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Abstract: This article discusses the role of ‘space’ in Indian and Pakistani public sector universities
in fostering national pride. University spaces have been highlighted, in both countries, for being
used by the governments as agents fostering the national narrative yet there is limited research on
how these spaces contribute to the visual culture of educational institutions and in the inculcation
of nationalistic values. This article adds to the conversations regarding the fostering of national
belonging and pride in universities by exploring space as a constitutive element of the visual culture
of the higher education environment in India and Pakistan. In both countries, the physical spaces of
public universities have become platforms for channelling student voices. This research uses two
state-funded universities, from Delhi (in India) and Lahore (in Pakistan), and Lefebvre’s conception
of space to conduct a discourse analysis of bulletin boards, graffiti, statues, sculptures, and any
other imagery found online pertaining to the campuses and analyse how it is a ‘conceived’ and
‘perceived’ aspect of the visual culture of the universities. It adds to current scholarly conversations
on national pride and consciousness in India and Pakistan by showing how university spaces can
potentially play an active role in promoting the state’s narrative in students’ or educators’ everyday
educational experiences.

Keywords: universities; visual culture; space; national pride; India; Pakistan

1. Introduction

The spaces of educational institutions are considered instrumental in influencing and
propounding a country’s identity and national consciousness [1]. The notions concerning
national belonging in citizens of a country may not be inherently intuitive, which often
results in the need to teach citizens about their membership in a country and the essence
of its national narrative [2]. This is achieved particularly through the role of education
as a tool for shaping political systems and fostering feelings of belonging towards the
state [2]. However, this fashioning of national belonging does not happen only through
the official and overt teaching in schools and higher educational institutions. It is also
enabled in educational institutions through the unofficial knowledge imparted in the
form of the hidden curriculum—an important aspect of which is the visual culture of the
institutions [3].

The spaces of higher educational institutions, in particular, can act as symbols of
unity, pride, and affection for postcolonial nations such as India and Pakistan, where
the educational landscape can act as a significant tool for advancing national pride and
belonging [2,4]. For postcolonial states having experienced the consequences of extractive
institutions such as India and Pakistan, the development of national consciousness is a
particularly arduous task. Both countries share a combined fractured past and an inherent
proclivity towards the accentuation of differences between the ‘self’ and the ‘other’—a
distinction that forms the very basis of its violent rupture [5,6]. Though conceived on
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religious grounds—differences between Hindus and Muslims—India began its indepen-
dent life with secularism as its focal point. In India, there is a growing consensus over the
fact that religious nationalism is witnessing an exponential growth [7]. Since the onset
of the right-wing government of Narendra Modi, the dominant national narrative seems
to have arrogated an exceedingly nationalistic stance, that primarily concentrates on the
advancement of a predominantly Hindu identity of the country. The state’s attempts at pro-
moting a nationalist Hindu narrative are not just confined to politics and the media. They
are also centred around education, with the current government particularly interested
in emphasising the Hindu period of rule in the subcontinent and infusing nationalistic
ideals in school and university students [8]. These interventions in the educational system
not only contradict the secular spirit of the country but also serve to constantly infuse
a sense of national belonging and pride in the students [9,10]. Although visual culture
remains unacknowledged and unexamined in HE in India, it constructs a powerful context
of learning, shaping students’ self-perceptions and worldviews.

The national narrative in neighbouring Pakistan revolves around the creation of a
unified national identity—heavily intertwined with religion—that serves to inhibit all
other identities along ethnic, provincial, gender, racial, and class lines [11]. Research has
highlighted how the identity of a Pakistani is fostered in the curriculum not only through
the subjects of Pakistan Studies and Social Studies but also through neutral subjects such
as English and Urdu—all furthering a nationalistic discourse that is justified through the
use of religion [11–15]. Ref. [15], in their research focusing on the voices of youth (students
from both schools and universities), contended that ‘The meaning of citizenship for most
is linked to an uncritical notion of nationalism and loyalty to an Islamic Republic, with
limited understanding of civic duties and responsibilities’ (p. 105). A manifestation of this
need to inculcate feelings of national belonging is how Pakistan Studies is a compulsory
aspect of education from class IX up until the university level. In addition to textbooks and
curricula, ref. [16] has highlighted how the daily rituals of schools, such as the singing of
the national anthem and the raising of the national flag, signify a hidden curriculum that is
used to foster nationalistic and patriotic fervour in students.

What remains unexplored in the existing research, in both India and Pakistan, is
the influence of the spaces of educational institutions on notions of national belonging
in students. This article thus explores the ways in which university campuses expand
or contest narratives of national pride and belonging in higher education institutions in
India and Pakistan, using Lefebvre’s [17] theorisation of space and narrative-qualitative
approach. Space, both physical and social, is an important component of the visual culture
of educational institutions and helps shape students’ interactions with their peers and their
teachers, as well as their perspectives and approaches towards the processes of everyday
learning [18]. In both countries, the spaces of public universities, particularly in Delhi
and Lahore, have become pedagogic media for active student voices and resistance in the
form of the citizenship amendment protests in India and the student solidarity marches in
Pakistan. Our aim is not to compare the two countries, but rather to use the contrast of
contexts [19] approach to understand how the public university spaces are ‘conceived’ as
aspects of furthering their national narratives and how this visual culture can potentially
be ‘perceived’.

