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Introduction 



I was born in the UK in the 1980s and was a teenager in the 1990s. As a child and young 

adult, I was aware of some of the negative or reductive attitudes people had toward my skin 

colour and ethnicity, and unfortunately, this awareness was occasionally sharpened when 

I experienced overt racism. Over time, it became normal for me to be wary in all-white 

environments, even in the absence of prejudice and although it has been a long time since 

I experienced racism, it is very hard to relinquish this wariness.  

 

My creative practice draws on my own life, and at times this will include signifiers of my 

heritage/ethnicity/skin colour. Discussions about my work with my peers on the course 

and with my tutors have rarely included the themes or content for my work, and this has 

created a vacuum in my own thinking process when I think about the work that I make.  

 

The literature review that I conducted for Unit 3.1 (Appendix 1) was trying to understand 

my work in relation to other work made by people with a similar cultural heritage and to 

consider whether my art should be called diaspora art. The literature review introduced 

me to this idea of ‘bad brown art’, an idea that is discussed well in a blog post by Mistry 

(2019) who tries to understand her need to “search for brown arts”. In their article they try 

and unpick their need to access culture that represents them or their experience, while also 

trying to find ‘brown art’ that is also complex and technically ‘good’.  I am still looking for 

a way to do this in my own creative practice and this dissertation is a further step in me 

trying to work out how to make ‘good brown art’.  

 

My literature review also introduced me to the term ‘hybrid subjectivity’. The term is used 

as an umbrella for the complicated, changing, and sometimes confusing way that people 

with a migration history process their experiences through / in their work.   

  

 

As I move into the final part of my degree, I want to get a better understanding of what it 

means to be a UK based artist with South Asian heritage by understanding the practice of 



artists and creatives who are practising now. I want to identify examples of ‘good brown 

art’ and see what, if anything, I can learn for my own practice. I am hoping that in learning 

from others, I can avoid potential pitfalls of working with my identities and be better 

prepared for some of the conversations I may have with potential galleries if I choose to 

work towards showing my work in their spaces.  

 

I appreciate that my dissertation has the potential to reduce or flatten the work of artists / 

creatives by stratifying them according to one aspect of their identities. In an effort to 

mitigate this risk, I will try to take an intersectional approach (Coaston, 2019) when 

discussing how an artist's identity may be interacting with their context to generate barriers 

or opportunities for their work to be seen or celebrated.  

 

I expect there to be some overlap in some of the issues experienced by all non-White artists 

and although I am primarily concerned with finding artists with South Asian heritage, 

much of my discussion will also refer to wider data and theory on race, ethnicity and skin 

colour which will include other non-White labels and identities.  

 

Part 1 of the dissertation will explore some of the issues with identity labels and look at the 

recent history of South Asian creativity in the UK. My search for contemporary artists with 

South Asian heritage starts using the galleries of London in a snapshot research study which 

samples a cross section of artists showing their art on one day in July 23. I look at artists 

with different races/skin colours/ethnicities and try and understand what kinds of work 

different artists are making, and if this work has any relation to their race/skin colour or 

ethnicity. Part 3 looks at the work of Hetain Patel and the dissertation will end with a 

summary of my conclusions.  

 

For the purposes of this dissertation South Asian countries will use the list of countries 

listed by the South Asian Heritage Month project (www.southasianheritage.org.uk) which 

are:  

http://www.southasianheritage.org.uk/


● Afghanistan 

● Bangladesh 

● Bhutan 

● India 

● The Maldives 

● Nepal 

● Pakistan 

● Sri Lanka.  

 

I will be using the definition of diaspora artist listed by Tate online (Tate, no date) which 

is “the term diaspora is used to discuss artists who have migrated from one part of the world 

to another, (or whose families have), and who express their diverse experiences of culture 

and identity in the work they make”.  

 

The images used on the title pages are images I have made during my degree. The images 

reference my life story and I hope they highlight some of the ways I have tried to explore 

my understanding of my self-image through my creative practice so far.   



●  

 

 

 

  

Part 1 - Does race, skin colour or 

ethnicity matter in the creative 

industries? 



The complications of identity labels 

There is no agreed standard for recording race or ethnicity (Drevdahl, D. 2006). Race is a 

social construct based on how people look, or their “phenotypic genetic expression” (Ford 

et al, 2005, pg 1659). These phenotypic features can “result in social interactions, which in 

turn produce racial and ethnic disparities” (pg 1660), which include racism.  

 

My phenotypic features have led to some irrelevant conversations about my work and post-

degree I would like to be able to make work where these conversations do not happen or 

they happen in a wider intersectional context where other people are also interrogating 

their own phenotypic features.  

 

The minority ethnic group label becomes even more problematic when you consider ideas 

about differential attainment (Social Mobility Commission, 2016) where disadvantages 

within ethnic groups can be as relevant as differences between them. For example in the 

South Asian group British Pakistani women earn less than women from other South Asian 

groups. Also in higher education, more people from an Asian background attained higher 

grades (70.5%) compared with those from Black ethnicities (57.5%) (Universities UK, 

2019).   

