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Returning to Dialectics of Isolation: The Non-Aligned
Movement, Imperial Feminism, and a Third Way

Sadia Shirazi, doctoral candidate, Department of Art History and Visual
Studies, Cornell University

This essay revisits the understudied Dialectics of Isolation: An Exhibition of Third World
Women Artists in the United States (1980) co-curated by artists Ana Mendieta (1948—
1985), Kazuko Miyamoto (b. 1942), and Zarina (1937—2020) at the first women’s
cooperative gallery in the United States, Artists in Residence Inc. (A.I.R. Gallery).* It
addresses the foreclosure of the history of art and activism in Third World women’s
movements and the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) in North American histories of feminist
art, and it challenges the exhibition’s subsumption into liberal feminist discourses of
diversity, identity, and inclusion. In addition, the essay reinscribes Miyamoto and Zarina
back into the exhibition history as co-curators alongside Mendieta; both Asian American
artists are still not credited equally for their work.

Dialectics of Isolation is still largely attributed to Mendieta, beginning with the oft-cited,
laudatory review in The Village Voice by Carrie Rickey entitled “The Passion of Ana.”2
Although Rickey notes that the show was coordinated by three artists, her review—along
with subsequent scholarship—credits the conceptualization of the show to Mendieta. The
story goes like this: Ana conceived and proposed the exhibition to the gallery leadership;
Zarina designed the catalogue; and Kazuko handled its installation.3 Rickey’s exotification of
the “passionate” Mendieta is evident from the review title. The tokenization of Mendieta by
A.L.R. members, along with the absorption of her Silueta series into a “larger movement of
white US feminism,” is noted by Julia Bryan-Wilson.4 Bryan-Wilson observes how Gloria
Orenstein’s essay in Heresies: A Feminist Publication on Art and Politics conflated
Mendieta’s work into “a homogenizing context in which all ‘Goddess spirits’ are more or less
equivalent, collapsing the cultural specificities and historical differences that Mendieta was
keen to emphasize.”s Jane Blocker similarly argues that feminist writers of the 1970s
enacted a “whitening” of Mendieta’s work by appropriating it into “white-goddess models,”
which the artist, in her subsequent solo show at A.I.R. Gallery, Esculturas Rupestres—
Rupestrian Sculptures, resisted by referencing Indigenous, Taino, and Afro-Cuban Santeria
gods through the Spanish-language titles and gallery notes.® In response to the foreclosure
of Caribbean influences and her racialization in the United States, Mendieta began writing
about her own work to resist its appropriation by second-wave feminists, including her
piece on “La Venus Negra” in an issue of Heresies on feminism and ecology.” This text
became part of a body of work that José Esteban Muioz called her artistic performance of “a
modality of brownness.”8 It must also be noted that Ana was the most white adjacent of the
three artists, and that the formative time she spent in Iowa as a child involved socialization
and intimacy with whiteness early in her life, unlike Kazuko and Zarina.?
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I argue that the continuing attribution of the intellectual labor of the exhibition solely to
Mendieta is an extension of these various strands of tokenization, imperialism, and white
supremacy within North American histories of feminist art and activism. These liberal
narratives valorize individuality over collectivity, smooth out difference, and hierarchize the
work these artists shared between them—with writing considered the highest intellectual
labor, graphic design next, and physical installation last. I insist, instead, that the exhibition
was, in its conceptualization, development, and execution, a truly collaborative project for
which Mendieta, Miyamoto, and Zarina must receive equal attribution, particularly given
their investments in Third-Worldism and a feminist praxis of decolonization.°

Third World New York

The germinal Dialectics of Isolation exhibition
(fig. 1) was borne out of the friendship of three
migratory artists who met in New York City in
the mid-1970s and became part of its
burgeoning art and activist movements. The
artists shared their frustrations with second-
wave feminism’s dismissal of the “double”
oppressions of race and sex that Third World
women faced and which were implicitly
entangled with class, and with a provincial New
York art world in which an awareness of
histories of imperialism and anti-colonial
resistance—such as the Cuban revolution, the
aftermath of the United States detonating
nuclear weapons over two cities in Japan, and
India gaining independence from British rule—
were absent. Kazuko came of age in American-

occupied, postwar Japan, and Zarina in Fig. 1. Ana Mendieta, Kazuko Miyamoto and Zarina,
postcolonial India, where independence curators, Dialectics of Isolation: An Exhibition of
occurred Simultaneously with the traumatic Third World Women Artists of the United States, exh.