The article is structured as follows. First, we discuss the current literature on educa-
tional spaces and their visual culture, considering Lefebvre’s [17] theorisation of space,
in particular, as an interplay between conceived, perceived, and lived spaces, in order to
create a conceptual link between space and the visual culture. We then introduce the setting
in which the study took place and outline key methodological considerations. The findings,
which are structured around the analysis of the ‘conceived’ and the ‘perceived’ [17], are
presented next. The subsequent discussion draws upon the findings to theorise three
factors determining the extent to which the university spaces act as agents for fostering
national belonging and pride.
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2. Educational Spaces and Visual Culture

Space is progressively seen as an active element of social life; it is “ . . . socially
produced and simultaneously socially producing; concurrently material and imaginary;
intimately connected to embodiment; and irreducibly political” [20]. In his seminal work,
Lefebvre [17] proposes the presence of multiple, overlapping spaces. First, space is pro-
duced by purposeful planning and design [21] to represent the values and goals of the
government [20]. Next, space is defined by individual insights, connections, and actions
with the built environment [20]. Space is essential to student learning, as it constructs the
logic of “belonging to an intellectual home”, one that is designed by the organisation and
the “staff members as its permanent occupiers” ([22]; p. 127). Nevertheless, the impact of
space on its populations is never neutral [20,23]: the structure, design, and architecture of
physical space are essentially political and performative [24,25].

In addition, space mediates student communication with their peers and their teachers,
as well as their viewpoints and approaches towards the process of learning and what is
being learned. [22] advocates for a balance between the malleability of space to the needs
and wishes of its inhabitants and the preservation of ‘expectations that a university is
traditionally something special and different’ (p. 128). The relationship between the
physical dimensions of the curricular space and the imaginary spaces fostering creativity
and innovative learning has received scholarly interest [26], as has the heterotopic curricular
practices that encourage critical and imaginative thinking [27]. Perhaps the most radical
example of such a university space is the iconic Building 20 at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT) (see Figure 1) [23]. With MIT placing little to no interest in managing
the building, its inhabitants were given the freedom to repurpose, redesign and use the
building in ways that fostered creativity and independence of thought that is pivotal to the
ground-breaking research conducted in the university [28].

Space is particularly recognised in education literature as a dynamic factor establishing
the tacit features and practices of education that shape everyday student experience and
learning [29–31]. In particular, there has been a growing understanding around how
observable and tactile information, linked to visual spaces, forms an important component
of everyday educational experiences [32–34].

Scholars [35–37] have outlined how what is called the ‘visual but hidden’ conundrum,
which focuses on the multi-faceted nature of everyday experiences in schools and univer-
sities, and answered questions such as ‘what is visible?’ and ‘what is noticed?’. In this
sense, the everyday visual culture of universities contributes, in some ways to the everyday
visual experiences in schools and universities. Before going further into the components of
visual culture, it is important to define the term. For the purpose of this article, we will use
the definition by [36]:

‘the ready-made standardised visual scheme handed down by previous genera-
tions of teachers and authorities as an unquestioned and unquestionable guide to
all observable events, rituals, situations, objects, materials, spaces and behaviours
which normally occur within everyday schooling.’

Prosser [37] has outlined a number of aspects of visual culture that are essential
elements of school and university spaces, such as the architecture (buildings, classrooms,
laboratories, etc.), non-teaching spaces (playgrounds, cafeterias, assembly rooms, changing
rooms), cultural inventory (photographic inventory, artefacts, and proxemics), teacher and
pupil spaces (staff rooms, student dormitories), and finally aides to teaching and learning
(notice boards, wall art, posters). Additionally, this visual culture can also be shaped by
students themselves [38,39], through the use of space as a platform for student expressions.
It is also important to note how the above-mentioned factors are overlapping in nature.
Moreover, considering educators’ and students’ capacity to reflect, learn, and interpret,
every educational institution will have its own unique visual culture and a unique way in
which space is conceived and perceived.
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What is missing from the literature is the understanding of how this serves as a form of
visual culture (through the built environment, photographic culture, and so on) and how it
can be implicitly and explicitly used as a form of furthering a country’s national narrative.

Figure 1. Building 20 at MIT. MIT gives its inhabitants freedom to repurpose, redesign, and use the building in ways
to foster creativity and independence of thought (Source: DGCOregon.com (https://djcoregon.com/news/2012/06/19
/building-20-what-made-it-so-special-and-why-it-will-probably-never-exist-again/ last-accessed 10 September 2021)).

3. Methodology

To explore the ways in which the physical and social spaces of public universities in
Delhi and Lahore foster national belonging in students, we used the discourse analysis
approach and incorporated Lefebvre’s [17] theorisation of space, in particular, as an inter-
play between conceived, perceived, and lived spaces. Discourses are drawn from messages
written on the university’s walls, as well other images, paintings, murals, or statues present
in the university architecture. Here, we do not make assumptions about how students
will react to the visual culture. Our focus is rather on space and how it could potentially
influence students’ notions around national pride and belonging.

Research sites and rationale: We chose a purposive sample of four public universities,
from Delhi and Lahore (the biggest public universities in both cities). The intention is
not to generalise the analysis to the entire higher education system of both countries, but
to give a reflection of the public university sphere by choosing the largest state-funded
universities operating in both cities. These are also the universities that have been linked
to student politics in the past, which we believe provides an interesting link with the
fostering of national belonging in the students. We provide the rationale for selecting the
four institutions below.

https://djcoregon.com/news/2012/06/19/building-20-what-made-it-so-special-and-why-it-will-probably-never-exist-again/
https://djcoregon.com/news/2012/06/19/building-20-what-made-it-so-special-and-why-it-will-probably-never-exist-again/
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Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) and Jamia Millia Islamia University (JMIU), in
Delhi: JNU was established in 1969 and named after Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first Prime
Minister. The first vice-chancellor, Gopalaswami Parthasarathy, set out JNU’s radical mis-
sion of pioneering interdisciplinary academic centres designed to solve issues intrinsic to In-
dian society: poverty, development, and social division (https://theconversation.com/jnu-
violence-indian-universitys-radical-history-has-long-scared-countrys-rulers-129488, ac-
cessed on 10 September 2021). Jamia Millia Islamia was founded as an act of resistance
against the British occupation of India. As part of his Non-Cooperation Movement, Ma-
hatma Gandhi had called for the boycott of all educational institutions supported or run
by the colonial regime. On 12 October 1920, Gandhi visited Aligarh Muslim University,
calling for a boycott of the British-funded education system. Responding to his call, a
group of young teachers and students came forward to form the National Muslim Uni-
versity, later known as the Jamia Millia Islamia. Jamia’s first batch of students—young
men—were ready to compromise their futures for the sake of being enrolled at a uni-
versity deliberately formed to challenge oppressors. It moved to its current location
in Okhla in 1935. It was given the deemed status by the University Grants Commis-
sion in 1962 (https://www.firstpost.com/india/in-jamia-students-anti-caa-protests-are-
echoes-of-the-universitys-challenge-to-british-occupation-of-india-8034031.html, accessed
on 10 September 2021). The protests by JNU and Jamia students now are somewhat remi-
niscent of the resistance with which these institutions were founded and established. The
campuses of Jawaharlal Nehru University and Jamia Millia Islamia are two of the most
vibrant campuses in the country, with a culture of open debates and intellectual discourse.
The wall writings in the universities give a running commentary on the state of affairs in
India and the world, ranging from the issue of privatisation and so-called multinational
onslaught to issues concerning gender divide, corruption, and terrorism.

