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On a theoretical level, the point of departure of the research I conducted during 

my visiting fellowship at JNU was the affinity between the concept of “cultural 

trauma”, which is the backbone of the SPECTRESS program, and the concept of 

“agonistic memory”, which constitutes the theoretical framework informing my 

current research on the representations of war in European museums. In their 

article about agonistic memory, Cento Bull and Hansen (2016) distinguish 

between an antagonistic, a cosmopolitan and an agonistic mode of remembering. 

If the antagonistic memory, associated with the First Modernity, stands mainly for 

the nation-bounded Manichean memory, celebratory and glorifying, the 

cosmopolitan mode of remembering, typical of the Second Modernity, is to a 

large extent victimhood-based, makes out of the Holocaust its “foundational past” 

(Confino 2012) and its horizon is that of a global human rights regime. Trauma 

theory and the cosmopolitan turn in memory studies and in memory discourses 

are tightly linked by the attention they grant to victimhood. This is also one of the 

main points of criticism that agonistic memory raises against cosmopolitanism, as 

it attempts to move away from victimhood and from the emphasis on the 

perpetrator-victim dichotomy and to bring to the fore issues such as conflict and 

struggle, in order to open up the space for the expression of counter-hegemonic 

memory discourses and for a type of multiperspectivity emphasizing 

contradiction, contestation, and conflict. As conceptualized by Cento Bull and 

Hansen, agonistic memory draws on Chantal Mouffe’s plea for an agonistic 

democracy imagining the political as a confrontation between adversaries 

(Mouffe 2005; Mouffe 2006; Mouffe 2013), a plea meant to counter the rise of 

nationalism and parochialism as a consequence of the hegemonization of the 

neoliberal democracy by allowing conflict and confrontation in the public sphere 

and rejecting the putative consensualist model of Habermasian extraction. Thus, 



in effect agonistic memory rejects the consensus surrounding the status of the 

victims of violence as by default suffering from trauma. It attempts to look at 

victims as agents, by emphasizing their struggles and their convictions, as well as 

the broader socio-economic context leading to violence understood as traumatic. 

 On the empirical level, my current research looks in depth at the Military 

History Museum (MHM) in Dresden. It also ties in with research conducted by 

colleagues on other war museums opened or renovated and reopened in the 

three decades. In this context, my initial plan was to use the SPECTRESS visiting 

fellowship at JNU in order to replicate the type of research on the MHM and the 

other museums, albeit at a smaller scale, by engaging with the opening of one or 

several war museums in India. The premise making agonistic democracy 

necessary, as identified by Mouffe and as accepted by Cento Bull and Hansen, 

namely the move towards economic right of the political spectrum and the 

hegemonization of neoliberalism, seems valid in the Indian case as well 

considering the economic reforms undertaken since the 1990s under the 

pressure of the IMF and of the World Bank, particularly under the government of 

Manmohan Singh of the Indian National Congress (2004-2014) (Anderson 2013). 

The embrace of neoliberal economics coupled with right-wing nationalism and 

religious parochialism is also made salient by the rise to power of the BJP under 

the leadership of Narendra Modi, whose ideology relies heavily on Hindutva, a 

particular brand of Hindu nationalism. Thus, it appears that an analysis of 

memory discourses and practices and of the recent and conflictual past as 

represented in museums, in relationship with these political and economic 

developments, would provide relevant points of contact and of comparison with 

the research on representations of war, conflict, and traumatic pasts in European 

museums.     