 

Focusing on race or ethnicity can hide other complexities such as class or gender (Stone et 

al, 2023) and Stuart Hall (2023) suggested that it is better to think of conversations about 

heritage as a “discursive practice” - an ongoing and changing conversation that sits inside a 

national identity that is always an “‘imagined community’” (page 15) and not a fixed thing. 

I think this kind of idea makes sense, but it requires an understanding of complex systems 

which do not often result in easy answers.  

 

Does race / ethnicity or skin colour matter in the creative industries?  

Art and design cover such a broad range of industries that it was very difficult for me to 

know how to look for intersections between race/ethnicity and skin colour and the 



experiences of artists or creatives that were informed by data that was robust and relevant 

to my practice in the UK.  

 

Interrogating the literature on the subject was further complicated by the fact that race, 

ethnicity and skin colour are used interchangeably, and they mean different things 

depending on the context that they are used in.   

 

A general Google search of news articles on the topic of prejudice or racism in the arts 

returns a diverse range of results with a range of stories and points of view. In one article a 

theatre director talks about the “implicit expectation” for people from “ethnic minorities to 

focus on work that comes from, or draws upon, their cultural communities” (Cheslaw, 

2016). This is a theme that comes up in different places and will be discussed further in my 

dissertation.  

 

There are other articles (Puffet, 2023; Lewis, 2023; Slow, 2022; The Voice, 2021) that seem 

to be critical comment pieces about statements about race made by public figures.  

 

It is not all negative news and there are positive accounts of what it means to be an artist 

from a minority ethnic group working in the UK (Khan, 2019; Pandey, 2022; ), with 

evidence of new approaches to showing and supporting diasporic art in the UK (Tolhurst, 

2023).  

 

In order to contextualise these narrative articles, I looked for more specific data which is 

discussed in the next section.   



What does the data tell us? 

In their Equality, Diversity and Inclusion data report from 2021 (Arts Council England) the 

Arts Council reported that there had been a 2% increase in the diversity of their National 

Portfolio’s workforce, from 11% in 2018/19 to 13% in 2020/21.   

 

Their data is high level and there is little analysis of what they find. In some sections of 

their data (ethnicity represented by job level) 27% of the data is in the unknown ethnicity 

category and different artistic disciplines (like dance) have different proportions of 

ethnicities with no discussion of why this might be. One of the limitations of the data is 

that it was gathered during the covid pandemic and therefore the data may not be 

representative of the current picture.   

 

If we expect our art institutions to represent the spread of ethnicities in the wider 

population then their figures are almost in keeping with wider population numbers as in 

the UK White ethnicities account for 81.7% of the population with the remainder being 

Black, Asian, mixed or ‘other’ ethnic groups (National Office for Statistics, 2022).  

 

Although at a high level the quantitative data might seem reassuring, it does not tell me 

anything about the kind of work that the artists are doing and what their experience of 

working in the arts industry is. A blog post by The Arts Council (2020) suggests that the 

situation is more complicated than the data implies and they talk about the ongoing 

“structural issues facing Black and minority ethnic people” in the arts.  

 

Their comment piece suggests that there are multiple intersecting issues that may be 

impacting on who gets to make and access art and there is a potential risk that I may 

experience some (but not all) of these barriers in my future practice. As an able bodied, cis-

gendered man who has a middle class profession, I have privileges that  

may insulate me from some of these barriers and may help me get my work into the right 

spaces. In saying this, I am not sure if these privileges will still apply when my work is 



compared with White artists of a similar background, and this is where I hoped my research 

study (part 2) would provide specific cases of contemporary artists with South Asian 

heritage currently exhibiting their work.  

 

  



 
 

 

 

 

  

Part 2 – Looking for contemporary 

artists with South Asian heritage in 

gallery spaces 



The research study 

I have a science background and my instinct is to look for answers in data that has been 

gathered systematically and that tries to mitigate for assumptions or bias. After looking at 

the literature, and realising that the arts do not ask questions in the same way as what I 

would expect in medicine, I decided to try conducting a short research study of my own to 

find out what artists with South Asian heritage are currently doing in London, one of the 

cities with the highest proportion of Asian ethnicity staff working in the arts (Arts Council 

England, 2021).  

 

I picked a date in July and copied a list of all the art exhibitions on show in London 

according to Art Monthly magazine on that day. Group exhibitions were excluded from 

the data collection. I gathered the ethnicity of the artist by looking at their public 

biographies and also used principals from qualitative research to group the shows by 

themes. The detailed methods can be found in Appendix 2 and the texts from the 

exhibitions can be found in Appendix 3.  

 

The results 

 

Chart 1 



In the sample of 74 exhibitions there were 0 artists who had South Asian heritage (chart 

1). This was a surprise for me. The Asian ethnicities that did have exhibitions were all from 

Southeast Asia with Chinese being the most well-represented Asian ethnicity.  

 

The White Other was the biggest ethnic group with the White British category being the 

next biggest group. Black ethnicities were the largest minority ethnic group.  

 

 
Table 1 

 

Looking at the spread of themes that the artists were using in their work (table 1), the artists 

with Black ethnicity were disproportionately making work about the politics of difference. 