University of the Punjab and Government College University Lahore: Punjab Univer-
sity (PU) was established in Lahore in 1882 by the British colonial authorities. It possesses
the title of the first higher education institution established in a Muslim majority area and
is therefore considered an emblem of the shared history of the subcontinent. It hosts a
separate department for History and Pakistan Studies and has been the bedrock of student
politics and activism since Pakistan’s inception, with [40] describing how ‘With respect
to targeted campus violence, Punjab University—Pakistan’s oldest university—forms the
primary site for ideological conservatism’. In particular, the physical space of the university
has been the source of reverence, debate, and controversies. The architecture was at the
forefront of a sectarian conflict, for instance, between members of the Islami Jamiat-e-e-
Talaba and some Shi’a students, who were demanding separate ‘territorial protections—up
to and including a separate local mosque’ ([41]; p. 573). Government College University
Lahore (GCU) was one of the oldest colleges established in pre-partition Pakistan (formed
in 1864—even before the establishment of the university of the Punjab—it was afforded
the status of a university in 2002.). GCU holds a significant status in the history of the
nation, having housed symbolic and influential figures of the freedom movement such
as Dr Allama Muhammad Iqbal (politician, philosopher, and accredited national poet of
Pakistan) and Ahmed Shah Patras Bokhari (a diplomat, writer, and broadcaster who was
appointed as the first parliament representative of Pakistan to the United Nations.). GCU,
much like PU, has been the subject of considerable interventions by the state, such as
terminating contracts of professors in response to them voicing their political views [40],
making it an important case study for understanding the visual culture of university spaces
in fostering national belonging.

Data collection: As a result of the restrictions imposed due to COVID-19, we were
unable to physically visit the campuses and collect primary data for this research. We
therefore conducted secondary research using online materials (from 2014 to the present
and related to any aspects of the nations) that we could find on the internet. The data
were collected from the various online resources in a series of steps (see Table 1 for detail).
Our first point of data collection were the official university websites, followed by their

https://theconversation.com/jnu-violence-indian-universitys-radical-history-has-long-scared-countrys-rulers-129488
https://theconversation.com/jnu-violence-indian-universitys-radical-history-has-long-scared-countrys-rulers-129488
https://www.firstpost.com/india/in-jamia-students-anti-caa-protests-are-echoes-of-the-universitys-challenge-to-british-occupation-of-india-8034031.html
https://www.firstpost.com/india/in-jamia-students-anti-caa-protests-are-echoes-of-the-universitys-challenge-to-british-occupation-of-india-8034031.html


Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 741 6 of 19

policy documents, news articles, and blog posts in the media and materials found on social
media sites—Twitter and Facebook. This process then involved moving from more official
and formal to more unofficial and informal visual content over the internet. The content
on social media websites such as Twitter and Facebook highlighted the importance of
social media in university imagery. Importantly, these images were mostly posted by the
students, with the individual universities not having an official social media presence. We
also want to add how, through the data collection process, we also expanded our research
to incorporate artefacts such as statues and flags on the university campuses, and the
data from the news articles, university websites, and policy documents also allowed us to
incorporate any official statements by the state and individual universities with respect to
aspects of campus spaces. Given below are details of the number of images collected.

Table 1. Data Sources.

Images Collected in Numbers

Source of Data JNU JMIU PU GCU

Step 1: Official
University
Websites

12 14 10 16

Step 2:
University

Policy
Documents

17 10 15 8

Step 3: News
Articles and
Blog Posts

20 15 18 12

Step 4: Social
Media Presence 10 12 11 14

Data analysis and coding: We used the data analysis framework outlined by Lecompte
(2000) by conducting the analysis in a series of steps. The data were qualitatively analysed.
The number of graffiti messages was counted. The inscriptions were recorded by the
researchers and were then transcribed for further analysis. The thematic analysis is a
flexible qualitative method used to analyse data (i.e., graffiti) by collecting similar thematic
codes to relevant groups of meaning [42]. The first step involved “tidying up” the data
and selecting images that were only related to notions of national pride and belonging.
This required a process of open coding where all images were coded. Axial coding was
the next stage, where we reviewed the initial open codes to see which ones were being
most frequently used to determine themes and patterns in the data. We then conducted a
process of thematic analysis where, from the 42 images shortlisted (both from India and
Pakistan), three themes were developed (detailed in the Findings section).

