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Note from the Editors

It gives us immense pleasure to present this edition of Indraprasth —An
International Journal of Culture and Communication Studies devoted to
art, literature, and films by Indian Women.

Conceived with a thought to engage scholars in creative and critical
enquiries and meaningful dialogues, it brings together articles that map the
aesthetic, social, political and intellectual trajectories of women who have
shaped—and continue to reshape—the cultural landscape of the nation. Their
works register silence and performance, desire and dissent, intimacy and
insurgency, memory and vision. The articles grouped here attend to these
layered negotiations and articulations; viewing creative production not merely
as representation but also an intervention.The works discussed here
demonstrate that art, literature, and films by Indian women do more than mirror
social realities; they actively participate in transforming them. They challenge
inherited idioms, articulate new solidarities, and imagine futures grounded in
justice and creative freedom.

Srija Sanyal’s article on the literary works of Ashapurna Debi looks at
familiar ground with renewed and vigorous interest. Through the close
examination of the nuanced portrayals of female protagonists in familial
structures and domestic spaces, the essay indicates how Ashapurna Debi’s
corpus provided a “foundational grammar for feminist literary mappings in
South Asia,” helping map resistance in deeply entrenched patriarchal structures.

Monbinder Kaur, in her exploration of Easterine Kire’s novels, attempts
to place her within the broader framework of decolonial aesthetics and
indigenous resistance both against the colonial powers of the past as well as
the current militarized dispensation of the postcolonial state towards the North
East. The indigenous subjectivity is shaped and affirmed by foregrounding the
oral nature of knowledge-formation and cultural dissemination amongst the
Naga people.

Deepshikha Kumari delves deep into the intricacies of poetry through
the works of Jacinta Kerketta and Nirmala Putul, to unearth the deeply powerful
political vision that marginalised voices carry. Using the framework of
intersectionality, the article advocates for a “justice-oriented feminist praxis”
that enables the expansion of feminist discourse towards greater inclusivity.
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Himanshu Kumar’s article provides a close reading of Namita Gokhale’s
The Book of Shadows, in order to delineate the ways in which the protagonist
navigates power and gender dynamics. The use of trauma theory to understand
Rachita’s coping and gradual coming-to-terms enables a powerful existential
reading of her strained circumstances as well as a complex understanding of
mobility and its interlinkages with ideas of privilege and access.

Santhi U.’s article examines the representation of Kurdish identity,
resistance, and displacement in Haritha Savitri’s Malayalam novel, Zin. As
she eloquently puts it, the essay situates Zin within “broader discourse on
trauma literature, postcolonial resistance, and global minority representation,
ultimately affirming the power of storytelling to reclaim silenced histories,
confront geopolitical injustices, and inspire cross-cultural solidarity in an
increasingly polarised world.”

Dhivyaa Rajeswaran’s exploration of Dalit feminist poetry through the
works of Kutti Revathi and Sukirtharani, is undergirded by a detailed analysis
of the use of corporeality to assert agency, autonomy, and selfhood. The Dalit
female body becomes asite for radical self-affirmation. The use of many feminist
theorists provides a robust scaffolding for the analysis which views the poetic
works as expressions of political resistance against historical violence.

Suman Chaudhary’s article delves into the intersections of gender and
disability. Her examination of the autobiographies of Malini Chib and Preeti
Monga, provides a crucial study of the experiences and negotiating tactics
employed by women with disabilities. The use of critical feminist disability
studies and its furthering through this research offers much to the greater need
for understanding of the complexity of the gendered experience of disability in
the Indian context.

Martine Mussies breaks new ground with her article as she explores the
world of fanfiction and the ways in which writers negotiate the porous and
unstable world of digital storytelling in order to “reshape dominant cultural
narratives through transformative fan practices that extend far beyond
entertainment value.” Martial arts narratives become sites for feminist agency
and cultural reclamation as storytellers imaginatively break the sociocultural
assumptions inherent within these embodied practices and its normativising of
hypermasculine ideals.
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Divya Shah explores the taboo that surrounds the idea of a disabled
body as a desiring subject. The article provides a close reading of Bindu
Bhatt’s novel, in order to expose the ableist and heteronormative assumptions
that define the ambit of desire in Indian society. The diary form of the novella
provides a searing insight into the protagonist’s interiority and longing and a
rich engagement with questions of disability, desire, and queer subjectivity.

Gauri Shankar Jha’s article is a broad-based exploration of trends in
literatures that shaped the modern world. The article particularly foregrounds
women writers, exploring how they assert their identities, narrate their histories,
and envision new possibilities through literary expression.

AnaghaAgnes brings into our midst the world of being a female Indian
doctor and its costs through a detailed psychoanalytic reading of Kavery
Nambisan’s The Hills of Angeri. The article positions Nambisan’s work as,
“an essential intervention in feminist medical humanities and contemporary
Indian literature by women,” as it charts the “gendered and psychological
costs of caregiving in a postcolonial rural landscape.”

Dinisha Nayak and Punyashree Panda analyse the comic anthology by
Priya Kurian, Drawing the Line: Indian Women Fight Back (2015) to better
comprehend the “visual stylistics” used by women in modern-day India to
render their experiences through the comic form. The graphic narrative form
offers great scope for understanding both material embodiment as well as
visual regimes and the interrelation between the two.

Gaurav Singh’s exploration of three films from Hindi cinema offers some
crucial insights regarding gendered depictions in mainstream film culture and
the imaginative possibilities that inhere within the cinematic medium. The
filmmakers discussed, attempt to portray a “new woman” who redraws the
circle of familial boundedness that defines her very identity.

Muneera KT and Hashmina Habeeb examine the Malayalam film,
Nishiddho, and its portrayal of migrant labourers working in Kerala. The
article offers a perceptive reading of caste and gender and the precarity that
shapes the lives of those living in a contested spatial order.

Sangeeta S. brings in her analysis a close reading of Tagore’s story,
“Monihara,” and Aparna Sen’s film, Goynar Baksho. The article argues that



indraprasth

“Sen’s adaptation does not merely modernize Tagore’s narrative but critically
reworks its symbolic economy, extending his concerns into a contemporary
feminist discourse that foregrounds solidarity, historical consciousness, and
women’s evolving relationship to material culture.”

Sadia Afreen’s article looks at two films from the Lust Stories anthologies
and offers a close analysis of the portrayal of female desire, sexuality and its
inhibition within the class-ridden cityscape of Mumbai. Zoya Akhtar and
Konkona Sen Sharma’s films become the texts for investigating the narrative
shifts that appear as female desire is presented as subject rather than object
for consumption and its negotiation with the power structures that produce it.
The article also examines the anthology format and the OTT platform distribution
logic that enable these discussions even as it curtails the viewing to a niche
audience.

Garima’s article is a detailed analysis of Alankrita Shrivastava’s Lipstick
Under My Burkha, and its depiction of female sexual agency within the
patriarchal structures that each of its characters belong to, as well as subject
to the gendered visual regime of Hindi cinema or Bollywood as it is called.
Thearticle painstakingly draws out the multiple nuances of the film as it negotiates
ideas of social mobility, fantasy, personal aspirations, as well as other modes
of freedom, both individual and collective.

In the final article in the volume, Moumita Biswas, presents a feminist
reading of the enduring legacies of two outstanding artists of the Indian
subcontinent, Gauhar Jaan and Begum Akhtar. The article traces their status
as celebrated but also stigmatised performers and their complex negotiations
with the changing social scape of art and performance in India of the twentieth
century. The article argues for them not merely as “passive subjects of societal
norms,” but as active agents of “cultural resistance and self-fashioning,” who
reshaped the role of women in the performing arts.

We extend our gratitude to the contributors, whose scholarship animates
these pages and offer this edition to our readers with a hope that it encourages
future research, creative experimentation, candid articulation, and continued
dialogue.

Editors, Indraprasth



M apping Resistanceand Domestic Rebellion: The
Feminist I magination of Ashapurna Debi’sTrilogy

SrijaSanyal

Abstract

Thisarticleattemptsto investigate and discussthefeminist literary works of
AshapurnaDebi (1909-1995), the most notable Bengali woman writer of the
twentieth century. Ashapurna Debi’ sexpansive oeuvre carved out acritical
gpace for the articulation of women’s desires, resistances, and everyday
negotiationsintermsof patriarcha domesticity andtheir Stuationinfamilia
structures. AshapurnaDebi isbest knownfor her monumentd trilogy: Pratham
Pratishruti (The First Promise, 1964), Subarnalata (1965), and Bakul
Katha (1974). Through her trilogy, Debi foregrounded women'sinterior lives
and socid entrapmentswithinthe conservativefol dsof colonia and postcolonid
Bengali society. Through nuanced portrayals of female protagonistswho
challenge normative gender roles while remaining embedded in familial
structures, Debi initiated afeminist discoursethat wasradical whilebeing
embedded in realism. Engaged in close readings of her fiction and
autobiographica writings, thearticlereflectson how AshapurnaDebi’ scorpus
resonated with success ve generationsof womenwritersin Bengal and beyond,
supplying afoundationd grammear for feminist literary mappingsin SouthAsa

Keywords SouthAsa; Bengdi Women'sWritings, AshapurnaDebi; Feminist
Redism; Domedticity

I ntroduction

Recipient of JnanpithAward (1976) and SahityaAkademi Fellowship (1994),
AshapurnaDebi (1909-1995) remains one of the most enduring pillars of
twentieth-century Bengdli literature. Shestandsasasgnificant voiceof feminist
narrativeswith her prolific body of work, comprising novels, short stories,
poems, and essays that spans over several decades and reflects an acute
awareness of gender, class, and cultural transformationsin Bengal under both
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colonid and postcolonia regimes. Thisarticle seeksto analyze Debi’ sfiction
works, with aparticular emphasison how her textsmap res stanceand domestic
rebellion within deeply entrenched patriarcha structures. Best knownfor her
monumental trilogy: Pratham Pratishruti (The First Promise, 1964),
Qubarnalata (1965), and Bakul Katha (1974), Debi providesaliterary archive
that isboth areflection of and aresponseto the historical constraints placed
onwomenin Bengali society.

Theessay attemptsto situate AshapurnaDebi in thelineage of thought
and literaturefrom Indian feminism and to frame her work inrelationto the
prefigurativeand did ogicimpulsesthat arekey to canonica debatesinfeminist
discoursetoday. Theideological and literary lineage evident in the body of
AshapurnaDebi’swriting remainsillustrative of itsbold representation of
women'sredlity, particularly with regardsto the domestic environment that
represents the same site where subjugation and liberation alternate
systematically. Her female charactersare neither idedlized victimsnor heroic
revolutionariesin the conventional sense; rather, they inhabit anuanced middle
ground, whererebellion isexpressed in subtle yet potent acts of defiance.
They areregular people, not theidolized goddessfiguresthat society portrays
and definesall women as. Therefore, they arefully human and must haveflaws
and wantsthat need to be acknowledged and appreciated; however, those
flawsand desiresfrequently go unnoticed or disregarded. Furthermore, in
order tounderstand theradica import of AshapurnaDebi’ swork, itisnecessary
to contextudiseit withinthesocio-higtoricd fabric of Bengd. Thelatenineteenth
and early twentieth centurieswitnessed aseriesof reform movementsin Bengd,
particularly focused on women’s education, widow remarriage, and child
marriage. Whilethese reforms opened up new possibilities, they alsoimposed
fresh condraints, often co-opting womeninto the narrative of the* New \WWoman’
asprescribed by nationalist and reformist ideol ogies.

AshapurnaDebi’s oeuvre systematically dismantlesthisbinary. Her
narrativesexplore how the domestic sphere, far from being asite of passive
femininity, isalso acontested terrain where power, agency, and identity are
constantly negotiated. Thisisevident in her depiction of characters, such as
Satyabati in Pratham Pratishruti, who challenges patriarchal norms not
through grand revol utionary gesturesbut through her insistence on education,
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M apping Resistance and Domestic Rebellion: The Feminist Imagination of
Ashapurna Debi’s Trilogy

mobility, and self-respect. These seemingly ‘ private actsacquireapolitica
dimensionin Debi’sstorytelling, revealing the domestic asamicrocosm of
larger social dynamics. Moreover, Debi’s feminist vision is not merely
oppositiond; itisrecongructive, with thepromiseof usheringinreformswithin
theandarmahal, i.e., theinner sphere. Her fiction congtructsdternativemodels
of womanhood that res st thetropesof both the submissvewifeandthemilitant
feminist. Inthisway, her work anticipates|ater feminist engagementswith
intersectionality, a term coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw to describe the
interconnected nature of socia categorizations, such asrace, class, and gender
(Crenshaw). Debi’ sprotagoni stsoften grappl e with multiple axes of oppresson:
classcongraints, generationa divides, and cultural expectations, underscoring
the need for amultidimens ond understanding of fema eagency. For example,
Subarnal ata, the eponymous protagonist of the second novel inthetrilogy,
must navigate adeeply repressive household while a so contending with the
limitationsimposed by her classand caste position. Her resistanceisslow-
burning andinternally negotiated, thereby exposing thelayered complexities
of subaltern womanhood.

Theoreticdly, thisessay drawson theworksof feminist scholars, suchas
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, whointerrogatestherepresentational politicsof
the subaltern woman, and Judith Buitler, whose notion of performativity canbe
mobilised to understand how Debi’ s characters perform and subvert gender
roleswithin the normative frameworks of society. Debi’s protagonistsare
constantly aware of the scriptsthey are expected tofollow, yet they oftenfind
ways to rewrite or reinterpret these scripts, sometimes through silence,
sometimesthrough speech, and often through the choiceto endure or towalk
away. For instance, in caste Hindu Bengali families, thegirl child borethe
heavy responsibility of upholding patriarchal structures. Raised asarefined
bhadramahila, she was guided toward feminine pursuits, such assuitable
gamesand reading, whilediscouraged from physicd activitiesor adventurous
spirit. A strict socialisation code ensured her seamlessintegration into the
patrilineal and patrilocal family system of colonia Benga (Bagchi 2214).

AshapurnaDebi’ sautobiographica writings, particularly Ar Ek Asapurna
(2023) and her numerousessays, dso offer ingght into her persona experiences
of gendered margindisation, further enriching theinterpretive possbilities of
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her fiction. Debi fondly recallshow her mother sparked her early passonfor
reading. Denied formal schooling dueto the conservativenormsof her family,
whichlargely opposed educating girls, shelearned to read by eavesdropping
on her older brothers lessonsat home (Debi 4). Unlike many househol ds of
theera, her mother actively encouraged her three daughtersto explore books
freely. Inthe essay Jaa dekhi, tai likhi [| WriteWhatever | Seg], Debi credits
both parents, her father’ sartistic pursuitsand her mother’sdeep reverence
for literature, for shaping acreative mindset distinct from that of her cousins
(Debi 3). Shealso describesin Khela theke Lekha [ From Playing to Writing]
(Debi 4) how unrestricted accessto adult literature, including Tagore sworks,
led her to memorise passageswhilegrappling with their meaning: “ Slowly and
steadily acompletely new world was getting created withinmy mind” (Debi
7).

After marriage, Debi faced astark contrast: abooklessin-law’shousehold
that felt likeliving“ behind aniron-curtain.” Sheremarkssatiricaly: “ For girls,
thein-laws placeisnot redly aplacestrevnwith flowers’ (Debi 8). Amidthe
rising tidesof nationalism during India sindependence struggle, she choseto
focus her writing on ordinary middle-classlives she knew intimately. Her
narratives highlight women'’s constant negotiationswith societal demands,
capturing theshiftsin colonia and postcolonia Bengal.

Debi’sacclaimed trilogy reflectsthese themes profoundly. Asindira
Chowdhury interprets, thefirst two parts of Ashapurna strilogy focuseson
what it meansto becomeamother in colonial Bengal (Chowdhury 47-48).
What aretheresponsbilitiesand what, if any, arethe choicesand thefocuson
theissueof femaesubjectivity. By offering dternative accountsof motherhood
through her nineteenth century characters, Ashapurnaattemptsto portray the
ideal and raw accounts of motherhood and while mediating the complexities
and often, theimpaossibility of mother-daughter relationshipswithin patriarcha
parameters. Theact of becoming amother within patriarchy signifiestheloss
of one’ sown mother (Chowdhury 49). Thefirst volume, PrathamPratishruiti,
setinrural Bengal, followschild bride Satyabati; the second, Subarnalata,
portraysher daughter’ sstrugglesin urban Kolkata; and Bakul Katha features
the observant granddaughter Bakul analysing arapidly changing society.



