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Abstract

Thisarticleexaminesthespatia politicsof caste, class, and gender inNishiddho
or The Forbidden (2022), directed by TaraRamanujan, through the concept
of ‘forbidden geographies’ or the spacesthat areinaccessible, restricted, or
survellled based on socid hierarchies. ThefilmfollowsRudra, aBengdi sculptor,
and Chaavi, aTamil midwifeand maid, asthey navigate urban precarity, |abour
exploitation, and aninter-caste, inter-classrel ationshipin Kochi. Through spatid
analysis, thisarticlearguesthat Nishiddho exposeshow casteand classshape
gpatial access, whilegendered restrictionsfurther constrain mobility. Through
itsportrayal of workplaces, domestic spaces, and the urban landscape, the
film highlights how socia structures shape belonging, exclusion, and
transgression in contemporary Kerala. Ultimately, Nishiddho exploresthe
invisbilised architecturesof casteand classthat governeveryday life, postioning
migrant labourersand marginaised subjectsat the centre of acontested spatia
order.
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Introduction

TheMdayaam filmindustry hasoften grappled with questionsof caste, class,
and spatid margindisation, yet mainstream cinemafrequently erasesor dilutes
theseintersections. By portraying upper-caste men asheroes, cinemaattempted
to reinforce hegemonic ideol ogies at the end of the twenty-first century. In
thesefilms, charactersfrom themarginaised communitieswereonly sdekicks
or criminals. Thissystemic absenceor marginaisationisnot accidental; itis
theproduct of structural inequalitiesin society that cinemaboth reflectsand
reproduces. Released in 2022, thefilm Nishiddho or The Forbidden features
thelivesof migrant workers, twoin particular, who seldom find aspaceon the
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dlver screen. Inthelight of Kerala sincreasing dependence on migrant [abour,
thiscommunity hasalready gained somevisbility in Maayalam cinema. But
these portrayasare often limited and stereotypical rather than offering deep,
empathetic, or politically engaging narratives. So, Tarahas chosen to present
anuanced and sensitive portrayal of the migrant subjectivity in her debut
directoria venture.

Themoviefocuseson Chaavi and Rudra, who have migrated to Cochin
from Tamil Nadu and Bengal, respectively. Their experiences highlight how
caste and class hierarchies shape urban bel onging, 1abour exploitation, and
interpersonal relationships. Thisarticle examinesthe concept of ‘ forbidden
geographies’ referring to spacesthat remaininaccessible, survellled, or restricted
dueto entrenched social structures. It employsaspatial analysisof Nishiddho
through thelensof Henri Lefebvre’ stheory of the production of spaceand
Edward Soja’s concept of thirdspace. L efebvre’ swork unpacks how urban
spaces reproduce caste and class hierarchies, while Soja’s thirdspace
framework enabl es examination of how migrants negotiate spacesthat are
neither entirely oppressivenor entirely liberatory. The spatia andysisof afilm
involvesexamining e ementssuch aslocations, movements, rel ationships, and
eventhecharacters menta states. Inthisway, one can understand the power
dynamicsand narrative progressioninthefilm. By andysingthekey locations
in the film—workplace, home, and cityscape— this article argues that
Nishiddho highlightsthe often-overl ooked spatid politicsof casteand classin
contemporary India. Thisessay aso arguesthatNishiddho reveal show caste
and classinfluence spatia access, whilegender further complicatesmohility. It
highlightsthefilm’sroleinexposing thelived reditiesof thosewho occupy the
fringesof urban society. AsKumar Anand writes,

Here, theintersectiondity isthat sociol ogica approach which suggests
and seeksto

examinehow varioussocia and culturd categoriesof discrimination
interact on multiplelevelsinthe making of the systems of power,
contributing to systemicinequdities. Theintersectiondity perspective
assumesthat theclassical systemsof oppression in society do not act
independent of each other; ingtead, theseformsof oppression correlate,
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cregting asystem of oppressonthat reflectsthe’ intersection” of multiple
formsof discrimination. (1)

