the mass media, be it print media or television media or YouTube.
The ‘exposers’ of such ‘vulgar’ deeds, or ‘PDA’, may have been television
teams, nationalist/religio-chauvinist splinter groups, and may have been acting in

$2Foucault 1995: 200.
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collaboration with the local police, priests, or other agitated groups.* Couples
would be hit, shouted at, taken to the police, photographed, etc. And they would
be referred to as ‘obscene’, as ‘destroying Indian culture’, and as ‘hurting Hindu/
Muslim sentiments’.

There is a correlation between the increasing visibility of couples in public (and
this includes their presence in print and television media), and the conspicuous
consumption of new modern topics and notions of lifestyle (see also Srivastava
2007). Economic liberalisation has led to new social and physical spaces emerging
in metropolitan centres, enabling urban youth to meet, in principle, in less socially
regulated ways. Yet, these new spaces and the practices connected to them,
increasingly come under moral scrutiny, often involving public harassment and
physical violence. In particular with the advent of Valentine’s Day, an imaginary
space has formed that allows a moral panic about the display of erotic love in public
and love relationships transgressing and thus questioning social borders, e.g. across
caste or religion. They appear as “paradoxical events, unpredictable outbreaks
that are highly scripted. Seemingly timeless, they both rupture and reinforce
ordinary political life” (Irvine 2007: 4). This is interesting insofar as it alerts us to
the ‘structured structuring’ of emotive action, and to the relevance of seeing an
interperformative, intermedial connectedness in the attacks on young couples and
greeting card shops over recent years in India, both in the media and the actual
spaces. The staged agitation and excitement linked to moral panics add to the
feeling that the public sphere is at once vulnerable, threatening, and unprotected.
As a consequence, displaying erotic affection in public amounts to engaging in
something that is morally wrong, socially destabilising and ‘abnormal’, and that
calls for trouble. Thus, public parks turn into a stage for pedagogical dramas —
involving the media as an extended public eye — and judgement by which ‘low (or
no) morals’ are exposed and utilised for what seems to be the role of society-as-
judge, or volonte generale. The backdrop of threatening people to expose their
‘immoral’ behaviour online seems to be a voyeuristic space shared by members of
both the ‘moral police’ and of the ‘cosmopolitan’ yet conservative educated middle
classes. Both engage in looking at and consuming narratives of exposure and
violence, intimacy and threat. Thus, rather paradoxically, more than just a ‘tradi-
tionalist’ or even anti-social segment of society supports the growing control of
public space for the sake of creating a ‘moral community’. Even though their social
status might differ, the ‘odour’ of vulgarity and obscenity (versus ‘family life’ and
‘heritage’) seems surprisingly similar. And the effects may be chilling: most of my
informants consider the public sphere as a highly risky place and restrict their PDA
accordingly. This is another side of ‘emotion work’, bending emotions to suit specific

33This also becomes evident in the documentary film Morality TV. The Loving Jehad. A Thrilling
Tale (2007) by Paromita Vohra, where she underlines the ‘hand-in-glove’ policy of the media and
the (moral) police in the attacks on lovers in a park in Meerut, 2005, where cameramen were called
by the local police — which staged itself as a custodian of civil order while hunting couples and
verbally and physically abusing the women.
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situations, even though they might be largely imagined, in other words: feared. The
following example should be a good example, one where the ‘chilling’ effects were
counterposed with a particular kind of humour, at least for a short period. Here, new
media technologies served both as restricting and empowering, constituting a public
that might well not have come about without these technologies.