.. . . cat. (New York: A.I.R. Gallery, 1980). Courtesy of
partition of the Indian subcontinent. Both A_ng Gallery 17, 1980) Y

artists were recent immigrants to the United

States. Ana was a minor refugee from Cuba who arrived to the United States at the age of
twelve, part of the clandestine Operation Peter Pan/Operacion Pedro Pan.!* Between them,
the artists spoke four languages: Urdu, Japanese, Spanish, and English.

A.LLR. was founded by twenty artists as a women’s cooperative gallery in 1972. The gallery’s
first location at 97 Wooster Street in SoHo was next door to Anthology Film Archives and
the Fluxus Fluxhouse.’2 Members paid dues, attended monthly meetings, worked at the
gallery, and participated in workshops. In exchange, they were given slots for solo shows
every two years and kept all the revenue from their sales. Howardena Pindell (b. 1943), the
only nonwhite co-founder of the space, recounted that every time she mentioned race in the
monthly meetings, she was accused of bringing up something “political” that purportedly
had no place in feminist discourse. Although she tired of what she called “imperial
feminism,” it was the fees that ultimately led to her departure three years later.:3 Unlike the
married, middle-class members who did not have to work full time or had dual-household
incomes, Pindell supported herself through a full-time job at the Museum of Modern Art
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(MoMA) while working evenings in her studio, and eventually she found it difficult to afford
the membership fees.™4

Miyamoto joined the gallery in 1974, two years after it was co-founded and ten years after
moving from Tokyo, Japan, where she studied at the Gendai Bijutsu Kenkyujo, to New York
in order to attend The Arts Student League.’s Miyamoto worked multiple jobs in the service
industry before she was hired by Sol LeWitt as his first studio assistant. She made intricate,
small-scale replicas of LeWitt's open geometric structures and also assisted with his early
wall drawing series. This work with LeWitt was formative for both artists; in Miyamoto’s
practice, it marked a shift from expressionism toward Minimalism and Post-Minimalism.6
As Lawrence Alloway wrote: “Hers was not a simple action of imitation, however: on the
contrary she pursued, with relentless subtlety, a three-dimensional potential implicit in the
drawings but not realized by LeWitt.”7 At the time of the Dialectics of Isolation exhibition,
Miyamoto was making her “string constructions” (fig. 2), in which she nailed linear
arrangements of industrial cotton string between the wall and floor, creating a delicate
matrix of overlapping threads. Her work dissolved the planar emphases of Minimalism,
delicately inhabited volumetric space, deployed organic instead of industrial materials, and
gave feminist form to the Latin etymology of the word “matrix,” as mater or womb.
Miyamoto also introduced the feminine body back into her Post-Minimalist sculptures such
as Yoshiko Chuma inside Trail Dinosaur (1978), a collaboration with the eponymous
Japanese American dancer, choreographer, and performance artist (fig. 3).
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Figs. 2, 3. Left: Kazuko Miyamoto inside Black Poppy, 1978. Installation view, A.I.R Gallery, New York.
Courtesy Kazuko Miyamoto and EXILE. Right: Kazuko Miyamoto, Yoshiko Chuma inside Trail
Dinosaur, 1978. Installation view, A.I.R. Gallery. Photograph by Jacob Burkhardt. Courtesy the artists
and EXILE

