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 1

Introduction

For the sculptural installation Stopover, Bangalore artists Sheela Gowda and 
Christoph Storz dispersed 170 grinding stones along the floor of a veranda in 
Aspinwall House in Kochi, a city in the southern state of Kerala. A large sea- 
facing heritage property, Aspinwall House opens out to the Arabian Sea.1 In 
the emergent consumer capitalism in urban India, the aspiration to accumu-
late ever more efficient kitchen appliances has rendered the grinding stones 
obsolete. Framing these stones as art, Gowda and Storz make vivid the sen-
suous connection to ancient spice routes across the Arabian Sea. The heavy, 
roughly square- shaped slabs of granite are sculpted to contain a womb- like 
cavity, a gently sloped openness, in front of which women squatted and 
pounded rice, spices, and herbs into paste. The square stone itself is roughly 
hewn except for the circular cavity; the bulk of the stone was interred under 
the kitchen floor, with only the open cavity exposed. The artists’ excavation 
of the material strata of urban memory recovers layered histories of the city.

The displaced granite stones carry the memory of their former home in 
Bangalore, while also accumulating resonances from their current location in 
Kochi. Wary of their sacral charge, Bangalore real estate developers left the 
grinding stones intact. In their artists’ statement, Gowda and Storz explain, 
“With the escalated value of real estate, property changes hands and the old 
house is demolished or renovated for modern living. The grinding stone has 
to go, like the rubble of the old walls. But unlike the rubble that is trans-
ported away as debris, no one dares to take this final step with the grinding 
stone. No one dares to willfully destroy it either. It is too charged an object, 
too full of memory of its use and meaning. Its destruction may be read as an 
act of irreverence.”2 No longer consigned to their role as obsolete domestic 
objects, the stones exude an animating force that transcends their utilitarian 
function.

Each four- hundred- pound grinding stone captures a range of unruly 
affects: the aspiration to upgrade to modern lifestyles is layered over with a 
sense of nostalgia and obsolescence. The stones connote an unhurried mode 
of life, radiating sensuous materiality that evokes a slower time, eclipsed in 
the frenzied pulse of the world- class city. The emergent urban rationalities of 
convenience, expediency, and speed have produced a new range of kitchen 
appliances that chop, grind, and mix efficiently, briskly, and automatically. 
These replicable, standardized electric mixers replace the sensuous particu-
larity of the grinding stones, eliminating the tactilic labor of women who 
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2 Introduction

pound, grind, moisten, and crush spices. The constant accumulation of newer 
models appears to concurrently upgrade the consuming subject, transform-
ing her relationship to time, opening up new opportunities for leisure, and 
consequently encouraging her to discard the obsolete grinding stone.

However, even in urban India, many traditional Brahmanical and “upper- 
caste” households forbid “lower- caste” people and Muslims from entering 
the kitchen, let alone polluting food with their touch. These appliances 
reshape domestic relations between middle- class women and their domestic 
servants. The nostalgia that the stone evokes simultaneously represses the 
ways this sacral and charged object animated contests around caste, class, 
religious, and gender hierarchies. The grinding stones serve as placeholders 
for emergent social forms within the home and beyond.

The grinding stones traveled from their erstwhile homes in Bangalore in 
the southern state of Karnataka to their renewed life as found art objects in 
Gowda and Storz’s installation for the 2012 Kochi- Muziris Biennale. India’s 
Biennale exhibition opened on December 12, 2012, in Kochi, a port city that 
evokes bustling trading ports, ancient spice routes, and languid backwaters.3 
One of the largest natural harbors in India, Kochi summons tales of pirates 
and shipwrecks and was home to precolonial cosmopolitanism when China, 
Africa, Southeast Asia, West Asia, and Europe met, traded, and commingled 

Figure 1. Sheela Gowda and 
Christoph Storz, Stopover, Kochi, 
2012. Courtesy of the artists.
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on its shores.4 Kochi is a layered city: beneath it lies the spectral presence of 
Muziris, the ancient trading port buried after a great deluge in the fourteenth 
century. In the words of the artist- curators of the Biennale, Bose Krishnam-
achari and Riyaz Komu, “Kochi’s cosmopolitanism is one that has been worn 
by generations in Kerala as a badge of honor even as it has led to a series 
of struggles, time and again, generating a curiosity about current realities, a 
complex one.”5 At the very outset, Bose and Komu sought out the “strug-
gle” and the sense of dissensus in artistic and cultural encounters; they were 
circumspect about models of relational aesthetics that swept under the rug 
contradictions and tensions in cosmopolitan encounters.6

Strewn across the veranda all the way to the edge of the water, the grind-
ing stones appear huddled together, displaced, a little anxious. As the viewer’s 
line of vision approaches the sea line, the claustrophobia and crowded 
proximity of the stones turns spare, as if each stone inhales deeply the salty 
sea- fragrance and contemplates an exilic and solitary journey to the sea. The 
stones under the shade were cool to the touch, unlike the scorching ones that 
blazed beneath the afternoon sky. The talismanic force of these stones seems 
to release the vigor of the heaving and dazzling Arabian Sea. Illuminating the 
vitality of discarded grinding stones, the installation sets the obsolescence of 
the weighty grinding stones against the panorama of the ancient Arabian Sea, 
frothing and foaming, rising and ebbing, weightless waves carrying specters 
of ancient pasts. The scene at Aspinwall House evokes a sense of nostalgia, 
hovering between substance and specter, matter and memory.

Such a tableau of nostalgia is also evoked in the final scene of Anton 
Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard, when the aristocratic Ranevskaya and her 
daughter stand bereft and huddled amid weighty suitcases and empty furni-
ture as they depart their beloved orchard. The Cherry Orchard captures a 
moment of transition from feudal landed aristocracy to robust bourgeoisie at 
the turn of the century in Russia. Aglow with warm nostalgia, and buoyed up 
with lighthearted comedy, the play tenderly ushers out the doomed Ranev-
skaya, desolate after the drowning death of her son, and makes way for the 
entrepreneurial Lopakhin. This final, bittersweet scene captures the contra-
dictoriness of aspiration and nostalgia, enterprise and obsolescence. Like 
Gowda and Storz’s installation, it is an image of leave- taking, one that cap-
tures both the material heft of memories neatly packaged into suitcases and 
the tenacious hauntings of spectral pasts.