M apping Resistance and Domestic Rebellion: The Feminist Imagination of
Ashapurna Debi’s Trilogy

Politicsof Domesticity and Everyday Resistance

AshapurnaDebi’sfiction radically reconfiguresthe domestic sphere, not asa
static and apolitical backdrop to women'slives, but asadeeply charged site
where power isnegotiated and resistance is enacted through the routines of
everyday life. Making useof Miche de Certeaus stheory of “everyday practices”
and specifically hisdifferentiation betweeningtitutional power strategiesand
individual tacticsof resistance, we can see how Debi’s protagonistsresist
patriarcha dominance not by dramatic break but by quiet, creative, and often
covert defying (de Certeau 91). In Pratham Pratishruti, for instance,
Satyabati’ srefusal to accept the denial of education, her critiquesof ritual
orthodoxy, and her persistent questioning of male authority signal aform of
agency that isembedded in thevery spaceintended to contain her. Thekitchen,
prayer room, and verandain novelsby Debi are no longer impersonal spaces
of household; instead, these become symbolic arenasin which gendered power
isreinforced and chalenged. Thekitchenisaspaceinwhich casteand gender
ordersget materialised and reconfigured through thewaysfood isconsumed
and labor practices, whereasthe veranda, being neither private nor public,
enableswomento watch, mobilise, and act for change, albeitinaninformal
manner. These areas, by no meansfunctional alone, are sites of everyday
contestation and feminist improvisation.

ChandraTd pade M ohanty’ sideaof “feminist consciousnessthroughthe
everyday” further explicates how Debi buildsthe banal and everyday as
politically meaningful (Mohanty 72). Rather than portraying her female
charactersasisolated revolutionaries, Debi offersamode of feminismthatis
relational and situated; onethat evolvesthrough intergenerational dialogue,
emotiona labor, and momentsof interior awakening. Satyabati’ sresistanceis
not solitary; it draws strength from her mother’slegacy and anticipates her
daughter’ sfuturestruggles, illustrating acontinuum of feminist dissent grounded
infamilid contexts. Thistextured geography of res stance can be seenthroughout
thetrilogy, most acutely in Subarnalata, asthe heroine attemptsto balance
therepressivedictates of marriagewith her inherited codes of independence
andjustice. Her resistancerevealsitsalf dowly, even by gesturesof refusal,
slence, or quiet ingstence, highlighting therestrictive boundaries of abinary
between public activismand private conformity. Inappropriating thedomestic

5



indraprasth

asapoalitica gohere, AshapurnaDebi chalengescolonid-modernist discourses
that identify freedom merely with public exposure or Western rationaity. Her
novelsproclaim that the home, instead of being the opposite of freedom, can
beitsvery forge: asphere wherefeminine agency is shaped, disputed, and
maintai ned through the everyday lives of women.

I nter gener ational Feminism and Steady Evolution

AshapurnaDebi’strilogy speaks of adeep reflection onintergenerational
feminism, inwhich feminist awarenessisnot afixed inheritance but aliving,
unfolding process. In the portraiture of three generations of womenwithina
singlefamily, Debi buildsanuanced history of resistancethat occursnotin
sudden breaks but in slow, situated negotiations. Thismodel problematises
liberal feminist discourses of progression aslinear emancipation, instead
advocating afeminist genedogy forged asmuch by structurd limitationsasby
affectiveand moral inheritances. SaraAhmed'sLiving aFeminist Life (2017)
becomesan especidly relevant framework here. Feminismisnot merely a
collection of ideologiesfor Ahmed but aworkday labor, away of beingin
relation to theworld that isexhausting, interrupted, and context-dependent
(Ahmed 14). Satyabati’slife, traced back to an early redlisation of gender and
casteinjustice, canitsalf bedescribed astheorigin of thislabor, asher pursuit
of education and the demand for rational argument test patriarchal power as
well asrdigiousorthodoxy.

Yet, Satyabati’ sthreat of rebellionremainsunfulfilled intheliberation of
her daughter. Subarnalata, forced to marry asachild, isheld captiveina
domestic spacethat actively negatestheliberatory vision her mother had sought
toinstill. That iswhere Kimberlé Crenshaw’s intersectionality becomes
invauable. Subarndata ssubjectivity isformed through theintersection of class
expectation, domestic violence, ritua conservatism, and restricted accessto
education. Her feminist defianceisthereforenot s mply inherited but refracted
through the material circumstancesof her new socia position. Although she
does not abandon her husband or reject the domestic world, her revolt has
lessobviousforms: theencouragement of critical thought, therefusal to support
uperdtition, and the persond safeguarding of her mother’svaues. Theaffective
registersthat map Subarndata sworld, shame, regret, and yearningin particular,
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M apping Resistance and Domestic Rebellion: The Feminist Imagination of
Ashapurna Debi’s Trilogy

arenot indicationsof defeat but affectiveresduesof feminist ideologies. Such
feminist affectsarerepeated throughout thetrilogy and operate as continuities
joining generations.

Bakul, thethird generation intheline, holdsamore recognisablemodern
subject position. A working woman and published writer, shelivesinaseeming
world of greater permissiveness, but her liberty isnot untroubled. Her musings
about her mother and grandmother, frequently infused with ambivaenceand
respect, expressthe price of past strugglesthat afforded her mobility. Bakul is
not thegoa of afeminist teleology but alocated subject whose autonomy is
both redlisation and encumbrance. Shehasto convert inherited resistancetoa
language that addresses her moment, to suffer the burden of lost dreamsand
unresolved loss. By mapping theemotional, political, and epistemol ogical
changesbetween these three generations, Debi formulatesamode of gradual
change, whereinfeminismisvisualised asarelay rather than asol ution.

L anguage, Realism, and the Subver sive Voice: Feminist Storytelling
as Method

Thenarrativeform of AshgpurnaDebi servesasanimportant tool inarticulating
afeminismbased onlived experience. Her useof colloquia Bengdli, fragmented
monologues, and emationdly laden did ogueschdlengestheliterary hierarchies
that historically excluded or triviaised women'svoices. Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak’ssemina question, “ Canthe subatern speak?” acquiresfreshresonance
in Debi’swork, as her protagoni sts often speak from positions of gendered
marginality but do so with agency, reflection, and affect (Spivak 287). Rather
than granting voicethrough overt declarations of resistance, Debi constructs
narrative spaceswhere voice emergesin the mundane—in conversations
between sisters, letters never sent, and internal monol oguesthat articul ate
dissent even when it cannot be acted upon.

Thisform of spesking-from-the-marginsalowsDebi’ swomento navigate
adiscursive field otherwise shaped by silence. Judith Butler’s theory of
performaivity providesafurther lensthroughwhichto undersand thesubversve
power of languagein Debi’sfiction. Gender, asButler argues, isconstituted
through repeated actsand citations of norms (Butler xv). Debi’scharacters
often perform femininity insocialy sanctioned waysbut smultaneoudy disrupt
these scriptsthroughirony, questioning, and occasional refusals. Theseactsof

7
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speech, if frequently underappreciated, represent afeminist intervention that
recuperatesthe narrative agency of the domestic subject. Moreover, Debi’'s
deployment of literary realismisnot merely representational; itisafeminist
method that ing stson thelegitimacy of women'’sinterior worlds. Her realism
refusesthe aestheti cisation of suffering andinstead insistson documenting the
texturesof everyday life—themonotony, the compromises, thesharp moments
of realisation. Thisepistemological commitment allows her to foreground
cognitive and affectivelabour that often remains unacknowledged in both
literatureand life. Thedetailed rendering of domestic chores, kinship dynamics,
and moments of solitudein Debi’swork isnot incidental; itisadeliberate
narrative strategy that centersthelivesof women asworthy of intellectua and
artistic attention. In thisway, Ashapurna Debi transformsthe very tool s of
redigt fictioninto asubversivearchive of feminist thought, onethat continues
toresonatein South Asian literary and political discoursetoday.

Crucidly, Debi’snarrative strategy a so embodieswhat feminist theorist
ShoshanaFemanterms*testimonial literature” —agenrethat doesnot smply
recount women’spain but enactstheact of bearing witness, ofteninfragmented,
interrupted, or coded forms (Felmanand Laub 5). Many of Debi’scharacters
do not possessfull narrative control inthe conventiona sense; their storiesare
often mediated through memory, interior monologue, or reluctant confession.
Yet thisfractured narrationisitself afeminist ressancetototdizing or patriarchd
modesof storytelling. It foregroundswhat Leigh Gilmorecalls*“thelimitsof
autobiography,” especially for femalesubjectswhoseidentitiesareforgedin
thecrucible of silencing and surveillance (Gilmore 27). In rgjecting smooth,
linear plotsin favour of apolyphonic realism, Debi gives her protagonists
narrative power without demanding heroic coherence.

Furthermore, Debi’sfeminist realismisdeeply tied to theact of writing
fromthedomestic, fromwithinvernacular and cultura congtraints, andisitself
apolitical gesture(Moi 175). Her linguistic realism—rooted in middle-class
Bengali idioms, domestic registers, and non-Western epistemes—disrupts
both colonid literary standardsand ditefeminist vocabularies. Thisinsstence
ontheeveryday, theloca, and theintimate allows Debi to build awomen’s
archivethat isneither romanticized nor universalized. Instead, her prosecharts
what SaraAhmed might call the* affective economies’ of the home—spaces
saturated with fedling, fatigue, duty, and dissidence (Ahmed 4).
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AshapurnaDebi’sFeminism in South Asia: Relevanceand L egacy

Building onthecomplex portrayd of intergenerationa feminismandtheradica
narrative methodsoutlined earlier, it becomes crucial to situate Ashapurna
Debi’sfeminist literary contributionswithin the broader South Asian socio-
cultural and historical framework. Despitethevast transformationsin gender
politicsacrosstheregion over the past century, Debi’ swork retainsadistinct
and enduring significancefor contemporary feminist discourse, both asa
foundational text and as asite of contestation and dialogue. Her work is
remarkablenot only for itshistorical grounding within Bengali society but for
itssophiticated articul ation of feminist agency which breaksthrough regiona
and temporal boundaries, making her apath-breaking figurewhoseinfluence
continues to reverberate across South Asia's richly variegated feminist

landscape.

SouthAsasintricatefaoric of colonid pasts, hierarchiesof caste, rdigious
diversities, and linguistic pluralism hasgiven riseto diverse but interconnected
feminist struggles. AshapurnaDebi’ swritingsemergefrom Bengd, aregion
witharichlegacy of socid reformand literary experimentation, yet they engage
deeply with universal questions of women’s subjectivity, autonomy, and
resistancethat are critical acrossthe subcontinent. Scholarssuch asLeela
Gandhi and Uma Chakravarti have underscored theimportance of locating
feminist narrativesintheir ecific cultural contextswhilesmultaneoudy reading
them asinterventionsin global feminist dialogues (Gandhi 45; Chakravarti
139). In this regard, Debi’s articulation of domestic rebellion and
intergenerational dissent offersapowerful counterpoint to dominant Western
feminist paradigms, particularly liberal feminism’s emphasis on public
emancipation and radical rupture. Rather, her work placesat its center the
complexly interwovenwaysinwhich colonid-modernity andindigenoustradition
intersect toyield agpecific feminist consciousnessbased on negotiation, survival,
andreation.

Oneof themost important reasonsthat Debi remainsapers stent presence
inthe SouthAsianfeminist imaginationisthat sherefusesto eraseor idedize
thelived experience of women who livein theinextricably woven world of
caste, class, religion, and patriarchy. Asnoted previoudly, her protagonists
each represent various historic momentsand socia locationsand how these
congtruct their resistances. Thisintersectiond awareness, whileexpressed prior
to Kimberlé Crenshaw’s codification of theterm, prefigures present-day
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feminist anadysisthat foregroundsthe plurality of women’sexperiencesand
oppressionsin South Asia(Crenshaw 140). For example, Subarnaata sinner
struggle asawoman trapped by both domestic violence and the expectations
of caste reflects contemporary discussions of gender violence and social
hierarchy inrura and urban India. Likewise, Bakul’stransformationinto a
professiona woman who navigatesmodernity and tradition reflects current
debatesregarding women’swork, urbanization, and therealignment of family
formsin SouthAsa

In aregion wherefeminist histories have often been overshadowed by
nationdist narrativespprivileging maepoalitica agency, AshapurnaDebi’sliterary
interventionisparticularly sgnificant. Asnoted by historian Kumkum Sangari,
feminist thought in Indiahas cons stently struggled to claim spacewithinthe
nation-building project, which frequently va orizeswomen’ssymbolicrolesas
bearersof culturd tradition rather than asautonomous subjects (Sangari and
Vad 24). Debi’swork, by placingwomen'sinterior livesand domestic struggles
at the center of socia critique, disruptsthis marginalization. Her nuanced
portrayal of female subjectivity challenges essentialist notions of Indian
womanhood and exposesthetens onsbetween public nationalism and private
patriarchy. This intervention resonates deeply in postcolonial feminist
scholarship, which critiquesthecolonid and nationdist impaosition of rigid gender
rolesasaform of political control (Spivak 297). By revisiting the domestic
sphere asacontested and productive space, Debi offersacorrectiveto both
colonial and nationalist historiographiesthat often exclude women’sagency
fromthepaliticd imaginary.

Moreover, Debi’ snarrative technique—groundedinlinguistic realism
and the deployment of colloquia Bengai —enhancesher feminist intervention
by making the everyday speech and interiority of womenvisibleand audible.
Thisapproach dignswith Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’sargument about the
necessity of enabling the* subaltern” to speak, or at least to chalengeimposed
slences(Spivak 295). InaSouthAsianliterary environment wherewomen's
voiceswerefrequently margindized or filtered through maeauthorship, Debi’s
work offersan authentic articul ation of feminineconsciousness. Her deployment
of vernacular idioms, subtle dia ogues, and interior monologues disruptsthe
elitistliterary canon and claimsthe authority of women’slived experienceas
worthy of seriousartistic and political engagement. Indoing o, thislinguistic
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techniquenot only placesher work firmly withinaspecificaly Bengdi cultura
context but aso alignsit with larger South Asian strugglesto democratize
literature and disrupt hegemonic narratives.

Another dimension that underlines Debi’ssingularity in SouthAsian
feminist literatureisher sustained focus on the slow, non-linear process of
feminist change. Unlikemany post-independencenarrativesthat valorizerapid
modernization or radical upheaval, Debi’ strilogy embraces complexity and
contradiction. Her identification of feminist consciousnessasintergenerationa
and dia ogic highlightsthe everyday strugglesand incrementa advancesthat
congtitutewomen'srealities (Ahmed 5). Thisisespecially fitting for South
Asia wheregructurd inequaditiesand socio-politica ingtability chalengelinear
congructionsof progress. Debi’ swomen resist through endurance, negotiation,
and thereclamation of their own storieswithin patriarchal confines, amode of
agency that offersaredlistic and hopeful moddl for feminist praxisindiverse
contexts.

Also, theenduring influence of AshapurnaDebi on contemporary South
Asian women writers underscores her canonical status and continuing
relevance. Her work continuesto betaught and debated in academic circles
acrossSouthAd a, atestingtoitscritica roleinshgpingfeminist literary canons.
Furthermore, contemporary feminist activistsand scholarsofteninvoke Debi’s
textsasexemplarsof Stuated res stancethat addressthe complexitiesof caste,
class, religion, and gender s multaneoudly, underscoring her work’scontinued
gpplicability amid evolvingfeminigt chalenges.

Reflecting on her legacy, Debi notesthetrilogy’sacclaim but cautions
that whilewomen have gained opportunities, trueemancipation remainse usve,
with“Modernity” posing new entrgpments(Debi 12).

Conclusion

AshapurnaDebi’sliterary legacy transcendsher immediate historical moment
to shapethetrgjectory of feminist thought in Bengali literature and broader
South Asian contexts. Her influenceispal pableintheworksof later writers
such as Mahasweta Devi (1926-2016), Nabaneeta Dev Sen (1938-2019),
and SuchitraBhattacharya (1950-2015), who extend her thematic focuson
gendered resistance within familial and societal structures. Asthisarticle
attempted to illustrate, Debi’s feminist imagination resists dominant
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hi storiographies of Indian womanhood and modernity precisely by placing
women’smundane negotiationswith patriarcha structuresat the center stage.

Debi’s novels provide a different cartography of resistance—onethat
isrooted in the culturally specific yet politically charged terrain of
the home. In contrast with libera feminist models of resistance that tend to
prioritizeindividua freedom, Debi formulates amodel of relational agency
that takes place through incremental, intergenerational gestures. This
vison isechoed in NiveditaMenon’sidea of feminismas*amodeof seeing’
(Menon 2), which enableschdlenging normalized hierarchieswithout discarding
the cultural modalitiesthrough whichthey work.

