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What about the white portion of our flag? 

Writer Mushtaq Ahmad Yusufi once described the works of painter Shahid 
Rassam, explaining that “Rassam does not paint with his brush, but with his 
eyelashes.” The statement immediately conjures an image of eyelashes laden 
with tears, capturing anguish, fears, and upsetting realities that surround us. 
In his current series, Kafir (Apostate), we witness Shahid Rassam mourning; 
lamenting losses tangible, and intangible, alike. 

Since Independence, Pakistan’s existence has been violent, punctuated by very 
brief periods of relative calm. Communal violence gripped much of then-united 
Subcontinent ahead of the traumatic events of Partition, followed shortly by 
a horrific war resulting in the succession of East Pakistan and the creation of 
independent Bangladesh, while skirmishes along the borders with India are 
common, and Indian-perpetrated violence in occupied Kashmir has become the 
norm. Within Pakistan, violence along every conceivable fault-line has given rise 
to religious extremism, targeted killings, sectarian strife, extrajudicial murders, 
political militancy, and ethnic violence. Kafir is a cry; Shahid Rassam grieves for 
the countless lives lost to various forms of extremism; lives that are, for the 
most part, symbolized by the white portion in our banner. Furthermore, in each 
of the paintings of the Kafir series, there is intense sorrow felt for a dream and 
vision that is long lost. The dream of what our Founding Fathers had envisioned 
when creating Pakistan. 

“A homeland for the Muslims of the Subcontinent”. This, more or less, is 
what we are told as the reason for creating Pakistan. Beyond this, figuring 
out what exactly the founding fathers of Pakistan had set out to create when 
establishing this country is much like the quest for the Holy Grail. Surrounded 
by conspiracies, subjected to constant reimagining, and often reinterpreted 
and repackaged to suit political needs, there is little separating the facts from 
politicised-fictions in our current, collective psyche regarding the foundations of 
our nation. 

To start with, distance created by time between today’s Pakistanis and the 
Founding Fathers of Pakistan serves to make misunderstanding them easier.  
The Founders of Pakistan, from Jinnah to Iqbal, G.M. Syed to Aga Khan III, were 
modernists, socially and politically. Modernists espouse, to explain briefly, 
living in the current, or modern time, without dismissing culture, religion, 
or traditions, and to address society’s contemporary problems practically, 
rationally, and pragmatically, utilising the tools, knowledge, and technology 
available. Understanding this, should bring into focus the simple fact that the 
homeland they proposed was to be a modern nation-state, with a defined 
territory, with a sovereign government, comprised of people sharing a common 
culture and history. 

There persists a cloud of mystery that almost shrouds Jinnah’s vision for 
Pakistan. Going through Jinnah’s speech before the Constituent Assembly of 
Pakistan on August 11, 1947, one comes across the most-quoted portion of this 
speech; “You may belong to any religion or caste or creed — that has nothing 
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to do with the business of the state.” This statement needs to be understood 
in light of the circumstances during which this speech was delivered. First, 
Jinnah made this speech just days before Independence, and second, he was 
addressing the Constituent Assembly - the body that was responsible for 
framing the constitution for the new nation. To my mind, Jinnah is spelling 
out, very clearly, and in unambiguous terms, the ideas of nation-building he 
believed in, which to put succinctly, was that citizenship alone would serve as 
the founding principle of this new state. 

It should be clear by now that the Founding Fathers strived to establish a 
modern nation-state that not only had defined borders and territories, but 
would be a constitutional state where all citizens are equal, where the rights 
of minorities are protected. However, counter-narratives about the creation of 
Pakistan, about the kind of governance we should have, and the sort of society 
we should be, have come to completely replace the ideals of our Founding 
Fathers. 

Why? Well, because soon after Independence, the ruling elite found democracy 
and constitutionalism were ideologies best left in history books, for these ideals 
only served to erode their power and their legitimacy. 

What had been envisioned for Pakistan has been relegated to the realm of 
lost dreams. Intangible. Impossible. How Pakistan treats its minorities, be they 
religious minorities, political minorities, ethno-linguistic minorities, women, 
children, trans-genders, the disabled, and even the economically marginalised 
is heart-wrenching. The white portion of Pakistan’s flag is no accident; it 
represents the minorities and their equal inclusion in our nation-state. 

However, fanning the flames of hatred along the lines of ethnicity, gender, and 
especially religion, minorities of all types are all Kafir, apostates, in the eyes of 
those in power, or associated with the powerful, or in the majority. And what 
happens to Kafirs, what is inflicted upon them is a symptom of the dark reality 
that is engulfing Pakistan, as it continues to reject its foundational ideals. 