The City asa Caste-inflected and Classed Space

Thestory of Nishiddho isset in Cochin, afrequently imagined cosmopolitan
hub in Kerala. In the broader urban landscape of Cochin, many migrants
whom the state call atidhi thozhilaalikal which can beroughly translated
as guest workers reside. These migrantsarehighly concentrated onthecity’s
outskirts. Their accommodationsare congested and unclean. Oneof thefilm's
recurring visua motifsisthe contrast between upper-caste, middle-class spaces,
and theinformal, precarious spaces occupied by migrants. For the migrants,
thecity isaliminal spacewherelabour, casteidentity, and gender intersect to
produce heterotopic zones of ambiguity, resistance, and transformation. They
liveinfragmented and unstabl e spaces, which ensures no security for their
lives or rootedness. This instability resonates with Foucault’s notion of
heterotopiasassites of crisisand deviation, whereindividual swho deviate
fromsocia norms, whether based on gender, caste, or class, arestuated. The
titlte TheForbiddenitsaf sgnd sathemeatic engagement with spatial boundaries
and actsof transgression. The broader urban landscape in Nishiddho serves
asacontested spacein which caste- and class-based exclusions are enacted.
Public spaces such as markets, templ es, and transportation hubs are depicted
asstesof bothinteraction and exclusion. Rudraand Chaavi’ smovement through
the city is marked by surveillance and socia policing, reinforcing their
marginalised status. Soja sthirdspace framework hel psanalyse these urban
geographiesassiteswheredominant spatia ordersarechallenged, yet remain
deeply entrenched in socia hierarchies (Soja 1996). The film's visual
composition, such asnarrow alleyways, congested labour sites, and gated
communities, visually reinforcesthe barriersthat prevent lower-caste and
working-classindividuasfromfully accessing urbanlife. In Nishiddho, the
protagonistsexist in athird spacethat isneither fully included in the urban
economy nor completely outsideitsstructures. Their romanceunfoldsinthe
intersticesof thecity, in spacesnot fully controlled by caste or capital. Henri
Lefebvre stheory of the production of space providesafoundationd framework
for analysing how casteand classhierarchiesmanifest in Nishiddho. Lefebvre
arguesthat spaceisnot merely apassive container but isactively produced
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through social relations, power structures, and everyday practices (Lefebvre
1991). Thefilm revealshow urban spaceisfragmented by classand caste-
based exclus ons, making certain areas accessible only to privileged groups
while othersremain confined to the margins. There are many instances of
marginalisation based on caste and class. Chaavi bringsoleander flowersto
thelocal flower vendor, who sdllsgarlandsfor Puja. But when shetouchesthe
jasmineflower, hesays, “Oh! No! Don'ttouchit, it will wilt! It'sfor thetemple”’
(Nishiddho 25:30-25:32). Discrimination against thelower castesisdeeply
ingrainedin Indian culture. Although untouchability wasoutlawed, many people
continueto face oppression and marginalisation dueto their lower status. And
if itisawoman, sheisdoubly marginaised. Inanother scene, when Rudra’'s
cousin Phani sitsonaladies’ seat inabus, thelady inthe same seat |ooks at
himwith disgust and says, “ Stinks! No bath!” (Nishiddho 31:51). Phani says
that, no matter how much wetakeabath, we regoing to stink because of the
relentlesswork they havebeen doing. Inanother scene, Usha sfather expresses
hisdisdaintoward migrant workers, even ashisown sonworksin oneof the
Gulf countries. Many suchinstancesshow that Kerala, despiteitsprogressive
socia movements, remainsdeeply structured by casteinitshousing, labour,
and mobility patterns. Nishiddho subtly reveal show caste operateswithin the
city through itsdepiction of spatial restrictionson both Rudraand Chaavi.
Edward Soja’s concept of thirdspace (1996) expandson Lefebvre sideasby
emphasi sing the dynamic and contested nature of spatiality. Thirdspaceisa
spaceinwhich dominant social ordersareboth reinforced and challenged. In
Nishiddho, Rudraand Chaavi’sinteractions acrossworkplace, home, and
public spacesillustrate this contested spatiality, asthey attempt to navigate
and subvert spatial restrictionsimposed by their caste and class positions.
Both of the central characters speak different languages. Over time, aquiet
bond devel opsbetween Rudraand Chaavi. Their interaction beginswith sllence,
awkwardness, and subtle observation. They start sharing meals, offering
gesturesof kindness, and engaging in brief conversations. They createalanguage
whichisamixture of Malayalam and Bengali. They meet in secluded or
nonconventional spaces. Their conversationsevolvethroughthenarrow aleys
of urban garbage dumps and isolated railway tracks. Thus, in Nishiddho, the
characterscreate athird space that transcends spatial boundaries, thereby
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establishing anew sense of belonging. Thoughtherearehintsof atraction, the
filmnever pushestheir relaionshipinto conventiona romanticterritory. Instead,
the relationship is marked by mutual understanding and a sense of
companionship forged through shared experiences of aienation and labour.