Zarina studied mathematics at Aligarh Muslim University in Aligarh, India, and began her
peripatetic life after her marriage to a diplomat in the Indian Foreign Service.® Though
Zarina was already painting in India, it was only after the young couple moved to Bangkok
that she began printmaking. In 1963 they moved to Paris, where she apprenticed at Stanley
William Hayter’s Atelier 17 before returning to New Delhi in 1968, where she made a
considerable body of work on paper using salvaged wood.*¢ In 1974, she traveled to Tokyo
on a fellowship to apprentice at Studio Yoshida, and the following year she moved to New
York. At the time she co-curated Dialectics of Isolation, Zarina was recently widowed and
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facing financial hardship.2° She had just finished co-editing “Third World Women: The
Politics of Being Other,” a special issue of Heresies and was teaching papermaking classes at
the Feminist Art Institute (fig. 4) and doing freelance graphic design.2* She was also at work
on a series of soft sculptures made of pulped paper that, like Miyamoto’s work, incorporated
influences of Minimalism and Post-Minimalism. These include Corners (1980), which was
displayed in Dialectics of Isolation, and a red-tinted, wafer-thin work with small
perforations poetically entitled I Whispered to the Earth (fig. 5). Unlike Mendieta and
Miyamoto, who were both members of A.I.R. Gallery and had mounted solo shows there,22
Zarina was not—her application had recently been rejected.23 She maintained, with good
humor, that it was because her English was so good “they thought I was an upper-class
Indian!” I interpret the inclusion of Zarina’s art in the show that she co-curated at A.L.LR.
Gallery as a gesture of defiance by the artist, as well as a show of solidarity by Mendieta and
Miyamoto, who had voted to approve Zarina’s membership.24

Classes October 21 through January 25 Weekend Program

reioAY

@ Cromting Pertormmnes,

New York Feminist Art Institute/ Women’s Center for Learning
91 Franklin St., NYC 10013 (212) 219-9590
— Fall —

Fig. 4. Feminist Art Institute/Women’s Center for Learning pamphlet, fall classes, 1985

Fig. 5. Installation view of Soft and Wet, curated by Sadia Shirazi, at The
Elizabeth Foundation for the Arts, Project Space, New York City,
September 18—November 16, 2019. Left: Zarina, Corners, 1980; right:
Zarina, I Whispered to the Earth, 1979. Photograph by Matt Vicari,
courtesy of the artist, EFA Project Space and Luhring Augustine, New
York. © Zarina
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Shortly after Mendieta graduated with an MFA from the University of Iowa, her work was
included in Out of New York (1977), an A.L.R. Invitational show, which introduced her to a
network of artists in the city before she moved there the following year.25 Within six months
of relocating to New York City she joined A.I.R. Gallery and mounted her first solo show
there, which was positively received. Her Silueta series consists of photographs of site-
specific earthworks from Mendieta’s performances in Iowa and Mexico between 1973 and
1980, images that include her silhouette recessed into a verdant hill or the outline of
Mendieta’s body after she laid in the earth.2¢ Within her first year of membership, Mendieta
became frustrated with the organization and with US feminism.27 She began missing
monthly meetings and even tried to sell her membership outright to Judy Blum, an artist
whose application had also been rejected, evidence of Mendieta’s playful and rebellious
nature.28 A.I.R. Gallery was willing to allow Third World to modify “woman” and “artist” in
Dialectics of Isolation, but the organization was not willing to modify its mission statement
to include women of color, nor to reconsider the terms by which they evaluated artists for
membership or who sat on their board.2 “The white voice was the dominant voice,” Pindell
observed of that time. “What the white male’s voice was to the white female’s voice, the
white female’s voice was to the woman of color’s voice.”3° Ana Mendieta said it more
succinctly: “They were cunts.”3!

Imperial Feminism, Black Feminism and Third World Women Artists

Working together, the three friends shared the labor of the exhibition and used their
platform to extend space and resources to other Third World women. Like most white
women, these artists would never have had the chance to exhibit their work in male-
dominated museums and galleries, but as nonwhite women they were also excluded from
feminist art spaces, which white women dominated. Dialectics of Isolation included eight
artists—Judith F. Baca, Beverly Buchanan, Janet Olivia Henry, Senga Nengudi, Lydia
Okumura, Howardena Pindell, Selena Whitefeather,32 and Zarina—all Third World women,
whose backgrounds included Chicanx, Black, Brazilian, Indigenous, and Indian.

