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Humanity And TheTechnological Other In MetropolisAnd L’ nhumaine
NabanitaK aranjai

ABSTRACT

Oneof themainfiguresin sciencefiction, serving to question the assumed humanity of the
protagonist and itsraceis the non-human, technological Other —therobot or theandroid. The
narrativefunction of theandroid isin general to display their maker’spower over nature, or of
proving the maker’ssuperiority to nature and other humans not engaged in the technological
processtherewith. It isonly through theandroid’s quest for asserting itsown humanity and
claiming equal statuswith itshuman makersthat the protagonist isforced to reckonwith his
own humanity, or lack thereof. Therefore, thenon-human Other istheprincipal sgnifier that
formsthe self-fashioning of the human subject and defining the ontological status of being
humen.

Keeping in mind the abovetrajectory of literary representation | wishto discuss Fritz
Lang’s Metropolis and Marcel L'Herbier’sL’ Inhumaine as presenting the “inhuman”,
technologica Other that servesto question and definewhat it meansto be human inthe age of
indudtrial technology. Whileinterrogating the hubristic humeanity of its humanmekerstherobots
inthesetwo classics of Expressionist cinemaalso problematize gendered and sexualized
representations of thetechnological Other. The mechanica body of the Other isseen asthe
object of intensedesire: fleshturnsto meta to fuel capita growth. The common denominator
between the machine and the perverse, non-procresative sexuality of the‘femme fatale’ in
Metropolisand L’ Inhumaine asbeing “inhuman”, locatestheissue of artistic practiceat the
coreof industrialised modernity. Referring to Jean FrancoisLyotard's The I nhuman (1989)
| proposethat the lack of humanity brought to light through representations of the machinic
Other symbolizesthe quintessential humanity of the subject and pointsthe discursive shift
towards posthumanity. In other words, how the inhumean dialectically functionsto definewhat
it meansto be humanisthe focusof my paper.

K eywords: technology, Other, inhuman, human

Introduction

Insciencefiction, the representation of the Other hasaways been hinged uponitsdifference
fromthe humanworld it hasbeen set up against. The manifestations of this Other can be either
machinic or extra-terrestrial. M ost of thetimethis Other isthe technological or the machinic
Other that by itsvery difference establishesand re-establisheswhat it meansto be human.
Therefore, the presence of the non-human, whileit amsat propagating the very humanist
conceptsthat led to its existence, endsup re-enforcing humanist conceptswhile proceeding

Karanjai, Nabanita : Humanity And The Technol ogical Other In MetropolisAnd L’ Inhumaine
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Humanity And The Technological Other In Metropolis And L’ Inhumaine
to interrogate and subvert them. Thisleadsto the question, what isthekind of * humanity’ that
isespoused in culture? | sthe so-called humanity something that homogenizes and imposes
‘universalising essence’ according to what it believesis right? What are the politics of
representation behind the definition of * humanity’ assuch? These are some of the concerns
that will bethe focus of this paper.

Androids—robotsthat ook like humans—serve as centra charactersin popular science
fiction all the way back to the origins of those forms. In cinema like Metropolis and
L’ Inhumaine, they primarily havetwo values they aremostly symbolsof technological threst—
the dangersof industriadlism and the dangersof humaningenuity and automated davelabor in
later ones. These narrativesaready work towards debunking the myth of humanist progress
brought about by science and technology. At the sametimethey propose a different idea of
what doesit mean to be human, onethat can only be called ‘ posthuman’. Androids and
robots madein theimage of man areliteral posthumans, anew hybrid speciesof future human
modified by advanced technology. Asthey smulate humanity they bring about an active,
consciousblurring between machines and humans Thishas caused ideaof the humanist subject
to being undermined, and consequently hasled to are-evauation of the subject intheface of
technologica change.

| nterrogating Humanism

The humanist conception of man asan autonomous, self-regulating and rational being
cagpable of individua perfection hasbeen debunked sncethe 1960s as propagating amonolithic
image of man as primarily white, male, straight and European. The Other has been exoticised
and at the sametime has been reduced to ahomogenizing essencethat conformsto an‘identical’
human nature, that “thelr diversity isonly formal and doesnot beliethe existenceof acommon
mould” (Barthes). Thisshowshumanism'sinability to imaginethe Other ontermsof the Other
...dl petit-bourgeois mythology isthisimpotence to imagine the Other. Othernessisthe concept
most antipathetic to ‘commonsense’. Every myth tendsfataly toanarrowanthropomorphism
and, worse gtill, to what might becalled an anthropomorphism of class. (Barthes)

The issue of imagining the Other was sidelined and what took precedence was the
establishment of the subject as mediated through ideology of the State (Althusser), the
unconscious (L acan) and through hisory (Foucault). Inthe unravelling of the category of the
human, poststructuralist theory ended up talking about the human. Thiswaspointed out by
Jacques Derridain his critigue of Michel Foucault’s Madness and Civilization, in which
Foucault discussesthe humanist tradition of reason, which habitually exilesmadness by making
it nothing but asilent object, another, anoutsde. Accordingto Derrida, Foucault’s‘ archaeology
of science' is itself “an organized language, a project, an order, a sentence, a syntax, a
work” (Derrida) repeatsprecisely what it claimsto repeal: the book isperfectly reasonable,
logicd, ordered, coherent and therefore the subscribing to therationae of Enlightenment that
has proved the zenith of humanism. What isnotable about Derrida’'swordsareis*“reluctance
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to be seduced by anti-humanism’s appeal to apure outside.” (Badmington) Because every
aspect of westernthought istouched in someway by thelegacy of humanism, any claimto be
marking the end of * Man’ isbound to be marked with thelanguage of ‘Man'. Inthisway, by
exposing thehumanig srandsinanti-humanigt thought, Derridaexposesthehumanismcontained
withinanti-humanism.

What isrequired thereforeis critical thought that takesinto account the exclusionary
nature of humanismand smultaneoudy correctsit and proposesanew way of thinking through
the addition of the prefix ‘post’. The prefix ‘post’ tendsto questionthe unity of its category
and hencethe unity, uniformity and integrity of the human. Thistype of reading opensup the
possihility to think of “ posthumanization” (Herbrechter)asamuch moreradica and liberating
formof humanization. I nitstendency to exclude the Other humanist thought comesacrossas
more inhuman than non-humans such as nature, androids and animals. If the machinic and
technologica Other likeandroidsand robotsare seen as objective correlativesfor the inhumanity
inhabiting the core of humanist thought, thenthe* posthumans’ can be seenasharbouring the
real ‘crigs of humanism. The surfacing of ‘humanity’ by affirming the lucrative status of the
human onthe part of the machinicOther, and the consequent expression of ‘ inhumanity’ by the
human protagonist innarratives of sciencefiction canberegarded asthe posthumanist moment.
Thus, it is the inhuman that becomes the ultimate signifier of humanity, and it is the
acknowledgement of theinhumanwithin the human iswhat forms posthumanism.