Skin colour, race or ethnicity was not mentioned at all in any of the text accompanying the 

White artist exhibitions.  

 

Having white skin also seemed to increase the chances of your work being primarily 

described for its technical qualities. The inter-ethnic differences in the other themes were 

more similar in frequencies.  

 

What do these results tell me?  

London is 33% Asian (Gov.uk, 2022).  Given this I was surprised that there were no artists 

with South Asian heritage exhibiting in solo shows in my sample. This may have been due 

to methodological issues with my study design, including the sample selection or perhaps 

it may say something about what gallery spaces in London are currently most interested in 

showing.  

 

Considering specific cases - Sasha Gordan 

Sasha Gordan is an artist who is described as a young, queer, Asian-American woman by 

the gallery showing her work (Stephen Friedman Gallery, 2023). Their work Garden Troll 

(2021) can be seen in Image 1. 

  



 

Image 1 - Sasha Gordon - Garden Troll (2021)  

 

The descriptions of Gordon’s work on the gallery website very much frame her work as 

being about her identities but in a flattened and in my opinion overly simplified way. This 

is in contrast with how Gordan describes her own life experience in an interview she gave 

in Vogue magazine (Kazanjian, 2023) where she describes her journey with racism, 

internalised shame about her ethnic features and how her work is a response to these 

experiences. It left me wondering if a decision had been made to make her journey less 

interesting to allow her work to appeal to more people or to be more easily considered as 

identity based art.  

 

Looking for research on how artists end up in galleries (Gotthardt, 2017) I realised that the 

journey from art school to a gallery exhibition is a complicated one. Education, being 

visible, being adjacent to the gallery world, and being tactful when approaching galleries 

are all listed as important factors in whether an artist will get gallery representation. The 

article does not take into account what happens to people who as the Art Council suggests 

in their blog post (2020), do not have access to or feel welcome in gallery spaces.  

 

Jenny Timmer 

“Jenny Timmer’s work stems from experiences as a child on remote African farms and more 

recently through her reading and travel.  The darkness, the trophies of a hunting culture, 

the ‘otherness’ of the local people and their customs, and the tensions that existed in the 

early 1950’s Africa which infiltrated her imagination, are all fundamental to her art. ” 

 

Tension Fine Art (www.mutualart.com)  

 

The write-up for Timmer’s referenced race without naming it. It is work made in response 

to an ‘other’ but the Whiteness of the artist is considered as an invisible comparator that 

http://www.mutualart.com/


seems not to need explanation. Their work and exhibition text exemplifies another finding 

from my data - that for White artists there seems to be no need for them to ever mention 

their Whiteness, even when they are talking about issues that appear to have a racialised 

context. 

 

Chris Ofili   

 

Image 2 - Chris Ofili - 7 Deadly Sins (2023) 

 



Ofili, although well known to my OCA tutors, is not someone whose work I was familiar 

with. I discovered his recent exhibition as part of my research project and went to see it in 

situ in London.  

 

 

Ofili was part of the ‘young British Artist’ world (Tolia-Kelly, Morris, 2004) and he won 

the Turner Prize in 1998 and is described as having “rejected an identification within the 

Black arts movement (page 159). In their article Tolia-Kelly and Morris argue that “Ofili 

does not defy the dominant discourse of ‘primitivism’; instead he uses its legacy to win the 

prize” (160) – he understands his position within the system and bends it to his advantage. 

They wonder about his “ethics and authenticity” (page 162) as he seems to be “relieved of 

the burden of creating a language that communicates a moral or political message” (page 

164).  

 

I was interested to read about the idea that artists like Ofili who make work that exemplifies 

postmodern hybridity theory ignores the fact that “for a majority of black British and Asian 

people.. the option of revelling in liminal, hybrid spaces is simply not available” (Ratnum, 

1999). Considering his work in light of the other two examples it seems that artists who 

make work about / from their identity positions will be judged for their position in relation 

to the wider politics of difference whether they consent to this or not. If Sasha Gordan had 

the option of obscuring or not disclosing her queer, Asian-American, female identities, 

would she be accused of being inauthentic?  

 

As my research study did not find any artists with South Asian heritage, but did find 

evidence that people from ethnic minorities are making different work to White artists, I 

decided to specifically search for contemporary artists with South Asian heritage to see if 

the above findings make sense in light of their practice and experiences. These artists 

(Perminder Kaur and Hetain Patel) will be discussed in part 3.   

  



  

Part 3 - Considering Permindar Kaur and 

Hetain Patel 



 

Permindar Kaur is a sculpture / installation artist who was born in 1965. Her website 

describes her approach as “playful, using childlike objects to explore the territory of cultural 

identity, home and belonging” (Kaur, 2023).  

 

Hetain Patel was born in 1980 and is about the same age as me. He has been described as a 

“British Postwar and Contemporary artist” (Mutual Art, no date). Both artists are currently 

active, have produced work shown in multiple galleries and have also spoken about the 

role of their biographies in their work.   

 

I have seen the work of both artists in my local art gallery (John Hansard Gallery, 

Southampton) over the last 3 years but until now had not drawn any connections between 

them.  