Mendieta and Miyamoto were the only “women of color” in A.I.R. Gallery at the time of
Dialectics of Isolation. The term was coined by Black organizers from Washington, DC, who
were participating in a National Women’s Conference in Houston in 1977. This group of
Black feminists wrote “The Black Women’s Agenda” (BWA) in response to a scant three-
page “Minority Women’s Plank” that white organizers of the conference put together in an
otherwise hefty two-hundred-page document. Other groups of nonwhite women at the
conference, also disgruntled by their exclusion from the document, learned of the BWA and
asked to contribute and be a part of it. The Black feminists agreed to include them, and
through this alliance extended their agenda to include the needs and voices of other
racialized women, creating “women of color” in the process. The phrase’s nascence
embodied a commitment to multiracial solidarity and to listening and organizing around
shared political agendas, not solely as a speech act but also to co-create a platform for
sociopolitical struggle.33

The term was also used in the Combahee River Collective Statement, released the same year,
which centered both Black women and coalition-building with other women of color to
resist the interlocking oppressions of race, class, gender, and heterosexism:

Panorama » Association of Historians of American Art « Vol. 7, No. 1 » Spring 2021



Shirazi, “Returning to Dialectics of Isolation” Page 6

We are a collective of Black feminists who have been meeting together since
1974. During that time we have been involved in the process of defining and
clarifying our politics, while at the same time doing political work within our
own group and in coalition with other progressive organizations and
movements. The most general statement of our politics at the present time
would be that we are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual,
heterosexual, and class oppression, and see as our particular task the
development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact that the
major systems of oppression are interlocking. The synthesis of these
oppressions creates the conditions of our lives. As Black women we see Black
feminism as the logical political movement to combat the manifold and
simultaneous oppressions that all women of color face.34

Instead of women of color, Ana, Kazuko and Zarina, referred to themselves as Third World
women, which situated them both in relation to one another—as migrants, exiles, and
refugees whose struggles intersected with Black feminists in the United States35— and
within an internationalist tricontinental framework of which they were also a part and
which they used to draw other artists together.3¢

Zarina was part of the guest-editorial staff of “Third World Women: The Politics of Being
Other,” a special issue of Heresies and an important precursor to the Dialectics of Isolation
exhibition (fig. 6).37 The special issue took a year and a half to produce, and Zarina hosted
the first meeting in her live-work studio in Chelsea’s garment district in what must have
been early 1978. The guest-editorial collective included Lula Mae Blocton, Yvonne Flowers,
Valerie Harris, Zarina, Virginia Jaramillo, Dawn Russell, and Naeemah Shabazz.38
Howardena Pindell, who contributed an essay to the issue, noted how Zarina was
instrumental to its completion and echoed claims from the editorial statement, recalling
that it was not easy to produce, due to tensions within the Third World women as well as
between the guest collective and the Heresies collective.39 Zarina also curated an insert
within the journal called “The Other Portfolio” (fig. 7) that included abstract works by Emmi
Whitehorse, Virginia Jaramillo, Lula Mae Blocton, Zarina, Ann Page, and Li-Lan.4° The
issue included Mendieta’s Silueta series and Beverly Buchanan’s (1940—2015) Ruins series
(the latter was shown in Dialectics of Isolation) alongside written contributions by Third
World artists, poets, and writers such as Joy Harjo, Betye Saar, Kay Walkingstick, Audre
Lorde, and Adrian Piper, among others.

Figs. 6, 7a, b. Left: “Third World Women: The Politics of Being Other,” special issue of Heresies: A
Feminist Publication on Art and Politics 2, no. 4 (1979); right: Emmi Whitehorse (center) and
Zarina (far right) in “The Other Portfolio,” in “Third World Women: The Politics of Being Other,”
special issue of Heresies: A Feminist Publication on Art and Politics 2, no. 4 (1979): 66—71
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Contributors’ biographies were an impressively concise one to two lines long, unimaginable
in our current professionalized art world: “Audre Lorde is a NYC Black lesbian feminist poet
whose latest book is The Black Unicorn. The Poem ‘NEED’ is a dramatic reading for three
women’s voices, based on recent murders in Black communities“; “Joy Harjo is a writer who
lives in Santa Fe, New Mexico. She is of the [Muscogee] Creek tribe of Oklahoma, and
teaches creative writing at the Institute of American Indian Arts”; “Zarina is an artist from
India now living in New York City. She is a feminist committed to the rights of the Third
World.”# The range of topics touched upon in the issue is astounding: Pindell questioned
the relationship between the art market and critics and the notion of “good taste”; Jane
Quick-to-See Smith included poetic text alongside an image of her work; Valerie Harris
interviewed Chris Choy about her work with Third World Newsreel and Camille Billops
about the Hatch-Billops Collection and her interview with James Van Der Zee; and Adrian
Piper wrote about her experiences being bullied by both white and Black people. The writing
addressed racism, elitism, sexism, and homophobia; the forced sterilization of Indigenous
and Chicanx women as well as kidnapping of children by the US government; the struggles
between men and women and women and women; mothers in prison; Japanese internment
camps; Chinese and Asian Exclusion Acts; the persistent stereotypes of Black women; wage
disparities between Black and white people; and the exploitation of workers. The category of
Third World shrank and expanded as needed, a liquid container for artists who identified in
myriad ways but were all engaged in critiques of racial capitalism and invested in practices
of decolonization.