Thought andthe‘Human’

Jean Francois Lyotard'sThe Inhuman(1989) providesan excellent ingght into how the
pursuit of self-perfectibility through scientific and technological advances, takento bethe
nadir of being human, isactualy de-humanising instead. The Inhuman beginsby describing
the principd formthat the“inhuman” hastakenin postmodernity: the dehumanizing inhumaniam
of contemporary capitalismand its reduction of the human to modes of efficiency and the
needs of the technocratic order, specificaly through theideology of “ development” . Under
thisrubric, what is dubbed the human is constrained to become more like machinesin their
functioning, or indeed that the machineswe have built will replace usin termsof thethinking
wethought integral to the human being. The opening essay, “Can Thought Go onwithout a
Body?’ (Lyotard 9)takes thisup asthe ultimate dream of technoscience, arguesinadiaogue
betweena“he” anda“she’, that “the sole seriousquestion [to] face humanity today” . Techno-
science, the*he’ claims, can escape thefate of annihilation through solar catastrophe, by the
gpplication of technologiesthat make consciousness disembodied. Thiswould ultimetely reduce
“All the eventsand disasterswe' refamiliar with and try to think of...asno morethan pale
smulacrd’ (Lyotard 11). Lyotard's surmiseisthat technoscienceisdriven by aneed to conquer
our being-towards-death and indeed, the possibility of the ultimate finitude of any living-on of
any memory or higory of humanity marked by the coming solar catastrophe. Digitd technologies
offer the hope of abecoming-inhuman of thought, of thought going on without abody, one
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that “she” offerswould haveto transcend “the differend of gender” and corporeal existence
(Lyotard 22-23). Thispostionisaso taken by N. Katherine Hayles book How\W\e Became
Posthuman(1999) whereto become disembodied isto, in effect, lose our humanity atogether.
Referring to Hans Moravec’sMind Children: The Future of Robot and Human
IntelligenceHayleswrites

...heinventsafantasy scenario inwhich arobot surgeon pureesthe human

braininakind of crania liposuction, reading theinformationin eachmolecular

layer asit isstripped away and transferringthe information into acomputer.

Even assuming such a separation was possible, how could anyone think that

consciousnessinan entirely different mediumwould remain unchanged, asif it

had no connection withembodimentHayles)
Moravec, Haylescondudes, “isnot abandoning theautonomousliberal subject but isexpanding
itsprerogativesinto theredm of the posthuman’ (Hayles)for the seeminglyposthumanist desire
to download consciousnessinto agleaming digital environment isitself inspired fromthe
digtinctly humanist matrix of Cartesian dualism.(Badmington) Suchtranshumanist attitudes
arenothing but re-affirming the negating aspects of humanismthat haveto be counteracted.
Going back to Lyotard’sattribution of thefeminineto thedesirefor digital (dis)embodiment,
the gendering of technology addsto the problemetizing of the question of theinhuman. Itisin
this light that this paper focusses on Fritz Lang's Metropolis and Marcel
L' Herbier’sl’ Inhumaine, wherethe non-procreative female body and expression of sexuality
isseen aseroticized representationsof the technological Other and of technology itself(Braidotti)
Thiskind of representation throwsinto relief the glaring discrepanciesbetween what humanist
thought professesand what it actually practices. It Srengthensthe case against humanismand
urgesthe need for re-consderation of what entailsthe definition of the *human’.

The'inhumanity’ of the female Technological Other- M arcel
L'Herbier’sL’Inhumaine

Both classics of Expressionist cinema, Fritz Lang’s Metropolis and Marcel
L'Herbier'sL’ Inhumaine illustrate the problematic of gendering of technology. In both the
filmsthefeminineis postioned as ‘inhuman’ injuxtapositionwiththemale scientist who poses
astheflag-bearer of theexcellence of humanity and modernity. Released in 1924, Marcel
L'Herbier’s’ Inhumai neequates patriarcha mastery of technology with domination over the
female body and sexuality. Inthe opening credits, wherethefilm’stitleis seen against an
animated background of moving machine parts, therefusal of heterosexua loveisequated to
adenid of theflesh: thewomanisseen ascold, unfeding mechine. Thefilmshowsthe celebrated
divaClaire Lescot, played by the operasinger Georgette L eblanc welcoming arange of male
suitors—aRussian revolutionary, an American impresario, an Indian Maharajah. Each of
themattemptsto woo her, but sherebuffsthem. Her find suitor, the young engineer EinarNorsen,
arrivesand smilarly setsabout wooing Claire; she calloudly rejects him. Fromthe beginning
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of thefilm, then, thereisanemphasison Claire's‘ inhumanity’, that isto say her resstanceto
male desire, and especially her insensibility to thelovelorn Einar. When Einar apparently
commitssuicide and Claireisforced to acquiesceto hisdesireout of guilt, it isrevealed that
heisdiveand his‘ suicide wasonly aploy to bring out Claire's* humanity’ . Towardsthe end
when Claireispoisoned by the jealous M aharajah, sheisresuscitated by Einar’s machine
which somehow makes her ‘ human’ again, recuperates her for *humanity’ (and, crucially,
makes her receptiveto hislove). Theend of thefilm, then, seesthe emergence of afigure of
womanwhoisno longer ‘inhuman’ but arguably posthuman. Claireisnot brought back to life
asacyborg—that is, her body is not supplemented by any electro-mechanical ormachine-
produced prosthesis—but sheisneverthelessposthuman inthe sensethat her wholerecreated
being istechnologically mediated, and thus challenges distinctions between lifeand non-life,
organic and inorganic, natura and artificial. Sheisnot just reanimated but also reconfigured,
inthisfinal scene, by Einar’smysterious machine.

There aretwo machinesin thisfilm. Oneistheradio, that realizes Claire’'s“‘ dream of
panoptic vison' (Miller) by usng radio technology to broadcast her voice, singingto al corners
of empire, while a the same time enjoying the spectacle of spectators- Europeansin their
homes, places of work and in transit, but also turbaned Arabs and an African woman —
listening to her. These spectatorsareunited inthelr appreciation of Claire svoice, as‘thevery
voiceof Frenchculture . Inthisrespect, thefilm certainly reflectsthe universalist assumptions
of the French colonialist project asit continued to be pursued inthe 1920s. Einar (whose
surname, Norsen, highlightshisNordic, Aryanoriginshas audio-visud inventionswhich alow
Clareto stay in France and yet be everywhere at once. Claireis ostensibly empowered by
technology, sincetheradio and televisua equipment alows her to fulfil her desires (her desire,
in particular, to reach agloba audience). Asthe voice of French cultural imperialism, sheis
placed in aposition of power; she seesher listenersasshe singsto them, but the technology
congtrainsthem to passive reception: they do not have the opportunity to speak back. And
yet it isimportant to notethat Claire usesthistechnology under Einar’s careful guidance, and
that thisispart of hisplanto prevent Clairefromleaving France, so that hisown desirefor her
canultimately befulfilled. Moreover, asauser of technology rather thananinventor or cregtor
Claire occupies an ambivalent, intermediate position which echoes her statusasa singer —
not-quite-artist, but rather asamediator, inwhomthework of art doesnot originate but who
rather provides her body as medium of expression for the composer’screative energies. In
thissense Claire herself comesto embody the qualities of the radio technology she uses, both
standing as mediumsor conduitsfor male desiresand creative impulses. Thusthefeminine
becomesaninstrument inthe handsof patriarchal agency, being relegated to the statusof the
inhuman and denied the agency of sdif-definitionthat principaly congtituteshumanist prerogative.