The Cherry Orchard offered me a passage to India. In September 2008, I 
returned to my home city, Bangalore, to direct City of Gardens, an adapta-
tion of The Cherry Orchard.7 The adaptation mapped Bangalore’s emergent 
urban politics onto Chekhov’s classic realist play. Using a Chekhovian frame 
allowed us to grapple with questions that were particularly germane to Ban-
galore’s residents: How do rhetorics of development and paradigms of the 
“world- class city” justify redevelopment projects that make way for wider 
roads, larger buildings, a new airport, and other megacity ventures? Who and 
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what is ushered out, left behind, or reinvented in these scenes of leave- taking? 
Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard offered an apposite framework within which 
to narrate this historical moment of urban transformation. Yet my own slide 
into a nostalgia for a former “garden city” was promptly rebuked by my 
spirited cast and crew members, many of whom were newcomers to the 
city. They pointed out that my wistful sentimentalism positioned them as 
unwanted outsiders, new migrants with only a tenuous claim to their current 
hometown, and that frustrations with infrastructural dysfunctions are fre-
quently directed toward incoming migrants. This sentiment manifests itself 
while walking down the streets of the city, where one is accosted by bumper 
stickers that exhort “outsiders” to “Go back!” Their lighthearted censure 
made me aware of the ways nostalgia could indeed foster exclusionary nar-
ratives of belonging.

Various critics discuss the current suspicion surrounding nostalgia: Tim 
Reiss argues that nostalgia “breeds regression”; Susan Stewart refers to it 
as a “social disease” that arouses an inauthentic longing, disconnected from 
lived experience; and Fredric Jameson has warned that nostalgia supplies “a 
formal compensation for the enfeeblement of historicity in our own time.”8 
Still, perhaps, as Linda Hutcheon has suggested, “some nostalgia we are see-
ing today . . . is of a different order, an ironized order.”9

The experience of mounting a production offered a mode of returning to 
and engaging with the city’s affective geographies. Returning to direct a play 
in the city I had left over fifteen years before unsettled me; it was a place that 
was simultaneously familiar and strange. Traveling through the city was full 
of surprises: spectacular billboards loomed over large swaths of informal 
settlements; gleaming shopping malls and high- rise buildings stood beside 
congested roads; the city where the urban poor eked out a precarious liv-
ing was dotted with island- like gated communities. The aural city impressed 
itself on the traveler— the cacophony and turbulent variety of traffic sounds 
insistently jolted one from any anodyne recourse to the past. The sidewalks, 
often in various states of disrepair, prevented any leisurely strolling; thanks 
to potholes, traffic, and other surprises along the way, a walk required a full- 
bodied awareness. Still, despite its radical transformations, the city was a 
profoundly haunted place, teeming with memories of demolished buildings, 
of vanished neighborhoods, of the disappearing tree cover that once gave 
Bangalore its moniker, “the garden city.” The trace of these ghosted memories 
continues to linger in the new city, evoking nostalgic yearnings for times past.

As Janaki Nair has cautioned, however, the discourse of nostalgia is tied 
to particular ideologies of beauty, which are rearticulated through recourse 
to environmental concerns.10 Indeed, as she points out, aesthetic and envi-
ronmental arguments were routinely conflated to legitimate and police the 
commons in ways that have systematically denied nonelite citizens free 
and fair access to the city’s public spaces. The burgeoning nonelite popula-
tions, newly arrived in the city, signify a growing democracy, itself deemed 
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unaesthetic. There is a sharp contrast between these nonelite migrants and 
the restrained middle- class urban citizenry. Nair argues that behind the nos-
talgic discourses around Bangalore’s disappearing natural beauty lurks an 
anxiety around the emergence of unruly democratic subjects.

But nostalgia draws on multiple sources, is layered and complex, and 
generates unpredictable effects. Derived from the Greek nostos, “homecom-
ing,” and algia, “ache” or “longing,” nostalgia is a longing for a home that 
oscillates between memory and imagination. Svetlana Boym reminds us that 
nostalgia could emerge in restorative or reflective registers: restorative nos-
talgia focuses on nostos, or the home, and proposes to rebuild the lost home, 
whereas reflective nostalgia dwells in algia, in longing and loss, the imperfect 
process of remembrance. Restorative nostalgics “believe their project is the 
truth,” while reflective nostalgia “lingers on ruins, the patina of time and his-
tory, in the dreams of another place and another time.”11 Nostalgia emerges 
in these discussions not only as longing for a place but also as yearning for 
a different time, for the slower rhythms of an imagined past, which resists 
the brisk forward march of development and the linear temporality of pro-
gessivist modern time. Some of the environmental activism could indeed be 
precipitated by middle- class reflexive nostalgia for greener spaces and cannot 
be easily labeled as “bourgeois environmentalism.”12 For example, festivals 
such as Neeralu, Bangalore’s annual tree festival, and the important work 
done by organizations such as Environment Support Group advocate for 
social and environmental justice, arguing for more rather than less support 
for democratic inclusion of marginalized communities in their vision for 
greener cities.

Nostalgia appears in the discourses of urban planners as a longing for a 
prior time with fewer people and less demands on urban infrastructure.13 
“It is not so much redevelopment, or even reconstruction,” Nair reminds 
us, “but beauty that is emphasized frequently in the writings of those con-
cerned about the festering slums of the city.”14 Urban beautification projects 
undertaken for the city unleashed authoritarian spatial regimes on the urban 
underclass in the city, evacuating them from their sources of livelihood and 
their places to live. The elite city dweller’s lament about the death of the city 
mourns a lost Bangalore of gardens and parks set in compounds and homes, 
rather than in the flower markets in the City area, which were systemati-
cally usurped and transformed into real estate properties. The disorienting 
transitions for the elite include not only the newly arrived “populations” of 
migrant labor in the city but also the subsequent pressures on the resources 
and infrastructure of the city.

In what ways can restorative nostalgics deploy spatial strategies to counter 
emergent social dynamics? How do rhetorics of the “risk society” perpetu-
ate the creation and demarcation of spatial enclosures? For example, gated 
communities delineate affluent islands untarnished by the presence of those 
who literally construct these buildings and make such lifestyles possible. In 

Copyright © 2022 by Northwestern University Press. Published 2022. All rights reserved.