The editorial group for this special issue on “Third World Women” was racially and
economically mixed, unlike the Heresies collective, which like A.I.R. Gallery was also
overwhelmingly white and middle-class. The guest collective acknowledged the limits of
representation and embraced alterity, offering a loose definition of themselves: “Third world
women are other than the majority and the power-holding class, and we have concerns
other than those of white feminists, white artists and men.”42 They introduced themselves in
their editorial statement:

We are painters, poets, educators, multi-media artists, students, shipbuilders,
sculptors, playwrights, photographers, socialists, craftswomen, wives,
mothers and lesbians. In the beginning we were Asian-American, Black,
Jamaican, Ecuadorian, Indian (from New Delhi) and Chicana; foreign-born,
first-generation, second-generation and here forever. We are all of these and
this is extremely hard to define.43

Lowery Sims’s essay “Third World Women” in Women Artists Newsletter recounts the first
meeting of the Heresies guest collective. It began with Lula Mae Blocton inviting the artists
to define “Third World women,” a challenging task. Artists instead shared the hardships
they faced to find time to make artwork while working multiple jobs and caring for family,
and the challenges of existing “on the lowest economic level,” noting that even when Third
World women managed to enter a higher economic class, racism persisted. They observed
that “black women had not benefited as much from the black movement as white women
from the women’s movement.”44 Camille Billops, Sims reports, “warned against the wasteful
preoccupation with the white male power structure and proposed that women infiltrate the
establishment and exploit it to their advantage,” while Zarina cautioned against conflating
women of color who live in the First World with the Third World, pointing out the disparity
of access to technology and material resources in developed and developing countries. Sims
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responded: “although black American women may have relatively greater access to material
resources, they share the political reality of other non-white women.”45

The discussion highlighted some of the tensions and misunderstandings that were alluded
to in the editorial statement. It divulged how difficult it was to navigate the differences
between the various Third World women who were a part of the guest editorial collective of
Heresies, so much so that some left, while others insisted on the importance of working
together despite differences. The collective asked questions such as: “Can working
relationships be established and maintained between lesbian and heterosexual Third World
women? Can Third World women afford to participate in volunteerism, since we have little,
if any financial security as it is? Do we recognize that many of us actually practice feminist
modes of being while rejecting them in theory?”4¢ The language of “otherness” found its way
into the text of Dialectics of Isolation, as did the idea of forging solidarity through the
“sameness of double racial/sexual oppression,”47 which was echoed by Mendieta when she
wrote, “As non-white women our struggles are two-fold.”8

A Third Way

In the brief introductory text of the catalogue for Dialectics of Isolation, Mendieta
unequivocally states that American feminism, to put it kindly, “failed to remember” Third
World women. She situates the nascence of the term to 1961, with the founding of the Non-
Aligned Movement (NAM) in Belgrade, composed of newly independent nations that
refused to ally themselves with any world power or bloc and sought to end racism,
colonialism, and exploitation. The artists in the exhibition are thus situated within this
legacy of the NAM, which is juxtaposed against the provincialism of the US feminist
movement:

We of the Third World in the United States have the same concerns as the
people of the Unaligned Nations. The white population of the United States,
diverse, but of basic European stock, exterminated the indigenous civilization
and put aside the Black as well as the other non-white cultures to create a
homogenous male-dominated culture above the internal divergency. . . .
During the mid to late sixties as women in the United States politicized
themselves and came together in the Feminist Movement with the purpose to
end the domination and exploitation by white male culture, they failed to
remember us. American Feminism as it stands is basically a white middle
class movement.49