In this context, I first identified three such museums, two of them opened 

in the past years, one of them in the making, namely the Jaisalmer War Museum, 

inaugurated in 2015, the Punjab State War Heroes Memorial and Museum in 

Amritsar, inaugurated in 2016, and the Indian National War Museum at India 

Gate (Princess Park), still in the project stage. Nonetheless, after some initial 

engagement with these museums/institutions - mainly by means of online 

research, but also by paying a visit to the Punjab Memorial and Museum -, and 

also after becoming more acquainted with the museum landscape in India, I 



came to the conclusion that such war museums are strongly indebted to a heavily 

antagonistic representation of history, nation-bounded, emphasizing heroism and 

martiality and brushing away. At the same time, I found out about other new 

museums apparently displaying the potential for a more nuanced treatment of 

history and clearly more apt to be analysed by recurring to the threefold 

taxonomy laid down at the beginning of this report (antagonism - 

cosmopolitanism - agonism). Two such museums are the Conflictorium in 

Ahmedbad (Gujarat), opened in 2013, and presenting itself as a museum of 

conflict, and the recently (2017) inaugurated Museum of Partition in Amritsar, the 

first attempt to memorialize the division of the Indian subcontinent and its 

violence in a museum. They both address the trauma of interreligious 

(intercommunal) violence, albeit in different ways. I have visited both of them, yet 

I consider only the former one in this preliminary draft. 

The city of Ahmedabad has been named “shock city of twentieth-century 

India”, being to a large extent at the forefront of the changes and transformations 

impacting the entire India (Spodek 2011). The designation seems to continue to 

be valid, taking into account that Gujarat has turned into the laboratory of 

Hindutva nationalism and that the BJP and Modi came to power at the national 

level after running Gujarat. The BJP has been the party in power in Gujarat since 

1989 and has become the laboratory of Hindu nationalism, which can also be 

seen in connection with the repeated intercommunal violence (Shani 2007). Modi 

has been chief minister of Gujarat between 2001 and 2014. The much touted 

“Gujarat economic model” of development is a prime example of neoliberal 

business-friendly development (Sud 2012). The BJP-sanctioned marriage 

between neoliberalism and religious nationalism in Gujarat seems to come to 

confirm Mouffe’s observations upon which she bases her plea for agonism and 

also Cento Bull and Hansen’s advocating in favor of agonistic memory.  

Following Indian independence (1947) and then Gujarati statehood 

(1960), the state of Gujarat and the city of Ahmedabad have been constantly 

marked by riots, intercommunal violence and anti-Muslim pogroms. The most 

recent large-scale violence are the so-called Gujarat riots of 2002.  

Against this background, a museum that claims to be straightforwardly 

dedicated to conflict, opened in one of the neighbourhoods affected by the riots, 

appears to display from the very outset relevant compatibilities with the concept 



of agonistic memory. The premise of the Conflictorium, that “conflict is integral to 

life” and its attempt to address “a variety of conflict issues, by celebrating plurality 

and encouraging conflict expression and avoidance in artistic and creative ways” 

(http://www.conflictorium.org/at-the-museum/) is made out of the same mould 

with agonistic mode of remembering, considering that the latter also wants to 

bring (back?) conflict and struggle within memory discourses. The artistic 

dimension of the Conflictorium - a project initiated by Avni Sethi, dancer and 

performance artist - confirms some of the findings of my research on the MHM, 

regarding the use of art as a key feature of agonistic memory discourses and of 

art as potentially providing relevant channels for the expression of conflicting 

views and subject positions and for making counter-hegemonic discourses part of 

an agonistic dialogue. My discussions with some of those involved in the project 

revealed that the Conflictorium has been conceptualized in direct response to the 

silence surrounding nationalism, the intercommunal violence and religious 

intolerance in Gujarat in general and the silence surrounding the Ahmedabad 

riots in 2002 in particular, seen as a watershed moment in the recent history of 

the city.  