From the lens of domesticity, intergenerational consciousness, and
linguidicrealism, Debi buildsafeminist archivethat isregiondly specific aswell
as globally applicable. Inrevisiting and reinterpreting therolesof womenin
colonial and postcolonial Bengal, Debi’s work not only anticipates key
theoretical concerns, such asthe subaltern’s capacity to speak (Spivak) or
gender asperformative (Butler) —but a so contributesamethodol ogy of feminist
gorytellingrootedinrealismand vernacular idioms. Her linguistic choicesand
narrative voice refuse to romanticize suffering, instead offering atextured
portrayal of women’scognitiveand affective labor within theandarmahal .

AshapurnaDebi, thus, marksthe emergence of adistinctivefigurein
South Asian feminist literature— one that hasrelevance even today in the
context of feminist thought. Debi’ sfemini st imagination hasbeen onethat not
only chronicled the aspect of resistance, but hasalso theorized it. Inthisway,
Debi’sfeminist imagination provides not just ahistorical document, but an
enduringintellectud resourcefor reimagining the politicsof domedticity, agency,
and dissent in South Asiaand beyond.
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Telling Our Own Sories: Oral Tradition, Memory, and
Resistance in Easterine Kire's Sky is My Father: A Naga
Village Remembered and When the River Sleeps

M onbinder Kaur

Abstract

EasterineKire' sinnovativeliterary exercise of integrating indigenous Naga
ord traditionsinto modern narrativeformsasadeliberate strategy of cultural

reclamation and resistance against the historical erasure of Northeast India.
Thetwo novels— Sky isMy Father: ANaga Village Remembered (2003),
ahistorica novel based onthe 1879 Britishinvasion of Khonoma, and When
the River Seeps(2014), aspiritud quest narrative grounded in the cosmol ogy
of theAngami Naga peopleistaken herefor referenceto analyse how these
textschallengescolonid historiography and Indian nationaist discourse, both
of which haverendered Northeast I ndia peripheral in dominant narratives.
Postcol onid theory and memory studiessupport theargument thet Kirg sliterary
intervention isnot merely about cultural protection but aform of political

storytelling. Sherevivescollective memory through locaisedidioms, orality,

and myth, while simultaneously reshaping the novel formto suit indigenous
epistemologies. Theuseof ora histories, ritua, and landscapein her writing
Stuatesindigenoussubjectivitiesat the center, asserting thelegitimacy of non-
Western knowledge systems. By placing Easterine Kire'swork within the
broader framework of decolonial aestheticsand indigenousresistance, this
essay showshow her fiction actively reclaims narrative authority from the
colonid archiveand the militarised discourses of themodern state.

Keywords. Easterine Kire; Oral Tradition; Memory; Resistance; Naga
Margindised Histories

I ntroduction

EasterineKire standsasapioneering voicein Nagaliterature, and her fiction
playsavita rolein preserving and breathing new lifeinto theoral traditionsof
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her people. Shewasborn on March 29, 1959 into anAngami Nagafamily in
Nagaland, India. Shewas awarded the Governor’smedal for excellencein
NagaL.iterature. Her contributionto Nagaliteratureisvery impressve—five
poetry collections, nine novels, three short story collections, one essay
collection, two novellas, eight children’sbooks, and many trandationsand
anthology books. Her storiesemergefrom alandscape stained by coloniaism,
palitical unrest, and cultura silencing, making her storytelling not just acreetive
endeavour but also adeeply political one. Thisarticle exploreshow Kire
positionsstorytdling asameansof reclaiming historica memory and asserting
indigenous ways of knowing. Her narratives emerge from Angami Naga
cosmology, oral practices and collective memory, challenging foremost
historiographical and literary frameworksthat have reduced Northeast India
asperiphera inboth colonia and nationalist discourse.

Thefocusisontwo of her most significant works, SkyisMy Father: A
Naga MIlage Remembered (2003), which recountstheres stance of thevillage
of Khonomaagaing British colonid forces, and Whenthe River Segps(2014),
ameditativejourney of alonehunter throughthemystica NagaHills toexamine
how orality functionsasadeliberate narrative strategy rather than astylistic
embellishment. Easterine Kire uses Nagaoral traditions, myth, and lived
landscapes as a sensible political approach to recover scratched pasts of
Northeast Indiaand challenge both colonial recordsand Indian nationalist
narratives. By remodelling the modern novel through orality and indigenous
ways of knowing, Kireturns storytelling into an act of resistance that re-
establishes collective memory and proclaims the rightfulness of Naga
epistemologies.

The Naga society

TheNagas, anindigenous peopleinhabiting the North-East Frontier of India,
bel ong to the* Indo-M ongol oid group of the Tibeto-Burman branchwithinthe
larger Sino-Tibetan languagefamily” (Shimray 2). Nagaland, aregion often
described as* unexplored’ in dominant Indian historiography, ishometo Sixteen
magjor tribes, each characterised by itsown distinct language, socia customs,
cultura practices, and belief systems. Nagasocia organisationisdeeply rooted
intribal affiliation, villageautonomy, kinship structures, and clanidentity. Due
tothelinguistic diversity among thesetribes, inter-tribal communicationis
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commonly facilitated through Nagamese Creole and English, which function
aslinguafrancasin bothinformal and institutional settings.

Before British colonisation, headhunting wasaprominent cultura practice,
reflecting thewarrior ethosand spiritual beliefsof the Nagas. However, with
thearrival of Christian missionaries and the subsequent spread of formal
education, the practicegradually diminished. “In Nagasociety the beginning
of a new era can be traced back to the year 1872, when the American
missionarieslandedintheNagasoil” (Benjongkumba27). Among the Nagas,
storytelling continuesto serve asadynamic mode of cultural transmission,
shaping the community’sworldview, moral frameworks, and ontol ogical
assumptions. Thesenarrativesaretypicaly sharedinintimatecommuna spaces
such asaround the hearth where elderstransmit ancestral knowledge and
cosmologicd taestoyounger generations, renforcing both memory andidentity.

Script, Education, Missionary and ‘ Cultur al Neglect’

What did colonialism do to Nagaknowledge systems?Itisavery interesting
and important concept related to the main argument of the article. The
emergence of writing amid the Nagatribeswas not an organic devel opment
rooted in indigenous epistemologies, but rather an externally imposed
consequenceof colonid intervention and missionary education. British colonia
ruleinthe nineteenth century brought with it not only military and politica
control but anew systematic effort to* civilise' theindigenouscommunities
withthehelp of forma education. Theimposition of Western literacy incolonid
and missionary contextsfunctioned asadeliberate cultura intervention that
privileged the written word over indigenous oral traditions, effectively
marginalising Nagastorytdlling practices. Thisform of literacy wasacolonid
inheritance, privileging thewritten word over the oral and thereby contributing
to thedeclineof ancient storytelling traditions (Elizabeth and Tsuren 83). The
trangtionfromordity toliteracy not only disrupted theage-old waysinwhich
knowledge was shared and preserved among the Nagas, but also silenced
their ability totell their own storiesin their own voices—storiesrootedinlived
experience, memory, and communa wisdom passed down through generations.
Thisdisruptionispart of what LindaTuhiwa Smithrefersto asthe‘cultural
assault’ of colonidism, whereinindigenouswaysof knowingweresysemdicaly
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devalued and overwritten by Western epistemol ogies (Smith 34). In this
context, theelevation of written language became amechanismfor reshaping
identity and knowledge, distancing communitiesfromtheir oral heritege.

The Nagaspassed down their history, ethics, cosmology, and communal
valuesthrough storytelling, songs, proverbs, and ritua performances. When
writing displaced these practices, it disrupted the very modesthrough which
the Nagashad preserved and transmitted knowledgefor generations. Temsula
Aowritesin The Ao Naga Oral Tradition, the Nagatribes' oral traditionis
“notamereformof * storytelling’ as opposed to awritten recorded version”,
itis“inmany waysthesourceof thepeopl€ sliterature, socid customs, religion
and history” (185). Itisliving repositoriesof communal wisdom, socia norms,
cosmologies, and ancestral memory. She describes it as arepository of
traditional knowledge systems: “it has evolved into acomprehensive and
integrated network of indigenousknowledge-system, incorporating art with
redlity, history withimagination and theidea withthepractical” (Ao 185). For
theNagas, whose histories, ethics, and cosmol ogiesweretransferred primarily
through ord tradition, coloniaismruptured thecultura continuity by separating
knowledgefrom community and performance.

Orality asNarrative Epistemol ogy

Inord traditions—stories, myths, songs, rituas, and communa performances
arenot merely modesof expresson but are deeply embedded waysof knowing
and accepting theworld. Ong explainsin Orality and Literacy (1982), oral
epistemol ogies are performative and situational truth emerges through
storytelling, songs, and speech acts that are repeated, remembered, and
recontextualised across generations. “Inan oral culture, knowledgeisnot
separated from the knower; it ispreserved by being embedded in the human
experience, transmitted by memory and expression” (34). In her article
“Opening upthePhysica andthe Spiritud Universeof theAngamis,” Easterine
Kireexplainsthat her novelsstriveto “ chronol ogise the socio-cultura and
historica lifeof her community, drawing oninformation gathered fromora
narratorswithin her society” (54). In“Decolonizing Methodologies,” Linda
Tuhiwa Smitharguesthat storytellingisadecolonid act. For colonized peoples,
oral traditionsare “waysof knowing, ways of remembering, and ways of
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resisting” (Smith 145). They are methods by which communities preserve
their histories, assert their identities, and resist prevailing colonial accounts
that often excludeor distort indigenousexperiences. For the Nageas, ora forms
such asfolktales, clan geneal ogi es, headhunting songs, and seasonal rituals
function aswhat Ruth Finnegan calls* performativeknowledgegenres,” where
meaning isenacted, not inscribed. Finnegan emphasisesthat such traditions
are not inferior to written texts; rather, they demand different modes of
engagement and interpretation. “ The performance, theinteraction, theritual
context—these are part of how oral textsmean what they mean” (bvfrf4l).

TheRoleof Memory in Challenging Colonial Discour se

Kire'sdebut novel, A Naga Village Remembered, echoesthe rhythm and
structure of oral storytelling. The novel which was renamed as Sky is My
Father: ANagaVillage Remembered, describesthewar fought by theNagas
againg British colonia forces. In establishingitscolonia empireby force, the
British uprooted the Nagasfrom their ancestral setting. Thenovel not only
recountsapersona and communal narrative but a so signalsto readersthat
these storiesfunction asaform of socia documentation. Set between 1832
and 1900, the novel centers on the Angami-Naga resistance to British
colonisation in Khonomavillage. Intertwined with thiscentral narrativeare
ord historiesfromthreeloca clans—Mehri, Thevo, and Semo shared through
thevoicesof Sebi Dalie, NiuFrancisWhiso, Thezavilie, and Nichtiriazo Chiicha
Asawriter fromanord tradition, EasterineKire, skillfully incorporatesthese
collectivememoriesinto her fiction, transforming her work into both aliterary
act of resistance and ameans of preserving Nagacultural history. Walter J.
Ong's distinction between “primary and secondary orality” provides a
foundationd lensto examinethestructure of Kire'snovels(Vansinaeta.). A
Naga Village Remembered unfoldsthrough episodic narration, with minimal
linear development, mirroring the additive, situational style characteristic of
oral cultures. The novel openswith community memory with elder voices
recounting the past, suggesting that | egitimacy derivesnot from documentation
but from communal remembrance. “Wewill spesk of thosetimes. Thewords
aredtill inour breath. Thefireisnot cold” (ANaga Millage Remembered, 1).
Thisinvocation resonateswith Ong'sclamthat ora cultures” storeknowledge
notintextsbut inpeople’ (34). Hewrites, “ Knowledgeisstored not in externd
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memory bankslike booksor computers, but in peoplewho repeat and adapt
it” (Orality and Literacy 34-35). L eanne Betasamosake Simpson a so asserts,
“Story isstored inthe bodies of peopleand placesand practices,” hehighlights
that 1ndigenous knowledge existswithin embodied experience, |land-based
relationships, ceremonies, and communa memories, rather than detachedin
written archives (152). Thiscontrasts sharply with Western epistemology’s
emphasis on abstracted, decontextualised data. Oral narratives operate as
counter-narrativesto dominant historical accounts, preserving perspectives
on sovereignty, land, spirituality, and socia organisation. Ord literatureisa
significant part of Kire' snarrative blendstogether ora traditionwithfiction,
merging thedigtinct formsof folkloreand thenove to createauniquenarrative
syle. Wdter J. Ong commenting on therelationship between ordity and writing
writes

Oral cultures indeed produce powerful and beautiful verbal
performancesof high artistic and human worth, which arenolonger
even possible once writing has taken possession of the psyche.
Neverthel ess, without writing, human consciousness cannot achieve
itsfuller potentials, cannot produce other beautiful and powerful
creations. Inthissense, orality needsto produce and isdestined to
producewriting. (Orality and Literacy 14)

Vansina opines, “Oral tradition when systematically transmitted across
generationsservesasavalid form of historical knowledge” (Oral Tradition
13). Kirebuilds her narrative from village memory, generational testimony,
andloca mythwhich Vansinadescribesashistorical consciousnessthrough
ora continuity. Kire' sintegration of orality ismorethanastylisticchoice; it's
an epistemicintervention. It privilegesindigenous knowledge systemsand
rejects colonia hierarchies that dismiss oral cultures as ‘primitive’ or
‘unscientific.’ HereKireaignswith Ngig) waThiong’ o'sideaof ‘ orature,’

which seesord tradition asalegitimate and powerful alternativeto Western
literary forms. “ Orature carriesthe heritage, the aesthetics, the philosophy, the
ethics, and the communal memory of a people. It is not a precursor to
literature—it isliterature’ (15).
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Angami Resistancein A Naga Village Remembered

Set in nineteenth-century Khonoma, the novel recountsthe Angami res stance
to British colonisation. Kirelikeatraditiona indigenous storyteller explains
the life of the Angami-Naga community through the ordinary, everyday
experiencesof characterswhoselivesare degply embedded in theindigenous
gpatid and cultura landscape. Thenovd beginsby depicting villagelifethrough
theeyesof Kovi, arespected e der within thecommunity. It isthrough hisgaze
that readersareintroduced to the serene atmosphere of Khonomaat dawn,
“wheresmokegently risesfromtheclustered housesnestled dong thehillsde’
(Sky IsMy Father 1). Thisopening gestureissignificant asit situatesthe
narrativewithinan indigenous spatia framework, wherethelandscapeisnot
merely apassve setting but an active presence deeply intertwined with culturd
life, memory, and identity.

Kire'sportrayal of Khonomaresonates with what Yi-Fu Tuan calls
topophilia, the “affective bond between people and place” where space
becomes meaningful through lived experienceand emotiond attachment (Tuan
4). Inindigenouscontexts, such atid relationshipsareeven more pronounced,
as land is not merely territory but a source of identity, knowledge, and
spirituality. The landscape is remembered not just geographically but
experientidly asalived and storied space. Through Kovi’ ssensory perception
of thevillageat dawn, KireaffirmstheNagare aionshiptoterritory asancestrd,
sacred, and mnemonic. Through Kovi’'s sensory perception and deep
connection to the village, Kire reclaims Khonoma as more than just a
geographicd setting; sherendersit aliving, bresthing entity, it becomesagtoried
landscape where memory, resistance, and cultura identity converge. Indoing
so, the novel offersaform of spatial remembrance that counters colonial
cartographiesand reaffirmsindigenous place-making asboth an epistemol ogica
and narrative act.

Conscious Resistanceto the Colonial I deology

Thenovd integratescommunal ord traditionsto document pre-colonial Naga
existence and the Angami struggle against British forces (1832—1880),
positioning orality asboth historical record and cultural epistemology. Inthis
way, the novel becomesnot only ahistorical reconstruction but also an act of
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spatial remembrance that resists colonial mappings and instead reclaims
Khonomaasasite of indigenous presence, resistance, and belonging. The
eventsof the Battle of Khonomaare reconstructed from collectivevillage
memory, withan emphasisonhow history islived, felt, and passed down. This
alignswith Jan Vansina's claim that oral tradition constitutesavalid and
autonomous historical method, especially in societieswhereliteracy was
introduced late or through colonia coercion (VansnaOral TraditionasHistory
27-29). The novel opensnot with acolonial officer’slogbook, but with a
voiceof cultura inheritance: “Wewill speak of thosetimes. Thewordsaredill
inour breath. Thefireisnot cold” (Sky IsMy Father 1).

Thismetaphor of warm breath and firerecallsWalter Ong’sassertion
that inprimary ord cultures, knowledgeis*kept inactivecirculation” through
gpeech, memory, and performance, rather than textua inscription (Ong, Orality
and Literacy 34). Thepreface-likevoice here operatesasaritua invocation,
echoing oral traditionswherethe authority to recount the past is sacred and
intergenerationa . The narrative centerson figuressuch as Tikh, thewarrior
who represents both the physical and symbalic resistance of Khonoma. These
charactersarenot merely fictiond but serveasmnemonic anchors, embodying
thevaluesand traumasthat persist in Nagacollective memory. AsVansina
notes, oral history often remembers*what isrelevant to present cultural and
political identity” (96).