Another way inwhichthefeminine isrendered inhuman isits conjunctionwith the black
body that symbolizesthe imperidist dimension of 1920sFrance. Thedisplay of the eroticized
black body containsechoes of the human zooswhich continued to entertain Parisian crowds
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well into the1930s Giventhe camerascloseatentionto thefireester’sexoticized and eroticized
body, one might assumethat heisan object of Claire’sfascination, and that, metaphorically,
sheisaso ‘playing with fire' intermsof her own sexua desiresand behaviour. Infact, thefire-
eater’s performance occursin counterpoint to the episodein which Einar isrejected by Claire,
with thelatter taking place inthe garden, asetting not only spatially removed fromthe banquet
hall and the jazz performance (its separateness emphasized by the use of different coloured
tintsfor thetwo spaces), but onewhich seemsto represent acultivated, ostentatiousartificidity,
suggesting that Claire herself is estranged from nature, from the body, and from ‘ natural’
desires. Claire’swild desires need to be tamed but rather that desire must be awakened in
her: sheremainsacrud, inaccessible Symbolist ‘femme deglace’, set gpart fromthe *techno-
primitive’ influence of jazz.(Shanahan) She needsnot just amora re-education but acomplete
transformation, and eventudly will be‘ remade’ by Einar’ stechnology into adesiring, andin
turn receptive, heterosexual partner.

AsshereciprocatesEinar’s advancestowardsthe end of thefilm, Claireisrestored into
thegatusof ‘humanity’ , which effectively slands-in for male, patriarchal prerogativesin sexud
politics. The machinethat reanimates Claire isan amagam of wiresand glasstubes,labelled
‘danger de mort’ (danger of death). L' Herbier does not describe the machine in detail,
presenting it in smplified mechanica dementsinstead. Thisisthe aestheticsof the machine
abstracted from function; but in reducing the machineto its schematic appearancesthereis
also an attempt to mythologizeit by leaving roomfor it to perform* magic': thisis, after all,
supposed to be a fairytale or marvellous story, as we are told in the opening credits.
Paradoxicaly, then, itisthe‘inhuman” machine that recuperates Claireand makesher *human':
technology isseen hereaswarmand humanizing, rather than cold and unfedling.L’ Inhumaine
doesnot present avision of technology thet liberateswomean, or evengeneratesfemaepleasure
for pleasure’s sake; rather, the machineisatool to shape and subjugate female desiresto
respond morereadily to mae needs.(Shingler) By ascribing humanity to coercive maledesire
and the ability to bring back to life to a piece of machinery, the feminine is presented as
“inhuman”. Thus the very category of the human, figured as the concept of ‘Man’ is
problematized through theintersection of gender with technology.

Indugrialisation and thefemale body of the machine

The concept of ‘Man' isfurther discussed with the question of classand labour in Fritz
Lang's Metropolis(1927). Thefirst major filmto treat androids serioudy, Robot Maria, in
Metropalis, exposesthe pretensonsto humanity by Freder and hiscapitaist father Johann * Joh'
Fredersen. Originally conceived asaprototype for afuture robot forcethat will replacethe
human laborerswho keep the city running, it istransformed into adouble for human Mariaon
the ordersof the crud dictator-businessman who owns and runs Metropolis. Hisideaisto
haveit sow discord and chaosamong theworkers, who are onthe verge of rebellion because
of their oppressivelives. Theironyisthat Mariaisaconciliating force, and Robot Maria's
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actionswill discredit her, worsening the workersrestiveness, furthermore, Fredersen has
heard her preach patienceto theworkers, caming them. Yet after hehearsthis, heordershis
chief engineer, Rotwang, to transform hisnew robot into Robot Mariaand to send it out to
wreak havoc. His plot makeslittle sense, asit seemsdestructive to hisown power, to the
technology based order that underpinsit, and so ultimately to himself.(LaGrandeur) The
meachine, especidly initscybernetic representationsinmodern art, thushascometo function
asthe cultura Other of technological society. Only by using the symbolic complexity of the
cyborg figureasafoil onto which we project boththe desreto improveour biologica condition,
that isto become more machine-like, and, at the same time, the anxiety about machines
replacing the human body atogether, arewe ableto negotiate theincreasing technologizing of
themodernworld.

Lang'scity isthe archetypal modern cityscape, awasteland full of imagesof culture,
representing theliving world of human beings, and technology.(Benesch) By openingona
sequence of close-ups of the throbbing machinery thefilmvirtually honesin onthe subject of
technologica infringement in human living. Machinesareeverywherein Metropolisand their
omnipresenceisnotredricted to the enlarged machineroomthat reachesdowninto the bowels.
Thecentra control and communication center, wherethe Master sdes over hiswork force,
literdly bustleswith technology. The rhetoric hingeson theimagery of asociety divided by the
capital/labor few- inboth the metgphorical and topographica sensesof the sure and abundance,
while the workers are shown to pine away machine room, abarely camouflaged modern
limbo dominated rhythm and noise of machinery. It sets up the perfect premise for the
annihilating, life-denying force of technology embodied intheAndroid Maria.

TheAndroid Mariaisfirst presented asamechanical Eve, aSalome-likefigure seducing
the participating capitalists as an eroticized representation of technology. Sincetherobot has
been exclusively designed to satisfy the male drive for control and power (in the twofold
sense that it is man-made and that its main purpose is to subjugate the workers), it isa
compelling symbol of man’sahility to construct technologica artifactswhich areto servehim
andto fulfill hisdesires. Being clad in the bodily features of awoman, however, therobot aso
ggnifiesthat whichisdifferent fromman (and thereforethreatening), that isthefeminineor, in
psychoanaytica terms, the otherness of woman. Maria'sreincarnation asafemale android
aso impliesachange of character: fromvirginto vamp, fromanurturing mediator of socia
conflict to anaggressiveagitator of revolutionary struggle. Hence the threat of the frenzied,
sexually potent woman (inacrucial scene, therobot performs aseductivestriptease in front
of alustfully gazing male audience) comesto represent the threat of the machine unleashed,
the powersof creationturned loose againgt their creator. Fritz Lang's Metropolisthuslooks
at the early stages of indudtrialization wheretechnology itself wasfetishized and eroticized and
womenwere construed astheinstruments of technological production assuch. The body of
theandroid Mariatherefore becomesthe site of the contestation of capitalist and feminist
discourses, seen asthe Real of the cultural sphere of industrialist Weimar Germany in its
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gendered representation of technology. By presenting her asacyborg, Lang showstheanxieties
towardstechnology projected onto the body of thewoman. Cyberneticimagery aso provided
gpacesfor the staging of both the pervasiveness of modern technologica paradigmsand the
nudging anxieties concurrent with theincreasing dominance of the machine.(Rutsky) Allowing
to represent such complexity, the cybernetic body finally developed into apowerful metaphor
of technological culture. The patriarchd control of theAndroid-Mariabackfireswhen at the
moment of inciting ariot between the capitalists and the owners, the machine becomesa
potent disruptive forcethat highlightsthe oppressed status of the workers. Taking onthe
resemblance of theworker-Mariathe male visonof female sexudity asdestructiveand nihilistic
iscomplete when the android becomesarabble-rouser through inflammatory speeches and
gestures,” asubversiveforce unleashing repressed socid energies’ (Ruppert).