Domestic Spaces: Caste and ClassHierarchies

Domestic environmentsin Nishiddho further illustrate how spatial accessis
regulated by caste and class. Chaavi, as a Tamil domestic worker, enters
upper-caste homesbut remainsatrans ent presence, unableto claim ownership
or agency withinthese spaces. Thefilm'’sdepiction of her living quarters, often
isolated and poorly maintained, contrasts sharply with thewel l-kept homes of
her employers, emphasising thestructural inequalitiesembedded in domestic
gpaces. Another vital pointisthat neither Chaavi nor Rudrahasanided family.
Chaavi liveswith an oldlady whom she call spaatti which meansgrandmother.
Shewasrescued and adopted by this paatti and her late husband. Rudra's
parentshavedied. So, they belong to the ' other space’ constructed by society.

Wor kspaces: L abour Exploitation and Spatial Access

Rudra’sintroduction talksabout how thelivesof migrant workersarevaued
in Kerala. Workers migrate here for employment and to earn income, and
they havetaken over dmost al sectors. Rudraarguesthat they do morework
for low wagesand neither have unionsnor engagein strikes. Many accidents
occur intheseworkplaces, and the authorities often fail to provide adequate
support to theworkersor their families. Rudra, aBengdi Scul ptor, isconfined
to aworkspacethat reinforceshisoutsider status, both socialy and spatialy.
Animplicit caste bias characteriseshispresenceintheart world, ashislabour
isvauedforitsutility rather thanfor creativeagency. Smilarly, Chaavi’swork
asamidwifeand domestic worker placesher withinintimateyet subordinate
spaces, reflecting how caste and class dictate access to different urban
environments. Thedirector also contrasts Rudra, who migrated to Keralato
make ends meet, and Usha shusband, who isenjoying hislifeinaforeign
country without returning to hishometown. Theworkplacein Nishiddho serves
asamicrocosmof Keraa'slabour economy, where caste and classdetermine
not only wagesbut a so physica movement and visibility withinthecity.
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Gendered Spatiality: TheFemaleMigrant Experience

Gender further complicatesthe spatiad politicsof Nishiddho. Chaavi’srestricted
mobility and economic dependencereflect how casteand classintersect with
patriarcha normsto limit women’sagency. Domestic work, often feminised
and caste-marked, situates her within spacesthat demand her |abour but deny
her social recognition. Thefilm'’snarrative highlights how gendered spatial
restrictions operatein conjunction with caste and classto maintain existing
power structures, rendering transgression both difficult and perilous. Chaavi
worksasafemdepundit, whichisagainamargindisedjob for women. “\Women
have been barred from this profession becausethey are considered ‘ impure
to performreligiousrituasand ritesduring pujas, weddings, funeralsand thread
ceremonies’ (Chatterji 90). Even Rudraissomewhat sceptical of her whenhe
first meetsher in connection with hisuncle€ sfuneral. Becausehehasonly seen
male priestsin Bengal. He approvesit only because he cannot keep the body
inthemorguefor another day by giving athousand rupees.