 

Perminder Kaur  

Alice Correia (2021) writes about Kaur and considers her to be an under-recognised artist 

of the Young British Artists (YBA) era. Her paper discusses some of the complexities of 

what it means to be an artist who is ‘Black’ and British. Black in this context is the black 

that “emerged directly from the joint struggle of Asian, African and the Caribbean people 

against racism” (page 606) and is often referred to as ‘political Black’.  

 

The article starts with Kaur’s statement to a question about whether she is a ‘Black artist’ 

and she says “What does that mean? Who defines it? And do I have a choice?”. There seems 

to be a similarity between Kaur’s position here and Chris Ofili’s position, another YBA who 

is aware of but tries not to be fixed by the way other people ‘read’ his skin colour, race or 

ethnicity.  

 

The article makes the argument that despite being part of important exhibitions in the 

1990s, Kaur “has largely been omitted from narratives of British art in the 1990s” and this 



“provides insight into the challenges of narration faced by artists of colour”. The article 

talks about the fact that diaspora artists working in the 1990s were working with a 

“‘problem space’ largely defined by the 1980s” where they eventually felt the ‘burden of 

representation’. What had started as a wish to push back against the prejudice of the time, 

became a cage or limiting pressure on some of the artists of that time.  

 

Correai explains that as the YBA movement took hold in the 1990s, it became increasingly 

nationalistic and a multicultural Britain was not an ongoing part of this nationalistic vision. 

This article suggests that art historians have contributed to the relative invisibility of artists 

like Kaur, those whose narrative is not easy to understand or make sense of.  

 

The 1990s is a relatively long time ago and it could be argued that South Asian diasporic 

peoples have had a long time to produce new culture across the arts but the optimism of 

that time has not extended into the present day. In an article about the decline in British 

South Asian cultural production, Saha (2020) argues that in most areas of cultural practice 

in the UK, “Asian acts remain novel rather than the norm” (page 7).  

 

They argue that the political and social atmosphere in the 1990s, with ideas of 

multiculturalism under New Labour and new creative industries policy, came at the right 

time to encourage British Asian creatives. This optimism did not last and eventually due to 

a change in the political winds, the national agenda became more about cultural integration 

than multiculturalism.  

 

They also argue that because the creatives with South Asian heritage of the 1990s were so 

successful, diversity policies were developed to encourage more diversity in the industry 

and eventually this became a set of “strategies used to manage difference” (page 17). He 

argues that people in the diversity box were effectively pushed out of the mainstream 

forever to be considered in the diversity category. He also feels that it pushed race and 

racism underground.  



 

They suggest that by forcing diversity into institutions there is now “hyper-visibility of 

minorities in television and film, but often in a superficial way” (page 18). This “emphasis 

on diversity puts pressure on minorities to perform their ethnic and racial identity so it 

confirms to White expectations” (page 19).  

 

Image 3 - Perminder Kaur - Overgrown House (2020)  

 

In a video interview (Studio International, 2022) to accompany work at The Art House 

(Wakefield - Image 3) Kaur talks about how her early work was about identity and finding 

belonging. She quickly goes on to say that the work then changed and became about home 

- looking at “threat and comfort” in the domestic. She comments, without apology, that 

some of her answers are vague and that she is looking for people to make their own 

interpretations about her work.  



 

She talks about how identity was important in her work but that she has moved past that. 

I wonder if she is consciously trying to resist easy conversations about her work being about 

her cultural identities. It’s interesting that even though most of her conversation is not 

about her cultural identity, the tagline for the interview still reduces the conversation to 

say that her work is about “feelings of belonging and cultural identity”.  

 

If Kaur’s success has been limited by her resistance to being categorised by her ethnicity, 

race or skin colour, I wonder if other non-white artists who take a similar stance will also 

be at risk of being not included in the history of British art.  

 

Hetain Patel  

Hetain Patel was born 15 years after Kaur and has also had an extensive career. He makes 

work across photography, film and performance and his work explicitly plays with identity, 

assumptions and belonging.   

 

His TED talk titled “Who am I? Think again” (2013) has been viewed over 3 million times 

and it is a short performance piece that asks the audience to question their assumptions 

about skin colour, clothing, body language and point of view. He uses humour to generate 

critical thinking and judging by the number of views that his video has received, has done 

this successfully.  

 

In an interview about his work (The Guardian, 2019) he talks about how he received 

“vicious abuse” for wearing Indian formal clothing and how film and music culture helped 

him reinvent himself. In one of the final quotes for the piece, which is about him winning 

an award for his films he says “The biggest challenge I’ve faced is being recognised as a 

British artist outside of my ethnicity” “I’ll get invited to do shows around the subject of 

diaspora or race.”  

 



It seems like despite taking a different approach to Kaur, Patel also struggles with finding 

a space that does not only categorise him by his skin colour, race or ethnicity.  

 

In another interview he states:  

 

“While I’ve always known it emotionally, it took me a long time to understand 

intellectually that the brown body in the UK is not a neutral body. That any deviation from 

the white body is automatically “other”. Despite the fact that I made self-portraits at art 

school, nobody told me how I would be seen in the artworld. I feel like one of my main 

struggles and challenges in my career is to be accepted and recognised as a British artist. In 

the past, I’ve had so many invitations to do shows to do with India or ethnicity, and even 

Indian touring shows where I’m the only non-Indian.” 