In opposition to the Android-Mariathere isthe worker-Mariawho exhorts Christian
vauesof patience and forbearance into the minds of the oppressed labourers. While narrating
thetaeof the Tower of Babel she emphasizesthe alienation and fragmentation of the ruling
classand workers, thus making the workersmore aware of their oppression. Thereforeit is
appropriatethat theandroidisbuilt in her likeness, for it becomesthe machinic embodiment
of her dissent. Lang infuses Madonna-like characteristicsinto the worker-Mariaand she
comesto personify, even more than Freder, the emotive and spiritual dimensionsthat are
excluded from Fredersen’sworld of rationality and efficiency. However her narration of the
tale of the Tower of Babel problematizes her nurturing persona and effectively worksto
subvert the patriarchal expectationsof femininity. Inthisrespect, Mariaand her machinic
double are metaphorically working together to overthrow theextant socio-economic system
of Metropolis. Heshand meta work in unison and thismarksatrue poshumanist collaboration
between woman and machine. The woman is systematically excluded from the realms of
logicality and efficiency that have created the machine; the machine has been created to
materidizethe unbridled greed for greater consumptionand profit for thecapitalists. Bothare
treated asinstrumenta meansto serve capitalist, patriarcha ends. Theandroid Mariamadein
theimage of Hel, Rotwang’s unrequited love and Freder’s mother, actsout the destructive
potential of thwarted love and lust for panoptic control.It isworth noting that besdesMaria
and her double, women are seen on the screen only at the time of the riot- all the other
montages are peopled solely by mae characters, both capitaists and workers. The ending of
thefilm reinforcesthe binary roles of nurturer (theworker Maria) and seducer (theAndroid
Maria) by destroying the android and relegating Mariato the position of theideal helpmate
for Freder who shakes hands with the workers and looks forward to a new social order
aimed at bridging the gap between the capitalistsand the workers. Peter Ruppert notes,

Inthefinal shot we seethe boundariesfirmly back in place. Theworkers—dl malesagain—
arereduced to robots asthey march uniformly toward their old Master and Freder, their new
Mediator. Visually they are as separated by boundaries asthey werein the beginning of the
film. Mariastands off to the side, subservient, reduced to areproductive organ, perhapsfor
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thenext Master of Metropolis. Rotwang is dead, the cyborg has been burned and madeinto
the scapegoat, capitaismremainsfirmly incontrol of technologica power, and theworkers wives
are again invisible. Still, the relationship between the machine and the human remains
inconclusve: thefemalecyborg has shown usthe potentidly liberating power of technology to
tear down theboundariesthat fragment and exclude, boundariesthat must now be seenas
contingent, permeable, and capable of being transgressed. (Ruppert)

Conclusion

The feminization of technology in Metropolisand L’ Inhumainetherefore shed light on
reditiesthat areheavily influenced by technology. While Claire Lescot isrendered an automaton
subservient to the patriarchal will to control in artistry and imperialist expansion, thefigure of
MariainMetropolispresents amoreambivalent picture of human coupling with technology.
Thetwo filmsoffer acritigueonthe social and cultural uses of technology, and how using
technology to bring egotistical motivesto fruition (figured in the control of the female body)
resultsinthedestruction of all that can be consdered human. Theinhuman machinetherefore
becomesthe remedy that can provide the solution to the problem caused by its existence.
While it mimetically replicates the inhumanity of its creator, it also enables a dialectical
understanding of what humanity truly means, and how that can berealized through rejection
of the salf-serving values of humanism.
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Unruly Mothers: Surrealism and Motherhood in K othanodi
Nabanita Roy

Abgract

The narrative of Kothanodi, afilm by Bhaskar Hazarikawhich has grabbed the National
FlmAward asthe Best featurefilminAssamese, 2015, playswith theideaof mothering. The
filmisbased on the popular ord literature, compiled by Sahityarathi L axminath Berbaruain
his1911 folktale collection, '‘Burhi-aair Shadhu' or ‘GrandmasTal€. The narrative of thefilm,
intertwining four goriesabout the mother-child relation posesathrest to the normetive under-
standing of themother asanided subject of life/nourishment. If Tegimola and ‘Champawati’
are haunted by schizophrenic mothers, The Story of Tawoi' and 'Ou Kuwori' areincarcer-
ated with dienated mothers. In adapting the popular folk taesinto thescreen, Bhaskar Hazarika
has critically questioned the culturally prevalent notions of the mother and split openthe con-
gitutive biasesin constructing her identity. Repletewith thefolk cultura practices, thefilm
negotiatesthe peripheral events, taboos, experiences, djinn, mixing the mundanewiththe
surreal, yet the category of surreal remains ametaphor for her experienceasamother. The
surreal then becomes a spaceinseparablefrom the narrative of thefilm, aswell asacritical
presenceintimately associated with becoming amother. The proposed paper will first look
into theidea of mother and mothering asrepresented inthefilmwith creative shiftsfromthe
folk talesthat help re-vision her identity. And secondly, it will ventureinto the category of the
'surred’ not asan other-worldly event, but asapsycho-spatial redity.
Keywords- Kothanodi, Mothering, Surrealism, Supernatura, GrandmasTale

"The mind which plungesinto Surrealismreliveswith glowing excitement the best part of its
childhood." (Breton 39)

Introduction

That whichiscensored isrepressed either to be divulged as absent or negotiated asirrational/
non-sensical. The surredist imagination revolves around this missing spaceto counter-mobi-
lizethe repressed through the"remova of the censorship” (Gauss43). Theremova of norma-
tiveand redtrictive socid normsentails, inthewordsof SharlaHutchinson, the artistic presen-
tations of "failed sublimations or de-sublimations' that these representations ™ provided awin-
dow of opportunity for artiststo shock audiencesinto being morecritical of thesocial systems
that influence human behavior” (Hutchinson 213). Shedso suggeststhat the shock canbe
processed through "arange of unspeakable human expressons: hysteria, obscenity, pornog-
raphy, and violence" (Hutchinson 212).
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Surredlismasan"activity" (Clifford 539) and asan"experience’ (Benjamin48) pertainsto
theterritory of "id" the"realmof erotic and themarvelous' whichremainsasrepressive dreams
and forbidden knowledge (Gauss 40). Surrealism aso entailsablurring of the distinction
betweenrational or irrational, aswell asaconverging paradigm of association, where" com-
mon senseinterpolateswith that of the"illusion” (41). Andre Breton'sencounter with the
writingsof Sigmund Freud, aswell ashisservicein Saint-Dizier Psychiatric Centrewherehe
came acrossthe patientswith their "hallucinatory and delusional phenomena’ (Kaplan 319)
paved hisway towardsthe new form of articulation-surrealism. James Clifford writes,
In his classic Higtory of Surredlism, Maurice Nadeau has stressed the formative
impact of wartime experiences on the founders of the Surrealist Movement-
Breton, Eluard, Aragon, Peret, Soupault. After Europes collapse into barbarism
and the manifest bankruptcy of the ideology of progress, after a deep fissure
had opened between the experience of the trenches and the officia language
of heroiam and victory, after the romantic rhetorical conventions of the nineteenth
century had proved themsdves incapable of representing the redlity of the war,
the world was permanently surredist.
Surredlismasatwentieth-century artistic phenomenon diverted itsalf fromthe saleredities of
social conformity pressing on the superior redlity of certain formsthat of dreams, hallucina-
tions, that which escaped representation (Breton 23). Similarly, the camerahad served in
moderntimesto delineate the superiority of externa naturdism, verifiableas scientific truth.
Jonathan Crary statesthat modern time saw an unprecedented power of thecameraasa
model, in both rationdist and empiricist thought, of how observation leadsto truthful infer-
ences about theworld" (3) whicheventualy led to the "ubiquity of vision asthe master sense
of themodernera’ (Jay 3). Surrealism, as such, through itstechniquesof representation, can
help replace the apparent as uncanny and theimaginative asreal. Thefilm Kothanodi smilarly
playswiththe act of seeing asametaphor for the surreal.