De-romanticising Valentine’s Day in a Liminal Space

On January 24, 2009, 40 members of the Hindu nationalist Sri Ram Sena (Army of
Lord Ram) barged into the lounge bar Amnesia in Mangalore, a city in the Southern
State of Karnataka ruled by the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). They beat up a group
of young women and men, claiming the women were violating traditional Indian
culture and values. Two of the women were hospitalised. As if they had happened to
be there by chance, a camera-team documented the incident. The footage, repeat-
edly and widely shown on regional and national television channels, has also
become a popular clip on YouTube.** It shocked the Indian middle classes and
sparked a passionate debate about moral policing, Indian culture, and gender-
specific liberties. (Mostly women were accused of leaving their ‘traditional’ spaces
and moving into a male-dominated and Westernised domain ‘genuinely’ not
‘theirs’.) Several protest campaigns were launched, expressing the anger of social
activists and less political urban youth. Even though many people condemned the
violence of the attacks, many contended that the women’s’ habit of going out with
(male) friends and drinking was against the ‘traditional’ and ‘authentic’ female role
model. A common argument brought forward then was that women consuming
alcohol provoked male lust and had to be ‘reasoned with’, for otherwise they can
neither be controlled nor protected. Moreover, a lot of criticism was raised saying
that love was being made a commodity. Once again, we see a blurring of different
discourses linking gendered mobility to sexuality; values and the pleasures of
consumption — perhaps also so as to succeed in addressing different audiences.

This example also indicates the entangled relationship of romantic love, new
spaces of consumption, and freedom of expression. Social activists, objecting to
this restriction of the public sphere staged protests such as ‘pub bharo’ (go to the
pub!) to ‘hug karo’ (let’s hug!) in order to claim back a free public sphere.
Interestingly, a lot of initiatives were led, or at least generated within the space of
the digital media, such as blogs or Facebook. A group of Bangalore bloggers sought
to challenge the demands to restrict female mobility and leisure consumption
by offering ‘free hugs’ to people in their city. Another online group asked to send
Pramod Muthalik a Valentine’s Day card. By doing so, they used the concept of
gandhigiri (truthfulness and non-violent protest), proclaimed in the block-buster
Lage Raho Munna Bhai (2006) with its promotion of Gandhi’s teachings.

3See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IEbD2aXs-XU, accessed on 5.2.2010.
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After he was briefly arrested for inciting violence, leader of the Sri Ram Sena
Pramod Muthalik continued his provocation, once again efficiently spread by the
mainstream media, and threatened to marry and take other action against any young
couples found together on Valentine’s Day. At a press conference, he announced
that his men would walk around Bangalore with a video camera. If they found
young couples dating, they would force them to wed on the spot.*> The use of media
as a threatening tool of exposure in an increasingly media-savvy and ‘reality-TV’-
oriented urban society must be taken seriously. Muthalik referred to Valentine’s
Day as a ‘Christian’ festival and demanded for it to be celebrated in churches rather
than ‘in public’ (whilst ‘Hindu’ culture does not fall into this category). In a larger
context, however, his definition of Valentine’s Day as an offence would square
with the widespread consensus that this was part of an alleged ‘Westernisation’ of
Indian culture. Religion-as-cultural-and-national-resource, gender and sexuality
thus become closely intertwined explosives, reaching out to touch as many emotive
strings in the largest possible audience as strategies of othering.

The media hype surrounding Muthalik’s anti-Valentine’s Day-agitation caused
waves of critique and anger. One of the most widely visible and discussed reactions
became the so-called Pink Chaddi (underwear) Campaign, launched on 5 February
2009 (Fig. 2.12). This “consortium of pub going, loose and forward women” was an
online, self-declared non-violent protest movement started on Facebook.?® The
initiative managed to recruit as many as almost 40,000 members — mainly from
India — but also gained worldwide support. But Valentine’s Day was simply the
spring-board and not the key focus of agitation; the intention was to clear public
spaces, including bars, of moral policing and its power to manipulate public
discourses, and to point to the danger of self-censorship in many citizens’ heads
in order to avoid moral panic. Despite its short life span — the Pink Chaddi
Campaign only existed for a few months—the agitation had some effect in that it
showed that moral policing can be challenged without using the same weapons.