Thenovel ispunctuated by ritual moments, funerals, warrior oaths,
ancestral invocationsthat demonstrate how oral traditionisembedded in
spiritud and ceremonid life. Higtory is, thus, not linear or secular; itiscyclical,
sacred, and place-bound. Thesefeaturesdignwith Ruth Finnegan’sobsarvation
that in ora societies, thegenresof ora history, myth, and ritual arenot strictly
separated but interwoven and performative (40-47). Finnegan’ sfoundational
work onordity foregroundsthe complexity and sophigtication of ordl literatures.
Sheobservesthat ora traditionsarerich, performative, and deeply embedded
inthesocial and historical fabric of communities. Thisperspectiveiscrucia
when gpproaching Kire sfiction, which reclamsNagaora traditionsnot merely
asremnants of the ancient time but asliving epistemologies. Inthe novel,
gorytdling servesasapowerful medium for passing down cultural knowledge,
values, and narratives of resistance across generations. Kire' sincorporation
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of embedded myths, ritualistic language, and dream sequences reflects
Finnegan’'sview that oral literatureisnot a“primitive precursor” to written
texts, but avibrant and autonomousform of expression and meaning-making
(Oral Literaturein Africa 40).

Erased Storiesand Living Memories

Thenarrativeitsaf mimicstherhythmsand structuresof ora storytelling. The
nove recountsthe 1879 British invasion of the Nagavillage of Khonoma, but
it does so not through an official colonial archive, but through thevoicesand
memoriesof thevillagersespecialy el ders—whotransmit history aslived and
embodied experience. The communal retelling of the Angami warriors
resistance, wherememory and myth blend, and individua heroism becomes
part of acollective narrative. Thenarrator often usesphraseslike'itissaid’ or
‘they remembered,” echoing the cadence of ord speechand signalling that the
authority of the story liesin communal remembrance rather than written
documentation. Thecommunity’srituadsarenot just cultural texture; they are
actsof historical transmission. For instance, during mourning rituals, elders
retell heroictales, passing on historical memory. These performancesturnthe
community into custodians of history, where communal validation replaces
documentary proof. Kire snarrativesblur thelinesbetween history and memory,
portraying rituasasliving actsthat recall and re-enact thestruggles, resilience,
andvauesof theNagapeople. Through ord storytelling and ritua performance,
thecommunity continually reconstructsits past, making history acollective,
participatory processrather than an officia chronicle.

When the River Sleeps

EasterineKire sWhenthe River SeepsfollowsVilie, areclusve hunter from
the Angami Naga tribe, who setsout on asolitary and spiritual quest tofind
amythical ‘ heart-stone’ —ariver-stone believed to beimbued with magical
power when retrieved from ariver at the moment it ‘ sleeps,” or becomes
completely still. Thisnovel exploresthe adventurous quest of ahero asa
narrativeframework that reflects various dimensions of human experience,
distinct culturd landscape of Nagaland, wheretherealmsof magic and redlity
seamlessy intertwine. Sgnificant tothisnarrativeisthebelief inthe coexistence

22



Telling Our Own Stories: Oral Tradition, Memory, and Resistancein EasterineKire's
Ky is My Father: A Naga Village Remembered and When the River Seeps

of the gpiritua and humanworlds—acoreaspect of Nagaculturethat isvividly
conveyed through the ord traditions passed down across generationsiswhat
Kireisexploringinthenovel.

I nter section of Myth and Dream in thenovel

InWhentheRiver Seeps, EasterineKireintricately weaves myth and dream
to produceanarrativethat isdeeply rooted inindigenousNagaepistemol ogies.
Thenovemimicsord gorytdlingthroughitscircular plot, digressions, embedded
myths, and reliance on proverbsand dream sequences. Thisoral-formulaic
pattern, as Ong theorises, promotesmnemonic retention and cultura continuity.
Theprotagonist Vilie'sjourney isinterrupted by talesshared by forest dwellers,
monks, and spirits, echoing what Ong describesasa® homeostatic’ narrative
logic where storiesevolvein responseto the present (Ong 47). Vilie setsout
on aquest to find the heart-stone, hidden beneath the bed of amysterious
river said to be asleep—ariver believed to hold immense power and the
promiseof abundance. Stirred by strange and compelling dreams, hefeelsan
irresistible pull to embark onthisperilousjourney, risking hislifein search of
the stone. They guide hisdecisions, warn him of moral danger, andtest his
restraint, aligning hisactionswith ancestral and spiritual lawsrather than
individua desire. Captivated by theriver’'smystical alure, hebecomesdeeply
drawntoits hidden power and the secretsit holds.

Whentheriver isadeep, itiscompletely ill. Yet theenchantment of
those minutes or hourswhen it deepsisso powerful, that it turnsthe
stonesinthe middle of theriver bed into acharm. If you canwrest a
stonefrom the heart of thedeeping river and takeit home, it will grant
you whatever it isempowered to grant you. (When the River Seeps
12)

Kiredoesnot present myth and dream asescapist or fantastical; instead, they
serve as cognitive and ethical tool sthat guide the protagonist’sactions. For
instance, Vilie'sdream about the sl eeping river becomesaspiritual quest, a
retrieval of something sacred that symbolisesinner peace and harmony with
the natural world. Theriver itself, steepedin myth, issaid to hold immense
Spiritua power whenfoundinitsdeegping state. Thismythic questisembedded
inanindigenouscosmology wheretheland isnot inert but sentient and sacred.
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Thenovd’sord narrative structure - richinfolklore, proverbs, supernatural
occurrences, and repetition mirrors what Walter J. Ong refers to as the
characteristics of primary orality, where knowledge is shared through
performance and embedded incommuna memory (36-37). Kire'sstyle, often
nonlinear and episodic, reflectsord storytelling techniques, wheredigressions
and spiritua interludesare asimportant aslinear plot progression. Thisstyle
alignswith Ngig) waThiong’ o’snotion of orature, where ora formsarenot
precursorsto“ literature” but represent dternativeand equadly legitimateliterary
traditions (15). In this context, Vilie's dreams are not symbolic in a
psychoanalytic sense but are revelations with real-world implications,
expressionsof ancestral agency and cosmic order.

CollectiveMemory

Ruth Finnegan’s analysis of oral genresin Oral Literaturein Africa also
informsareading of When the River Seegps. Finnegan emphasisesthatinoral
cultures, performative storytelling isnot about authoria ownership but about
collectivememory and participatory knowledge (40-47). Kire'suseof shared
mythssuch asthetiger spirit, theforest-dwel ling guardianfigures, and enchanted
riverspositionsher narrativewithin atradition of communally heldand ordly
transmitted knowledge. Vilie' ssurvival dependson knowledge of medicinal
plants, forest signs, weather, and animal behaviour al learned throughlived
tradition. Vili€ sjourney isnot merely apersonal quest but an act of performing
ora knowledgetransmission, wherewisdom isaccumul ated through memory,
experience, and ethical conduct. Thelearning processexpressesthenovel’s
broader epistemol ogicad intervention. By depictingknowledgeasord, reaiond,
and spiritudly grounded, Kireassertsindigenouswaysof knowing that colonia
systems sought to disregard. Vilie turned out to be aliving repository of
knowledge, indicatingthat in oral cultures, learningisnot the accumul ation of
information but thecultivation of ethical and reaiona understanding. Thestory
resi stscolonid-modern epistemol ogies by centering embodied, intuitive, and
spiritua waysof knowing.

Dreamsasknowledge

Dreamsinthenovel arenot symbolic devicesbut sourcesof truth and action.
When Vilie hearstheriver ‘call’ to himinadream, it isunderstood not as
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fantasy, but ascommunionwiththespirit world, legitimising hisquest. Vilie's
dream of theriver isaliteral meeting with aspiritual being. Theriver ‘deeps
not asapoeticimage, but asaliving, intentional entity. Spiritsof theforest,
ancestors, and other entities communicatethrough dreams, guiding mora and
physica survivd. “Hebelieved that the dream had not come by chance. It had
chosenhim” (Kire17). Vilie' srefusal to usethe power of thedeeping river for
violenceor gain reflectsadream-informed ethics. Dreamsin the narrative
servenot only asrevelations but they aretests of character, trials of moral
integrity. Heisrepeatedly tested -will he exploit this sacred knowledgefor
self-interest? Hisdreams demand ethical control, not utilitarian action. The
protagonist’strue strength liesin his spiritual self-governance shaped by
ancedtral wisdom rather thaninany magicd ability. Kirehighlightsthemeaning
of interpreting dreamsthrough thelensof indigenouscosmol ogy. For theAngami
peopledreamsarethe signsfrom the creator deity Kepenuopfu for guiding

MESSagEs.

River asontological challengeto Western realism

Theriver isnot ametaphor but aspiritua entity deeping, alive, and possessing
agency. Inmany Western literary traditions, natural elementslikeriversare
often used symboalicaly or metaphorically representing time, change, purification,
etc. Butinthenovd, theriver isnot symbolicinthat way. Itisliterdly diveand
spiritually sentient, rooted in the Nagaanimist cosmol ogy, where natureand
spirit are not separate. Theriver acts, chooses, responds, and withholds. It
‘deeps,’ listens, testshuman intention, and grants power only under ethically
sanctioned conditionsand refersto ared |ocation believed to hold supernatura
power whenitisinastateof rest. Itisaspirit-being, anditssleepisareal
condition with consequencesfor humans. By presenting theriver asaliving
agent, Kireshiftsthenovel away from Western redist or symbolic formsinto
adecolonid modeof storytelling.

Hesaw theriver onceagain. It wasstill, and amist rose gently above
it. Thewater glowed asilver white. Thistime, thedreamwasnot just
adream. (When the River Seeps 22)

Theriver becomes— ateacher (it reveal struth through dreams), aguardian (it
resssunethical seekers), awitness(to violence, to change, to Vilie' sgrowth),
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and aparticipant intheunfolding story. In presenting theriver asan animate
actor, Kirenot only chalengestheobjectification of naturein colonid-modernist
thought but al so restores | ndigenous epi stemol ogieswherein knowledgeis
relational, ethical, and mediated through spirit and dream. Theriver thus
becomes both ageographical and ontological center of thenovd; itsdeepis
not dormancy but aquiet assertion of power beyond human control. Vilie
does not know the river in a Cartesian or empirical sense; he feels and
remembersit through inherited belief systemsand echoes of communal oral
knowledge.

Theriver’sontologicd statusreshapesnarrative causdity. Theeventsdo
not unfold through rational sequence or human control but through spiritual
readiness, dreams, and ethical comportment. For instance, theriver ‘reveas
itsdf only to Viliebecause he gpproachesit with humility and restraint, indicating
that accessto knowledge depends on ethical alignment rather than rational
inquiry. Thisway of knowing directly challengesrealist epistemol ogy, which
honoursreason, empiricism, and human authority.

Orality —AstheNarrative Sructure

Kire constructs the novel asan oral journey tale, complete with episodic
structure, formulaic encounters, and moral testing. Vilie meets demonesses,
hunters, strangers, forest spirits—each episode resembling thefolktaleformat
Finnegan describes, where* narrative progressionis accretive and modular”
(92). Repetition of motifs, phrases, and ethical dilemmasreflectsthe oral-
formulactradition, wheresructureaidsmemory and tranamisson. Her nardive
resists\Western binariesof rational/irrational, real/fantastic, written/oral, and
instead articulates a worldview where dreams, myths, and the land are
interlinked sources of wisdom and power. Thus, When the River Seeps
exemplifieshow orality canfunction asaliving, decolonid epistemol ogy that
challengesWestern literary formsand affirmsindigenous subjectivity. This
interplay of dreaming, place, and knowledge closely resembleswhat Walter
Ong describes as oral cultures emphasis on “empathetic, participatory
knowledge” (Ong 45).
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Conclusion

By foregrounding ord traditions, Kire'snovel resststheerasureof indigenous
knowledgesystemsby colonia and modernisingforces. Her novelsdemondrate
how ord tradition functionsasboth aform of cultura res stanceand arepository
of memory. By weavingindigenousgtorytellinginto her narratives, shepreserves
the unique heritage of the Naga people, empowers marginalised voices, and
ensuresthat their storiesendurein theface of changeand historical amnesia.
Sheretrievesandrevitalisesora narratives, ensuring their surviva intheface
of cultural change and the declineof oral transmission. Kireelevatesorality
beyond folklore, framing it asan epistemol ogical resistancethat preserves
Nagaidentity. Her novelsdemondtratethat storiesare not merely artifactsbut
living systems of knowledge, wheretellersand audiences co-create cultural
urvivd.
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Exploring I nter sectional Gapsin Gender Discourse: A
Reading of JacintaK erkettaand NirmalaPutul’ sPoetry

DeepshikhaKumari

Abstract

Thefeminist discourse often overlooksthelayered oppression experienced
by marginaised communities, including those based on race, class, ethnicity,
disability, and trans identity. This essay examines the intersectional
marginalisation faced by Adivas women, one of themost excluded voicesin
thefeminist analysisof patriarcha power structures. Despitebeing historicaly
endowed with agency, womeninAdivas communitieshave become prey to
modernity and subjected to both externa socio-politica structuresandinternd
patriarchal hierarchiesthat have emerged dueto contact with thenon-Adivas
worldinthe processof progress. The essay reflectson the poetry of Nirmala
Putul and JacintaK erkettaas powerful narrativesthat exposetheseinvisible
spacesof oppression. To understand these intersectional gapsand the double
marginalisation of Adivasi women within the gender sphere, the essay
incorporatesthe framework of intersectionality, as conceptualised by Afro-
American activist Kimberlé Crenshaw. It analysesthe poetry of Putul and
K erketta as emerging women'’ svoices of resistance from the community,
chdlenging dominant narrativesand highlighting grey areaswithinfeminist and
literary spaces. Thepoemsal so proclaimtheresilienceand agency of Adivas
women. The essay advocates for a justice-oriented feminist praxis that
acknowledges the complexities of oppression and argues that these
contemporary Adivas women’snarrativesare crucial in expanding feminist
discoursetowardsinclusivity.

K eywor ds:. Intersectiondity; Gender Gap; Adivas women; Marginalisation;
Resstance

Introduction
The poetry of NirmaaPutul and JacintaK erkettacongtitutesasignificant site
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of Adivad res stance, exposing systemic exploitation and thesustained erasure
of marginalised voices. Asprominent contemporary Adivas poetswritingin
Hindi, both authorspowerfully engagewith thesocio-political reditiesaffecting
Adivas communitiestoday. By representing thelived realitiesof Adivasi
women, their worksilluminate entrenched formsof social, economic, sexual,
and cultural exploitation. The poetic intervention functions not merely as
testimony to oppression but asan articulation of resilienceand resistancewithin
Adivad life.

Through aclosereading of selected poemsby Putul and Kerketta, this
articleexaminesthe position and lived realities of Adivasi women within
contemporary feminist discourse. It further exploresgendered inequditiesand
theinvisible spacesof marginaisation through thelensof artistic expression,
particularly inthe context of Adivas women'sstrugglesin India

Whilegender discourse hasevolved, mainstream feminist narrativesoften
overlook thelayered oppression faced by marginalised communities.

Women scholarshave not yet been ableto carve out anichewhere
their positionissecure. Thereisstill avoiceinthewilderness, a
voice seldom heard even by women themselves. Moreover, itis
not surprising that not asinglewoman scholar hasever tried to deal
withthe statusof tribal women. (Dexii)

It can be noted that although there are better research endeavoursinthefield
of Adivas studies, it lacksexploring thelivesof Adivas women, which needs
particular attention dueto theincreased gender-based crisesthey arefacing
amidst modernity. Defurther elaboratesthat thetribal woman isconstructed
asacategory or interest group perceived by policymakersprimarily asa’ labour
force’ ‘victim, or ‘ protester,” whiletriba and non-tribal menincreasingly reduce
her to the status of a“witch’ or amere’ sexua object,” respectively (xiv).

Empirical dataa so reflect the disproportionate vulnerability of Adivas
communitiesto varied assaultsdueto modernisation and devel opment projects.
As per areport on land dispossession, 40 percent of Adivasis have been
displaced fromtheir ancestral land dueto adevel opment project. Among the
displaced population, themg ority arewomen and young girls (Varugheseand
Mukherjee). InAdivas areas, the problem of women and child trafficking has
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increased recently due to developmental projects, land acquisition, and
deforedtation, causing thelossof livelihood and extreme poverty.