6 Introduction

addition, mass transit systems provide transportation to laborers who are 
encouraged to live in periurban centers and commute daily to their places 
of work, enabling the city to remain less congested and the province of the 
wealthy. At other times, restorative nostalgics take recourse to violent acts 
of regional and religious self- definition. The wave of attacks on churches 
in Bangalore and other cities in Karnataka in September and October 2008 
by right- wing Hindu organizations further demonstrate the violent tactics 
deployed by restorative nostalgics, eager to restore a mythical notion of a 
Hindu- ized Karnataka.15

The liberalization of the Indian economy radically altered the social, 
cultural, and political phenomenology of inhabiting the city. The shift to a 
liberalized culture of consumption emerged in policy discourses during the 
political tenure of Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi in the 1980s. These policy 
discussions provided the political- discursive environment for the formal 
moment of transition in July 1991 when India embraced economic reforms 
under its finance minister, Manmohan Singh. India had suffered a major eco-
nomic setback: the devaluation of its currency, a sharp plunge in its foreign 
exchange reserves, and was forced to sell forty- seven tons of gold to the Bank 
of England as collateral for a loan, while it waited for more help from the 
International Monetary Fund. Singh’s way out of this dire economic predica-
ment was to initiate large- scale economic restructuring and fiscal adjustment 
in a manner that aimed to protect the poor.16 Singh devalued the rupee, abol-
ished most of the quotas and licenses that dictated who could produce what, 
and opened industries to foreign capital. In the years since, India’s economy 
has almost quadrupled in size, growing by about 7 percent a year on average 
over the past two decades and by over 9 percent from 2005 to 2007. Con-
trary to dominant models of neoliberal policies in the North that have been 
characterized as waging war on the poor, liberalization in India presented 
a more complex picture: in terms of numbers, it reduced the percentage of 
people living below the poverty line from a bit more than 50 percent in 1977 
to less than 23 percent in 2004. Furthermore, unlike its counterparts in Latin 
America and East Asia, India, until recently, took pride in its transition from a 
socialist style economy to a liberalized one without damaging its democratic 
institutions.17 The more recent assault on democratic institutions presents a 
dire picture of the new turn in Indian politics.

The economic restructuring and deregulation of financial flows profoundly 
impacted the cultural imaginaries of urban India. Once imagined as metonym 
for the nation, the city, in the wake of neoliberal globalization, reimagined 
its relationship to the nation. The circulation of newly available commodi-
ties, mediascapes, and lifestyles precipitated a shift from a post- Independence 
ethic inspired by values derived from Nehruvian socialism and Gandhian 
renunciation that emphasized restraint and sober planning to urban aspi-
rations to wealth, excess, and profligacy induced by liberalization. Moving 
away from a conception of a bounded and insular space, the city now exerts 
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a vertiginous force field of encounters with other cities, within and beyond 
the nation, mediated through migration, commerce, media, and commodities.

The rapid changes in urban life in the wake of liberalization generated 
powerful social force fields. Formative notions of self, tied to labor, work, 
consumption, gender, sexuality, and class, shifted in the new political econ-
omy of the city and gave rise to new selfhood narratives. Citizens navigated 
the sensory overload— the noise of traffic, the smell of pollution, overcrowd-
ing, bombardment with images, and other hyperstimuli of India’s growing 
metropolises— through a range of affective techniques that help manage the 
urban sensorium. The rise in commodity capitalism encouraged a shift in the 
subjective formation of the city dweller from a political citizen to an eco-
nomic consumer.

The aspiration to remake the city into a world- class destination simulta-
neously galvanized a range of entrepreneurial and enterprising actors, while 
also inciting its dark side. This book turns to artworks, performances, and 
aesthetics produced at a transformative moment of social ferment to examine 
the aspirations and anxieties generated in the wake of liberalization. “Aspira-
tion” derives from the Latin aspirare, “breathing spirit into,” panting with 
desire, craving to rise above one’s station: a longing for social and economic 
elevation above one’s current position. If representational politics in prelib-
eralized India stressed horizontal equality and social justice as the normative 
political ideal, postliberalized India has witnessed a reconfiguration of values, 
normalizing aspiration as the vertical striving to remake oneself in the images 
offered up by consumer capitalism. This emergent entrepreneurial subject is 
mediated by discourses and institutions of mass media and popular culture, 
which encourage the cultivation of aspiration as the affective corollary to 
self- interest in order to participate in the economic opportunities available 
in neoliberal cities.

How did the global flows that permeate Indian cities reshape the values of 
its urban citizens? How does one come to value a new set of dispositions and 
discard a prior set of affective attachments? What is the relationship between 
aspiration, personal responsibility, and social normativity? Aspiration sug-
gests not only personal striving but also a calculated project of renovating 
one’s value system.18 Aspiration conjoins feeling and instrumentality and is 
embedded within a field of social norms. Rather than pitting desire against 
reason or feeling against calculation, aspiration evinces its own deep structure 
of rationality. It suggests yearnings that are not merely superficial or transient; 
instead these yearnings are instilled with a new set of values derived from a 
reasoned desire. Aspiration is not autogenetic but mimetic. The striving urban 
subject does not simply invent a new self; rather, aspiration is mimetically 
generated through attachments to images and ideals that circulate as social 
goods. Aspiration draws from that tension between who one is and what 
one desires to become: it is central to practices of identification as one moves 
toward inhabiting more fully the values of those one emulates. Acquiring a 
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8 Introduction

new set of values necessitates psychic rearrangement as prior values are atten-
uated and gradually released to remake the self to suit a brave, new world.

Brutal Beauty demonstrates that aspirations to remake the city and the 
self in the idealized image of a “world- class” template can have unpredictable 
effects, from entrenching existing hierarchies to generating new solidari-
ties. Considering cultural narratives through the lens of aesthetics moves us 
beyond the urban exigencies of planning and development. The artworks I 
discuss delineate the libidinal contours of the precarious city, sketching out 
scenes of aspiration and its affective repercussions. The everyday civic and 
social problems registered in these artworks illuminate the political economy 
of aspiration and its ripples on social and cultural formations.

By considering a range of artworks— from visual art, installations, paint-
ings, and photography to documentary film, theater, and confessional and live 
performances— Brutal Beauty argues that neoliberalism exceeds its descrip-
tors as an economic, social, and political phenomenon; neoliberalism is also a 
profoundly aesthetic project. “Aesthetics” derives from the Greek aisthetikos, 
for “sentience” and “sense perception.” While city planners, architects, and 
development officials cite given templates of “world- class cities” as aesthetic 
models to aspire to, the artists I discuss critically intervene into prevailing 
discourses of urban beauty. The aesthetic rearrangement of sense experience 
in these artworks augurs a mode of dissensus. This enhanced understand-
ing of aesthetics encompasses phenomenological habitation, dwelling, and 
movement in the city; it renews the capacity to be receptive and responsive to 
urban transformations. The artworks discussed here critically engage anes-
thetized, routinized, and celebratory discourses of the world- class city and 
explore the promise and perils of such urban transformations.