While Mendieta cites the meeting of the NAM from Belgrade in 1961, she does not mention
its precursor, out of which the term in fact emerged. The nomenclature of the Third World
arose in the wake of World War II, out of the Bandung Conference of 1955, also called the
Afro-Asian solidarity movement, which was the first meeting of the newly independent
nations of Asia and Africa.5° This was followed by a subsequent conference in Belgrade in
1961 (where Latin America was represented by Cuba, which joined after the revolution), and
a third in Cairo in 1964. At the time of Dialectics of Isolation, the term “Third World” meant
many things. In capitalist frameworks it was denigrating, used to describe a loose
geographic territory as well as a temporality of capitalist development in which the Third
World was belated, in a teleological development narrative led by the First World. In the
United States, the term was also used to describe nonwhites in the 1970s, akin to the
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political term “Black” in Britain, which was then used to refer broadly to postcolonial
migrants from regions formerly held by the British empire, before it fractured in the late
1980s. Third World was a broad anti-colonial category used by artists in the United States
as an umbrella term for a range of racialized identities and sexual orientations.

Beyond these definitions and usages, Third World also denoted what Vijay Prashad, citing
Frantz Fanon, called a “third way”s5'—a project and not a place—of other futures and
imaginaries.52 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak bemoaned the fact that the third way “was not
accompanied by a commensurate intellectual effort” in the “cultural field” beyond the
simple binary of nationalism or anti-imperialism.53 Yet Third World women’s movements
are largely ignored in such analyses, and it is here that I situate Dialectics of Isolation,
propelling us beyond the limits of these old binaries as well as newer forms of majoritarian
ethno-nationalism and neo-imperialism, toward the creation of “other” collectivities.
Mendieta, Miyamoto, and Zarina extended nonaligned concepts such as anti-imperialism,
antiracism, economic justice, and decolonization into what Mufoz describes as a logic of
futurity,54 forging a “third way” among exiles, refugees, immigrants, and diasporic artists of
color in New York City.

Dialectics of Isolation’s introductory text is a
Third World feminist manifesto (fig. 8) that

INTRODUCTION

There is a certain time in history when people take consciousness of themseives and ask

articulates a refusal of the politics of inclusion by
staking a claim not only in anti-colonial and
postcolonial movements of decolonization but
also through what Edouard Glissant describes as
the “right to opacity.”ss Glissant theorizes
transparency as a demand placed upon the
colonized by the colonizer in its attempt at
comprehension of its minority subjects through
comparison. He writes:

If we examine this process of
“understanding” people and ideas from
the perspective of Western thought, we
discover that its basis is this requirement
for transparency. In order to understand
and thus accept you, I have to measure

questions about who they are. After World War i, the label Third World came into being in ref-
erence to the people of Africa, Asia and Latin America. The movement of Unaligned Nations
was founded in 1961 with a meeting which took place in Belgrade. Their aims are to end colo
‘nialism, racism and exploitation.

We of the Third World in the United States have the same concerns as the people of the
Unaligned Nations. The white population of the United States, diverse, but of basic European
stock, exterminated the indigenous civilzation and put aside the Black as wel as the other
non-white cultures to create a homogenous male-dominated culture above the internal
divergency.

Dowwe exist?. .. To question our cultures is to question our own existence, our human real-
ity. To confront this fact means to acquire an awareness of ourselves. This in turn becomes a
search, a questioning of who we are and how we will realize ourselves.

During the mid to late sixties as women in the United States politicized themselves and

came together in the Feminist Movement with the purpose to end the domination and exploi-

tation by the white. e, they failed us. American tands is
basically a white middle class movement.

As non-white women our struggles are two-fold.

This exhibition points not necessarily to the injustice or incapacity of a society that has not

been willing to include us, but more towards a personal will to continue being “other!’
Ana Mendieta © 1960

your solidity with the ideal scale providing Fig. 8. Ana Mendieta, “Introduction,” in Dialectics
me with grounds to make comparisons of Isolation: An Exhibition of Third World Women

R Artists of the United States, exh. cat. (New York:
and, perhaps, judgments. I have to A.LR. Gallery, 1980), 1. Courtesy of A.I.R Gallery
reduce.56