Additionally, the patriarcha influenceinthe communities hassubjected
women to domestic violence within the household, adding to the layered
geometrica marginaisation.For liveihood, whenwomen areforced tomigrate,
they end up being victims of variousforms of exploitation of asexua and
financial nature, often inflicted by the agents. These women are mostly
unprotected and underpaid. The systematic neglect inthe case of Adivasi
women'’slivesis seldom addressed in academic discourse.

Theessay arguesthat theintersectiond standpoint offersacrucia politica
and structura framework for anaysing the complexity of Adivas women's
experiencein India. Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw, intersectionality refersto
how multipleaxesof identity, such asgender, cagte, ethnicity, class, andlocation,
interact simultaneously to produce unique forms of marginalisation.The
intersectionsof structurd inequality, cultural genocide, economicexploitation,
and patriarchal violence shapethe experience of Adivas women. The essay
establishes how the intersectional framework is particularly relevant for
marginalised women'scommunities, highlighting thelimitationsof mainstream
discoursesand policy-making bodiesin capturing the complexity of their lived
experiences.

Traditiondly, Adivas women have been known for their autonomy and
distinct identity. Unlikein patriarcha mainstream societies, gender relations
within many Adivas communities have historically been moreegalitarian.
Women like Sengi Dai arereveredfor their bravery and sacrificein defending
theancestrd land. Birsaulgulaan (upsurge) isfamousfor thefierceresstance
of many women who led from thefront, suggesting the agency that Adivas
women carry withinthecommunity.

Theunfortunateinfiltration of patriarchal structures, mainly duetothe
influenceof dominant (non-Adivas) civilised sysems, hasledtothesubjugation
of women in these communities. Subsequently, discriminatory practices,
violence, and gendered marginalisation havetaken root evenwithinAdivas
societies. Inthiscontext, both Putul and K erkettareflect these external and
internal oppressionsin their poetry. Their work is an effort to expose the
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patriarchal distortionsentering Adivas lifeand givevoicetothe‘invisible
formsof violencethat occur at theintersection of being both Adivasi and
femae. Their worksarenot merely literary expressionsbut actsof resistance
that question, challenge, and attempt to reclaim spacefor Adivas womenina
rapidly changing socio-political landscape.

Inanalysing theinvighility of margindisation, Crenshaw’ sframework of
structural and political intersectionality can becrucid. It helpsto uncover the
complex interlinkagesof gender, ethnicity, and power that shapetheexperiences
of Adivas womenvis-avisAdivas feminist voicesin contemporary discourse.

I nter sectional Feminism

Intersectional feminismisaframework that analyseshow different formsof
oppression, such asgender, race, class, caste, sexuality, disability, and colonia
history, interact and overlap to shape women’ sdiverselived experiences.
Coined by lega scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, theterm emerged from
Black feminist thought, and wascritical of white, middle-classfeminismthat
excluded women of colour. Crenshaw introducesintersectionality not asa
new identity category but asamethodol ogica lensto examine how structures
of power intersect. According to her: “Theproblemwithidentity politicsisnot
that it failsto transcend difference... but rather the opposite—that it frequently
conflatesor ignoresintra-group differences’ (Crenshaw 1242).

I ntersectiona feminism expandsthescopeof feminist analysisby refusing
to treat gender oppression inisolation, emphasising how interlocking power
systemscreatemultiple, layered formsof margindisation. Higtorically, theidea
may betraced inthework of figures such as Sojourner Truth, Alice Walker,
AudreLorde, Toni Morrison, bell hooks, and Chandra Tal pade M ohanty,
who exposed how race, coloniaism, and classaffect women differently. In
postmodern discourse, intersectionality can be noted as an epistemological
shift fromidentity to power. It challengesthe post-modernists' tendency to
dissolveidentity categoriesin the nameof fluidity and deconstruction. While
postmodern theorists often emphas seidentity’ ssocialy constructed, unstable,
and fragmented nature, intersectiondity insiststhat identity categories, though
constructed, arenot politicaly irrdlevant. Kimberlé Crenshaw, in particular,
arguesthat identitiessuch as‘ Black’ or “woman’ must be understood not
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merely asdiscursive constructsbut aslocationsof structural power and social
vulnerability. In doing so, the concept of intersectionality critiques
postmodernism’sabstract scepticism toward identity by grounding identity in
materia and lived experiencesof oppression. Crenshaw statesthat “the most
critical res stance strategy for disempowered groupsisto occupy and defend
apaliticsof socid location,” rejecting the postmodern urgeto abandon identity
infavour of total fluidity (1297).

In academic discourse, there have been certain objectionsto applying
theframeinthecontext of third-world countrieslikelndia CriticslikeNivedita
Menon arguethat frameworkslikeintersectionality have been depoliticised
and overshadowed by Western theoretical dominance. They are sceptica of
itstendency touniversaliseidentity discourse. However, responsesby Mary
E. John and Meena Gopal rightly point out that intersectionality remains
indispensablefor recognising thelayered, context-specificexcdusonsthat Indian
women—particularly Ddit, Adivas, queer, and disabled women—face, which
areoften obscured by single-axisframeworks (* Re-thinking I ntersectiondity”
1-3). Jennifer C. Nash further adds to the argument by calling for an
understanding of intersectionadlity not asauniversal solution but asoneamong
many analytical toolsforged by women of colour to theorise subordination
(Nash 4). Within thisdebate, thelived realitiesand literary expressions of
poets such as NirmalaPutul and JacintaK erkettademonstratetherelevance
of intersectiondity intheir creativevoices. Their work revea suniqueformsof
exclusion based oninteractionsof gender, class, adivasiyat and state violence.
I ntersectional feminismthusfunctionsnot only asacritical theory but dsoasa
political tool that demands more inclusive and justice-oriented feminist
movements.

M apping I nter sectional Gaps

Thetribal population of Indiais8.6 percent, constitutionally recognised asthe
Scheduled Tribes(Censusof India). TheAdivasisarethe ol dest inhabitants of
the Indian Subcontinent, but have not been granted the status of indigenous
communities. Thishasbeenanintegra part of their continuouspoalitica struggle.
TheAdivasisof Indiaare known for their distinct features and worldview.
Their social structure does not recognise any caste, classor other hierarchy.
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Stll, duetothelr different lifefrom themainstream civil world, Adivasisare
racialised and treated as socially inferior within the dominant caste society.
Adivasisareforest and mountain dwellers. Their landsarerichin natural
resources, which have been the central cause of their marginalisation, dating
back to colonial policiesthat dispossessed them of land and disrupted their
economies. Lawssuch asthe Forest Act (1864), Crimina TribesAct (1871),
and Land Acquisition Act (1894) transferred ownership from indigenous
communitiesto the state. Post-independencelegidation, such asthe Bonded
Labour AbolitionAct (1976), the Prevention of AtrocitiesAct (1989), and the
Forest RightsAct (2006), hashad limited impact dueto poor implementation
(Krishnan). Humantrafficking reflectstheir acute vul nerability. Jharkhand, with
alargetriba population, hasthe highest out-migrationratein India. (Economic
Survey, 2017; NCRB).

Adivas women aretheworst victimsof displacement and trafficking. In
2022, over 6,500 trafficking victimswereidentified, 60 percent of whom
were Adivasi women and girls. Around 200,000 Adivasi women from
Jharkhand, Odisha, and West Bengal work as domestic workersin cities,
often through exploitative placement agencies. Theseare onrecord, but the
number could bemuch higher. (NCRB). Withintheir own communities, Adivas
women facelimited accesstoland and decision-making. Practiceslikewitch-
hunting, polygamy, and domestic violence reinforce their subjugation. A
particularly sark exampleof intersectiond vulnerability issseninuraniummining
regionslike Jadugoda, wherelocal sare exposed to radiation through tailing
damsand contaminated water, resulting in severe health hazards. (Mazumdar
et.al.). Whilemen work asminers, women in proximity to these men, doing
choreslikewashing their clothes, are also exposed to radiation. Theradiation
exposure adversely impacts the reproductive system of women, causing
miscarriages and other congenital disabilities. Such women are proneto be
stigmati sed asill-fated women with bad omen or even branded aswitches. In
most cases, they are abandoned by their husbandsand left toliveinisolation
and poverty.

Unfortunately, intersecting structures of oppression, grounded in
colonidism, capitalism, patriarchy, and Sateneglect, conditutethelived redities
of Adivas women yet remaininsufficiently theorised in mainstream media
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discourse and sustained scholarly engagement. Justice frameworks must
recognisethiscomplexity. Policiesor activismthét treat them solely as* women’
or ‘tribals fail to addresstheir actual conditions. Thearticle arguesthat an
intersectiona approachisnot theoretical but essentia for equity, representation,
and systemic change.

Poetic Voice of Resistance

Despite continuous systemic oppression, the Adivas women have been
assertive and played asignificant rolein themovementsfor land rightsand
self-determination. Eventoday, Adivas women'sresilienceand participation
inressance movementsagaingt land aienation, Saterepresson, and corporate
exploitation are noteworthy in many states. In contemporary Adivas poetry,
thevoiceof activismistrandated into creativity asthedry factsof victimisation
often fail to create consciousness. Consequently, Adivasi poetic voices of
resi stance have emerged, and the poetsarewriting in the dominant language
to reach abroader audience. Among them are poetslike NirmalaPutul and
JacintaK erketta, prominent Adivas literary figures, who arenot only writing
about communities century-old talesthat surviveamid odditiesbut dsodrawing
atentiontotheconditionsof Adivas womenwhoremaininvisbleinthestruggle,
both externaly and withinthecommunity.

Both Putul and Kerketta strongly intervene in mainstream literary
representationsof Adivad life, particularly of Adivas women, who arefrequently
portrayed asinnocent, ahistorical figuresand romanticised for their proximity
tonature. Such representationserasethemateria reditiesof labour, deprivation,
and survival that structureAdivas women'severyday lives. Far from being
passive or carefree, these women are shaped by continuous physical toil.
Both the poetscritique dominant literary practicesthat ignorethese conditions
andinstead deriveaesthetic or voyeurigtic pleasurefromthesexudised Adivas

femaebody.

In“Adivas LadkiyonkeBaare,” Putul condemns such representations
asthe outcome of avoyeuristic and exploitativeimagination, exposing the
ethicd failureof mainstream literary practices. Her poem exposesthefa ity of
imposed identitiesand questionstheideol ogical foundationsof mainstream
descriptionsof Adivas women. Shewrites:
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3 9% 387 (Nagade 17).

(Dark from outside, /Yet inwardly as calm and white/As their shining
teeth.../ Sowing and harvesting crops, /Snging songs, /Forgetting the
pain of life.../Who haswritten/Such enormouslies/In their descriptions?)*

Through theselines, Putul dismantlesromantic binariesthat frameAdivas
women asprimitiveyet pure, labouring yet untouched by suffering, thereby
reclamingtheir lived complexity.

Smilarly, JacintaKerketta s* Adivas Ladkiyan” confrontsthevoyeuristic
gazethat reducesAdivas women to objects of sexual curiosity, evenwithin
ostensibly progressiveliterary spaces. Shewrites:

fopef) arfearyy vt & ToiRell Hidar 4

<T ¥ FErd feur snfeardt & @ =l dis.. (Ishwar 116).
(Inapoempassing through an Adivas village, /Some peopleare searching/
For the bare back of an Adivasi woman/ Bathing in theriver...)

Kerkettanot only exposesthe assumption of sexua availability imposed on
Adivas women but al so articulatesan act of resistance through poetic form.
Inastriking reversal, poetry itself becomesatool of defiance against sexua
and symbolicviolence:

DA T & S9! Uie W R
Tre <l ® SHB! Tl Sferdt

3R Al 8-
HAar # g 98 B0

afeaTe wrefpa | (117).
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(Poetry swings a sickle at those backs, / Breaks thosefilthy fingers, /And
screams—/ Sop searching for Adivasi girlsin poetry.)

Thisviolentimagery signa stheurgency of breaking hegemonic frameworks
thet defineAdivas identity from outside. Contemporary Adivas women'spoetry
thus functions as a counter-discourse to mainstream stereotyping and
patronising attitudes, foregrounding labour, resistance, and agency while
demanding ethical modesof representation.

Thesepoemsreflect anintersectiond feminist visonwheregender, Adives
identity, and labour cannot be separated. By challenging patriarchal and
dominant literary gazes, Adivas women poetsreveal how creative spaces
often repeat socia inequalities. Their poetry speaksfrom lived experience
rather than imagination alone. Indoing so, it turnsliteratureinto aspace of
resi stancerather than amere aesthetic pleasure.

NirmalaPutul’s poem “Woh Aksar Jo Tumhari Pakad Se Chhut Jata

Hai” describesthislayer of marginalisation, exposing the site of structural
oppression within thefeminist discourse. The poem servesasamediumto
understand the need for apolitical intersectional framework to anaysethe
layers of women'sissues missed in mainstream discourses on gender and
identity.

Th H Ugle W 3 W&l 2

3R T &l

AE @I dF #Tel SARA @ Rasd! | dres

S qRHRT V& ¢ |

3, HiaarT § Rl w)
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& < Rl & G v g€ o A,

= B GO B W B < B

fh a8 TR TR Ude A B ol § .. (Beghar 18).

(Awoman is crying out on the hill / And another is smiling / Gazing out
from the window of / Her three-storeyed palace. / Oh, poets / Reciting
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poems on women / In your poetic gatherings! / Watch out, something is
happening / in the space left between these two women. / Record this
something somewhere happening, / for it so often dlips out / through the
grasp/ of your carefully chosen words.. .)?

Thelineshighlight theunequd reditiesof women shaped by cagte, dass, ethnicity
and geography. The contrast between awoman weeping on amountain and
another smiling from apalace window exposeshow dominant narratives often
overlook the complex experiences of marginalised women. Addressngmae
poets, the poem urgesrecognition of the spacesin between, symbolic of those
excluded from both patriarchal and elitefeminist frameworks. It callsfor an
intersectional approach that accountsfor layered oppressions, emphasising
the need to centre the voi ces and struggles of women at the margins.

Putul further extendsthe critique of dominant discoursesby highlighting
the neglect towardsAdivas women’slived redlities. Portraying awoman
planting ricewithachild on her back in contrast to another engagedinpolitica
power struggles exposesthe socio-economic and cultural gapsbetweenthe
women of different classesand locations. The poem critiquesthis selective
visibility withinfeminist narratives. Addressing both malewritersand elite
feminists, particularly those speaking on Adivas identity, the poet questions
their failureto include the voices of women whoselabour and livesremain
unseen.

3, Sfawel § WAe ol

R A T Fhd B

T S i W doar 91 o1 A9 &

T AR FRM 3R g1 % & f 2|

3N, AT IRHAAT IR 91 HR-1dTell SR 3iRai!
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et M gerl 989 # wnfie 72 21 (Beghar 18).
(O, writers of feminist discourse! / Can you tell / A woman carrying a
child on her back, planting paddy / While other sbusy toppling and forming

governments. / Oh, flag-bearing women talking on Adivas identity! /
Spare a thought for those lost women between these two lines/ Spare a
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thought for the women / whose names do not make it into your debates.)’

By questioning both patriarchd gatekeepersand theflag-bearing feminist actors,
the poemreflectshow intersectionality isoften invoked but rarely practised.
Thelost women between theselinessymbolisethose excluded frommainstream
debates, revealing the cracks between representation and reality. The poem
cdlsfor anintersectiond feminist praxisthat movesbeyond tokenismto centre
the experiencesof thoseat themargins.

Itiswell-known that thetriba forest economy isprimarily awomen-led
economy. Women aremost directly connected toforest land for their livelihood
and daily sustenance. However, rapidindustriadisation and deforestation have
severely impacted their socio-economic conditions. Traditionally, forest
products such asbrooms, mats, baskets, datun (natural toothbrush sticks),
and leaf plateswerein demand and sold by Adivas women inlocal haats
(markets). Today, these goods compete with mass-produced plastic
alternativesthat are morereadily available and sold at lower pricesin the
capitalist market economy. Asaresult, thedemand for traditional forest goods
hassharply declined, andin many regions, their usage hasall but disappeared.
Evenwheretheseitemsarestill sold, consumersareoftenunwillingto pay fair
pricesthat reflect thehard labour involvedin gathering raw materia sfromthe
forest and crafting them by hand. Therise of plastic culture not only poses
serious environmental hazards but al so breaks the economic backbone of
women who havetraditionally depended on these occupationsfor survival.
Thestuationreflectsadeeper politica intersectiondity. Although growing eco-
consciousness has generated some demand for forest products labelled
‘organic’ and‘sugtainable,” such demand remainslimited. Theresulting profits
largely accrueto intermediaries, who purchase these productsfromAdivas
communitiesat meagre pricesand sell themtolargebrands. Thus, thewages
of thesewomenremainincredibly low. NirmaaPutul, in her poem*Bahamuni,”
powerfully andironically exposesthisformof exploitation, whichrarely receives
attention in mainstream emancipatory or developmenta discourses. To quote:

TR BT 99 Il IR WA & Ue BRI
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I 9 3T & de Rl aRadl #? (Nagade 12).
(On your handmade plates, thousands fill their stomachs / But even
thousands of these plates cannot fill your stomach / What anirony itis/
You weave the mats sitting on the floor / And the sweat drops/ Drip off

your dark skin / While making the fan / The brooms you make for those
homes/ Who sends the garbage to your colonies.)