What can the nostalgia and obsolescence captured in Gowda and Storz’s 
Stopover tell us about urban aspirations of the consuming subject? The dis-
carded grinding stones cannot be easily dismissed as obsolete objects: their 
sacral aura inspires a sense of reverence, while also intimating frictions across 
registers of class, caste, and gender. This affective contradictoriness marks 
scenes of urban aspiration: they are simultaneously imbued with consumer 
desire and accumulation while also evoking a range of unruly affective 
intensities, such as nostalgia, panic, defiance, narcissism, and obsolescence. 
Considering the political economy of nostalgia allows us to take seriously the 
heterogeneous and supple forms of aspirational politics, and the ways they 
foster creative and negative effects.

The turn to artworks as dense registers of affective intensities makes 
visible the key ways emotion is mobilized in urban politics, enabling both 
political engineering and progressive action. Restorative nostalgia is ripe for 
political manipulation, as I discussed earlier. Yet Gowda and Storz’s Stopover 
recovers a nostalgic critical reflexivity that contemplates the preoccupation 
with speed and efficiency, which devalues the sensuous handling of spices and 
slower modes of preparing food. Nostalgia cannot be dismissed as bourgeois 
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indulgence; it manifests a particular value system that incorporates a world-
view, which could be deployed, as in the case of cultural nationalists, to 
invoke a vision of the past as either ordered in rigid class, caste, and gen-
der hierarchies or, as the artwork of Gowda and Storz suggests, holding the 
potential for articulating a form of critical reflexivity around discourses of 
national progress, urban development, and social frictions.

Brutal Beauty turns to artworks to trace urban aspiration and its affective 
afterworlds. As embodied cognition, affect is a kind of intelligence that can 
be engineered, manipulated, and stoked by political and market forces but 
also, as this book demonstrates, offers the possibility of activating critical 
reflexivity. How do artists express the transformations of subjectivity and 
social relations in the wake of contemporary capitalism? What horizons of 
personhood and sociality are enabled or disabled in its wake? How do art-
works vivify nostalgia, aspiration, shame, defiance, narcissism, panic, and 
obsolescence within urban dreamscapes? In these artworks, the city exceeds 
the rationalities of urban planning and policy discourses and reveals the 
affective and social life of aspiration and its discontents.

While many of the artists and performances I write about are located in 
Bangalore, the insights of this study are not limited to Bangalore. Indeed, I 
discuss works from a range of other cities: Delhi, Kolkata, Chennai, Mum-
bai, Kochi, New York, San Francisco, and London. These aesthetic projects, 
which range from city-  to self- making, can be extrapolated to speak to any 
number of world cities that are in the process of remaking themselves. How-
ever, situating and describing the urban texture of a particular city allows the 
reader to imagine the lived contradictions of inhabiting cities with world- 
class aspirations. To this extent, I contextualize urban transformations within 
their larger historical, political, and social frameworks. Moreover, this study 
imagines the city not only as a territorial unit but also as a “global” category. 
Locating cities within transnational networks allows us to contend with how 
cultural imaginaries exceed the territorial jurisdictions of the city- space and 
nation- state. Brutal Beauty opens the canvas to a broad consideration of 
themes within and beyond Bangalore that pertain to the larger theoretical 
questions of this book. The effort is not to draw a narrow referential relation-
ship between artwork and city; rather, the city provides an analytical, rather 
than territorial, paradigm through which to consider questions about urban 
aspiration and emergent affects, socialities, and subjectivities.

Urban Imaginaries

Global cities have emerged as crucial nodes within transnational networks of 
markets.19 Saskia Sassen refines the idea of “the global city” not simply as a 
transnational hub of finance but as an urban center that practices global con-
trol.20 In a recent anthology, Performance and the Global City, D. J. Hopkins 
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and Kim Solga take their cue from Sassen and, looking at a range of inter-
national cities, identify the “global city” as “the geo- social condition of this 
century.”21 However, simply extending the category “global city” continues 
to privilege the epistemological frameworks set up by Sassen and discounts 
the discursive paradigms emerging from urban networks in the global South. 
Moreover, their dismissal of “outmoded, unproductive national identities” 
disregards the creative and manipulative ways national and local governments 
often act in concert with multinational corporations to facilitate neoliberal 
corporatist agendas within city- spaces.22 Such universalizing accounts of the 
flattening effects of global capitalism culminate in Mike Davis’s apocalyptic 
characterization of megacities in the global South as a “planet of slums.”23

Several recent theorists of urbanism have noted that the “global city” par-
adigm overlooks heterogeneous formations of urban life in the global South. 
Gyan Prakash warns against diffusionist models of urban theory which 
suggest that urban modernity emerged first in Europe and then gradually 
spread to the peripheries.24 In Mumbai Fables, Prakash turns his sharp yet 
lyrical analysis to the glittering, cosmopolitan metropolis of Mumbai and 
its cultural history. Mumbai emerges not as a container of modernity but as 
a spatial form of social life.25 Likewise writing against the global city para-
digm, Ananya Roy and Aihwa Ong argue that the concept assumes that all 
metropolitan life across the world is subject to the identical universal force 
of global capitalism.26 Achille Mbembe and Sarah Nuttall contend that the 
global city paradigm privileges the role of financial flows and techno- scapes in 
the making of the global city and thereby neglects crucial cultural narratives 
through which citizens imagine themselves and their cities.27 The normative 
and schematic accounts of the homogenizing drive of global capitalism found 
in the urban theories flatten the affective and libidinal dimensions of cities 
and their subjects.