 

        (Roberts, 2020)  

 

This is similar to my experience so far and although it is validating to see another person 

articulate it, it is also demoralising as he was making these self-portraits in art school 20 

years ago. What is also interesting is that the interviewer makes no attempt to unpack or 

unpick his comments and it reminds me of the strange silence that I have experienced when 

I have tried to make sense of these experiences with other people on my degree.   

 

   



Part 

2 – Making Sense of the Research Data 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Part 4 –  

 

Conclusions 

Conclusions 



So what does it mean to be a UK based contemporary artist with South Asian heritage in 

2023? As Gal-Dem suggested in their 2019 piece (Padin), am I doomed to be haunted by 

the spectre of making work that appeals to a White audience, or can I be like Kaur, inside 

the artworld whilst refusing to conform to its demands for a simple or easy explanation. 

 

Searching the literature for unit 3.1 and unit 3.2 I realised that it is hard to find good quality 

data on what it means to be a South Asian artist in the UK. Perhaps we are too much of a 

heterogeneous group to be meaningfully interrogated in this way. Perhaps there are also 

more success stories that go under the radar or do not feel that they need to talk about their 

identities because they have managed to become a part of the mainstream conversation.  

 

In saying this, I keep wondering about the results of my research study, which even if 

flawed, seems to shine a negative light on the place of South Asian heritage artists in the 

UK. They seem to suggest some kind of deficiency or lack which I can not quite articulate 

yet.  

 

I suspect in practice, my approach will probably be most similar to Patel. I think I will keep 

trying to build a body of work that has a context, which may look racial or ethnic, but that 

can also be read on its own. I think that Patel’s search to be measured by the standards of 

White artists is probably impossible in the near future because, if my research is right, then 

white artists are not making work that talks about their Whiteness and Patel’s work will 

therefore continue to look like the half of a one sided conversation.  

 

Some of what might be going on may be generational. It is probably not an accident that I 

am drawn to the work of Kaur and Patel, as they have experiences similar to my parents 

and my generations. There are resonances (real or imagined) in their work with my own 

experience which may be invisible to those who do not have these similar experiences. 

Although this should be true of all works - the observer makes their personal connection 

with it - where race, skin colour or ethnicity is concerned, the assumptions that come with 



the work may be much more loaded, something which probably reflects wider values in 

gallery spaces.  

 

My research did not look outside London which has skewed its findings. I know there are 

specific galleries outside London (e.g. Ikon Gallery, Birmingham) who seem committed to 

showing and celebrating work by artists of very diverse backgrounds. In saying this, I 

suspect that if we were to look at the themes of the works being shown, the ‘politics of 

difference’ would continue to come up more in those gallery spaces relative to those that 

are only showing work by White artists.  

 

There are some seeds of growing confidence in some areas of cultural production by people 

with South Asian ethnicities in the UK (Joshi, 2021) but it remains to be seen if these seeds 

will grow and develop into something lasting or end up being another cultural false start.  

 

South Asian Heritage Month (https://southasianheritage.org.uk/ ) has gathered momentum 

since it started in 2020 and it supports creative work like the Sustainable Futures project 

(https://www.dhaga.art/) which took place in August 2023 at the Fusebox in 

London. Although this work looks good, I think there is a risk that it sometimes falls into 

the neat trap of only being about diversity. I look forward to the day when these kinds of 

exhibitions will also include White British artists reflecting in conversation with their non-

White counterparts.  

 

In his essay on diaspora communities, Hall (2019) talks about the diaspora aesthetic as 

something that will always be “irretrievably “impure”” (page 213) and that it will constantly 

be reforming in a process of “becoming” (page 222).  

 

Although I do not feel reassured by the lack of South Asian looking artists in the gallery 

spaces, I hope that there may be space for someone like me, and that it will show itself if I 

keep on showing up, developing my craft and trying to interrogate my position within the 

https://southasianheritage.org.uk/
https://www.dhaga.art/


whole. Looking at the skill and breadth of artists like Kaur and Patel, I am confident that 

amazing work can be produced as a by-product of this ongoing process of becoming and I 

am hoping that once I relax into this idea, it will be the start of a new and better phase of 

my practice.  
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Appendix 1 – Unit 3.1 Literature Review 



Literature Review 

 Is there a problem with diaspora art and if so, whose problem is it?    

Introduction     

The White Pube (TWP) is a website and social media account that is run by Gabrielle de 

la Puente and Zarina Muhammad, both ex-art students. They write about art and other 

topics and describe their work as being centred in “embodied criticism”(About Us, The 

White Pube). They also state that they try to challenge “boring, lifeless, or overly 

academic” art reviews that are “basically all written by middle-class white men” (About 

Us, The White Pube).     

 

I identify as a gay or queer man with Punjabi heritage and I was born and raised in the 

UK. I am currently making work in response to family photo albums and am thinking 

about ways to represent parts of my history in my art. Early in my exploration of these 

topics, my tutor sent me a range of references that he thought might be useful to my 

practice and TWP blogpost “The Problem with Diaspora Art” was on this list.   