Theselinesare striking for the use of irony, where the stomach of countless
peopleisfilled ontheleaf platesmade by thelocal Adivas womenwho are
victimsof poverty and proneto starvation. Women like Bahamuni indire
conditions make products of comfort for others, yet their work remains
undervalued. The poem intersectionally examinesgender based economic
exploitation. It also highlightsthe commodification of the environment under
market-oriented cultural capitalism. Thepoeticvoicehereisavehicleurginga
shift from expl oitation to empowerment, wherewomen like Bahamuni areno
longer dienated fromthefruitsof their labour.

A recent report on theworking conditionsof Adivas women highlights
thisstark reality: Adivas women inthe Bakuradistrict of West Bengal who
collect Sd leavesfor thesmall-scadeleaf-plateindustry earn only 5 rupeesfor
every 100leaves(Gaon Connection). Their work involves spending long days
in dangerousterrain to collect these leaves, which remain underpaid and
unrecognised. JacintaK erkettad so portraysthissystematic exploitation based
on gender, class, and ethnicity, emphasising the palitical failureto seethrough
theintersectiond gapsfaced by theAdivas community, particularly their women.
Kerketta spoem “Kash Imli Khatti NaHoti” highlightstheinterconnected
identity between theAdivas women and the forest. The poet reflects how
their agency isinterdependent and losing oneisthe cause of the erasure of the
other. Inthe poem, agirl isatamarind seller, which has been her traditional
occupation. She picksup thetamarind and carriesthe basket full on her head
to sell inthe market, suggesting her socio-economic reality of hard labour.
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With her cries, “ Get tamarind for two rupees,” the poet hintsthat the girl
cannot sell fivedona (leaf bowls) of tamarind. The passerby comestotasteit
andironically commentsthat itistoo sour. Thelivelihood of theyoung girl in
the poem amid the abundance of natureisunder threat withintheframework
of capitalism. The system transformstheimli she collectsinto amarketable
product wherethe cultura symbol isstripped off, and theworth of her product
becomesamerefraction.

ar s

1 i, RR W

S B B I B

BIC ®I AR IR 88 |

I € U

qS1 MR SHCAT STelhy
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"] Y H gHeAl of rl” (Ishwar 132).

(That girl, / barefoot, balancing / a basket full of tamarind on her head,
/ walks toward the marketplace. / She divides it into five parts/ Putting
a handful of tamarind in/In each bowl of sal leaves, / Calls out—/ “ Get
tamarind for two rupees!” )*

In addition, the poemillustratesthe simple and modest life of forest people.
Their sustainabl e practi ceincludes us ng sakhual eavesto packagethe product
and passing knowledgeto the next generation. However, thelivelihood of the
young girl inthe poem amid the abundance of natureisunder threat withinthe
framework of capitalism.

Further, Kerkettaexposesthe patronising attitude of mainstream elite
womentowardsthe underprivileged and palitically margindised communities.
Sheagppropriately tracesthisto highlight theunheard and intersectiond failure
of elitevoicesof feminism. Thegirl inthe poem finally sells off adonaof
tamarind to acity womanwho cannot control sdivation, pity thegirl andthrows
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two rupeestowards her, making thegirl look at the coinand ponder, “wishthe
tamarind werenot sour!” Jacintawrites:

9gd SAUIR & 91
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|-

Frer! gHell @el = s’ (Ishwar 132).

(After along wait, / a group of urban women / Passed by her. / Salivating,
/ One of the women / Took away a bowlful, / Throwing just a coin of two
rupees/ Whilegoing away. / Thegirl / Sared at the four left-out tamarind
bowls/ Earned only two rupees/ By the evening. / On her way back from

the market, / She looked at the coinsin her fist / and thought / “ Wish the
tamarind! / Hadn't been sour!” .)°

Through theseworks, poetslike Putul and K erkettabring forth unheard stories,
subjectivity, and political failurein academic discourses, where gender issues
aresdlectiveor leavethe periphera voicesbehind, eventualy lost among the
voicesof thevisblemgority. Thegirl’spoverty isnot dueto persond misfortune
orindividua tragedy. Itissystemicfallurethat leavesAdivas womeninsucha
daeof crigs. Thus, it critiquestheinvisibility of thesewomen’sstruggleswithin
economic frameworksand feminist discourses.

Theseintersectional gapsinthelivesof Adivas women can befurther
understood by anadysing their positionwithintheir communities. TheAdivas
worldview doesnot follow rigid hierarchical or hegemonicdivisonsthat cregte
socid inequdities. Higtoricdly, women haveheld sgnificant agency indecison-
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making processesin these societies. However, theegditarian vaueinherent in
theAdivas worldview hasbeenincreasingly disrupted and compromised over
timeduetotheinfiltration of outsdersor non-Adivasis(diku) intoAdivas
regions. Theinfiltration occurred primarily for devel opmental projectsand
accessto land and natural resources. Asaresult, previously aliento these
societies, patriarcha normshave begunto takeroot. Customary laws, which
once upheld gender equity, are being replaced by formal civil laws.
Consequently, in many Adivas communitiestoday, women find themselves
marginalised, deprived of rightsover land or property and facingrisnginstances
of domestic violence. “ To the question of patriarchy intribal society, itis
pertinent to say that atribal woman generally bears a double burden of
patriarchal inscription on her body within the dominant-subaltern power
contestation” (Dexvi). Thiscan be captured inthelinesof Jacintafrom her
poem*“ Striyon Kalshwar”:

fOar sk wig @1 fear |
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B9 GFI & 9T 3d W g8l 33 AT |... (Ishwar 26).
(Toresist theviolence/ of my father and brother, / In childhood, | tightly

clung / to my mother’s God. / Gradually, every blow / became a test from
God. /| survived each day / leaning on faith, / While my mother / endured
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beatings/ trusting the same. / | grew up, / And my mother grew old. / We
both still had the same God....) ©

The poem revea show patriarchy functionsnot solely asan externa structure
imposed upon marginalised communitiesbut asan internalised and deeply
embedded forcewithinthem. The poem articulateswel | theviciousatrocities
on thewoman, who isthe sole provider and central to domesticity, andis
cons stently subjected to violence and economic disempowerment by themae
members. The speaker’searly belief in faith asaprotective force against
domestic abusegradudly givesway totheredisation that religiousbelief often
serves asamechanism to normalise suffering and silenceresistance. The
mother’ shard-earned money isclaimed by her husband and son, highlighting
the economic explaitation within the househol d. The poem portraysthefather,
whaoseauthority isunquestioned despite hisabusive behaviour, asthenormalised
figureof maedominance. Throughthisportrayd of thefamily lifeof anAdivas
woman, the poet highlights how women are denied agency and remain
entrapped in systems of control within their communities. The internal
marginaisationisfurther reinforced by rdligiousfataism, another influence of
outside contact, where suffering isappropriated asatest of thedivinewill.
The poem powerfully illustratesthe normalising and internalising of violence
through faith. In the context of marginalisation, faith becomes a coping
mechanismthat unintentiondly justifiesand sustainsthevery powerful Sructures
of oppression.

Thepoemdsohighlightstheesca atingissueof dcoholismand theresulting
mental, physical, and emotional violenceinflicted upon women by the men
withintheir households. Traditionally, the moderate consumption of alcohol
made from rice and mahuahas been an integral aspect of Adivasi cultural
practices. However, this cultura € ement has been exploited by dikuswho,
after ingratiating themsalveswithinAdivas communitiesaswell-wishers, push
themtowardsa cohal intoxication. Many suchinstancesof wrongfully seizing
theAdivas landsunder theinfluenceof dcohol havebeenhistoricaly reported.

Furthermore, the displacement of Adivasi people dueto state-led land
acquisition for devel opment projectshasled to theextermination of traditional
livelihoods. Asaresult, many of thedisplaced turnto acohol, leaving women
to carry the burden of dual responsibilities of contributing to the household
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economy and managing domestic choreswhilea so becoming increasingly
vulnerableto thea cohol abuseinflicted by addicted men of the house.

Thefollowinglinesof the poem capturethisaspect withinthehousehold
where malefigures, fathersand brothers, reproduce patriarchal hierarchies
that Adivas communitieswerehigoricaly knowntoresst. Thus, Adivas women
faceadud burden of oppression: externdly through theforcesof thestateand
the capitaist market and internaly through thegradual lossof their autonomy
and voicewithintheir own cultura and familia spaces.

A BT HeAd BT {2
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(Brother still / Took the fruits of Maa’s labour, / And by evening, / My
drunken father / Sill shouted at her. / They never changed. / And neither
/ Did my mother’s fate.) *

Violencesurrounding land and natural resourcesinAdivas regionsmanifests
inmultiple, degply troubling forms, many of which aregendered and specificaly
target women. Oneof themost darming of theseinstancesof inflicted violence
onwomenisthe continued practice of witch-huntingin someof theseregions.
Despitelegd prohibitions, these practicespersistinvariousforms. Itinvolves
inhuman ways of ostracising women by character nation. Such
convergence of patriarchy and superstition isobserved in these areasfor
controlling women, particularly thosewho arelandownersand without menin
their lives. Thisstigmati sation i solateswomen from the community, stripping
them of dignity and, in many cases, from access to basic resources and
protection. Women accused of witchcraft are subjected to bruta killingsor
moblynchings.

NirmalaPutul’spoem “DhepchaKeBabu” illuminatesagory incident
narrated by awoman whose husband migrated to Kashmir for labour. The
poem capturesthe plight of economic hardship and patriarcha preudicesthat
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these women face. The poem depicts how women without male protection
aremore proneto blame and victimisation. The accusation of witchcraftisthe
most dehumanising and terrifying tool of control and punishment in some
communitiesthat can strip awoman of her dignity, safety, and evenlife. The
community’sdisplay of such brutalitiesrevealshow patriarchal violence
intersectswithinthevery structuresthat arethemselvesmargindised. Through
itsunsettlingimagery, the poem servesasapowerful indictment of thegendered
violencethat remainspervas veand normdisad withinmargindised communities
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(Dhepcha’s babu, / You left everything behind / And went off to earn in
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Kashmir. / Even Dhepcha ran away / To Assam with his friends. / You
know well / The affairs of the village / How a woman without aman / Is
tormented / By relatives, neighbours, everyone... / And then one day, /
Things went completely awry. / Lakhna's son was bitten by a snake, /
And suddenly they all stormed on me/ Saying, “ she's a witch! / She's
done something to theboy!” / Thank God Sar batia saw the snake her self.
/ Otherwise, like old Paklu, / They would have dragged me/ To thevillage
square, / Would have shaved my head / In front of the whole panchayat,
/ And forced me to dance naked, / Urinated on my face, / And stuffed
faeces in my mouth.) 8

Thelinesreflect how Adivasi women stand at thelowest rung in multiple
hierarchies. They suffer not only from systemic state and economic violence
but also from the cruelty of their immediate social surroundings. ElinaHoro
and AnnisaBurgos, both Adivas women activists, persuasively arguethat
such acts represent some of the most tragic and horrifying forms of
discrimination faced by Adivas women today. These practicesare not only
thereflection of legal failureand institutional protection but also theloss of
traditional communal ethicsunder pressurefrom economic marginalisation,
cultura distortion, and theencroachment of dominant societal normsthat often
fall tovaueor protect women'slives.

Conclusion

Any meaningful discourseon gender can only happen by examiningthevoices
whosestrugglesremaininvisible. Thelived experiencesof women of Adivas
or Dalit communitiesand othersinvolvethelayered and intersectiona nature
of oppression. If feminist praxisfailstoincorporatetheseintersecting redlities,
it risksreproducing the very exclusionsit seeksto dismantle. Intersectional
feminism does not reject feminism; instead, it refines and expandsiit by
foregrounding how overlapping systems of caste, class, gender, and state
violence compound inequdity. Therefore, the day-to-day struggleof Adivas
women must be seen through a nuanced socio-political and economic
standpoint. Their specific issues, such as land dispossession, economic
margindisation, trafficking, and systemic neglect, must be addressed through
structural changes.This includes understanding our own privileges and
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advocating for gender-responsive public policiesto addressthese gaps.

Asasserted by Crenshaw, “if we cannot seethe problem, we cannot fix
it.” Internal voicesof resistance, such asthose of poets JacintaK erkettaand
NirmalaPutul, play avital rolein highlighting and addressing the problem
through crestiveassertions. Their worksdocument pain, proclam strong cultura
agency, and remaginejustice. These postic expressonsoffer counter-narratives
that challenge both patriarchal oppression and external colonising forces.
Through aclosereading of these poems, the essay ultimately arguesthat the
strugglefor gender equality must bedirected toward concrete policy outcomes
rather than confined to questions of identity alone. It must include those
intersecting multiple forms of marginalisation created by layers of power
structures. We can move toward justice and empowerment of the most
marginalised by exploring these voicesand addressing the structural roots of

inecuality.

Notes

1  All English translations of original Hindi poems quoted in this essay are by the
author for academic analysis and accessibility. These excerptsarefrom Nirmala
Putul’s poetry collection Nagade Ki Tarah Bajte Shabd (Vani Parakshan, 2004,
17) and JacintaK erketta’s Aur Bazaar (Rajkamal Prakashan, 2022, 116-17).

These quotes are from Nirmala Putul’s Beghar Sapne (Adhar, 2014).
These quotes are from Nirmala Putul’ s Beghar Sapne (Adhar, 2014).

This poem appears in Nirmala Putul’s collection of poems Nagade Ki Tarah
Bajte Shabd (12).

5. Theseexcerptsarefrom Jacinta K erketta's poetry collection Ishwar Aur Bazaar
(132).

6.  Theselinesarealso from JacintaKerketta's |shwar Aur Bazaar (26).
7.  Thelinesarealsofrom Kerketta'sIshwar Aur Bazaar (27).

8 Thisnarrative poem appears in Nirmala Putul’s Nagade Ki Tarah Bajte Shabd
(47).
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Oscillation between Past and Present: Physical
and Emotional Mobility in NamitaGokhale's
TheBook of Shadows

Himanshu Kumar

Abstract

This essay explores how Namita Gokhale's novel, The Book of Shadows
(1999), showsthat Rachita Tiwari’sjourney after an acid attack isnot just
about her persond strugglewith traumaand recovery, but a so about how she
navigates power, gender, and her surroundings. By applying Tim Cresswell’s
mohbility theory, which distingui shesbetween movement and mobility, thearticle
anaysesthree connected aspects: physical mobility, temporal mobility, and
gpectral mobility. It arguesthat having aprivileged background alowsRachita
to escapeto her family’sancestral housein the hills, but the violence and
shame shefacesbecause of her gender greatly limit her ability tomovearound
and be seen, highlighting the unequal accessto mobility that Doreen Massey
discusses. Traumatheory (particularly Cathy Caruth and Dominick LaCapra)
hel ps us understand why Rachita has trouble sleeping, flashbacks, and a
fragmented narrative, seeing theseassymptomsof the* belatedness' of trauma
rather than just memories. The haunted housein Kumaon becomesaplace
wheredifferent mobilities, from colonia to postcolonid times, intersect, showing
how Rachita'shedlingistied to older storiesof missionary work, forced [abour,
andlocal superstitions. By theend of thenovel, Rachita'sclaimtoa‘right to
exig’ marksashift frommerely survivingtowhat Cresswell cals’ meaningful
[im]mobility’: afeminist way of taking control of movement, stiliness, and
visihility that changesboth her sense of self and the spaces sheinhabits.

K eywor ds: Gender; Mohility; Recovery; Space; Trauma

Namita Gokhale's The Book of Shadows (1999) isanovel about Rachita
Tiwari, an English lecturer at Jesusand Mary College (Delhi), who has her
wholeworld turned upside down when her fiancé (Anand) commitssuicide
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and hissster throwsacid on her face. The novel describesRachita sodyssey
incopingwith her new life. She escapesto her ancestral homein the Kumaon
hills, and her pastisoverlaid with her present and her futuredesiresinaswirling
melee of emotion. Whilethe novel isabout Rachita'squest to deal with her
shameand her injuries—physical and psychologica—itisasoabout thelndian
woman’s search for an existence where she can have her rightful placein
society inthelatetwentieth-century, an existencewhere her past and her history
aretaken cognizanceof.