Mendieta’s text explicitly situates the show away from the white gaze and its demands for
transparency and legibility through the insistence “towards a personal will to continue being
‘other.””s” Selena Whitefeather Persico noted how visionary the exhibition was for its time,
particularly its resistance to representations of exoticization, suffering, and abjection: “Too
often what was presented as ‘other’ were voices of exclusion, anger, and suffering or clichés
about exotica and nobility.”s8 This refusal extended to a proclivity for abstraction in the
work of artists like Buchanan, Nengudi, and Pindell, which differentiated them from their
peers in the Black arts movement who were making politically legible, figurative work.
About Nengudi, David Hammons observed: “No one would even speak to her [in Los
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Angeles] because we were all doing political art. She couldn’t relate. She wouldn’t even show
around other black artists because her work was so ‘outrageously’ abstract. Senga came to
New York and still no one would deal with her because she wasn’t doing ‘Black Art.””59

Dialectics of Isolation is often discussed through identitarian frameworks rather than
formalism, despite the artists’ shared affinities with Post-Minimalism, performance, and
Land art. Beverly Buchanan, Howardena Pindell, Selena Whitefeather, Senga Nengudi,
Lydia Okumura, and Zarina were invested in organic materials, environmentalism,
corporeality, seriality, and labor-intensive, process-based feminist practices, yet they were
largely excluded from art criticism and feminist and Post-Minimalist exhibitions at the time.
Jennifer Burris and Park MacArthur take issue with Rickey’s critique of the divergence
between form and politics in the show, or what they describe as the exhibition’s
“sociopolitical ‘affinity’ and its formalist predilections”¢° that are imbricated in form: “By
expecting the political to announce itself as subject or object, critiques such as Rickey’s . . .
fail to recognize the nuanced complexity of form, in which intensely subjective histories
grounded in the politically informed worldview of the artist are manifest through minimal
or abstract techniques.”®* Aruna D’Souza likewise observes that Rickey imposed a false
opposition between abstraction versus representation and teases out other connections
gained through the show’s curatorial framework.62

Zarina
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Fig. 9. Zarina, “Zarina,” in Dialectics of Isolation: An Exhibition of Third World Women
Artists of the United States, exh. cat. (New York: A.I.R. Gallery, 1980). Courtesy of A.ILR
Gallery

Zarina exhibited Corners (fig. 9) a shimmering gunpowder-gray rectangle with cubic
recesses, which pulls together influences from Indian modernism and the Minimalist and
Post-Minimalist movements in New York. Although the wall-hung sculpture appears heavy,
as if it is concrete, it is very light, made from pulped handmade paper mixed with water, cast
in a plastic mold and compressed, creating a bond from the pressure alone, without any
adhesive. Its surface sheen was achieved from mixing powdered graphite into the pulped
paper with a kitchen mixer.®3 Beverly Buchanan’s sculptural installation Wall Column (fig.
10),% like Zarina’s work, also bears traces of the process used to make it. It consists of four
blocks of cast concrete tinted with iron oxide and acrylic paint, arranged carefully on the
ground. The sculpture evokes architectural spolia and sedimented layers of geological strata.
Rickey described Buchanan’s process as “a very sophisticated procedure for making what
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appear to be primitive artifacts . . . like the rocks of Stonehenge,”®5 which perpetuates
colonial epistemologies of sophisticated art versus primitive artifacts. Both Buchanan and
Zarina’s small-scale works engage with architecture and space while refusing the large-scale
monumentality of Minimalism, where the artists replaced scale with temporal
engagement—viewers were asked to slow down and spend time with the work. All the artists
also wrote about their works for the multivocal catalogue. Both Buchanan and Zarina’s texts
read poetically; “Notes on wall column” details the process of Buchanan’s work, and Zarina’s
untitled text gives insight into the influence on her work of the time she spent in Japan.

Beverly Buchanan

Fig. 10. Beverly Buchanan, “Beverly Buchanan,” in Dialectics of Isolation: An Exhibition of
Third World Women Artists of the United States, exh. cat. (New York: A.I.R. Gallery, 1980).
Courtesy of A.I.LR Gallery

Nengudi’s Swing Low (1977) hung off of the ceiling and wall, the brown nylon pantyhose
stretching from being pulled, pinned, and also weighted with sand; its two pendulum-like
forms evoked the human body. Whitefeather’s Complete View of a Region in Every
Direction (1980) included a slide projection of photographs of woody plants playing
alongside audio of Whitefeather reading “Frothy masses on stems . . . large brown blotches .
.. dark sooty areas near wounds . . . ,”%¢ a litany of botanical diseases that are part of a larger
series by the artist on plant and animal life and their relationship to the land. The exhibition
also included an installation by Lydia Okumura, who painted the floors and the walls,
creating a geometric shape that produced an optical illusion disrupting the viewer’s
perception of space, subtly intervening into the architecture of the gallery without adding
any additional materials besides paint.