Subsequently, the themes were revisited and reviewed so as to safeguard that the
whole data were relevant for the formulated themes. Thematic coding permits the re-
searchers to review the whole data by recognising their supremely important meaning or
what the data are trying to say or tell [43]. This method, as has been claimed ([42], p. 5),
can ’potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex account of data’ and patterns,
and made the examination of the data easier. The thematic analysis [44] is based on Critical
Discourse Analysis [45], as there is an interaction between the text, discursive practices,
and the social context [46]. Therefore, it is valuable and essential to acknowledge the
importance of graffiti discourse as a product of human linguistic expression besides the
nature and impact of the message being conveyed. Ref. [47] added that the significance of
graffiti discourse should be recognised as a mode of communication informing about main
social issues and problems.
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Authors’ positionalities: We also want to take note of our positionalities and how
that further helped in conducting the research, since we have visited these universities
in the past and are well aware of the educational fabric of the cities of Delhi and Lahore.
The national pride and belongingness on university campuses are not objectively laid
out in order to be understood in a passive manner by the reader. Rather, in this article,
the identities of the authors are important in the analysis of the themes reviewed. Each
author had the responsibility of reviewing themes and collecting data on each country’s
context—the first author on Pakistan, the second on India. In each case, the author is
a holder of the respective national identity and has been a consumer of the educational
discourses of the respective countries whose themes are being reported.

4. Key Findings

The findings point towards a number of aspects of the relationship between visual
culture, university spaces, and national belonging and pride. Space is deliberately used
to symbolically orientate the university and to reflect organisational or political values
and ideals; space also provides a medium for the contextualisation of students’ resistance
and voices. The findings below are structured around three mutually related aspects of
space through which student experience is shaped—symbolic artefacts at the university
premises, walls of nationalistic and patriotic heroes, and graffiti—the space for student
voices. Within each sub-section, we explore the conceived, and the possibly perceived of
the lived spaces and how they constitute the visual culture of university spaces, which
in turn can potentially shape the student perceptions and experiences of the campuses in
Delhi and Lahore.

4.1. Symbolic Artefacts at the University Premises

Both India and Pakistan, irrespective of their individual differences, have been known
to engage in ritualistic activities to advance their national identities through symbolic
representations (artefacts) of the group: the national flag, the army, the anthem, are all
symbols that conjure up the image of the nation and ideas of national identity. Indeed,
according to [48], one of the most important functions of symbolic artefacts is their ability
to objectify relations between individuals and groups and therefore to reify questions of
identity. Symbolic forms can stand for ‘a wide range of meanings, agitate emotions, [and]
spur them into action’ ([44]; p. ix). In the light of contemporary theories of nationalism,
this section considers how nations are social constructs where symbolic artefacts actively
participate in this process of construction; it analyses the sets of meanings and values that
have been used in making claims about national identity [49].

Though the flag as an element of communication is present in public ceremonies,
sports contests, and competitions, and it is frequently displayed in times of trouble as well
as on holidays and patriotic occasions [50]—we found its symbolic value more oriented
towards fostering national pride through the official statements of the state and the univer-
sities in both countries. The national flags display reflects the university’s culture as well as
how national identity and values are cultivated, and serves as a form of visual culture. The
national flags and statues, as a representational university space for collective activity are
appropriate for the respective governments to promote a collective nationalistic identity
and pride and rehearse notions oof good citizenship.

In India, since 2016, India’s Hindu nationalist BJP government has ordered major
universities to prominently display the country’s national flag. In both Jawaharlal Nehru
University (JNU) and Jamia Milia Islamia (JMI), the university websites included pictures
of the campus with the Indian flag prominently displayed. The universities were ordered
to install flag masts, 207 feet tall—about the same height as the Statue of Liberty—to
hoist the nation’s tricolour flag (see Figure 2 below) [50,51]. To hoist the flag at precisely
200 feet would, according to state officials, further deepen their sense of patriotism (The
decision came in the midst of a raging row over the arrest of JNU Students Union president
Kanhaiya Kumar on sedition charges, for being present at an event on the campus where
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anti-India slogans were raised. Hence, the conceived impact of the existence of the flag
(as a symbolic gesture and by the government itself) would be to influence feelings of
nationalism in students. The chairman of the Centre for Media Studies at JNU said that the
government’s decision was aimed at ‘instilling nationalism and pride’ in students and was
one of 12 resolutions passed by the vice-chancellors [49].

Figure 2. The national flag waving atop the Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) (Source: The Hindu (https://www.thehindu.
com/news/cities/Delhi/15-years-before-hrd-diktat-jnu-hoisted-flag/article8259680.ece, accessed on 10 September 2021)).

In addition, in 2017, Jagadesh Kumar (the vice-chancellor) reportedly called for an
army tank to be installed on campus to inspire nationalism—here, again, a symbol was
used to contribute to the everyday visual culture of universities, to inspire the outcome of
awakening a sense of national pride, though these actions have challenged JNU’s radicalism
and independence—it is important to be cognisant of how students might critically engage
with the installation of such artefacts. The conceived aspect of the visual components of the
university campuses may not necessarily translate into the one ‘perceived’ by the students.
A case in point, the decision to institute the flag and the tank resulted in student protests at
Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU)—signifying a divergence between the ‘conceived’ and
the ‘perceived’ and the increasing role of students’ positionalities and orientations.

In Pakistan, the national flag is a permanent fixture in public as well as private
universities. The famous senate house located at the centre of the Punjab University (PU)
is home to the national flag of Pakistan. In Government College University Lahore (GCU),
the national flag can be seen positioned near the clock tower, as identified through visual
imagery found on their website. Additionally, the hoisting of national flags is one of the
rituals that both centrally funded universities and private universities adhere to, during
the celebration of Independence Day and other days of national interest at both PU and
GCU. Even after the advent of COVID-19, flag hoisting ceremonies at both PU and GCU
on 14th August 2020 have taken place, with the event at GCU attended by the Governor
of Punjab. While addressing the ceremony at PU, a professor stated how the university
was thankful to national icons such as the father of the nation Muhammad Ali Jinnah
(founder of Pakistan) and how this ceremony would help in fostering pride in students for
their country [52]. Here, again, both the state apparatus and the university administration
clearly indicated their stance on the symbolic value of the flag. The ‘conceived’ aspect of
the flag, much like the case of India, was oriented towards awakening senses of national
pride and belonging. The symbolism of the flag can also be discerned from the fact that

https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi/15-years-before-hrd-diktat-jnu-hoisted-flag/article8259680.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi/15-years-before-hrd-diktat-jnu-hoisted-flag/article8259680.ece
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students in PU were asked to paint the national flag to commemorate the Independence
Day of Pakistan and for Pakistan Day (a national holiday commemorating the resolution
of Pakistan on 23 March 1940) parade in 2018, an event with the eulogisation of national
heroes (as seen in Figure 3 below). This nationalistic discourse that focused heavily on
instilling patriotism in students and fostering pride in the national figures of the past was
complemented by the visual aid provided by the presence of the flag and the symbolic
value attached to it.