A museum dedicated to conflict in a city marked by conflict, yet which 

refuses to address conflict as such and the trauma generated by conflict, 

suggests an attempt to provide room for counterhegemonic discourses. The 

counterhegemonic potential of the Conflictorium is also made salient by the 

broader museum landscape of Ahmedabad, where museum philosophy seems to 

be heavily indebted to the understanding of the museum as a temple. In 

exchange, the philosophy of the Conflictorium largely ties in with the 

understanding of the museum as a forum. The distinction between the museum 

as temple and the museum as forum has been coined by Duncan Cameron 

(1971). In an article on the MHM that is about to appear in History and Memory, I 

have argued that the understanding of the museum as a forum is very much 

related to the agonistic mode of remembering: my initial engagement with the 

Conflictorium also comes to confirm this tentative finding. In a city where divisions 

along social, economic and religious lines find expression in processes of urban 

marginalization and ghettoization, the location of the Conflictorium in the middle 

of the economically deprived area of Mirzapur is also an element meant to 



undermine the museum concept that appears to be most prevalent in the Indian 

(or at least in the Ahmedabad) context.  

The first room of the Conflictorium, called the Conflict Timeline, presents 

the history of Gujarat, starting with the split of the Bombay state and the 

acquisition of statehood by Gujarat (1960), as a history of conflicts, pinpointing on 

the timeline relevant moments of violent oppositions, oppression, and trauma. 

Thus, it provides a counterweight to mainstream top-down discourses which 

make a taboo out of the conflicts underlying the social, economic, and political 

evolutions of post-statehood Gujarat. The second room, called the Gallery of 

Conflicts, addresses issues related to the social fabric of conflicts (to a certain 

extent metaphorically though, by recurring for example to animal motifs). The 

third room, the Empathy Alley, exhibits easily recognizable silhouettes of famous 

Indian political leaders. Audio installations with their speeches on the idea of 

India, hence presenting multiple and contradictory perspectives on what India is 

or should be, are associated with the silhouettes. The room called the Moral 

Compass exhibits the Indian Constitution, but also panels with decisions by the 

constitutional court related to Dalits and Scavengers, hence suggesting the 

disconnect between the rights inscribed in the liberal Constitution and the 

accessibility to them on the ground. Subsequently, visitors go to the Memory Lab 

where glass jars containing notes written by former visitors to the Conflictorium, 

hence allowing the audience to engage directly with the exhibition. The Power of 

the New is a sound installation tackling the history of the building, which had 

belonged to a Parsi heirless hairdresser. Upon climbing the stairs and going out 

on the small terrace of the museum, one comes across the Sorry Tree, an 

installation emphasizing forgiveness and humility, which also enables audiences 

to engage directly with the museum and to leave their own imprint upon it. A more 

recent addition to this space is the inscription on the wall of the text of the suicide 

note of Rohit Vemula, a Dalit PhD student at the University of Hyderabad, which 

is a severe and tragic indictment of the structural social, economic and religious 

(caste) inequalities in India. This in effect mitigates the cosmopolitan-oriented 

reconciliation message implied by the Sorry Tree. The museum also organizes 

numerous events (temporary exhibitions, workshops, film screenings in its small 

auditorium), addressing socio-political, economic, and religious conflicts, and also 

involving the local community. 



Bearing in mind the overall rationale of my theoretical engagement with 

memory and particularly with agonistic memory on the one hand and of my 

empirical research on representations of war, conflict, and trauma in museums on 

the other hand, the case of the Conflictorium suggests first of all that the 

conceptualization of an agonistic mode of remembering, emphasizing conflict and 

struggle, is a valid research avenue that is worth to be further pursued. It also 

indicates that museums are appropriate institutions for staging this type of 

agonistic encounters, through their permanent exhibitions, but also through the 

other events they organize. Furthermore, my experience with the MHM in 

Dresden, with the Conflictorium in Ahmedabad, but also my experience with the 

Museum of Partition in Amritsar (left aside in the context of this initial report) and 

that of my colleagues working on other war museums in Europe, indicate that the 

way museums engage with their publics, with local communities, and with 

researchers should also be taken into account when attempting to ascertain the 

compatibility between agonism and particular museums. 

After evaluating the initial material I have gathered (a significant part of it 

has not been included in this report), I hope to be able to continue my research 

on the musealization of conflict in general and in Ahmedabad in particular. 
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