 

The word ‘diaspora’ refers to “people who spread from one original country to other 

countries” (Cambridge Dictionary Online) and ‘diaspora art’ is a term used to describe the 

art that people in this category make. 

I wanted to use the blog post to interrogate the literature on ‘diaspora art’ and to use this 

interrogation to form the basis of my dissertation for unit 3.2.  

 

  



“The Problem with Diaspora Art” 

The blog post was written by the TWP in 2018 (The Problem with Diaspora Art) and 

they limit their discussion to those of the South Asian Diaspora. They argue that diaspora 

art, at its worst, “feels tied to a cycle of dealing with the condition of duality that the 

diasporic body rests in ... on a level that is purely aesthetic”, and therefore is “never really 

wholly satisfying”. 

My first reading of the post left me with a lot of thoughts and at the time I tried to reflect 

on what kinds of work I had made or had been making, and whether I could be accused 

of making work that was made to perform for the sympathetic or empathetic ‘white gaze’. 

       

They name the artist Babbu (Babneet Lakhesar) and the brand HATECOPY, whose work 

is made by Maria Qamar, as 2 examples of this kind of work. Examples of their work can 

be seen in image 1 and image 2. 

     

 
Image 1 - Lakhesar, Girl with the Evil Eye Braid Image 2 - HATECOPY, no title  

  

They go on to say that this is superficial work that is being produced to “capitulate to the 

white gaze’s well-intentioned drive to understand ... but never to overthrow, act or 

change”. 

 

Looking at images 1 and 2, I can see how they can be called superficial or ‘purely 

aesthetic’ but I am not sure why this is necessarily a problem given that they have been 

made as commercial prints. As a counter argument, I think TWP blog post could also be 

accused of having only made a superficial or surface-level analysis of these prints that 

ignores their context.      

 

In an article titled Whose Diaspora? (Wofford, 2016) suggests that diaspora art is about 

“hybrid subjectivities” and that it produces “difference with other populations in their 

dispersed contexts... that always results in new hybrid subjectivities” (page 76).  

 



With my knowledge of Punjabi culture, which I recognise has its limitations, I would 

argue that Image 1 is a hybrid mix of old and new. I would disagree with the TWP post 

about it being a simple “binary juxtaposition” between 2 identities or that it is a “tired and 

worn” approach. The post argues that this kind of work is this way because it lacks 

“external perspective” and by this, they mean “critical feedback”. I think the problem 

with this point is that external perspectives and feedback will also be coloured by the 

positions of the person looking at the work. 

 

I agree that people need feedback to develop but think that more discussion needs to 

happen about the limitations of feedback and the challenges of providing cross-cultural 

feedback where the frames of reference may compete or clash. 

 

In a paper from 2021, which looks at the experiences of Black art students in critique 

sessions (Unkefer et al., 2023) the authors suggest that art education in the USA assumes 

that “white artists are culturally neutral and objective” and that “white cultural norms” 

“are often presumed as foundational” (page 41). They argue that the risk is that “critique 

could serve as a continual hegemonic process of crystalizing Whiteness as the universal, 

rational, and singular truth” (page 43). 

 

In Unkefer et al.’s paper (2023) they also talk about how students faced silence when 

presenting “overt identity based work” and how “interviewees consistently searched for 

an understanding of silence in the critique based on their racialised experiences inside 

and outside the classroom” (page 46). 

 

  



Migration and Belonging 

I went to see Bani Abdi’s The Song at the John Hansard Gallery in Southampton. Abdi has 

a practice that “reflects on the problems of nationalism and borders and how such issues 

affect everyday life and individual experiences” (John Hansard Gallery, 2022)  

    

Abdi was born in Lahore, Pakistan, and has lived in Berlin since 2011 (Contemporary Art 

Society, 2023). She has moved from the country of her birth and can therefore be 

considered to be a ‘diaspora artist’. I think one of the key things the blog post misses is the 

potential effects of Migration on a diasporic person. 

 

The film is a moving, fictional account of a man from a place that is very different from 

where he finds himself in the present. He is living alone in a flat that is sparsely furnished 

and very quiet. As the film progresses we see him build more and more sound-making 

objects using vibrating and oscillating household objects, like an electric toothbrush and a 

rotating fan. The film is interspersed with short scenes from a noisier more vivid city. The 

film ends with him sitting in a room, surrounded by small noisy objects which sound like 

the kind of noises you might hear in a busy city. 

       

 
Image 3 - Abdi, The Song, film still 
 

 

 

This account of migration is very much about an individual perspective and  

it feels multilayered and leaves a lot of room for interpretation. I believe that one of the 

messages it is trying to convey is about the challenge of feeling like you belong 

somewhere when you have memories of belonging somewhere else. I think this is one of 

the core challenges faced by many diasporic communities. 