Recent work in mobility studies (Tim Cresswell and Doreen Massey)
arguesthat movement isnever smply physica displacement but an intricate
socid phenomenon. Thisessay uses'friction’ asatheoretica mode to conduct
aliterary reading of Gokha€ snovel and analysethethematised and embodied
experience of mobility through Rachita slife. It examinesthevaried formsof
bodily and psychic mohility that Rachitaexperiencesacrossthethreeregisters
of space, time, and the spectral, thereby illustrating the general principlethat
friction can beapowerful deviceto organiseand enrichwhat isotherwisea
one-way or asymmetric relation. The essay arguesthat Rachita'sexperience
of modernity in Indiawas one of considerable amountsof friction: trauma,
gendered norms, and social stigma.

This essay draws on trauma theory (Cathy Caruth and Dominick
LaCapra) to argue that Rachita' s multipletemporalitiesrepeat the trauma
structure of repetitionin theform of therecurrence of thetraumatic event and
the belated realisation of itseffects. At the sametime, drawing on feminist
theoriesof gendered mobility, it examineshow Rachitalsphysca disfigurement,
withdrawal from the public sphere, and partial returnto it point to unequal
citizenshipintermsof theright to mobility, visibility, and civic recognition. The
haunted housein Kumaonisastewhereseverd narrativesof mobility intersect:
thecolonia missionary’stravels, theforced labour towhich thelocal villagers
arereduced to protect themsel vesfrom ma evolent spirits, and Rachital'ssearch
for her ownidentity asamodern woman who seeksto makegood on her loss
of sdf, following trauma.

The Book of Shadows uses Rachita’sjourney to tell the story of her
recovery fromtrauma; inthe process, it bringsto light the politics of mobility
and gender. Traumaand therearrangement of spaceinthenove force Rachita
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to renegotiate her identity and sense of belonging. By the end of the novel
Rachitacomesto realisethat “ defined intime and spaceand dimension, | had
therighttoexist!” (Gokhade213). Thisjourney fromimmobility and effacement
to mobility and existenceisthusan exampleof “ meaningful [im]mobility” that
revealsand recreates socia inequality (Cresswell, Onthe Move 239).

Toengagewith thenove through the perspective of mobility studies, itis
essential to understand the difference between movement and mobility.
Accordingto Tim Cresswell, “Movement israrely just movement; it carries
withit the burden of meaning” (Onthe Move6). In contrast, mobility is“a
fragile entanglement of physical movement, representations, and practices’
and exists asadelicate connection between actual movement and symbolic
representations (Cresswell, “ TowardsaPolitics’ 18). Cresswell outlinessix
essential components of mobility: “motiveforce, velocity, rhythm, route,
experience, andfriction” (17). Thesed ementscreate” conde lationsof mobility”
that organise every human practice (29).

M ovements devel op meaningsthrough specific “ social, cultural and
political contexts” (Adey 63). Drawing on Doreen Massey’s concept of
extenson, Cresswel | statesthat time-space compresson needsdifferentiating
socially” becauseit affects distance and time perception dueto social and
technol ogica advancements (Massey, “ Power-geometry” 62). Mobility is
“accessed and experienced differently by different social groups’ (Adey 117).
Thenarrativesabout trauma, healing, and bel onging in The Book of Shadows
function associd negotiationsbetween mobileandimmobilestatesthet develop
through history, power, and memory. The protagonist’smovement between
static and dynamic areas demonstratesthe * meaningful [im]mobility’ defined
by Cresswell and Massey.

Thetropeof physicd, tempora, and spectral mobility/immohility iscentra
to The Book of Shadows and informsthree of its strands. Thefirst isthe
physica mohility of theprotagonit, Rachita: her journey from Delhi to Kumaon
and then back again, her comingsand goingsfrom her home and the hospita,
and her aspiration and desireto step out into theworld. Here, wefocuson the
forcesthat propel her in her physical travels (healing, escape, conceal ment,
and forgetting), aswell asthe obstacl esshe encounters(socia shame, thefear
of being visible and reduced to nothingness), and her sense of isolation or
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bel ongingto asocia world. The second isthetemporal mohility of thetrauma
of theacid attack, asillustrated by Cathy Caruth’s assertion that because a
traumatic event occursin astate of clinical unconsciousnessor delirium, it
does not enter into the before-and-after narrative structure of timeand so
remains”belated” inrelationtothe persond narrative of the self (4). Rachita's
ongoing attempt to returnto thetime of the attack aswell asher being haunted
by imagesand voicesthat invade her present illustratethistempordlity of trauma
and a sotheotherworldlinessof her traumatic experiencesthat exist dongside
her everyday life. Thethird isspectral mobility, by which Rachitaescapes
from her bodily and temporal traumaand accessesaternativeworlds. These
include her world of fantasy, her memoriesof childhood, and her relationto
the colonia past embedded in the old bungalow inwhich sheliveswith her
adoptive family and discoversthrough the missionary journal of William
Cockrell.

Finally, because Rachita’'s mobility is unmistakably gendered, this
framework is aligned with feminist accounts of women’s constrained
movements. ViolaKle n opinesthat women have been “ restricted by acentury-
old history of submissions, which had bredinthem asenseof inferiority” (34).
In thisessay, we observe how the acid attack on Rachita, the social boycott
shesuffersat thehandsof her neighbours, and the unrelenting pressuretolook
beautiful that she hasto undergo in order to not be seen asrebelliousby her
society encapsulatestheideaof gendered mobility and restrictioninthemost
bruta possibleterms. Thestrugglefor Rachitato assert her right to exist may
be seen asafeminist interpretation of the concept of mobility inaworld where
sheisseen and recogni sed.

Attheoutset of thenovel, Rachita'slifein Delhi ischaracterised by her
inner world being disconnected from her outward actions. Asan English
lecturer, she performscompetenceand authority intheclassroom, yet confesses
that sheis*an earnest overgrown student masquerading as an academic”
(Gokhde3-4). Her infiddity inrdationto her fiancé, Anand, causeshissuicide.
After Anand’ sdeath, hissister attacks Rachitawith acid. Accordingto Terry
Eagleton, thereexistsanimpression of distortion as*webolster up afictive
senseof unitary selfhood by finding somethingintheworldwithwhichwecan
identify” (143). Theacid attack disrupts Rachita sfictional self and her face.
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Intermsof mobility, acid attack isaviolent and non-consensual act of
imposition of immobility on Rachita sbody. Sheisrestricted to hospital beds,
her home, and on specially created routesto take her from one placeto the
other without being harassed by onlookers. On the one hand, Rachita’'s
subsequent mobility isdetermined by the desireto extricate herself fromthe
very social world that has marginalised her, and on the other, tofind aplace
where she can recuperate. Divorced from theworkplace, her colleagues, her
students, and her family, Rachitares ststhe hurried and modern manner of
living her lifein the cosmopolitan city. Her withdrawal fromtheworld of work
and social relations and from the domain of kinship isnot merely astatic
rebellionagaingt therdentlessdaily pace of movement. Rather, itisacdculated
act of immobility that resiststhe variousforms of compulsionto movethat
have become necessary for the modern and cosmopolitan female subject in
thecity.

Movement can bedefined at two different levels. physical and existentiadl.
It wasthe physical movement that prompted Rachitato shift to her ancestral
homeinthe Kumaon hills. It isacentrifugal movement fromthe centreto the
periphery, fromthe collegeto amore ancient and secluded environment of the
hills, to escapethe publicworld and to “ heal, to hide, to forget” (Gokhal e 6).
Shewishesto reach thehillsto recover herself and to have an opportunity of
“solitude and soliloquy to come to terms with what had happened” (7).
Cresswell contendsthat “ movement israrely just movement” (Onthe Move
6). Similarly, Rachita’'smovement to Kumaon had ahost of implicationsfor
her relationswith space, time, and saif.

Theancestral house becomesaprimelocationinthe story of Rachita
and her lived experiences of memory, mohility, and selfhood. Rachitaaffirms
“wehaveclosed rankstogether, meand thehouse’ dmost at thevery beginning
of thestory (Gokhale 1), and a so later on when she expressesthat “the house
soothesmy hatred, hushesmy sorrow” (7). Thus, Rachitaand thehouseform
acoditionwith each other, thusamal gamating the social and hitoricd relations
present with the house and itssurroundings.

In Cresswell’ sterms, Rachita sexperience of timeinthehouseisasan
entanglement of place, performance, and discourse. Although confined to the
house, the practices she adopts, such asreading, smoking, listening to stories,
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and roaming around in rooms, ensure an activeinternal space of mobility.
Whilethe cold taps of the college washroom provided her with no respite
during her assault, the housefelt like something that wasembracing her. It acts
asawomb for Rachitaand servesasboth a“repository of my youth, andthe
custodian of my dreams’ (Gokhale7).

Thisspatid reorganisation exemplifiesCresswell’'sclamthat “mobility is
thedynamic equivalent of place’” (OntheMove 3). When Rachitaescapesto
thehills, itisnot merely aphysical change of location. Aslain Chambers
pointsout, it is*shifting constellations of meaning, identities, openingsand
possihilities’ (193). Through dl thesedifferent constellations of mobility, the
colonial past of thehouse and all the peopleinvolvedinit arereinterpreted
when Rachitaentersit aspart of her own personal history.

Gender complicates Rachita srelationship with aplace aswell asher
movement. The acid attack stripsaway her identity as Rachita, leaving her
feeling dienated from* my face, thefamiliar index of my being, hasdissolved
into absurdity and abstraction” (Gokhae 7). According to ViolaKlein, women
are“restricted by acentury-old history of submissions, which had bredin
themasenseof inferiority” (34). Rachita swithdrawal fromtheworldisthus
both adefensive strategy and an enforced immobility againgt theviolence she
experiencesasawoman—violenceof theintimate, gender violenceand socia
violence.

Thehouse becomesher persona prison and increasesher self-awareness.
Thisstagnation of her lifeultimately leadsto self-realisation, inwhich she
recognisesthat sheismorethan just her appearance or her rolesasfiancée,
lecturer, and sister. Throughout the day, shereads, reflects, and observesthe
world around her, describing her state of mind with the banal description of
tedium and afedling of inertia. At the sametime, sherecognisestheahility to
copewith her current state of mind through aninner strugglewith hersdlf: “if
oneloses—one ssense of sdf, thereisno remedy but to proceed onas mulated
mode” (Gokhae216). Therefore, inthenovel, the house becomesaunique
space or what Cresswell has termed as a crucible of “meaningful
[im]mobility”— aplacewhichisbeinginterrupted; and thisleadsher toredise
theimportance of her movement in that place and the purpose behind that
movement (On the Move 239).
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Rachitamoves physically in the space of Kumaon but her narrative
expandsintime. Her experienceof traumadisruptsthetimelineof her narrative,
preventing her from separating her present from her past. The eventsof her
past areinacontinuousstate of flux with her present. Traumatheoristssuggest
that it isnot thetemporal position of an event that makesit traumatic, but
rather the structure of the subject’ spresent experiencethat the event occupies.
Caruth describestraumaasan “ unclaimed experience’ that returnsthrough
themediaof nightmares, flashbacksand other symptomslong after theevent
has supposedly receded into the past (10). LaCapraexplains” acting out” as
the mechanism by which the subject of traumare-enactsthetraumatic event
repeatedly but failstointegrateit into conscious experience (41).

Rachitaisunableto deep because of thefear that Anand’ssister’sface
ingtilledin her. Thestilinessof themountainswassuch that every timeshe shut
her eyes, Anand swordscameflooding back. Thus, nightsbecameadid ocated
timeinwhichthelinear progression of timewasdisrupted, and shelivedina
state of non-linearity. What has changed isthe affect or the manner inwhich
the attack impactsher. Itisnow fear, or guilt, or anger, or hopelessness. The
instability of her present, her insomnia, can thus be seen through the lens of
trauma’s* belatedness’, asdescribed by Caruth (17). “ Traumaticrecall” is
bel ated because what isbeing recalled isnot simply an event, but an event
whose meaning has not yet been fully absorbed into experience (117).

The Book of Shadows explores the concept of temporal oscillation.
Instead of narrating Rachita'sstory inalinear fashionfrom her collegedaysto
her relationship with Anand, her assault, her daysin the hospital, and her
subsequent movement to the hill house, the narrativeisnon-linear. Thenon-
linear structure of the narrative, which disruptsthelinear progression from
cause to effect and from wound to cure, shows that Rachita’sjourney to
healing isnot linear. Instead of narrating her journey through her traumatic
eventsin alinear fashion, the narrative shows Rachitaoscillating through a
cycle, and with each iteration of thiscycle, she gainsmore understanding of
her rolein her story and the choicesshehasinlife.

Thus, tempora mobility isasimportant to anove asspatial mobility. In
Rachita'sjourney fromthecity tothehills, her transformationismulti-layered.
Itisnot just about her journey tothehills; itisa so about her ability to negotiate
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and manipulatetime. Her memoriesbeginto resurface, and sheisabletolook
at them from adifferent perspective. Sheisaso ableto negotiate her self and
time, thereby freeing hersdf from the sol etraumaticincident that hasdominated
her. As she remarkstowards the end of the novel, “my selfhood had for a
whileabandoned the confines of skin and bone, abandoned my cageand run
away” (Gokhale 213).

However, thepath to recovery fromtraumaisal sofull of barriers. Many
times, remembering everything leadsto being overwhelmed by memories.
Rachitawalksthrough her memoriestrying to deal with theminaway that
exemplifiesCresswell’s" constellations of mobility”, whichisnot limited to
physica space but also extendstotime (“ TowardsaPolitics’ 26). Heexplains
that every individud’slifeisdriven by theforcethat crestesmeaning fromtheir
experiences, therhythm of their memories, and thefrictionthat fillstheir lives
(suchaspain, fear, and guilt).

Spectral mobility can be studied through Cresswell’s troika of
“movement, representations, and practices’ (“Politicsof Mobility” 18). Here,
movement ismental, representations are characters, roles, and scriptsthe
subject ‘actsout’ inthemind, and practicesare reading stories, daydreaming,
andavoiding family reations. At thevery least, Rachital simaginatively induced
spectral mobility seemsto beabout fleeing from her present situation. It has
multipleeffects, and it isthemediatory formsof her fiction that enable Rachita
to acquire other personasand consequently to experienceor act out different
attitudestowardsher trauma Crucidly, through her imaginative mobility, some
of her self-hatred isshifted to thefiguresof her fiction.

Rachitastumblesupon themost € aborateinstance of spectra mobility in
theform of William Cockrell’s Journal of Missionary that she discoversin
thehouse. Cockrell, who wasstationedinthehillsfar fromthevaley, believed
theloca peopleto beamost subhuman. He narrates hisstrugglesin building
the house and how thelocal peoplethwarted hisefforts by objecting to the
steof thehouse being inauspicious. As Rachitaturnsthe pagesof thejournd,
sheistransported to nineteenth-century colonia Indiaand inhabitsthe space
of the male stranger who had lived in the house that had now become her
shelter.
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Thisdocumented journey exploresasecond constellation of mobility
and power. It isbrought to lifethrough theimperia travelsof Cockrell and his
wife, Fanny, wholived an unusua amount of imperia mohility asthey travelled
from Britainto Indiaand fromthe plainsto the hillsto establish themselvesin
ahouseon apieceof land that thelocal Indiansthought wasevil. Incontrast to
theimperial elite, thelocal population had their mobility constrainedina
multiplicity of ways:. through beliefsand practices, economic needs, and the
apparatus of colonial rule. Cockrell’s problem was solved by recruiting
labourersfrom Bareilly. The house stands on aterrain of colonial-induced
asymmetrical mobilitiesthat “ alter[s] space, to participateinitscontinuing
production” (Massey, For Space 360).

Rachita'sengagement with thejourna and thelurking ghost exemplifies
themovement that isembodied inthelinethat connectstwo points—theline
whichis*both meaningful and laden with power” (Cresswell, Onthe Move
9). Here, thisline connects colonia and postcolonia waysof inhabiting the
house and the different kinds of movementsattached to them: different kinds
of imperial and missionary travels, theforced movementsof |abour fromthe
villages, and the modern academic’sretreat from the world into the house.
I maginative and spectral movements complicate the straightforward idea of
Rachitaentering thehouseasanindividua searchingfor persond heding. Her
recuperation takes placein aspaceinhabited by theliteral and metaphorical
ghostsof historical violence and immensedisparitiesof movement that have
accompanied them.