The young women (and a few men) heading the Pink Chaddi campaign used
Facebook to stage a peaceful protest (described as gandhigiri) by sending (prefera-
bly used) pink underwear to Muthalik’s office for Valentine’s Day. Hundreds of
pink panties, symbols of intimacy and popular gifts on Valentine’s Day, were
collected and sent. One newspaper published a photograph of some of the Ram
Sena members holding up some of their ‘gifts’, looking both puzzled and amused

3“Ram Sene to marry off dating couples” 5 Feb 2009 (see http://timesofindia.indiatimes.
com/Cities/Ram_Sene_to_marry_off_dating_couples/articleshow/4078475.cms, accessed on
11.10.2009). In Uttar Pradesh, the Shiv Sena plans to ‘catch young couples and inform their
ignorant parents’ on Valentine’s Day this Saturday, the Sena’s state unit head said on Friday. Such
‘hunts’ can be traced back in time: ‘On February 14, our activists will catch unmarried couples
from hotels, eating joints, malls, cinema halls and other places and later inform their ignorant
parents,” Shiv Sena president Udai Pandey said.

36See http://thepinkchaddicampaign.blogspot.com/, accessed on 6.2.2010.
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Fig. 2.12 Key Poster of the
Pink Chaddi campaign, from
the Pink Chaddi Facebook
site (accessed 14.5.2010)
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(Fig. 2.13).*” Interestingly, the panty on the campaign’s logo (Fig. 2.12) is not a
sexy image, quite the opposite: it looks like an innocent ‘pleasure killer’, more like
an old-fashioned undergarment than that of a young, fashion-conscious girl. And
that might be why the logo gained such attention and sympathy: it became quite
clear that it played with the idea of lust and vulgarity, its opposite, while directly
relating to obscenity through an imaginary plot and chains of associations. In return,
Muthalik announced he would send pink saris for every pair of pink pants, along with

3’Sowmya Ali and Neha Tara Mehta. “It’s raining pink on this year’s V-day”. Mail Today,
14.2.2009: 18.
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bangles, to the senders — again making a gesture towards ‘good’, ‘traditional’,
married Hindu women. However, this was just a media-effective announcement:
according to Nisha Susan, key organiser of the chaddi campaign, scarcely a handful
of saris were sent. Yet in the media, this looked like a true potlatch, involving all
kinds of media cross-overs and agents in excessive gift-giving, excessively wasting
and taking with rapid changes in value production as presents shifted from ‘good’ gift
to indecent gift, from non-violent humorous protest to forward humiliation, playing
with the idea of intimacy and privacy exposed and transformed in the public realm.

Conclusions

In post-liberalisation India, Valentine’s Day has helped circulate the concept of
romantic love widely, and contributed to visualising and shaping a youth culture
that privileges ‘emotion work’ (including flirting and dating) over instant marriage
as part of their lifestyle, albeit without rendering the concept of heteronormative
arranged marriage obsolete. The festival and greeting cards are tied to a prolifera-
tion of new (urban) spaces and habits that have emerged since the new millennium:
a geography of leisure manifest in cafes, bars, restaurants, and parks. They reflect
and contribute to the making of new social relationships that come to the fore in the
context of economic liberalisation, and to a rethinking of older, familial ties. The
flow of images and media can only be properly understood if looked at through
an ethnographic lens, tracing the agents, aspirations and performances tied to the
cards and media. They demand a ‘vernacular’, multi-sited gaze upon the complex-
ity of the simultaneously-existing public spheres through which romantic love is
contested. Valentine’s Day may even produce a ‘third space’ in which a new
emotional quality and social relationship may manifest itself — even if only tempo-
rarily. The ‘Third Space’ ibid is connected to media technologies and ‘inbetween-
places’, that is, places that do not seem to belong to a particular community but
a larger ‘public’. Thus Valentine’s Day highlights the ways in which images and
new media technologies play a vital role in creating the public sphere and certain
discourses that are contested in it. Moreover, certain social players — and topics —
gain visibility and currency they would otherwise not necessarily be able to attain.

In a literal sense, this constitutes an aesthetics of circulation, both in the sense of
the viewer’s position and that of the cards as circulating commodities. It is crucial to
u