      

The relationship between ‘old’ and ‘new’ home is explored in depth in an article 

calledColoring Memories and Imaginations of “Home”: Crafting a De/Colonizing 
Autoethnography (Bhattacharya, 2018). Bhattacharya has moved to Canada from India 



and uses a traumatic childhood memory to problematise the idea of being able to ‘go back 

home’ when you have moved to a new place. She talks about struggling to feel like you 

belong when you are “frequently interrogated about where we are from and when we 

will return there” and that these interrogations “convey the message that wherever we 

are cannot be our home” (page 10). Now, for her, to long to return home is “longing for a 

future that exists only in my imagination” (page 14).     

 

I have had these kinds of conversations with people who have left India and are now 

resident in the UK. They talk about their connection to India becoming thinner or more 

fragile and many also lose their fluency with their mother tongue. It is interesting that 

none of these issues are discussed in TWP blogpost as the challenge of making sense of 

multiple identities across time and geography might give some context to the suggested 

problems with some diaspora art. 

 

  



Considering Another Way to Think about Identity-Based Work 

In writing this literature review I have realised that TWP oversimplifies what is a very 

complicated topic. One of the neglected parts of the post is about how identity changes 

with time and how the act of making work about our identity can also inform our sense 

of ourselves.    

  

In the article titled The Search for an Individual Voice (2022) Reisner and Presiado use 

the case study of Fatma Shanan, an artist who belongs to the Druze minority group in 

Israel to specifically think about the relationship between self-portraiture and identity. 

They look at four self-portraits made by Shanan between 2010 and 2017 to “understand 

her relationship with the complexity of her experience as a woman and as an artist who is 

active in both her patriarchal Druze society and the Western-affiliated Israeli artworld” 

(Reisner and Presiado, 2022, pg 383).  

 

Images 4-7 shows the four self-portraits in chronological order. 

     
      
Image 4 - Shanan, Self-Portrait.  

 

 



 
Image 5 - Shanan, Self-Portrait with Misbaha 

       

 

 
Image6-Shanan, Self-Portrait and a Carpet#1  

 
Image7-Shanan,Self-Portrait and a Carpet #2 

 

They argue that Shanan has gone through a process of development in three stages and 

that this starts with a state that includes “the collective ethic of the individual’s society of 

origin”, a state of “split” between the different parts of the individual personality and then 

the “new ethic” which is a “consolidation of the individuals identity” (page 389). They 

explain that their theories are based on Depth Psychology, a type of psychotherapy that is 



an “exploration of the subtle, unconscious, and transpersonal aspects of human 

experience” (What is depth psychology? - CG jung center 2011).    

  

In their opinion, her first self-portrait is steeped in the traditions of “the great masters of 

Western art” (page 392) and she progressively moves towards using symbols of Druze 

culture, filtered through a feminist lens, in her final image which uses a traditional carpet 

as the base for the image and where she uses motifs of “a crown, a falcon and the red, 

white and gold colours that give the work an aura of splendour” (page 404).  

    

The idea of an artist’s work changing as their relationship to themselves and their 

surroundings change is an interesting way to frame what people consciously or 

unconsciously choose to show or not show in their work. It could be argued that some of 

the ‘superficial’ diaspora art referenced in TWP post reflects the experience of artists who 

are in the second stage of their psychological development - being split between the 

individual identity parts that make up their diasporic identity. Perhaps this is where good 

quality critique could function as a therapeutic process to help them move on to the next 

stage of their development.     

 

  



Considering how I have used Self-Portrait and what it says about the Development of my 

Identity      

Images 8 - 11 show four self-portraits that I have completed as part of my Creative Arts 

degree. They are ordered chronologically. 

    

     

   

   

   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 8 - Bhogal, Self Portrait 2020         
      Image 9 - Bhogal, Self Portrait 2022 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

            

      
Image 10 - Bhogal, Self-Portrait 2022                          Image 11 - Bhogal, My Back 2022 



      

     

    

   

       

Images 8 and 9 were technical exercises where I was trying to get an idea of how to use 

the paint. In saying this, when making both images I was very deliberate about which 

direction I was facing and how much of my face and body I wanted to show. Image 8 felt 

risqué because I decided to show part of my unclothed upper chest.  

 

Image 10 is another portrait where I am looking directly at the viewer and I think that 

adding the text from a diary entry written almost 20 years ago shows an increased 

willingness and confidence in what I am prepared to show to the viewer. I think my 

confidence has continued to increase and this is evidenced by the amount of naked skin I 

am able to show in image 11. I would argue that image 11 asks more nuanced questions 

about my identity but that I still have some way to go before I reach the ‘third stage’ of 

identity development.     

  



Conclusions      

I decided to do a literature review in response to TWP blog post because Muhammad’s 

writings unsettled me enough to question my relationship with the term ‘diaspora art’. I 

wanted to think more carefully about what had been written and to see if I could learn 

about the potential pitfalls of being labelled as a diasporic artist.   

  

In trying to unpick their writings, I have developed a different way of thinking about the 

issues. I think that although Muhammad cites a critical vacuum as the reason for poor 

quality art produced by some South Asian diaspora artists, I think that their opinions gloss 

over or do not mention any specifics about what is a very heterogeneous group of people. 