K othanodi

Folk talesand myththat relish in the disruption of normalcy and transgressive imagina-
tions, allowing akindred cohabitation of multispeciesand proffering agency to both humans
and non-humans, hasalways privileged theirrationd. Albeit, irrationality isonly amethod of
seeing or visbly comprehending the unknown, the repressed, or the unconscious. It cutsthe
cluttering of seif-referentidity of truth, to privilege other waysof seeing. ThefilmKothanodi or
The River of Fableslikewise captivatesthe uncanny domainsof theAssamesefolk tales. The
psychiclifeof thevillagersinthe pre-colonid setting, their beliefs, moorings, and living, mixed
with themagical and supernatural, allowsBhaskar Hazarikato negotiatethe dternate realities
of exigenceandits (surredl) possihilities.

Adapted from thefolktales collected and compiled by Sahityarathil axminathBerbaruain
his 1911 folktale collection, Burhi-aairShadhu or Grandma's Tale, Bhaskar Hazarika'sfilm
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Kothanodi engageswith four grimtalesrevolving around the theme of motherhood. The
storiesare popular bedtime storiesthat havecirculated inAssam at different periods. Thefilm
incorporatesfour talesfromthecollection, "Tegimold', "Champawati”, "The Story of Tawoi"
and "Ou Princess'. The stories have beeninterspersed together to formasingle narrative,
with the common theme of motherhood. M othersand motherhood are central to all four
gtories. Added to this, thetaleshave been either reimagined with some creative shiftsor partly
truncated to fit inthe thematic requirement of thefilm. It aso departsfromtheorigind taleto
alow the character of each of thesefour talesto fregly interact with each other, suchthat the
monotony of thestories as separate talesis broken. Almost in tunewith the supernaturalism
that thefilmand the storiesentail, the characters, aswell asthe plot, overcometheir sngularity
to formacollective, with thetext asaspatia backdrop against which the performance takes
place. Thus, each of these talesis heavily dependent onone another, creating acreative space
of interaction. The technique thus enablesthe plot to smoothly cut acrossthe bordersof the
tales.

Thefilmgartswiththestory "TheTde of Tawoi", whichdedswith the ordedsof acouple,
Poona and Mdati, who repeatedly bury their newborn child, under the supervision of tawoi
or theuncle of Poonai. It beginswiththe act of digging- Poonai frantically burying hischild.
Tawoi, who has been entrusted by Poonai's dying father to consider his upbringing, isa
soothsayer, capable of foreseeing the future. According to his clairvoyance, each of these
children would have grown up to fatally injure or harmthe father, hencetheviolent act of
filicide. For tawoi these children were nothing but monsters. It isonly with thefourth child,
that tawoi ordersahdt to thiskilling spree. Thefilm departsfromtheorigina tale, privileging
themother asthe chief source of resistance instead of the father, who resolvesto kill tawoi, if
only heordered the samefor their fourth child. The narrative of the talekeepsreturning along
withtheother sories. Thefilm, thenintroducesitssecondtale, that of "Ou Princess’ or "The
OutengaMaiden”. The film makesasemina shift inthistaleaswaell, the princessisreplaced
by anordinary village woman, Keteki, who givesbirth to an outengaor the elephant apple, a
sour fruit frequently used in Assamese cuisine. The woman weavesto surviveafter being cast
out by her husband for giving birthto afruit instead of ahuman child. Thefruit isanimated,
suchthat it follows Keteki wherever shetravels. Keteki believesit to be her child. Itislater
withthe help of Devinath, father of Telimola, who isagarmentstrader vigiting Keteki for his
orders, therepressed child inside thefruit isfreed/released fromwithin. Thefilm proceeds
withthestory of "Tegimola’ followed by the story of "Champawati”. Both thesetalesarethe
darkest among thelot. It's macabre and grimness resounds mostly through the exploitative
interaction between the daughter-mother duos, intherespectivetales.

Although death isomnipresent in dl four tales, thelast two confoundsthe sensesthrough
its bizarreand seemingly outlandish storyline. Both these tales have been subtly interwoven.
Tegimolaisayoung girl, murdered by her ssepmother while her father, Devinath, agarments
trader, travels to afaraway land for business. Hazarika introduces adjinn in the tale, to
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contextualize the psychotic Senehi, the segpmother. Sheisrepresented asagruesomemetriarch
who abominably unleashes violence and abuse on Tegjmolabefore smashing her head with
the dheki, atraditional rice husking arrangement made of wood. Only asection fromthetae
of "Champawati" ispresented inthefilm, involving the marriage of Bonolotikato awild python
and her consequent death by being devoured by the python. Bonolotikais the daughter of
Dhoneswari, the younger wife, whereas Champawati isthe daughter of the younger wife,
Rupeshwari. The book explicitly dealswith thefate and ordeas of Champawati rather than
Bonolitika, who ischosen by the python, a shape-shifting folk god, who bestows her with
immense wealth on their wedding night. Dhoneshwari, the greedy mother hence orders her
hushand to makeasimilar arrangement of marrying their daughter to apython. Rather, this
time, the pythonwas no god, but a devouring creature who fully consumes Bonolotika.
Representing Bonolotika's fate is specifically Hazarikas creative take to understand
Dhoneshwari and her identity asamother who sacrifices her biological daughter.

M othering and M otherhood

The"dangerousterritory” (Breton40) that thefilmdivulges, subvertsthelogic of mothering.
It isremoved fromits naturalness or essentiality. Dhoneshwari partakesin sacrificing her
biological daughter for vices such asgreed and jealousy. Maloti unwillingly participatesin
burying her newborns, whereas K eteki is unable to perform mothering. Onthe other hand,
Seneki, the stepmother, perpetratesviolence onher daughter. Thenormeative understanding
of themother asacaregiver isoverturned againg amagica backdrop wheretheliving and
dead, materia and human, mythical and mundaneisblurred. Theeffect of suchblurringinturn
complimentsthe break in the expected.