Performance studies offers a rich analytical framework for studying the 
unruly, imaginative city, which thrives beyond the functionalist imaginar-
ies and bureaucratic precincts of the planned city. Loren Kruger reminds 
us that all cities are “world cities” because their “citizens aspire in unequal 
but nonetheless significant measure to inhabit the world and to imagine and 
reimagine that habitation as their right to the city.”28 Drawing on Charles 
Baudelaire and Walter Benjamin’s notion of the flaneur and Guy Debord’s 
notion of the dérive, Jen Harvie reminds us that walking in the city is a way 
of creating it anew “by rejecting the types of priorities the city dominated by 
capital and spectacle might try to impose.”29 Likewise, SanSan Kwan pursues 
a choreographic approach to reading “urban Chineseness” across a range of 
metropolitan cities, including Shanghai, Taipei, Hong Kong, New York, and 
Los Angeles, to trace kinesthetic experiences of moving through cities and 
identities.30 Nicholas Whybrow generatively sketches out the analytical cat-
egory of performance in understanding the nonlegal, nonofficial city.31 While 
he concurs that the city is built around the operation of certain agreements, 
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a functional order that strives to be moral as well as pragmatic, he argues 
that the city is also irrefutably anarchic, and its radical play can challenge 
the planned city’s authority. Ato Quayson retells the life of Accra, Ghana, 
through the performative streetscapes on the singular Oxford Street, which is 
a “demarcated spatial theatre yet one that is also extraordinarily permeable 
in terms of the intersection of variant dramaturgies.”32 Moving away from a 
focus on a social geography of needs, questions of policy and services, and 
functionalist accounts preoccupied with social justice, equity, and efficiency, 
these scholars offer a more processual and libidinal understanding of the 
relationships between bodies and buildings, actors and networks, pedestrian 
movements and urban structures.

Building on this scholarship, Brutal Beauty turns to the kaleidoscopic 
arrangements of new subjects, socialities, and affects in the rapidly changing 
liberalized Indian cities. How do radical economic and spatial changes shape 
value systems, giving rise to new urban subjectivities and social relations, and 
how are these rendered through artworks? Offering a more labile account 
of the city, this book turns to cultural imaginaries and urban dreamscapes 
and demonstrates that the city is more than its sum total of structures and 
infrastructures, legalities and technologies. The economistic vocabulary of 
markets, labor, and consumption does not capture the affective intensities 
that pulse through the city’s libidinal, unruly, and imaginative life.

The cultural productions I examine in this book respond to the ongoing 
social and cultural upheavals in the city by exploring the undercurrents of 
urban aspiration. Recuperating the dark side of the “world- class” city— urban 
poverty, ecological crises, precarious migrant labor— these artists foreground 
the impact of the neoliberalizing agendas of contemporary capitalism. These 
creative interventions disclose a range of concerns, from gender, regional, and 
sexual identity politics to civic problems of the precipitous costs of living, 
migrant labor, electronic waste, media- generated panics, and the precarity 
of dwelling and traveling within the city’s “rapidly changing” environments. 
In the process, Brutal Beauty traces the cultural life of neoliberal urbanism 
by departing from dominant representations that swing from triumphalist 
discourses of the “world- class city” to their apocalyptic obverse, the third 
world “planet of slums.”33 While the interlocutors of the global city paradigm 
have generatively enriched our understanding of the unruly, complex, and 
manifold dimensions of urban histories, geographies, and lifeworlds emerg-
ing from the global South, my project turns specifically to aesthetics as the 
mode to reimagine the self and the city in liberalized India.

Aestheticizing the Self

Theories of performance provide particularly rich tools to consider the for-
mation of subject positions in liberalized India. Erving Goffman and Michel 
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Foucault have contributed to our understanding of the micro-  and macro- level 
factors in the constitution of subjects. While Goffman studied face- to- face 
interactions within institutional settings to examine how normality and devi-
ance are constituted and resisted by individual agents, Foucault examined 
technologies of power, domination, and discipline in the production of docile 
subjects. Goffman’s analysis of the management of self is especially generative 
for a consideration of the development of a professional persona, which I take 
up in chapter 2.34 Focusing on the minutiae of daily interactions rather than 
large- scale social systems, Goffman’s social actor attempts to “manage impres-
sions” by persuading his audience of the reality of the interactional situation.35 
Goffman draws from a performance vocabulary to attest the significance of 
the “role” not as that which conceals the inner self but, rather, as the iterative 
performance that constitutes the person. Building on Goffman, Pierre Bourdieu 
develops his concept of “habitus,” where the self internalizes and incorporates 
social roles in the form of enduring dispositions and inculcated capacities, and 
subsequently manifests this behavior through embodied practice.36

Foucault’s oeuvre is especially generative in understanding the role of 
aesthetics in the formation of human capital. The Foucauldian move to self- 
governance builds on his earlier work; he recuperates an older conception 
of governmentality, which extends well beyond a narrow understanding of 
political government to include technologies of self- governance. Foucault 
points out that in post- Nazi Germany, ordoliberal schema regarded the mar-
ket and the principle of competition as antinaturalistic and as something that 
had to be instituted through active government intervention. Departing from 
orthodox classical liberal theory pitting individual liberty against state inter-
vention, ordoliberals consider instead what type of government would best 
enable the market to flourish. The subsequent state/capital chiasmus anchors 
enterprise as not merely an economic but an individual horizon in capitalist 
societies.

Foucault distinguishes the ordoliberal approach from that of the Chi-
cago School economists, who identify human capital as a significant way of 
understanding the problem of labor in emergent neoliberal formations. While 
the ordoliberals deployed the state to stimulate the market, thus retaining a 
distinction between the functions of the two, the approach of the Chicago 
School economists attenuated that distinction by ensuring that the eco-
nomic form saturates all spheres of social life. Inculcating the self as capital 
draws not only on genetic traits but also on social, familial, and pedagogical 
“investments,” which instill enterprise at the heart of human capital. The 
subject is now held responsible for her own choices about future investments 
in the shaping and development of her human capital. Bringing together 
theories of performance and formation of subjectivity allows us to see that 
the enterprising actor braids together techniques of external management as 
well as techniques of the self, combining micro-  and macropolitical arts of 
self- governance.
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Wendy Brown returns to the Chicago School’s conception of human 
capital when she contends that “persons and states are expected to com-
port themselves in ways that maximize their capital value in the present and 
enhance their future value, and both persons and states do so through prac-
tices of entrepreneurialism, self- investment, and/or attracting investors.”37 In 
a relentless pursuit of self- enhancement, human capital seeks to improve its 
portfolio value. By pointing out how the democratic horizon of equality and 
social justice begin to diminish, Brown cautions against a political rationality 
that obsessively focuses on projects of self- investment. In her words, “When 
we are figured as human capital in all that we do and in every venue, equal-
ity ceases to be our presumed natural relation with one another. Inequality 
becomes normal, even normative. A democracy composed of human capital 
features winners and losers, not equal treatment or equal protection.”38