Figure 3. Retrieved from PU Factbook 2018, reflecting a celebration of Pakistan Day with pictures of the national fig-
ures Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Allama Iqbal, Fatima Jinnah, and many others, with the words azadi ka safar (road to
freedom) written above the pictures (Source: PU.edu.pk (http://pu.edu.pk/downloads/Fact-Book-2018.pdf, accessed on
10 September 2021)).

Saigol [16], in her research on the making of the Pakistani citizen through every-
day schooling, has previously noted how the hoisting of the Pakistani flag contributes
to the daily regimentation of strict rituals that can be linked to the formation of the
Pakistani citizen.

There is a lack of similar research for higher education institutions and a particular
lack of research on the symbolism of the national flag itself. Since the national flag is
a permanent fixture of everyday campus life (now both in the universities examined in
India and Pakistan), it does contribute to the everyday life of students and could foster a
sense of belonging to the Indian and Pakistani state through its visual presence. However,
unlike what happened in India, there were no resulting student movements and protests
in response to the institution of flags in Pakistan. This might indicate a convergence of the
‘conceived’ and ‘perceived’ aspect of visual culture for the students in Pakistan, or perhaps
a lack of reflection on the freedom of choice associated with the existence of nationalistic
components in the everyday visual culture of the universities.

What also compliments the day-to-day learning of the students are various statues
and other artefacts present within the campus spaces, particularly in India. The need to
install and unveil a statue of Swami Vivekananda at the Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU)
campus came from such symbolics of power and pride [49]. Narendra Modi has said how
he hopes that ‘the statue instils courage and compassion that Swami Vivekananda wanted
to see in everyone. When we were oppressed during colonialism, Swami Vivekananda
went to Michigan University in the earlier part of the last century & had said that even
though this century is yours, next century will belong to India. It is our responsibility
to realise this statement vision.’ During the online event held in November 2020 ([53];

http://pu.edu.pk/downloads/Fact-Book-2018.pdf
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para. 1), Modi outlined how the purpose of the statue was to inspire ‘a vision of divinity’,
further elaborating on the need for JNU students to derive courage and compassion from
Swami Vivekananda (an Indian Hindu monk), in addition to ideas of service to the nation
and love for humanity [54]. He mentioned how the names of the hostels in JNU—Ganga,
Yamuna, Sabarmati, Jhelum, Sutlej (rivers in India), and so on—were symbols of national
unity and integration [55]. -They were ‘conceived’ as aspects contributing to the visual
culture of the universities. JNU’s vice-chancellor, Jagadesh Kumar, shared that the statue
is giving the campus a “pleasing look”, as Swami Vivekananda has contributed to nation
building and it is important to instil nationalist fervour in students [54] (however, the
installation of the statue was seen as a prominent symbol of the saffronisation of the
campus. In the campaign against it, the statue was vandalised a couple of times. An FIR
was filed against unknown perpetrators. https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/
explained-jnu-vivekananda-statue-pm-modi-7049354/, accessed on 10 September 2021).
The statements clarify the way in which space was ‘conceived’, as contended by [5], in a
manner that is physical, yet also social and imaginary—in this case, imaginary in terms of
its perceived connection with the freedom movement of India and in instilling a sense of
national pride.

In Lahore, Punjab University has a statue of Alfred Woolner, who was the first vice-
chancellor of the university, which is the last remaining statue of a colonial figure present
on campus. Other symbolic artefacts on campus consist of Holy Islamic sayings that
are written on nameplates and attached to trees around the campus. Since the national
narrative of Pakistan focuses so heavily on a unified Islamic identity, the visual symbolism
of these sayings extends to notions of nationalism as well. Similarly, in GCU, Holy Islamic
sayings on name plates and other religious artefacts, such as paintings of Holy Islamic
sayings, are plastered across the walls and form a part of the everyday visual culture of
the campus. The formal architecture of the campuses also incorporates religion through
the provision of prayer rooms and mosques. However, by heavily relying on one aspect of
identity, the university space effectively fosters the construction of the ‘self’ and the ‘other’
along religious lines. Much research in Pakistan has focused on the construction of the self
and other in textbooks and curricula (see, for more detail, [11–13]), yet hardly any research
has investigated the impact of visual representation in school and university campuses
that might foster a construction and subsequent negative attitudes towards the external
and the ‘other’. How students perceive these symbols inside the university would depend
on a variety of factors, yet the abundance of Islamic symbols in the visual atmosphere of
the campuses does reflect the religious identity of Pakistan, which is heavily intertwined
with the nation.

Space, in this sense, physical, but also social (particularly through the presence of
the mosque in PU and GCU and the Vivekananda statue at the entrance of JNU and
flags in all four universities) and imaginary, as the everyday experiences of students
and the heavy involvement of religion and patriotism might potentially foster a sense of
national belonging.

4.2. Furthering Nationalism and Patriotism through Walls of Heroes

Another aspect of ‘space’ influencing the paradigms of national identities and the
replacement of ideological foundations in India and Pakistan is the appropriation of the
pantheon of father figures and national icons. The founding fathers, who are the ideological
figures of national inspiration, are essential elements for the birth of both nations. These
national icons are indeed important, as they symbolically embody the values and ideals of
the nation [16].