Andre Bretonin his second manifesto of surrealismarguesthat the activity of surrealism
lay in"finding and fixing" the"certain point of themind at whichlifeand desth, thereal andthe
imagined, past and future, the communicable and theincommunicable, high and low, ceaseto
be percelved ascontradictions’ (123). Surrealism thereby liberatesthought, language, and
human experience fromthe narrow confinements of rationally validated realities, and
amultaneoudy srivesto maketheuncanny familiar, digressng fromthe order of the Enlightenmert.
The psychic life of the mothers, presented asadifference throughout thefilm, providesa
gpacefor Hazarikato flip the normative redlity asunreal, aswell astheunrea asnormative.
AsGauss notes, for the surrealists"the domain of imagination (essential to art practice) is
identified with the psychic lifeitself asdistinguished from the reality of ordinary appearance
which isthe raw material for the action of our rationalization" (38). Thisvery domain of
psychic life can perhaps betrandated asthe redity which the film explores, subvertsaswell
asupholds.

The case of Senehi and her involvement with an otherworldly man/spirit, adjinn, with
whom she conspiresto murder Tegjimola, surfacesasthe mog imaginativeleap infiguringthe
physic underpinningsinvolved in motherhood. Thebook featuresthe death and resurrection
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of Tegimola, involving aseries of shape shifting, beginning withagourd shethenturnsinto a
fruit, later alotus, bird and finally into her origina human form, aided by her father'smagical
powers. It is Tegjimolas metamorphosisthat primarily configuresthe storylinein the book.
Whilethefilmprovidesonly aglimpse of Tegjimola's resurgence asasprouting plant and
devotesmuch atentionto the djinnand Senehi'splotting. Thefilmis bent towardsthe mother's
perspective, dehumanizing/demonizing her through asurreal take. The djinnisan agency, a
motif, that helpsHazarikato contextualize Senehi's status as a psychotic mother closing on
hysteria. It goeaksfor Senehi'srepressed desires. One may thuscongder, as SharlaHutchinson,
ugges's:
a surrealist method for presenting the impact that restrictive social mores made
on the human psyche through visual and literary depictions of shocking
psychological regressions that result in transgressive behavior. As a subject
matter for art, it demonstrates the surrealist commitment to compromise
traditional aesthetics by shocking audiences with a range of ungpeakable human
expressions. hysteria, obscenity, pornography, and violence.

Contesting Desires

Desirein variousformsmobilizesthe destiny of the charactersin thefilm- Poonai'sdesire
to live, Keteki's desire to mother, Senehi's desireto inflict pain, Dhaneshwari's desire to
contest Rupeshwari'slife. Dedrethen standsat the crux of their psychosis, which thefilm
deftly representsthrough theviscera momentsof surrelism. Yet the film speculatesthe death
of the spectator'sdesirethrough invoking the surreal, playing on the surreal to engage and
didodge the gaze smultaneoudy. The method helpsto didocate the object of desireto cancel
the voyeuristic gaze of the spectator which creates naturalizing effects. Hutchinson, stating
LauraMulvey'stheory of gaze suggeststhat "the undisturbed voyeur/ voyant relationship” can
be disrupted intwo ways, firstly “the production of the scene can be foregrounded to destroy
the sense of redlism, thereby exposing the object of desireas merefabrication; or the object
of desire can bedistorted so that it no longer resemblesitself” (215).

Theobject of desire, thet isthe mother-daughter rdationship, ineach of thetdesisdisembodied.
The disembodiment happensthrough aseries of onslaught on the expected. Inthe case of
Senehi, the djinn animatesthe existence of Senehi as an evil stepmother, whichisitself
non-corporeal, albeit bestowed with ahuman formin the film. But the djinn isan abject
presence, naither maenor femae, nor completely human. For Poona and Malati, the unnatural
obedienceto tawoi leadsto theinhuman practice of burying the newborn. For Bonolotika
and her mother Dhoneshwari, the wild python becomes a metaphor for the disruption that
seversthenormative expectations The animated elephant apple, thefruit-bearing fruit within,
meagicaly confoundsour senses. Within thispractice of didocation, surfacesyet another fact
that gender is performative, ripping openthe internal essence " of gender as manufactured
through asustained set of acts, posited through the gendered stylization of the body” (Butler
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519). Thecultura gaze of motherhood issuspended. Thus, the act of dislocating, shocking
helpsto question the notion of an ideal mother, as benevolent and reproductive. The
non-reproductive bodies of Keteki and Senehi, posit them as alienated mothers. Such a
nuanced understanding of the surredlist method employed inthefilmhelpsusto locate gender
performativity ascultura and mothering and motherhood not asnatura but rather cultural.
Further, "by caling up theimage of hysteria”" and then " undermining the sense of redlity” the
filmre-inventsthat the "body asno longer limited to the mask of femininity” (Hutchinson 220).

Concluson

The denouement is an amplified canvas of life, death, and resurrections. Tegiimola
becomesa plant sprouting with vigor, the elephant apple becomesamagical child, thefourth
child of Malati ismiraculoudy salvaged, and Bonolotikabecoming onewiththeforest python.
Thesedifferencesof living, becoming, dying, resurrecting deftly articulated inthe movie,
embracesthefolk vison of unmitigated discrepanciesand irrationalities. Surrealisminthefilm
also becomesamethod to engagein the psychic life of the motherswho desire to transcend
conformitiesand normativeidentifications. It vouchsafesacritica entry to theinterconnected
tales of the motherswith their failures, moorings, crisisaswell astransgressions. It isameans
to engagewith the other possibilities of reimagining motherhood and mothering, with their
nuanced shades, that liebeyond rationdlismand everyday common sense. It proliferatesthrough
transcending expectations. Malati venturesto kill tawoi, whereas Dhoneshwari sacrificesher
daughter to her whim and fancy. In effect, theilluson of common senseitself digposes of the
facticity of anideal mother asanatura body into aculturaly desring object, abody saturated
with performances. Constituting the psychological redlity of the motherswhich is often
repressed or undermined, asasurredist vison, and spatialy redizing it throughthefilm'stext,
saturatesthe core of Kothanodi. Thus, asBreton suggedts, the"psychic automatism” asan
expressive technique of surrealism practiced "in the absence of any control exercised by
reason exempt fromany aesthetic or mora concern'(26) istrandated or canbe undersood in
thefilmasthe psychic enactment of theraw desres, that whichisabhorred, loathed, fetishized
aswell aspornographized by the civilization.
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Delineating I ndian Diasporic Identities and Beyond :
Reading Select Films of Mira Nair and Deepa Mehta
AnanyaMukherjee

Abgract

Cinemahas not only provided momentumto uphold theredlities of the diasporic identities
but also hasamore extensive reachtowards global vishility. Diasporic subjects usually have
astrong nostagiafor the land they haveleft behind and for itsculture, but they, smultaneoudy
may conscioudy or unconscioudly tend to acculturate and assmilateto the dominant culture
of the new space. This research paper explores the influence of cinema in the identity
congtruction of I ndian diasporic audiences. This predominantly centreson the representation
of Indian diasporic identitiesin select films of MiraNair and DeepaMehta. MiraNair is
conddered oneof ahandful of diasporicfilmdirectorswhoseworkshave sgnificantly transformed
contemporary world cinema Her aesthetic sengihility gesturestoward thefilmmeker'scommitment
to socid justice, especidly concerning women and socio-economically marginalised groups.
Onadmilar note, thefilmsof Degpa M ehtaproblemeatise the specific issues of gender, sexudlity
and oppression of women withaningght. Her works deal with controversial socio-politica
problemsin I ndian higtory. Asboth thefilmmakersbelong to thediasporic community themsalves,
their works often showcase displaced and didocated subjectsintheir filmic narratives. This
paper proposesto locate and identify how theissuesof didocation and displacement relatedly
bring Indian diasporic experiencesin the select films of MiraNair and DeepaMehta
Key Words: Diaspora, displacement, assmilation.