What about the white portion of our flag? 
What will become of the minorities in Pakistan? 
What will be their fate? 

Unlike the Holy Grail, understanding what our Founding Fathers sought to 
achieve through the creation of Pakistan requires an objective look at history, 
and a courageous rethink of where we now are, and what we are headed 
towards becoming. Shahid Rassam’s Kafir series deftly shows us exactly what we 
are headed towards becoming.   

While the fate of our minorities cannot be foreseen, what is inevitable is that 
whatever happens to our minorities will ultimately be Pakistan’s fate.   

Muniza Agha-Fawad
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Kafir who isn’t?

The oppressed and the downtrodden have no gender, no race, and no religion. 
What they have in common is misery. Another way of looking at it could be that 
anyone on the wrong side of the power equation would be at the receiving end, 
regardless of gender, race, religion or any other identity.

Political power, religion, and ideologies have all been abused to suppress 
dissent, to deny rights and to ensure longevity of the ascendant creed, and the 
status-quo. 

Shahid Rassam, through his powerful paintings endeavors to cause a stir 
amongst the public to boldly face reality and seek enlightenment. He calls for an 
end to oppression. Based on his conviction for effective communication, Rassam 
believes that education to acquire knowledge and awareness can alleviate the 
prevalent frustrations associated with chauvinist attitudes. The use of the Arabic 
word Kafir by the artist, frequently stamped and signed into the human form, 
refers to the stigmatic labeling of anyone who dares to disagree or presents a 
counter-narrative of similarities that bind all humanity. Although the term Kafir 
refers to an infidel person; a non-believer who rejects God, Rassam narrates 
various connotations adopted for the subjugation of the weak and the voiceless.

Deploying symbolism generously, Rassam in his seasoned genius of surrealism 
has effectively demonstrated the woes of the oppressed who are constantly 
intimidated and beaten down by the self-appointed guardians of faith, state, 
and the value system.
 
Inspired by the great poets, especially Ghalib, while portraying the vivid dreams 
of humanity, the artist also depicts how those dreams are smothered by the 
not-so invisible forces of cult and edicts manufacturing factories. The paintings 
also cry out for shedding obsolete academic curriculums and patrimonial 
thinking before it is too late!

Nadeem Zuberi



“KAFIR (APOSTATE) – series of paintings”

Avert your gaze, if you cannot behold
Cover your eyes if you like, I am the naked truth

‘You are not a drop of ocean, but the entire ocean in a drop’
– Rumi

I would like to begin with an incident from my childhood:

“Only one debacle keeps unfolding
Conversation has not happened yet”

I was five years old but I vividly remember a young cultured man, perhaps in 
his early 20s, who used to live in our neighborhood. His name was Raja – he 
was good looking, with sparkling eyes, but always engrossed in his thoughts. He 
was sometimes without clothes, and at other times fully clad in neat attire. At 
times he would disappear only to reappear just as suddenly. Raja often seemed 
hungry, yet would not show any interest in food. He was always in conversation 
with someone, lost in his own universe. He would be whispering to himself at 
times, and at times yelling loudly, either ecstatically or in extreme anger. None 
of this was aimed at mortal beings but always at GOD – like a Beloved.

One day he seemed very angry and was hurling abuse at God. In order to pacify 
him people were offering him food, water, juice and milk. He was not only 
refusing the food but flinging it all away. When I reached home I narrated the 
entire scene to my mother. Ammi said ‘bechara deewana pagal hai’.  She then 
cooked meetha paratha and asked me to take it to him. He saw me, smiled 
and happily ate the paratha. Everyone in the neighborhood treated him gently 
despite his idiosyncrasies. One day I asked Ammi ‘ye toh Khuda ko bura bhala 
kehta aur galiyan dayta hai’.

Ammi said that he is deewana and went on to explain, ‘We don’t know what 
kind of special relationship he enjoys with God. Beta narazgi mohabbat ki hi aik 
alamat hai’.

‘Life without love is like a tree without blossom or fruit.’
– Khalil Jibran

One day, as I returned home after playing cricket, Raja tried to snatch the 
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cricket ball from my hand but I resisted. He tried harder, and in a sudden rush 
of anger, I hit him with the bat. Raja slapped me! My mother, who witnessed 
it all, called me and slapped me harder than Raja did and said ‘Don’t you know 
he’s innocent like a child and doesn’t know what he’s doing?’ I cried a lot, and in 
anger went to sleep on an empty stomach.