It is now commonplace to assert that there is no singular or univocal 
“neoliberalism.” While it is a global phenomenon, it is also constantly dif-
ferentiated, unsystematic, and impure, inflected by existing arrangements of 
culture and society. It is not only diverse geographically and historically; it 
also has remarkable plasticity to reinvent itself in shifting guises as it mani-
fests in discursive formulations, economic policies, modes of governance, and 
material and cultural practices.39

Akhil Gupta has cautioned us that neoliberal reforms in India did not 
replicate economic patterns in the West. In India, welfare programs were not 
eviscerated in order to usher in market reforms. Rather, social programs that 
focused on increased self- reliance and self- empowerment aided the ability of 
working classes to access the benefits of already existing welfare programs. 
The growth in government revenues made more resources available for redis-
tributive purposes. In fact, liberalization facilitated the implementation of the 
government’s welfare interventions. Unpacking the tangled and contradic-
tory forces at the conjuncture between neoliberal policies and welfare, Gupta 
demonstrates that while the ideology of neoliberal governmentality supports 
cutting back welfare programs, “the pressures of securing legitimacy in a 
democratic politics and the growing economic resources that allow for this 
possibility have resulted in an expansion of welfare programs. A simplistic 
understanding of neoliberalism’s impact on the poor would miss the multiple 
ironies at play here, ironies that demand us to pay close attention to social 
processes rather than rehearsing well- intentioned political slogans.”40

Tariq Thachil demonstrates that where India’s government machinery was 
failing to provide social services to marginalized citizens, nonelectoral orga-
nizations saw an opportunity and seized it.41 In his analysis, the party of 
the Hindu Right, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), has effectively deployed 
a network of nonparty organizations that have spread their tentacles and 
supplied a range of social services in remote areas, thus using social pro-
grams rather than overt Hindutva ideology to bring new constituents into its 
fold. Instead of insisting on clientelistic exchange, the distribution of social 

Copyright © 2022 by Northwestern University Press. Published 2022. All rights reserved.



14 Introduction

services works as an insidious performance of charity and goodwill, gradu-
ally building trust rather than pressuring recipients to vote for the BJP. When 
the BJP won the 2014 national elections, the marginalized electoral groups 
of Scheduled Tribes (Adivasis) and the Scheduled Castes (Dalits) and the eco-
nomically marginalized poor voted in their favor rather than for the Indian 
National Congress party, which has ideologically and historically represented 
marginalized groups.

The landslide victory of the BJP in 2019 further accentuates the ways that 
the hydra- headed Hindu Right party wears multiple guises and speaks in 
many tongues and appeals to sentiments as well as material needs in order 
to recruit diverse constituents. The “Modi wave” cannot be explained only 
through a religious vector; we need to also consider the permeation of a neo-
liberal calculus in all sections of society, where voting and democratic politics 
are seen as transactional tokens in exchange for services, jobs, and other 
material and economic benefits. Moreover, Narendra Modi himself evokes 
the “rags to riches” narrative of aspiration, mobility, and resilience to serve 
as a role model to striving citizens.42 In a poor democracy such as India, mar-
ginalized citizens are also substantial vote banks, so political parties deploy 
social programs and proffer aspirational narratives to compete for the vote of 
the poor. We can see that in India, while neoliberal policies do not decimate 
social programs as in the West, parties like the BJP deploy neoliberal rational-
ities, bringing the principle of competition into noneconomic areas of social 
services and thus infusing it within a neoliberal political- economic calculus.

Building on the work of these scholars, this book invokes “the neolib-
eral” not only as the historical launch of economic reforms in 1991, when 
the Indian government opened its doors to foreign trade and investment, 
deregulation, privatization, tax reforms, and inflation- controlling measures 
that shifted from a developmental state to a more capitalist economy.43 Bru-
tal Beauty argues that the neoliberal involves more than a descriptive and 
analytical category of political economy; it functions as a prescriptive and 
normative horizon, disseminating market values beyond the market, or, as 
David Harvey puts it, “bring[ing] all human action into the domain of the 
market.”44 By using artworks to explore the braiding of political and affective 
economy, this book examines the neoliberal as a “structure of feeling” that 
naturalizes market logic as the dominant mode of engaging with the self and 
the world.45

Neoliberalism is not merely an economic or social phenomenon; it is also 
an aesthetic project. Its aesthetics are not circumscribed to urban beautifica-
tion but also extend to acts of poiesis, or crafting the self as an economic actor. 
While the concept of human capital is central to the shaping of subjectivity in 
liberalized India, it is also imperative for us to situate these transformations 
within wider circuits of urban culture.46

How do artworks explore the human and social costs for the transforma-
tion of cities? A city like Bangalore, once imagined as an idyll and a site for 
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repose, has grown to an incessant nonstop 24/7 work milieu that normalizes 
productivity without pause and labor without rest.47 The cultural produc-
tions discussed here grapple with the spatialization of time by considering 
the conflation of temporal notions of progress with spatial plans for growth. 
In these artworks, the past persists as a spectral force in the “future city,” 
disarticulating the rigid chronology of developmental time. Contemporary 
cultural productions complicate progressivist teleologies and evoke the kalei-
doscopic city, one that provides shifting and illusory configurations of desire 
and power, selfhood and sociality in the layered and porous city.

Departing from accounts that reinforce the “death of the city” narrative, 
Brutal Beauty explores the vitality, energy, and creativity of urban entre-
preneurs as they grapple with radical social and spatial transformations. In 
cityscapes where advertising images saturate public spheres, where urban 
beautification projects are fostered through the nexus of private- public part-
nerships, where “the commons” are rapidly privatized, it becomes increasingly 
difficult to recuperate artistic interventions that are not subsumed by forces of 
consumer capitalism. While the artworks described in this book serve as the 
occasion to explore the ramifications of rampant urbanization, the globaliza-
tion of the Indian art market also partakes in the discursive production of 
creative cities. The “city” serves not only as resource for several art projects but 
also as talisman: nonprofit cultural institutions regularly curate events around 
the theme of “the city” and invite local, national, and international artists to 
collaborate and create works. The proliferation of art galleries, theater spaces, 
and art and design institutes demonstrate the emergence of the creative class 
as mainstream and alternative, established and emergent artists and entrepre-
neurs both perpetuate and critique discourses of the “world- class city.”