Theterm'diaspora isasocial formation outside the nationin origin. It was commonly
associated withthe Jewish diasporainthe classicd period. Etymologicaly theterm 'diaspora
isoriginated fromthe Greek compositeverb diaspeirein, meaning to scatter through/across
that correspondsto the process of didocation and relocation. It isamovement or migration of
people who are necessarily away fromtheir homeland owing to partition, war, the pursuit of
economic prosperity or surviving results of economic exploitation. Compared to theliterature
written by Indiansin diaspora, filmmaking by diasporic Indiansis considered arelatively
recent activity that had emerged inthelast quarter of thetwentieth century. Thesefilmsimage
thelivesof diasporic peopleinthediasporic locationsand also re-imagetheir old homeland to
further re-root their identity. Cinema has not only provided momentumto uphold theredlities
of thediasporicidentitiesbut also had amore extensve reach towardsglobd vishility. Diasporic
subjects usudly haveastrong nogtalgiafor theland they haveleft behind and for itsculture but
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at the sametime may conscioudy or unconsciously tend to acculturate and assmilateto the
dominant culture of the new space (L ahiri 6). What isalso noteworthy arethelocationsfrom
where cinemaisemanating, aswell asthe diasporic origins of thefilmmakersthemselves. This
research explorestheinfluence of the moviesin theidentity construction of Indian diasporic
audiences.As observed by Jigna Desai, "MiraNair and Deepa M ehta, whose films are
constructed smultaneoudy for multiple audiences, pursue the possibility of meximumexposure
withinIndiafor therr films, attempting to smultaneoudy locate themwithin North American
national cinemas as well as in relation Indian cinemas' (121). This research paper,
therefore,centresaround therepresentation of I ndian diasporicidentitiesin sdlect filmsof Mira
Nair and DegpaMehta.

MiraNair is considered one of ahandful of diasporic film directors whose work had
significantly transformed contemporary world cinema. Her aesthetic sensibility gestures
towardsthefilmmaker'scommitment to social justice, epecially concerning womenand socio-
economically marginalised groups. Her filmsthat are considered sdf-evidently diasporic would
include Salaam Bombay! (1988), Mississippi Masala (1991), Monsoon Wedding (2001),
and The Namesake (2006). She uses documentary realism to show and explore diverse
experiences of migration and displacement in her films. In Salaam Bombay!the narrative
focuseson Krishna, astreet kid wherethe diasporic senshilities operate inamore complex
and contradictory space to mirror the displacement primarily experienced by the Indian
diasporic subjects. It isKrishna'sdesireto returnto hisparentsor homeland that maybe seen
asadifferent kind of diasporawhere Krishnais amigrant stranger in the urban slums of
Bombay, but heremainsinternaly connected to hisnostalgic homeland. Thedidocated identity
of Krishnacontinuesto attributeto thefilmic telos. The colony of progtitutesresonate the
similar traitsof insecurity and 'othering' that proliferate the germ of discrepancieswithina
society. Thefilmic narrative reiterates asense of misplaced identity that dwells at theverge of
the imagined homeland. Another text of Nair, Mississippi M asala exploresthe complex
relationship between the black communitiesand the Indians, which directly portraysthe
diasporic dilemmas of the Indian family exiled from Ugandaduring the dictatorship of Idi
Amin. Nair hasatendency to incorporate fluidity in shaping the transnational identity asin her
filmMonsoon Wedding; shetriesto focus on the nuptia inan Indian setting where adiasporic
family comesto wed their sonto an Indian girl and portrays a clash between tradition and
modernity at thecoreof themiddle-classIndianfamily. Thestrugglefor searching onésexisence
becomes prominent in Nair's portrayal of tradition and modernity. The Namesakefocuseson
asengtiveand moving exploration of the crigsfaced by Ashoke and Ashima, which showsa
realist depiction of the diasporaasthey migrateto America. The course of developmentinthe
character'sidentity constructionfurther problematisesthe issuesof margindisationinwestern
society. Consdering the point of adaptation, the original text of Jhumpa Lahiri encounters
with thediasporic consciousness of an'imaginary’ homeland and portraysthe " in-betweenness'
of Ashimasidentity. Thefilmictext of Nair retrospectively encapsulatesthe crises of Ashima
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being alienated in aforeign land. The semiotic reading of stepping into Ashoke's shoes
problematises her existence and strategically subjugatesher beingawoman. The course of
evolutionthroughincidentsintheforeign land grengthens her character, and her find returnto
Indiaafter Ashoke'sdeath reifiesthelack of stability that shetriesto restorethrough music.
AsDeepikaBahri observes

Ashimas return to her interrupted training in dasscd Indian mugc as she "follows
her bliss' is part of the symphonic structure of a film that triesto represent the
experience of a multiculturd world through the use of contrapunta notes, different
melodies, and rhythmic structures.
Inthe'origind’ text, Ashimas quest continues, but Nair'sfilmic text findsstability in Indian
classca musicastherhythm remindsher of the nostalgic homeland that sheis’'wasapart of.
Themode of representation variesin thefilmic adaptation asthe screen projectsthe auteur's
senghility to assmilatethe globalised identity. Filmic adaptationincorporatesthe narrative
outlineof theorigina text to mark it asfidd or infidel dwelling uponthe cultural memory of the
text. Thiscultura memory isarticulated and interpreted by following aparadigm of "semiotic
diaspord' inthefilmthat reifiestheimage of theorigind text. Thefilmic narrative questionsthe
concept of fidelity in adaptation through deliberately critiquing theideaof 'smulation’. The
memory of theorigind text isretained and trandferred into anew dimenson of avisud trgectory.
Commenting over thetheory of fiddlity infilmic adaptation, John Elliscomments:
The adaptation consumes this memory, aming to efface it with the presence of
its own images. The successful adaptation is one that is able to replace the
memory of the novel with the process of afilmic or televisud representation. ..
The fruitfulness of the adaptation is the degree to which it can rework and
replace a memory. (3-4)

Himic narrativestrategicaly dlowsadaptationwithout congtraintsfor the purposeof achieving
the desired impact, and for doing that, this sometimes reconstructsthe origina text. The
quegtion of fiddity inthefilmic text introgpectively looksinto LindaHutcheon'sobservationin
her work, The Theory of Adaptation, asshe comments:

... the term adaptation has a multi-layered application referring smultaneoudy
to, the entity or product which is the result of transposing a particular source;
the process through which the entity or product was created (including
reinterpretation and re-creation of the source); and the process of reception,
through which we experience adaptations as paimpsests through our memory
of other works that resonate through repetition and variation, or in other words,
the ways in which we associate the entity or product as both similar to and a
departure from the origind. (7)