Many years later, one morning I woke up to the sound of gunshot which was 
followed by loud commotion on the street. I rushed outside to see what had 
happened. Amid the petrified crowd I saw a group of bearded men, wearing 
the distinct Arabic scarfs, carrying guns and chanting ‘KAFIR! KAFIR! KAFIR HAI’ 
(Infidel! Heretic! He is an apostate!)

When I tried to see the ‘Kafir’ I was shocked to see a man in his early 40s lying 
in a pool of blood.  It was Raja, consuming his last breaths to converse with 
GOD, ‘La Ilaha IllAllah’ (There is no God but Allah). I clearly remember the last 
words that escaped his lips, ‘I am coming to meet you’. Raja, the schizophrenic 
is dead. The fanatics who killed him, the real abusers of religion and God, live 
on.

In this city of believers
Why should anybody be the Messiah

Let the corpses be
Why lighten the earth’s burden

Kafir, my current series of paintings, is a reflection of our times. This series has 
taken inspiration from Ghalib’s poetry - words which have given me light.

‘Being a candle is not easy: in order to give light, one must burn’
– Rumi

They aren’t just paintings but symbols of lament. These paintings serve as a 
comment on our society’s rapid descent into an obscure abyss – in the name of 
religion.

Being an artist, I feel it’s my duty to raise the questions and be a silent spectator. 
As an artist, I believe that the pain I feel is expressed through my paintings. I have 
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also painted ‘Kafir Gharyaan’ (               ) – the ticking, apostate clocks. I have to 
paint what I see, what I feel. I am not a preacher but an artist.
 
‘It is during our darkest moments or darkest time that we must focus to see the 

light’
– Aristotle

I will not explain what I have painted but the nude imagery is also a reflection of 
how we were sent into this world.

To conclude I will quote Ghalib:

Avert your gaze, if you cannot behold
Cover your eyes if you like, I am the naked truth

Shahid Rassam                                                                                                                     
October 9, 2018





Biography

Shahid Rassam is a celebrated contemporary Pakistani-Canadian painter and 
sculptor who was born in Hyderabad in 1971. He was brought up among great 
writers and poets. His name Rassam (meaning, the artist) was given to him by 
the legendary poet Jaun Elia.

The artist received his primary and secondary education from the Government 
School in Korangi, Karachi. Rassam has a post-graduate degree in Geology and 
one in Urdu Literature from University of Karachi. Known to be passionate 
about Philosophy, History and English Literature he considers himself a devoted 
student and an avid bibliophile. British Council awarded a scholarship to the 
artist for Central Saint Martin College of Art, London in 1999. He dabbles in 
writing and is a compassionate human rights activist and educationist. Since 
2016 he has been the Principal of the Arts Council Institute of Arts and Craft, 
Pakistan. Having spent considerable years in Dubai, London and Toronto the 
artist currently resides in Karachi, Pakistan. Rassam has been invited by many 
prestigious universities including the Al-Ain University, Boston University, JNUT 
Delhi, University of Toronto, J J School of Art in Mumbai, and Shanti Nikaytan 
in Kolkota. He has also been invited to literary conferences across Pakistan 
(Aalmi Urdu Conference) and abroad (Rekhta, India) to read literary papers. His 
writings have been published in newspapers and literary journals.

Rassam has exhibited his works around the world, including UK, USA, Canada, 
France, Italy, UAE, India, and Pakistan. The eminent art historian and art critic 
Dr. Akbar Naqvi has authored “Sense and Insanity”, a book about his work and 
life, which was published in 2016.

Rassam serves as a bridge between various genres of art and prominent writers 
alike, including such stalwarts as Mushtaq Ahmad Yusufi, Anwar Maqsood, 
Zehra Nigah, Iftikhar Arif, Kishwar Naheed, Gulzar, Jaun Elia and M.F. Hussain 
who have continuously praised his extraordinary contribution to the world of 
art.

Over time, Rassam has practiced and experimented with various mediums 
like, oil painting, watercolor, acrylic, mixed media, sculptures in gun-metal, 
newsprint drawings with charcoal and the monoprint technique. He has also 
done commissioned portraits of world famous leaders, writers and poets like 
Nelson Mandela, Benazir Bhutto, Justin Trudeau, Hazel McCallion, Salman 
Taseer, Hillary Clinton, Shahbaz Bhatti, Pope Francis, Malala Yousafzai, Jaun Elia, 
Faiz Ahmed Faiz, Mushtaq Ahmad Yusufi, Anwar Maqsood, Dr. Abdul Salam and 
Alice Munro to name a few.
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