Chaavi was adopted by an elderly couplewhen her biological parents
attempted to kill her at themoment shewasborn. Despitethe passage of time,
thesociety shelivesin gtill prefersamale child over afemaechild. Awoman
isblamed if shebearsonly girl children, not the husband, whose spermis
solely responsiblefor the'Y chromosomein bearing themalechild (Haq 174).
It underscoresthebruta persstence of gender-based discriminationin Indian
society. A woman who cannot have childrenisal solooked down upon. Chaavi
yearnsto beamother, although sheisunableto have children. When Chaavi
takes out the preserved umbilical cord, smellsit, and holdsit with such
tenderness, it encapsul ates so much of her silent emotional world: longing,
loss, and an aching sense of displacement from motherhood. Insuchacultural
context that devalueswomen and their worth, the very presenceand survival
of afemale becomesan act of defiance. DurgaPuja, agrand cel ebration of
thefemininedivineinIndia, especidly in Bengd, honours GoddessDurgaasa
powerful, independent force who triumphs over evil. Yet, this cultural
glorification starkly contrastswith thelived redlities of most Indian women,
who continueto face systemic oppression, gender-based violence, and socia
inequdity. Whilethe goddessisrevered asawarrior and protector, real women
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areoften confined to rigid gender roles, denied autonomy, and subjected to
expectationsof purity and sacrifice. Thisparadox ispowerfully visualised by
thedirector through thejuxtaposition of two strikingimages: theidol of Goddess
Durgabeingimmersedinthe Ganga, aritudistic conclusontothefestival, and
Chaavi emerging from atemple pond. Whilethegoddessreturnsto thecosmic
waters, symbolisingthecyclical natureof divinity and rebirth, Chaavi’srising
fromthewater suggestsareclaiming of agency and asymbolic rebirth of the
femal e subject who haslong been marginalised.

Conclusion

Nishiddho was produced under the Kerala State Film Development
Corporation’sinitiative to support femaledirectors. Taraisamong thefirst
filmmakersto receivefunding under thisscheme. In asociety wherewomen
arediscriminated against and oppressed for their gender, her presence behind
the cameraisapolitical statement. And by Nishiddho, Tarahas proved her
cregtiveagency asafilmmaker. Theembodied subjectivity, ambiguity and her
sengtivetrestment makeher directorid debut acineméaticrebelion. Sherefuses
to conformto patriarchal storytelling conventionsby employing long takes,
gpatia metgphors, and minimd dialogue. In her film, the often-silenced people
aregiven avoiceto expressthemselvesandto liberate themselvesfrom the
margins. Thus, inaway, Nishiddho becomesarare Mdaydam filmthat asserts
how space and caste construct identity. It does not claim to reflect reality
neutraly but instead constructs aspace where gender, caste, and classcollide.
Throughitsportrayal of migrant labour, workplacehierarchies, and forbidden
intimacy, thefilm critiquesthe hidden architecturesof casteand classinKerda's
urban landscape. Dislocated from their native places, migrantsexist asa
marginalised and precarious class within their own country, denied both
fundamental rightsand spacesfor creative self-expression. Taracritically
interrogatesthe reductive practi ce of homogenising migrant workersunder
labelssuchas*Madras’ or ‘Bengali,” exposing how regional stereotyping
erasestheir complex identitiesand lived redlities.
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TheJewel Box asL egacy: Feminist Revisions of
Tagorein Aparna Sen’sGoynar Baksho
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Abstract

Thisarticleexaminesthe symbolic and narrativesignificanceof jewe lery inthe
representation of women’sagency and identity in Goynar Baksho directed
by Aparna Sen in comparison with Monihara by Rabindranath Tagore.
Although both textsforeground jewellery asacentral motif, their treatment
reflects divergent understandings of femininity, autonomy, and material
possession shaped by their distinct historical and cultural contexts. In
“Monihara,” jewellery functionsasasymbol of psychological displacement
and possessiveanxiety within apatriarcha marriage, culminatinginthetragic
containment of femaedesire. By contrast, Goynar Baksho reclamsthejewe
box asasite of intergenerational memory, economic agency, and feminist
resistance. Through a comparative framework, this article traces the
transformation of adornment from an emblem of entrapment to amedium of
empowerment, while also engaging questions of class, inheritance, and
postcolonia displacement. Thearticlearguesthat Sen’s adaptation doesnot
merely modernize Tagore's narrative but critically reworksits symbolic
economy, extending hisconcernsinto acontemporary feminist discoursethat
foregrounds solidarity, historical consciousness, and women'’s evolving
relationshiptomateria culture.

Keywords: “Monihard’; Goynar Baksho; Rabindranath Tagore; AparnaSen,
FemadeAgency

Introduction

Tagore sinterpretation of femaeagency inworkslike“Monihara’ and others
often portrayswomen asindividua sstriving for salf-discovery and chalenging
societal norms, evenwithinthe constraintsof apatriarcha society. Whilenot
alwaysexplicitly feminist, hischaractersfrequently display acapacity for
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