The public- minded artists I discuss in the following pages demonstrate 
their receptivity to and responsibility toward the city through artworks and 
performances that give aesthetic form to social confusions. If the neoliberal 
project of city and self- making acquire a renewed impetus, then these artists 
rearrange our aesthetic sensibilities by pointing to some of what is lost or at 
stake in these projects of urban reimagining. The various artworks and per-
formances I consider in this book uncover the dark side of rhetorics around 
“India Shining.”

Drawing on the city as inspiration and resource, these artists belie domi-
nant debates that pit artistic autonomy against the social instrumentality of 
art. Their entanglement with the city challenges conceptions of liberal indi-
vidualism that construe persons as autonomous, insular, and self- sufficient. 
These artists foreground the relational attachments across theater, artist, and 
civic collectives as the enduring infrastructures of urban life. Their artworks 
remind us of the porousness and vulnerability of our physical, social, and 
affective worlds. By heightening perceptiveness and illuminating a sense of 
civic attentiveness, these artists highlight the shifting affective and social 
dynamics in the city. This deep sense of attunement between person and place 
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manifests in a dialectic of receptivity to and responsibility toward the cities in 
which they are enmeshed.

Artworks amplify alternate modes of cognition: through their sensorial 
address, they expand our fields of attention and allow us to critically reflect on 
urban transformations. Looking specifically at urban artscapes in liberalized 
India, this book examines how economic transformations remake existing 
value systems and prompt new imaginaries of selfhood and the world- class 
city.48 I turn to the creative workers of urban India who grapple with volatile 
conditions of the rapidly globalizing city. The theater and performance art-
ists I consider here include playwrights Mahesh Dattani and Ram Ganesh 
Kamatham, artistic directors of New York– based Builders Association and 
London- based motiroti; Berlin- based Rimini Protokoll; performance mak-
ers such as Pushpamala N., Surekha, A. Revathi, and Living Smile Vidya; 
directors such as Preetam Koilpillai, Vidhu Singh, and the transgender group 
Panmai; filmmakers like Ashim Ahluwalia; and performative sculptors and 
installation artists such as Sheela Gowda, M. Shantamani, Vivan Sundaram, 
and Krishnaraj Chonat. These creative interventions raise a range of concerns 
from gender, caste, regional, and sexual identity politics to civic problems 
around the precipitous costs of real estate, migrant labor, electronic waste, 
media- generated panics, and the precarity of dwelling and traveling within 
the city. While recognizing that commodity cultures impinge on urban sub-
jectivities, I turn to critical performance makers to consider their creative 
interventions in the cityscapes of India.

Each chapter takes up specific affective orientations that offer urban sub-
jects strategies of psychic management in the face of radical cultural, social, 
spatial, and economic transformations. Chapter 1 turns to urban panic as a 
heightened emotional response to the reterritorialization of space, and the 
frenzy of construction and building projects currently underway in Bangalore. 
I explore particular social and cultural ramifications of pervasive construc-
tion projects that attempt to remake Bangalore into a “world- class city.” The 
numerous building projects, in particular, manifest the tumult of development 
in the city. How do these spatial and material manifestations of urban aspi-
ration produce panic as an affective experience of territorial dispossession? 
Considering panic in relation to questions of property and real estate brings 
into sharp relief the spatial strategies for negotiating social hierarchies.

The artists I consider in chapter 1— Surekha, Sheela Gowda, Krishnaraj 
Chonat, and M. Shantamani— examine panic from multiple viewpoints: the 
insulation of elite enclaves and gated communities from slum dwellings, the 
precarious homes of migrant laborers, and the pervasive sense of exile for 
religious minorities in India. The chapter considers how panic is spatialized, 
managed, exacerbated, or overcome through spatial reconfigurations. Taking 
up the question of dwellings— elite enclaves, makeshift tin sheds, incinerated 
homes— these artists probe how social relations between communities are 
configured through spatial arrangements and move us from a habituated and 
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routinized sense of panic to a greater openness and responsibility toward 
class inequalities and cultural difference.

Taking the call center industry as its point of departure, chapter 2 exam-
ines the aspirations of urban youth as they navigate nightly regimes of labor. 
Dramatic performances of cosmopolitan encounters within the transnational 
framework of the call center industry in India offer crucial insights into ques-
tions of aspiration, cosmopolitan subjects, and emerging regimes of labor. 
How do the virtual intimacies generated by new media and market technolo-
gies usher in aspirations toward a new cosmopolitan subjectivity? Discourses 
of cosmopolitanism evoke ways of being and acting beyond the local, of 
having affective attachments in multiple spaces beyond the boundaries of 
the resident nation- state. By invoking cosmopolitanism here, however, I con-
sider its deep entrenchment within circuits of capital. Considering call center 
agents and the actors who portray them as exemplary of new cosmopolitan 
subjects, I explore the labor of impersonation in their aspiration to perform 
within a transnational economy.49

Precarious conditions of labor undergird the professional aspirations of 
Bangalore’s young call center workers. Artistic representations of the prac-
tices of impersonation within the outsourcing industry puncture a hole in the 
gleaming facade of Brand Bangalore, touted as India’s Silicon Valley. Through 
a process that simultaneously disavows the material implications of their vir-
tual identities and actively encourages them to imagine, if not identify with, 
the lifestyles of the white American middle class, impersonation offers the 
modality through which call center employees aspire to a better life. Practices 
of impersonation are not disembodied but occur at a complex conjuncture in 
which material city, global capital, neoliberal state, urban cultural production, 
social relations, and spatial alignments intersect and shape one another. I argue 
that impersonation becomes a key means through which citizens remake them-
selves into consumers who aspire to an imagined cosmopolitan community.

Chapter 3 considers the dramatic shift from discourses of shame to 
pride in representations of same- sex desire in urban India over the past two 
decades. From a mere dozen people who assembled at India’s first gay pride 
march, in the eastern city of Kolkata in 1999, now thousands throng urban 
gay pride marches in Delhi, Mumbai, Bangalore, and other urban centers.50 
Concurrently, discourses around same- sex representation and politics have 
shifted from shame to the growing aspiration of queer subjects to belong to a 
horizontal, global community.51 In December 2013 the Supreme Court over-
ruled the 2009 decision of the Delhi High Court, which declared that Section 
377 of the Indian Penal Code (IPC) from 1860, which criminalized “carnal 
intercourse against the order of nature,” should be read down to exclude 
consensual sex between adults in private. Subsequently, in 2013, the Supreme 
Court ruling reinstated the 153- year- old colonial law passed under British 
rule, in the process further igniting and intensifying a mounting experience 
of queer defiance that taps into a global sense of outrage against injustice 
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toward queer and LGBT subjects. In September 2018, the Supreme Court 
decriminalized homosexuality in India.