Janet Olivia Henry’s assortment of small objects (oars, clothing, a baseball bat, a briefcase)
were placed upon a plinth in Juju Box for a White Protestant Male (1979—80), a playful
rejoinder to racism that took the white man as its subject. The artist assembles miniature
dollhouse-size replicas of his accoutrements, a kind of semiotics of the WPM, in which “each
item represents a word, a clump of things together to make a sentence.”®” Portable segments
of Judy Baca’s large, social realist mural Uprising of the Mujeres (1979) were also exhibited,
and Baca’s catalogue text noted the importance of public art’s accessibility to broader
segments of the population. Pindell’s controversial video work Free, White and 21 (fig. 11),
which was a departure from her lush, colorful abstract paintings, premiered in Dialectics of
Isolation, playing a central role in articulating the show’s dialectical critique of Euro-
American feminism.¢8 In it, Pindell plays two characters, a Black woman who flatly recounts

Panorama » Association of Historians of American Art « Vol. 7, No. 1 » Spring 2021



Shirazi, “Returning to Dialectics of Isolation” Page 12

traumatic, intergenerational stories of racism that her mother and then she herself faced as
children, and a white feminist who mocks, gaslights, and then threatens the Black woman.
The video is alternately horrifying and amusing, with Pindell masking and unmasking her
face repeatedly, with a white bandage and then a thin layer of adhesive that is peeled off of
her skin. In the installation, the artist placed a metronome atop the video monitor,® which
ticked along with the sound from the video, creating two temporalities—of the body viewing
the video and the other subsumed within it.
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Fig. 11. Howardena Pindell, still from Free, White and 21, 1980. Video;
color, sound; 12:15 min. Courtesy the artist and Garth Greenan Gallery,
New York. © Howardena Pindell

Although no photographs of the overall installation exist, nor of viewers in the space
encountering the works, the relationships between the artwork in Dialectics of Isolation are
apparent. The works gain meaning from their proximity to one another and rupture what
Fred Moten calls the “geographical-racial exclusions”7° of Euro-American art-historical
canons—feminism, Minimalism, Post-Minimalism, and Land art. Interest in Dialectics of
Isolation persists as a result of the strength of the curatorial framework, the artists’
individual works, and in the contemporary desire to retrieve marginalized histories of
nonwhite artists whose work and embodiment in the 1970s and 1980s posited a threat to the
hegemony of Euro-American feminism and North American histories of art.”

In 2018, A.I.R. gallery revisited Dialectics of Isolation, restaging it as Dialectics of
Entanglement: Do We Exist Together? The curators, Roxana Fabius and Patricia M.
Hernandez, describe their show as honoring and “being in conversation” with the original
show by extending its concerns and translating identification with the Third World for
current audiences to “identification with the struggles borne by Black Lives Matter, the
immigrant rights movement, the Ni una menos movement, Indigenous Peoples
dispossessed of their lands, the multiple forms of refugee crisis . . . the issues facing lesbian,
trans, and other queer people, those living with disabilities.”2 It is an ambitious claim.
Dialectics of Entanglement included original works, when available, and a publication with
a curatorial text and commissioned essays by Aruna D’Souza and Rachel Rakes. The
curators also reproduced written material from the old catalogue and placed them alongside
new reflections by the artists on the work they had displayed thirty-eight years earlier.
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These ruminations by the now-septuagenarian and octogenarian artists are among the most
promising and unfulfilled contributions of the show. One wishes the curators had conducted
longer oral histories with the living artists, so that they might reflect upon topics such as the
dissolution of the Third World women’s movement in the United States, the rise in usage of
Asian American as a form of political solidarity, how US-led wars created today’s crises
around migrants and refugees as well as the ongoing movement for Black lives; share their
responses to the belated interest in many of the artists in the show who worked with
abstraction; and ask the artists how they feel about the persistence of neocolonialism and
white supremacy in Euro-American histories of art.
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