In Delhi, in a bid to pay a tribute to the Indian army, the Ministry of Human Resource
Development (MHRD) (now renamed as the Ministry of Education) decided to construct a
wall of heroes in all the universities and institutes across the country [55]. Additionally, the
MHRD launched a ‘Vidya, Veerta Abhiyan’ (Knowledge and Warrior Campaign) to inspire
varsities to show portraits of soldiers decorated with the Param Vir Chakra (India’s highest

https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/explained-jnu-vivekananda-statue-pm-modi-7049354/
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/explained-jnu-vivekananda-statue-pm-modi-7049354/
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military decoration, awarded for displaying acts of valour during wartime), the country’s
highest military decorations, on university campuses such as Jawaharlal Nehru University
(JNU) and Jamia Millia Islamia (JMI). The MHRD itself emphasised how this change had
been implemented to inculcate feelings of nationalism and national belonging in students
at JNU and JMI—essentially forging a link between these walls and nationalism. In 2016,
the JNU’s vice-chancellor, Jagadesh Kumar, had stated that portraits of martyrs and tanks
used in wars should be put on display on the campus to instil a sense of nationalism and
patriotism among students [55]. In 2017, Kumar mounted a Wall of Heroes to 21 decorated
soldiers, making JNU the first university to comply with the MHRD’s ‘Vidya Veerta
Abhiyan’. Kumar wiped JNU’s magnificent mural art and posters [56,57]. The images
we collected of these walls illustrate patriotic martyrdom and pride by demonstrating a
symbolic event in the lives of nationalist heroes. In this sense, these images become an
important component of the visual culture of everyday campus life.

The walls of heroes are not just exclusive to Delhi; even in Lahore, public universities
are filled with portraits and pictures of national figures deemed important to the freedom
struggle of the country. In both Punjab University (PU) and Government College University
(GCU), the entrance of the universities and a number of their buildings (particularly the
senate house in PU) houses portraits of national icons such as Muhammad Ali Jinnah,
Sir Syed Ahmed Khan (Islamic reformer, educationist known for his contributions to the
welfare of Muslims in the subcontinent during British rule) and Allama Muhammad Iqbal
(See for instance Figure 4).

Figure 4. Here, in the board room, pictures of national figures of Pakistan (mostly men), such as Muhammad Ali Jinnah
and Allama Muhammad Iqbal, can be seen plastered over the walls. Retrieved from Punjab University (Pakistan) (Source:
PU.edu.pk (http://pu.edu.pk/downloads/Fact-Book-2018.pdf, accessed on 10 September 2021)).

The reverence afforded to Allama Muhammad Iqbal and Muhammad Ali Jinnah can
be perceived through the official naming of the two campuses in their honour (the old
campus is now named after Iqbal and the new campus after Jinnah). The names of both
figures are thus plastered outside the gates of the campuses, becoming a part of the visual
component of everyday university life. This is a reflection of the pre-eminence of Iqbal
and Jinnah in the societal fabric of the country, where they are considered pioneers of the
freedom movement and are eulogised and commemorated through national holidays.

It is interesting to see how the shared past of the two countries in terms of their
freedom movements is given a similar, if not analogous, level of reverence in the university
spaces examined. Here, we can see how the visual images of the national figures are

http://pu.edu.pk/downloads/Fact-Book-2018.pdf
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‘conceived’ as important aspects for notions of national belonging and identity through
the visual culture of the institutions in both countries. What can also be delineated is the
role played by the university spaces—using the physical spaces of the walls as a form of
social and discursive space, that furthers the notion of what Benedict Anderson terms the
imagined community, by utilising emblems of the past as visual reminders in everyday
life. In both India and Pakistan, even after more than 75 years of independence, the violent
and fractured past and the construction of the ‘self’ and the ‘other’ (with India the enemy
other for Pakistan and vice versa) is a dominant narrative, with military and national
figures symbolising not just feelings of belongingness for the ‘self’ but also a reminder of
differences with the ‘other’. However, how students ‘perceive’ this visual culture in their
daily educational life might vary, and the exact impact can be determined through a more
ethnographic approach to their attitudes.

4.3. Political Graffiti and Art on the Walls of Universities—The Space for Student Voices
and Resistance

‘Walls are a marvel, don’t you think? I have always paid a great of attention to what
happens on wall. When I was young, I often even copied graffiti.’ [58].

Graffiti and wall art is a form of visual (sub-)culture that stands for any mark left on
the wall, formally or not, by a person, consisting of anything ranging from a name, a logo,
or a casual design to a signature. Wall art is thoughtful and more organised than graffiti,
and the artist is aware of the political implications of the imprint that he or she leaves on
the wall [59]. In this section, we discuss how spaces such as graffiti on the walls of the
universities’ campuses in Delhi and Lahore echo the views, aspirations, and motivations
of the student community on their university campuses and how these walls become a
projection of their collective and individual voice of resistance and protest—forming an
important aspect of the visual culture of the universities. Graffiti has not historically been
a large phenomenon in India and Pakistan. Nonetheless, it is beginning to make a mark
on the walls and buildings of metropolises such as Delhi, Mumbai, and Bangalore and
the cities of Lahore and Karachi, in Pakistan. In Delhi and Lahore, painting on walls can
provide students with a sense of anonymity along with visibility.

The campus of Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) has one of the oldest graffiti
backgrounds. That is not surprising, since JNU has one of the most active university envi-
ronments in the country, with a culture of open debates and intellectual discourse [54,60].
The graffiti on the walls of JNU symbolise the voice of dissent on campus. While they do
not have separate tags, signatures, or markers, they are custom-made by different political
parties and their students’ wings, and they thus necessarily have the name of the political
party highlighted (see Figure 5). The graffiti is intertwined into the fabric of student life and
has inserted, imposed, and inflicted itself on the visual culture of the campus, undercutting
authoritarian attempts, if any, to establish a sort of homogeneity or normativity in the
architectural landscape of JNU [59].