In their paper on Complexity Theory (Walby, 2007), Walby writes about the challenges 

of “theorizing the intersection of multiple complex social inequalities” (page 449), and 

considering TWP blog post in light of this paper, it is a shame that they managed to write 

so many words without engaging with any literature on the topic of intersectionality or 

diversity.     

I wonder if the blog post is not about the ‘problem with diaspora art’ but really about the 

writers trying to make sense of the fact that some works made by some artists with South 

Asian heritage seem to lack depth or substance. I think this would have been a much 

more interesting idea to unpick, probably in the wider context of why people make art 

and what enables some artists to make more meaningful or ‘deeper’ work, and why others 

may never want or be able to get to this stage of making identity-based work. 

I think their comments about the lack of external criticism ultimately ring hollow, 

especially in light of what the research suggests about the ability of art institutions being 

able to provide culturally informed criticism.      

Reading about the Depth Psychology stages of personality development and considering 

some of my work in light of them has ultimately been a reassuring exercise. I have a new 

way to think about the work that I am making in light of my wider development as an 

artist. I would no longer be happy to refer to myself as a diaspora artist and will keep 

searching for a term that best describes the richness that migration has had on my way of 

seeing the world and the subjects that I choose to make work about.   

   

Next steps      

For my dissertation I will continue to explore the idea of diaspora art being about hybrid 

subjectivities and aim to use the work of specific artists as case studies to unpack these 

thoughts.     

I hope that through the process of writing the dissertation I will learn more ways to 

describe and understand my own history and journey as an artist with dual heritage, and 

to find new ways to unpick the complexities of identity labels in the way we understand 

and consume artwork.      

Word Count - 2477      
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Appendix 2 – Research Methodology 



Research Project  

 
The Objective  
To use a real-world sample of gallery exhibitions in London in July 2023 to measure how many 

people of non-white ethnicity are exhibiting work, and to make a comparison of the different 

themes discussed in the press releases that accompany their exhibitions.  

 

 
Design 
Cross-sectional, using a mix of quantitative and qualitative descriptive statistics. I used the Office 

for National Statistics ethnicity classification (www.ons.gov.uk) as a trustworthy and 

comprehensive reference.   

 

 
Data Sources 
A list of live London exhibitions was taken from The ArtMonthly exhibition online database (Art 

Monthly : Contemporary Art London Exhibition Listings) on 21.07.2023.  
Eligibility Criteria for Exhibitions Included in the Study (Figure 1) 
All exhibitions were considered but group exhibitions that included multiple artists were excluded 

due to the potential for different artist identities to complicate the descriptions of the work.  

 

 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/
https://www.artmonthly.co.uk/magazine/site/galleries?gclid=Cj0KCQjwuNemBhCBARIsADp74QQi31Q0rOlVC8J8kvk2hyxB5IyN3I2t8qAQMn7DnsjlnNnnmX05lTYaAn-HEALw_wcB
https://www.artmonthly.co.uk/magazine/site/galleries?gclid=Cj0KCQjwuNemBhCBARIsADp74QQi31Q0rOlVC8J8kvk2hyxB5IyN3I2t8qAQMn7DnsjlnNnnmX05lTYaAn-HEALw_wcB


Figure 1  

Methods  

The text on the website pages for the eligible exhibitions were cut and pasted into a separate 

document with the name of the artist. For exhibitions with no text, a press release 

document was sought. A small minority of exhibitions had no associated text and they were 

excluded from the final analysis.  

 

The artist’s ethnicity was recorded if mentioned, and if not mentioned a web search was 

conducted to look for sources that mention their ethnicity. 4 cases had ambiguous or 

unclear ethnicity and they were excluded from the final analysis.  

 

White artists or those that looked white in their picture did not routinely mention their 

ethnicity and in these cases, an assumption was made about their ethnicity.  

 
Analysing the data for Themes  
Thematic analysis “involves identifying and developing common themes” to help “make 

sense of large volumes of data” (Gov.uk, 2020) and involves reading the work repeatedly 

for themes and connections and developing a coding scheme to help categorise the data. 

Tables 1 and 2 show the general and then refined thematic areas.   

 

Table 1 – Themes identified on first pass reading of the  

 

 
 

  



Table 2 
 

 
 

The five overarching themes were found to be:  
● The politics of difference: Work with an explicit social justice, colonial or identity 

based theme.   

● Culture: the arts and other manifestations of human intellectual achievement 

regarded collectively. 

● The physical world:  about science, objects unrelated to emotions, the geography of 

a place 

● Myself: explicitly about or drawing on the personal life of the artist  

● Technical:  Significant focus on the descriptions of how the art was made or 

techniques it used 



The Results  

 

 
 

Themes Spread Across the Ethnicities 

 
 

Ethnicity  POD 

Yes 
POD 

No 
Culture 
Yes 

Culture 
No 

The World 
Yes 

The World 
No 

Myself 
Yes 

Myself 
No 

Technical 
Yes 

Technical 
No 

White n=40 7 33 29 11 12 28 20 20 22 18 

Black 
n=17 

15 2 16 1 4 13 10 7 6 11 

Asian 
n=10 

4 6 10 0 3 7 8 2 3 7 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 



  

Appendix 3 – Exhibition Texts with Annotation 
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