Lahiri'sorigina text exploresthedilemmaof departure with asense of lossasthe cultura
de-linking excavatesadiscord in one'sidentity. Thisdua existenceisaresult of the forced
assmilation of the culturd adienation. Thislossof homedand and theforced assmilation shapes
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thisBengali couple'sidentity accordingly. Thefilmic text addressesthe anxietiesand dilemmas
of this'in-betweenness that hapesthe I ndian-American diasporic consciousnessto accommodate
the culturd 'aporia inaforeignland. As Femke Stock, opines:
Paradoxically, the degp contextudity of diagporic perceptions of a remembered
‘original’ home, together with its remoteness in time and space as well as the
competition from other possible home spaces, makes 'home' a concept that is
far from self-evident, while a the same time carrying strong connotations of
exactly such a self-evidence. (25)
Diasporic subjects anticipate with cultural assimilation that islinked with theimage of the
‘origind’ home and this eventually reaffirmsanostagic gaze upon the homeland by recreating
a space to focus on the issues needed to be touched upon. The cinematic gaze upon the
homeland is authenticated in the films of Deepa Mehta as she problematises the specific
issuesof gender, sexudity and women's oppressionwith aninsight. Her trilogy Fire (1996),
Earth (1998), and Water (2005) dedl with controversa socio-political issuesin Indian history.
InFire, thefocusison 1980s postcolonial India, andit portraysthe concept of same-sex love
to depict asexud relationship betweenthe protagoniss Radhaand Sita. It isan exploration of
the choiceswomen have and their process of becoming who they want without being punished
for it; therefore, it criticisesthe question of sexual repressionwithin afamily and asociety.
As,Jaspa Kaur Singh, observes:
The film does bring a taboo topic to the fore, and the director must certainly
be lauded for her intengve effort so that the much needed social and cultura
transformation can occur. However, it does so a the cost of demonising Indian
patriarchy and fetishisng oppresson in monolithic terms. Additiondly, in a culture
where same-sex expressons of affection arc not seen as deviant, the portrayal
of Sita and Radha, as two typica middle-class wives, who enjoy community
and show affection in sexudised terms might have long-term detrimental effects
on same-sex support. (152)
Mehtahastried to proliferate thedisplaced identity of awomaninIndian society after marriage.
Sitaand Radha both are characters from Indian mythology, and both are considered the
epitome of salf-sacrifice withinafamilial bond. The ddliberate critiquing happenswhen these
characters are simulated in arealistic space outside of myth, and the quest for one's
self-orientation continued with amiraculous escapefromthe 'oppressed’ familial bond. Mehta
hasinscribed adifferent narrative of love outsde the heterosexua marital ingtitution where
these two women are trying to soothe each other by exploring their queer sexuality in a
society where same-sex love was alienated and ‘tabooed'.
DeegpaMehta's Earth (1998), is an adaptation of Pakistani writer BapsiSidhwasCracking
India(1988).Thereisaddiberate shift of theideological gaze from sexudity to the politics of
nationdism. It triesto re-image | ndiathroughthe eyes of two women-Bgps Sidhwaand Degpa
Mehta. It representsthe subaltern charactersAyah, apowerless Hindu womanin ayet to
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form Mudlim country and polio-stricken Lenny from the marginal Pars community. Sidhwa's
Cracking Indiaexploresthe politicsof nation-state and how power functionsin controlling the
female body. The engaging narrative of nationalisminsinuatesthe politics of control over
women and the theory of "protecting’ one'smotherland also comes under the discourse of
aurveillanceto thefemale body. Inthiscontext, Saman Ashfag remarks:

In any nationalist discourse, women play a centrd role in the imagination and
congtruction of the nation-gate where the nation is often venerated as a female,
especially as a mother, drawing upon images of purity, honour, and nurture.
The redlity, however, is that this association renders their bodies vulnerable to
the "outsder” or the "other". (31)
Rani Neutill critiquesMehtasfilm Earth by pointing out its differencesfrom Sidhwas original
text asit lacksthe depth in portraying the violence against women during the partition. The
femaebody withadisability createsadialogic relation withthe violenceand power performed
by patriarchy (75). Neutill again observes: "Postcolonial feminism has been crucial in
understanding thewaysinwhich nationaism used and abused women, it hasnot takeninto
congderation thewaysinwhichthe Partition of India became aform of state-sanctioned and
mandated heterosexuality” (75). Partition, war and body are intertwined withathread of
violencethat providesagency to the nationas Clare Barker observes:
Cracking Indias Partition narrative is haunted by recurring images of corpored
dismemberment-tearing, cracking, bleeding, pain-that emerge from the
protagonist Lenny's childhood experiences of disahility. ..from recounting Lenny's
persona narrative of disabled embodiment and corrective surgery to the cultura
history of Partition and the socid consequences of subcontinenta politics.(95)
Mehta'streatment to violence anticipateswith her intringc feminist approachthat extendsa
cosmopolitan gaze to her femae characters. The Indo-Canadiandiasporic sensihility provides
her withthe agency to look into the domestic issuesof torture and violence. Her filmic text
celebratesthisprocess of de-linking to escalate a sense of sublime. Onasimilar note, Water
isset inthe context of sacred Varanasi, but theimage of Indiais metaphorically portrayed
across the bodies of de-sexed widowswho are sexually exploited by 'Seths or powerful
men. Thus Mehtahastried concentrating on the displacement and didocation of thesewidows
and the process of their isolation fromthe mainstream society. AsDavid F. Burton articulates:
"Mehtadepictsthe hypocrisy of theHindu priestly class, Brahminsare supposedly concerned
with preserving thar purity, and yet they usetheir highsocid gatusto justify theexploitation of
vulnerablewomen and children” (4). Mehta hascritiqued widowhood as aspacefor female
subjugation, and the ashram s objectified protruding apanoptic gazetoits prisoners. Chhuiya
and Kalyani becomevictims of brutal sexua abusethat questionsthe authority of themetriarch
inthe ashramathet further problematisesreligion asarepressive state gpparatusin controlling
the docile body. Mehtaincorporates the question of familial ‘honour' and Kalyani's suicide
reinforcesthe social discrepancies ensuring apersistent impact in the mind of the audience.
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Mehta hastried to focus on both physical and psychologica trauma of displacement and
dienation froman'origina’ homeland, and thisrecursin her worksin establishing her position
asan auteur. Her film, Midnight's Childrenisan adaptation of Salman Rushdie'snovel of the
same name. The narrative here reiteratesa continuous state of displacement and identity
confusion. It dedswithflux in rdaionshipsand showshow the concept of identity isinterconnected
withastrand of belongingnessand nostalgia. Herethe auteur isengaged inre-rooting al the
charactersaccordingly with the change of time and space. Film adaptation trades uponthe
memory of the original text by tracing its diasporic consciousness of Rushdie's | maginary
Homelands. Thecinematic medium has, inthisshort time, reached out to avast audience and
hasachieved globd vishility and gathered awardsaswell. Intoday'sgloba world of movement,
our personal identitiesare changing. So, ‘whereismy home? and ‘what ismy identity? have
become essentia questionsin oneslife. Inrecent timesmore and morediasporic communities
visit their homelands, perhapsto re-root their identitieswhich explore theinfluence of the
moviesintheidentity construction of Indian diasporic audiences. Asboth the filmmakers
belong to the diagporic community themselves, their works often showcase displaced and
didocated subjectsinther filmic narratives. Therefore, thefilmic narrative proposesto locate
and identify how theissues of didocation and displacement essentially bring Indian diasporic
experiences.
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