In 2019, the vice-chancellor of JNU ordered the removal of the wall posters pasted all
over the campus [61]. JNU’s administration started removing all the posters and graffiti
from the university’s walls as part of the Swachh (clean) JNU initiative, under the Delhi
Prevention of Defacement of Property Act, 2007. This resulted in a significant backlash
from the faculty, alumni, and students. In response to the order, the president of the
JNU’s student union, N. Sai Balaji, wrote an open letter expressing his anguish while
highlighting the significance of walls—a space that enables students to express dissent
through words and art ([60], para. 2). The emphasis on dissent highlights how these spaces
were both ‘conceived’ and ‘perceived’ by the students as an active form of resistance to
state narratives.
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Figure 5. Graffiti inside the JNU campus shows All India Students’ Association (AISA) and Students’ Federation of India’s
(Left student group) versus Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad’s (ABVP) (RSS-affiliated organisation). The second picture,
by ABVP, reads: ‘I praised to motherland, Mother. Victory for Mother India’ (Source: [57]).

Similarly, students of Jamia Millia Islamia University, in Delhi, turned the campus’
stonework walls into a canvas of discontent. Inside the campus, murals draw parallels
between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his Hindu nationalist party’s lotus symbol
and Adolf Hitler and the Nazi swastika. The graffiti and slogans on the walls of the
university were a spontaneous response to the law pushed through Parliament by the
Modi government that offers naturalisation for Hindu, Christian, and other migrants who
fled religious persecution in Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. The law does not
extend to Muslims. Students claimed that if the government would not hear their voices,
the walls would talk [62] (see Figures 6 and 7, below). At Jamia Islamia University, artist
Gargi Chandola discovered through social media that artists were gathering at the Jamia
Millia Islamia university campus in New Delhi following a brutal police crackdown on
students protesting the new citizenship (see Figures 6 and 7, below). She created art and
called this the ‘creative collective conscience’ flowing across the artist community and
the wider public. She said: that ‘Art has the power to invoke the silent majority to come
to join the movement, as we are seeing with these protests’ ([62], para. 3). This shows a
divergence in the ‘conceived’ and ‘perceived’ dimensions of the physical and social space
of the campuses. Where the government and school administrations used the space as a
vehicle for fostering pride, the students perceived it as an element for showing resistance
to the government’s narrative.

Figure 6. Graffiti inside the JMI campus shows students’ discontent towards the Citizenship Amendment Act. It reads:
‘Long live the revolution’ (Source: [61]).
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Figure 7. (Translated as ‘there is no return for the pain you have given, my heart is at fault for not protesting’—Faiz.) A
graffiti inside the JMI campus denouncing police brutality reads: ‘There is no return for the pain you have given, my heart
is at fault for not protesting’—Faiz (Source: [60]).

Students generally take their ideas from the posters that are put up by various artists
on the open forum for everyone to use and mix them with couplets of revolutionary poets
like Faiz Ahmed Faiz (one of the most celebrated poets of Pakistan, an avowed Marxist
who won the Lenin Peace Prize for his contributions, also known for his writings against
oppression in all its forms) [63]. A student said that ‘Banksy is the inspiration for everyone
who is associated with graffiti and street art but our creations draw inspiration from the
poems as well. We are trying to come up with a Bengali typography. We already have Urdu
and Hindi—it is easier for a passerby to read’ [63]. Most of the students were painting
graffiti for the first time but adopted this as the primary form of their protest [63].

In Lahore, Faiz’s poetry and his message of ‘Hum Dekhenge (we will see)’, which has
been used as a slogan by students from both India and Pakistan, is a message of pluralism
often found as a form of street art and graffiti [63]. Particularly symbolic is how these
two nations with a shared fractured past were witnessing the mushrooming of student
activist movements in the form of citizenship amendment protests in India, and the student
solidarity marches in Pakistan, with Faiz’s revolutionary words acting as a message of
solidarity, unity, and resistance [48].

JNU, JMI in India, and PU, GCU in Pakistan, in particular, became emblems of
chanting students supported by beautiful graffiti that translated their words into visual
art. PU has been home to multiple feminist resistance movements. In 2017, in response
to gender policing activities of the Islami Jamiat Talba (IJT) (the student wing of the
right-wing religious political party the Jamaat-e-Islami (JI).) within PU, such as anti-vice
squads policing the dresses worn by female students and their interactions with male
students, anarcho-feminist (an anti-authoritarian and anti-capitalist stance demanding
equality between both genders) graffiti appeared on the walls of the campus.

Through a twist on Faiz’s words concerning Azadi (independence), this graffiti (in
Figure 8) translates into a call for the independence of females within the country and is
symbolic of their resistance and their call for a heightened sense of belonging with the state.
This is similar to the call for inquilab (independence) in neighbouring India’s Jamia Islamia,
where protests for freedom were being organised. Faiz’s poetry and the words written
across the university boundaries are an important component of the visual culture of the
campuses, where the implicit messaging of the poetry contributed to notions of resistance.
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Figure 8. Graffiti inside Punjab University (Pakistan). Translation: ‘What does a woman want? Azadi (Independence)’ (Source:
Twitter). (https://twitter.com/auwn_/status/890325957776683008?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%
7Ctwterm%5E890325957776683008%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.dailypakistan.com.
pk%2F31-Jul-2017%2Fall-men-are-jerks-shocking-anarcha-feminist-graffiti-appears-in-punjab-university, accessed on
10 September 2021).

Interestingly, graffiti and wall art have also been employed on the walls of PU and
GCU as a way of fostering national belonging towards the state, particularly in the last
few years. In PU, the graffiti in the form of street art which covers the outer walls of
the entire campus was commissioned by the government itself ‘through an activity of
Street Art on the thematic areas of Interfaith Harmony, safer charity practices, COVID-19,
Resilience building, and the role of families and women in the promotion of peace’ [64].
The artists were not just students from PU but also from schools, colleges, and universities
across the country [64]. While addressing the media and applauding this initiative, the
Deputy Commissioner of Lahore specifically mentioned how it was incredibly significant
for the promotion of the national narrative—explicitly highlighting the role of the walls in
fostering messages of national pride. Some photographic evidence of the graffiti is given
below, in Figures 9 and 10.