I situate the affective shift from shame to self- assertion in the context 
of the booming NGO industries in urban India.52 The medical and social 
institutions and discourses that surround AIDS play a crucial role in the 
globalization of same- sex identity politics and the emergence of queer self-
hoods in India. Are LGBT and queer rights struggles in India caught within 
a progress narrative that rehearse developmental accounts of the liberation 
from stultifying tradition to an imagined cosmopolitan community of global 
queers? Through a consideration of Mahesh Dattani’s plays, chapter 3 charts 
the emergence of an identitarian model of expressive same- sex politics that 
draws on transnational AIDS activism, queer pride parades, and queer film 
festivals, in addition to the increased visibility of same- sex desire in mass 
media and public culture at large. The chapter concludes with a consider-
ation of the nonelite transgender performers A. Revathi and Living Smile 
Vidya and the first transgender theater group, Panmai. I discuss their confes-
sional performances, which chart the trajectory from the sense of stigma of 
caste identity and nonconforming gender identities to their aspiration for 
freedom from humiliation and a life with dignity.

While the first three chapters examine the crucial role of performance in 
the formation of an aspirational selfhood, whether as a high- tech worker, a 
homeowner, or as a queer activist, chapter 4 explores narcissism as a tech-
nology of self- dissolution. How may a subject resist discourses that urge a 
sense of Promethean striving? What may a politics of refusal to the incessant 
entrepreneurialism of the self look like? In an environment that routinely 
indoctrinates “self- reliance” and “self- empowerment” into citizen- consumers, 
how might a counterintuitive reading of narcissism illustrate the unmaking 
of the self? This chapter examines the work of visual and performance art-
ist Pushpamala N., whose Phantom Lady series illustrates that narcissism 
develops not only as an emergent culture of self- absorption and entitlement 
but also as a libidinal intervention in an environment increasingly organized 
and rationalized under “the performance principle,” where competitive eco-
nomic performances of its workers are closely managed and scrutinized. 
Pushpamala N.’s Phantom Lady series illustrates that the libidinal economies 
of media urbanism are a primal and primary sensuous mode of experiencing 
India’s expanding metropolises. The chapter ponders whether narcissism can 
trigger a different reality principle and playfully defy cultures of toil, industry, 
and domination. The modernist imaginary of the administered, planned city 
gives way to the vertiginous repertoire of an urban sensorium that exposes a 
chiasmic and libidinal economy.

Brutal Beauty charts the itineraries of the aspirational subject as she tra-
verses a journey from entrepreneurial self- making to the detritus of spent 
desire. Chapter 5 explores artistic engagements with obsolescence to exam-
ine the systematized human degradation that becomes part of the market 
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calculus of value and waste. Turning specifically to artworks by Vivan Sun-
daram, Surekha, and Krishnaraj Chonat, this final chapter asks, What are the 
human, social, ecological consequences of the current valorization of inno-
vation, speed, and enhancement? In particular, what are the material effects 
of technological and human obsolescence in relation to the looming trans-
national problem of international electronic waste being dumped on Asian 
shores? How do we understand the pervasiveness of obsolescence, the feeling 
of pastness, of having outlived one’s utility, in cultures that celebrate youth 
and newness? How do persons become the collateral damage of consumer 
capitalism? Turning to obsolescence as an affective corollary to cultures of 
waste and disposal, and considering the performance of waste, I discuss the 
highly exclusionary social worlds that are engendered through spatial and 
social demarcations of hygiene and filth, privilege and poverty, technology 
and tradition. The material life of discarded things and, by extension, the 
obsolescence of persons, professions, and lifeworlds makes vivid the spectral 
histories of innovation and technology in the city. Examining these works of 
art reveals the relational dynamics and porous borders between persons and 
things, and allows us to see how contemporary capitalism produces cultures 
of obsolescence that not only render commodities as waste but also mark 
people as having outlived their value and utility.

While the liberalization of the Indian economy in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s propelled the much- touted Indian “art boom,” it simultaneously 
produced a host of critical artists who draw from and détourn the perva-
sive entrepreneurial exuberance in the city. By considering the dispersion of 
innovation, dynamism, and artistic creativity into cultural terrains, this book 
avoids pitting corporate domination against creative insubordination. These 
artworks neither transcend nor subvert market forces; they are buoyed up 
by the very global market circulations that they seek to critique. Yet this 
does not evacuate their work of critical resonance. These artworks exert an 
aesthetic force by activating a sense of aesthetic and critical judgment that 
presses back against the vigorous tide of neoliberal rationality. Brutal Beauty 
illuminates this complex agonistic encounter between capital and culture by 
considering how emergent capitalist norms are variously imbibed, inhabited, 
contested, and negotiated on the ground.

As postcolonial cities are integrated into new transnational geographies 
of markets and labor through networks of communication and capital, the 
older model of insular, internally coherent modernist cities, subordinate 
to national planning, gives way to transnational urbanized networks of 
culture- scapes. Confounding the earlier center/periphery, city/country spa-
tial binaries, exceeding the jurisdictional boundaries of the nation- state, the 
Indian city eludes coherent and predictable grids for comprehending and 
containing city politics. Considering the dynamic and dialectical relation-
ship between affective and political economies, this book argues that modern 
urban life is not only composed of the architectures of its built environments 
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or the infrastructures of its formal and informal services; it is also shaped by 
libidinal forces not reducible to a flattened discourse of urban planning.

Brutal Beauty traces urban aspiration in the wake of neoliberal economic 
reforms and delineates the affective undercurrents that pulse through the city 
and shape its social contours and psychic life. In the pages that follow, we see 
the emergence of new dramatis personae unlike Baudelaire’s strolling flaneur 
of nineteenth- century Paris. On the streets and sidewalks of the city and in 
railway stations, shopping malls, call center offices, pride parades, theaters, 
and underground cultural productions, we encounter a host of newer urban 
subjects: the urban planner, the call center worker, the technocrat, the road-
maker, the construction worker, the queer activist, the Dalit transgender, the 
enervated action hero, the displaced farmer, the migrant laborer, the waste 
picker. While caught in the ebb and flow of urban life, these protagonists of 
a new India allow us to glimpse their aspirational dreamscapes, the passions 
and actions that drive their performances of survival in the city.
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