Figure 9. Wall outside Punjab University (Pakistan) showing a colourful and vibrant version of Pakistan’s map and a drawing
showing the crescent from Pakistan’s flag, with a mosque drawn against a green background, denoting the flag’s colour
(Source: urbanduniya.com (http://urbanduniya.com/pakistantraveller/in-photos-murals-at-the-university-of-punjab/,
accessed on 10 September 2021)).

https://twitter.com/auwn_/status/890325957776683008?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E890325957776683008%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.dailypakistan.com.pk%2F31-Jul-2017%2Fall-men-are-jerks-shocking-anarcha-feminist-graffiti-appears-in-punjab-university
https://twitter.com/auwn_/status/890325957776683008?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E890325957776683008%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.dailypakistan.com.pk%2F31-Jul-2017%2Fall-men-are-jerks-shocking-anarcha-feminist-graffiti-appears-in-punjab-university
https://twitter.com/auwn_/status/890325957776683008?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E890325957776683008%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.dailypakistan.com.pk%2F31-Jul-2017%2Fall-men-are-jerks-shocking-anarcha-feminist-graffiti-appears-in-punjab-university
http://urbanduniya.com/pakistantraveller/in-photos-murals-at-the-university-of-punjab/
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Figure 10. Wall outside Punjab University (Pakistan) showing Pakistan written in Urdu, with green paint denoting the
colour of Pakistan’s flag and the painted picture of a man wearing a turban (Source: urbanduniya.com, accessed on
10 September 2021).

In Figure 9, the ‘green’ of the Pakistani flag is coalesced with beautiful colours and
a tapestry, resulting in striking street art that represents the symbolic elements of the
country—its map, flag, and the crescent moon encasing a mosque. The mosque next to
the map is particularly symbolic and reflective of the commingling of the Pakistani nation
with Islam.

The green and white of the Pakistani flag are visible in Figure 10 as well, which is
accompanied by the painting of an old man wearing a white turban (worn mostly by elderly
citizens and feudal lords in Punjab, Sindh, Balochistan, and the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
provinces within the country). On the right, Pakistan is written in the national language
of the country, Urdu. Here, Pakistan is synonymous with the male citizen on the left.
This is also emblematic of the gender differences prevalent in the country and the pre-
eminence of male citizens over females in all facets of society, ranging from politics to
education [65,66], which often fosters the construction of the male self and the female
other [67]. The construction of the ‘self’ and the ‘other’ and the visual culture of universities
can be seen here. These murals were therefore indicative of the larger societal culture of
Pakistan and the identity of the Pakistani citizens and their belonging towards the state.
How these murals and graffities are perceived by students depends on their positionalities.
However, research has consistently highlighted negative attitudes towards the external
‘other’ through a lack of representation in textbooks and curricula in Pakistan. We believe
this analysis can be extended to the spaces of schools and universities, that can potentially
illustrate sameness and differences between ‘in-groups’ and ‘out-groups’.

Whereas in India, the graffiti is mostly seen as a way of channelling student voices and
their resistance against the state, in Pakistan there was evidence for both resistance against
the state and the use of wall art to foster a sense of belonging to the state not dissimilar
from the state’s own narrative. In both countries, though, the everyday experience of the
university spaces did involve the vibrant hues of the graffiti and wall art, that were linked
to their association and belonging with their respective nations.

5. Conclusions

The themes in the last section suggest that university spaces are indeed a fundamental
aspect of everyday campus life; spatiality provides a physical, social, and symbolic context
of student experiences [44]. Our analysis suggests three aspects by which this occurs. First,
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this space involved the use of symbolic artefacts that orientate the university towards a
particular stance of the governments and the university administrations. Second, the space
is also ‘conceived’ as an element fostering nationalism and patriotism through the walls of
heroes. Third, these spaces also leave room for student voices and resistance or conformity
through graffiti and wall art.

We further suggest that spatial designs and practices are deliberately ‘conceived ‘to
foster the image of the institution and to control students and their activities, as well as to
shape the desired educational environment. This intentionality is continuously assessed
against different lived contexts and the changing idealised view of higher education.

Importantly, by using the case of India and Pakistan, our analysis shows how the two
countries with a shared fractured past are using the visual environment of the university
spaces as an instrument for furthering national belonging and pride. In both India and
Pakistan, the national flags symbolised everyday elements that would help further national
pride and belonging in students. The emphasis on national pride by the vice-chancellors
of both JNU in Delhi and GCU in Lahore highlight the similar and prevalent notions in
both countries regarding the need to foster their national narrative in everyday campus
life. Similarly, the emphasis on national and military heroes in the campuses of all four
universities examined highlights, again, the emphasis on fostering the national narratives
of the respective countries. These narratives might be different—with India’s focusing on
Nehru’s secular vision and Pakistan’s focusing on a unified Islamic identity, yet the shared
fragmented past of the two countries is perhaps leading to a persistent effort to further the
national consciousness through education. Interestingly, active student voices and their
resistance movements coincided in terms of the timings in both countries, with citizenship
protests in India and student solidarity marches happening around roughly the same time.
What also coincided was the medium used by students in both countries to channel their
voices—graffiti and wall art as well as the written words of Faiz Ahmed Faiz. What we
learn by observing the spaces of the universities of both countries is the similarity in not
just their infrastructure and the government’s efforts towards propounding their national
narratives, but also the similarity in students’ voices and resistance and perhaps the way
the visual culture of university spaces is potentially ‘perceived’ in both countries.

While our findings support the notion of the institutional use of space to ensure
a favourable institutional image, we argue that it also acts as a mechanism by which
university students or political parties project national values and principles and control
the educational environment. The implications of space on student experience, however,
also depend on contextualisation, or the ways in which students interpret the spatial
designs and practices in their day-to-day lives, which is a limitation of this research
and can be examined in future research by focusing on students’ voices through a more
ethnographic lens.
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