While power isthe principleof mobility in The Book of Shadows, gender
isoneof the principlesof power that regulatesmobility inthered world. The
acid attack that disfigured Rachitawas not an ordinary case of awoman
seeking revengefor her partner insulting her. Rather, it wasagendered attack
onthe part of Anand’ssister, who threw acid on Rachitawhile claiming that
Rachitawasinvolved inimmoral sex and her body should be punished with
shame. Anand’ssister managesto turn her mora outrageto alasting physical
injury on Rachita sbody. Her goa wasnot only to humiliate Rachitabut a so
to deprive her of her future asabeautiful woman. Thisact of violence had
immediate ramificationson her mobility. Suddenly, thosefive milesbetween
her homeand college seemed likealong distance. Fearing ridicule, mockery,
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and harassment, Rachitaavoi ded public gpaces, evaded colleaguesand students,
andrefusedtolook at hersalf inthemirror.

Rachita sgradud re-engagement with the mirror indicatesan important
shiftin her journey. Her sister ringsfrom Banga oretotell her about aplastic
surgeon who might be ableto restore her face. Rachitalooksinto themirror
and isshocked to discover that “ the deep disturbancesin my self-image, my
body ego, the sense of depersondization that wasdogging me, smply vanished”
(Gokhale218). Sheredlisesthat the changes have not been so dramatic that
shenolonger recognises herself, that she doesnot missher former self, and
that she has cometo accept her new state aslegitimate. It isnot simply a
refusal of thefemininerole but amovement towardsvisibility on her own
terms.

Cresswell notesthat every form of mobility experiencesfriction that both
“hindersand enables mobilities’” (Handbook of Mobilities 113). Themain
typeof friction that Rachitafacesiscongtraint— trauma, shame, and fear. As
time passes, thisfrictionistransformedinto motivefriction. Itisthe‘ snap’ that
wakesRachitato her various sources of empowerment. Thethreemgjor events
inthenarrativethat result inthisempowerment are her sister’stelephonecall,
theillnessof Lohaniju, and thebirth of Lady’ spuppies.

Thethree episodestogether paint anarrative of Rachita’ s movement
towardsrecovery through thetransition from guilt toaninterestin caring for
othersand to dynamismand sociability inher life. Itisadeeply relational form
of mobility with others(sister, caretaker, and dog) that facilitatesher physicd,
emotional, and socia motility. They form anetwork of relationsthat supports
her bodily freedom, multipliesher motiveforces, reducesthewe ght and burden
of her movement, and opensup new possibilitiesfor action.

Frombeingadetached literary critic, Rachitatransformsintoanindividud
appropriating literature to her own needsand fromadummy to apersoninher
ownright. Sheisfully awvareof theimportanceof notlosing hersdlf. Throughout
the novel, the protagoni st proceeds on asimulated model: she posesasan
Englishlecturer, adistant and unemotional person, and anasceticlivinginthe
hills. Later, shebeginsto learn thedifference between amodel andimagination.
Rachitaredlisesthat onecanliveinafa seworld of makebelieve, or that one
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can createfor themselvesan image of existence or character with which one
canidentify themselves.

By thetime L ohaniju diesand the houseisfilled with grief, Rachitahas
changed. She ponderswhether she“will returnto that other world, theworld
| haveleft behind” (Gokhale231). Sheworriesthat if shestaysinthehouse,
shewill befrozenintime. Her statement, “wemust know what to hold onto,
what todiscard, inthisradica flux whichislife” illustratesher ability to cope
with change (229). Sheisnolonger longing for the complete erasure of her
oldlife, but rather for the sel ectiveremembranceof it.

Thehomein Kumaon that was meant to be her safe permanent home
becomesfor her atransit point—a place where she has done her work of
surviva, but which shemust leavein order to assert her existencein“timeand
gpaceand dimension” (Gokhal e 213). That she can leavethe housethat had
become her abode impliesthat she hasbeen ableto regain her placein the
socid flow of life. Her determination to survive knowsno bounds, and asthe
nove reachesitsconclusion, Rachitaregainsher strength and holdshopefor a
futureinwhich “thegardenwill bloomagain” (229).

Thus, thisarticle showshow apostcolonia novel about traumaandits
recovery can be studied through thelensof mobility studies. Variousformsof
physical, tempora, and spectra mobilitiesand thefrictionsbetweenthemare
exemplified in The Book of Shadows. Thetext explicatesthe representation
of mobility and itsrelationship with power, gender, and history. It highlightsthe
variousformsof mobility that Rachitatraversesin her journey from Delhi to
the Kumaon hills, from the hospital to the haunted house, and from mirror
refusal to self-discovery.

It discussesthe physical and socia structuresthat make her withdrawal
possibleaswell asrestrictive along the axes of classand gender. Rachita's
experienceof timeisnon-linear, congtantly oscillating between Satesof reliving
thetraumathrough flashbacks, auditory hallucinationsof traumatic sounds,
and compulsive reenactments of the traumatic event until it is rendered
manageable. Through her journey in therealm of theimaginary, where her
persona memories, colonid texts, and ghostly narrativesof thepast intersect,
thisessay exploresthemultiple historiesembedded inindividua and persona
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experiences. The housein Kumaon emergesasacritical sitewherethese
different trajectoriesintersect. Built on colonial ideas of space, the house
becomesthe site of amodern woman'sstrugglefor independence.

Friction—trauma, guilt, gender, and the social gaze—isthat thickening
forcethat keeps Rachitaconfined and restricted within the domestic space.
Through thethree snapping events of her everyday—thecall from her sister,
Lohaniju’sscknessand Lady’ spuppies—frictionistranderredintoamabilisng
forcethat takes Rachitaout of the home and into thewider world of action
and carefor others, and adream of amoreimaginative future beyond the
drudgery and poverty of their present circumstances.

By theend of The Book of Shadows, Rachitaisnot fully cured, and the
variousscarson her body and psychearenot erased. Rather, sheachievesa
certainkind of ‘ meaningful [im]mobility’ : theability to negotiate spacesof flow
and stagnation, memory and oblivion, solitude and togethernessin away that
isneither one of rejection or unthinking assimilation. Inaworld marked by
violence and an unequa distribution of mobility and access, Rachitaisfinally
ableto negotiatetheflowsand currentsof lifeon her ownterms, having struggled
long and hard with the question of whether she ought to exist or not.
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Narrativising Resstanceand Resilience: Depicting
Kurdish Sruggleand Cultural Identity in Haritha
Savitri'sZin

Santhi U.

Abstract

Thisarticle examinestherepresentation of Kurdishidentity, resistance, and
displacement in Zin, the 2023 Kerala Sahitya Akademi Award-winning
Malaydam novel by Haritha Savitri, trand ated into English by Nandakumar
K. Thenarrative centerson Seetha, an Indian woman who travelsto war-torn
Turkey insearch of her Kurdishlover, Dewran, whoisframed asaterrorist by
the Turkish state. Set againgt the backdrop of political turmoil, state-gponsored
violence, and cultural erasure, thenovel offersapoignant exploration of the
intersection of persond traumaand collective suffering. Employing postcolonid
theory and intersectional feminist frameworks, thisarticleanalyzeshow Zin
captures the multidimensional oppression faced by the Kurdish people,
particularly at thecrossroadsof gender, ethnicity, and authoritarianism. Through
apolyphonic narrative structure and shifting pointsof view, thenovel depicts
theemoationd and psychologicd toll of res sanceand exile. Despite occasiona
structural digunctions, the novel contributessignificantly to thetradition of
resistanceliterature by foregrounding femal e agency, ethical witness, and
transnational empathy. Thisarticle situatesZinwithin broader discourseson
traumaliterature, postcolonial resistance, and globa minority representation,
ultimately affirming the power of storytelling to reclaim silenced histories,
confront geopolitical injustices, and inspire cross-cultural solidarity inan
increasingly polarised world.

Keywor ds Kurdish Identity; Postcolonia Theory; TraumaNarrative; Cultura
Erasure; Transnationa solidarity

Introduction
I nacademi c discourses surrounding K urdish struggles, much of thefocushas
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traditionally been on the Kurdish question withinthe framework of national
identity, geopoalitics, and the ongoing quest for autonomy (Gunter 2008; Natdi
2005). Thisliterature has explored the sociopalitical forces shaping Kurdish
identity, including the historic marginalisation of Kurdsin Turkey, Iraqg, Iran,
and Syria. Scholarly workshave examined how Kurdish res ssancemovements
reflect broader themes of resilienceand agency intheface of repression, with
someanaysing the narrativesof Kurdish exilecommunitiesthat have sought
tomaintaintheir heritagewnhileadvocating for political recognition onthegloba
stage. However, the representation of Kurdish experiencesby non-Kurdish
authorsremainsan underexplored dimens on, offering fresh perspectivesthat
often spesk to globa audienceslessfamiliar with Kurdish history and culture.
HarithaSavitri’sZin, here servesasan important cultural bridge, connecting
theredlitiesof Kurdish lifeto readersacrossdiverse sociopolitical contexts.
Through literature, Savitri constructsacompelling narrative that speaksto
universal themesof suffering, survival, and the search for identity, thereby
fostering empathy and awarenessbeyond regional boundaries.

TheKurdish people, often referred to asthelargest statelessnationin
theworld, haveendured systemic oppression, displacement, and culturd erasure
for centuries. Literature, asamedium of resistance, playsasignificantrolein
articulating such struggle for self-determination and cultural survival. A
particularly poignant symbol that encapsul atesthe urgency of the Kurdish
struggleisthetragicimage of Aylan Kurdi, athree-year-old Kurdish boy
whose body was found washed ashore on abeach in Bodrum, Turkey, in
2015. Thisheartrending image, which went vira worldwide, depicted Aylan
lying face-downinthesand, highlighting thedesperatejourney of many Kurdish
familiesfleeing violencein Syria. Histragic death underscored the harrowing
choicesfacing Kurdish and other displaced familiesand became emblematic
of thebroader humanitarian crisisfaced by refugees. The photograph galvanised
international response, drawing attention to the consequences of prolonged
conflict and statel essness affecting Kurdish communities. Aylan Kurdi’sdesth
has been referenced not only asamoment of collectivegrief but alsoasa
symboal of systemicfailuresthat haveleft millionsvulnerable. Themediaportrayd
of thistragedy stirred global conversationsabout the human cost of conflict
and displacement, pushing governments, NGOs, and policymakersto confront

theunderlying political and socid factorscontributing to such crises. Thisimage
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became a catalyst for renewed calls for international cooperation and
humanitarian support, pressing the need to address root causes—such as
violence, persecution, and statel essness—that fuel the ongoing Kurdish

diaspora.

By incorporating thisincident into the broader narrative, Haritha Savitri’s
ZindeepensthediscourseontheKurdish plight.Savitri’snarrativeisrootedin
‘ethical witness,” born from achance encounter with aKurdishwoman at a
demongtration in Barcel onaregarding the offensivein Afrin. Thisrea-world
spark led Savitri to Diyarbakir, where she stayed in the district of Sur—an
areascarred by ironfencesand bullet holes. Inthenovd, thisphysicd landscape
ismirrored in Seetha'sjourney. Refusing to rely on secondary digital data,
Savitri drawsfrom her timeliving withfamiliesinremotevillages, capturing the
‘screams’ of aconflict that went largely unnoticed by theglobal stage.

Originally written in Malayalam and trandlated into English by
Nandakumar K., Zinisapoignant narrativeof love, loss, and political res stance
set against the backdrop of the Kurdish-Turkish conflict. The story follows
Seetha, apregnant I ndian woman, who journeysinto war-torn Turkey, where
“to speak Kurdish isto invite suspicion; to love aKurd is to become the
enemy,” insearch of her Kurdish lover, Dewran—branded aterrorist by the
state (87). Arrested and subjected to harrowing torture, Seethabecomesa
symbol of thecollatera damageinflicted oninnocentsin nationaist conflicts.
Her trangtion fromawoman seeking alost lover toapoalitica prisoner subjected
to torture mirrorsthe broader Kurdish experience of being ‘ othered’ within
their own geography. Savitri utilisesthe setting of Sur—withitsiron fences,
scorched roads, and bullet-riddled walls—not just asabackdrop, but asa
livingwitnessto cultura erasure. Thenove vividly portraystheKurdish Sruggle
through multiple narrative voices, highlighting themesof resilience, cultural
identity, and globa solidarity.

Zinunderscoresnot only theimmediacy of the Kurdish strugglebut also
theenduring resilience of apeoplecaught inthe crossfireof geopolitical forces.
Through her portrayal, Savitri bringsthe Kurdish story into amore personal
and humanised framework, capturing the complexitiesand tragediesfaced by
Kurdish communitieswhile advocating for their recognition and justiceona
globd scale. Zin emergesasacompelling narrative that shedslight on these
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issuesfromaunique, cross-culturd perspective. Thenovd'sliterary sgnificance
wasfurther recognised whenit received the prestigious 2023 K erala Sahitya
Academy Award, highlighting itsimpact on contemporary Mdayadamliterature.
By situating the Kurdish strugglewithin aMalayalam literary framework,
HarithaSavitri has expanded the boundariesof regional literature, bringing
global human rightsissuesto theforefront of Indian literary consciousness.
Thisaccol ade has brought wider attention to the novel’ sthematic depth and
narrativeinnovation, encouraging further scholarly exploration of itsportraya
of marginalised communities. Inthe Forewordto thenovel, N. S. Madhavan
statesthat, “ Thisnovel takesMalayalam literature- which hasnever stepped
beyond north Indiaor the Gulf Nationsat best-directly to Diyarbakir” (vii). As
Natali (2005) notes, the global visibility of such narrativesis crucial for
challenging dominant discourses and advocating for therights of stateless

peoples.

Historical Context of Kurdish Nationalism

TheKurdish nationa movement hasdeep historicd roots, emerginginresponse
to centuriesof oppression, cultural erasure, and political marginalisation faced
by the Kurdish people, whoinhabit aregion spanning Turkey, Iraqg, Iran, and
SyriaTherootsof Kurdish nationalism can betraced back to thelate nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, during atime of rising national consciousness
among variousethnic groupswithin the Ottoman Empire. TheKurdsinitialy
faced afragmented political landscape, with many local chieftainsand tribal
leadersexercising power rather than acohesive national identity.

TheKurdish people, estimated numbering between 25 and 35 million
today, have historically inhabited amountai nousregion spanning southeastern
Turkey, northernIrag, western Iran, and partsof Syriaand Armenia. Although
the Kurds shareacommon ethnicidentity, they werenot unified under asingle
political or cultural banner during the Ottoman era. Theempireruled Kurdish
regionswith adegree of autonomy, allowing Kurdish chieftainsto governther
areasinexchangefor loyaty to the Ottoman Sultan. Thisdecentralised structure
fogered afragmented Kurdishidentity, wheretriba affiliationsandlocd loydties
often took precedence over aunified Kurdish nationalism.

In the late nineteenth century, however, asthe Ottoman Empirefaced
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increasing pressurefrom European powersand nationaist movementsgained
momentumwithinitsterritories, the Kurdsbegan devel oping asense of ethnic
identity and self-awareness. Intell ectua sand K urdi sh élites began advocating
for Kurdishrightsand cultural recognition, setting thefoundation for anationa
consciousness. Nonethd ess, Kurdish nationdism remained secondary totribal
and local allegiances, and it was only later, amid the political upheaval
surrounding World War |, that Kurdish nationalism would crystalliseasa
coherent palitica force.

With the collapse of the Ottoman Empireat the end of World War 1, the
Allied powers proposed new boundariesand state formationsinthe Middle
Eadt. The Treaty of Sevresin 1920 wasthefirst document toformaly recognise
thepossibility of aKurdish state. Article 64 of thetreaty included provisions
for apotentia independent Kurdish nation in parts of the former Ottoman
Kurdistan. For many Kurds, this moment symbolised the long-awaited
possibility of autonomy and recognition within aninternationd framework.

However, the Treaty of Sevreswasnever implemented. Thegeopolitical
dynamicsof theregion and therise of MustafaK emal Atatiirk, who led the
Turkish War of Independence, quickly rendered thetreaty obsolete. Turkish
forcesregected foreignintervention and asserted control over what they deemed
Turkish territory, including the Kurdish regions. The subsequent Treaty of
Lausanne, signedin 1923, formalised the boundaries of themodern Turkish
Republic and entirely disregarded Kurdish claims. Thisdiplomatic reversa
led to profound disillusionment among the Kurds and sowed the seedsof a
prolonged strugglefor autonomy and recognition.

Under theleadership of Atattirk, the newly established Turkish Republic
pursued apolicy of creeting ahomogeneousnationd identity based on Turkish
ethnicity andlanguage. Thispolicy, knownasTurkification, amedtodiminate
ethnicandlinguidtic differenceswithinthepopul ationtofoster acohesive Turkish
identity. Kurdish language, culture, and customswere suppressed, withthe
Kurdishidentity either outright denied or reclassified as* Mountain Turks to
obscure any ethnic distinction. The Kurdish population resisted these
assmilationist policies, leading to several uprisings, including the significant
Sheikh Said Rebellionin 1925. Sheikh Said, areligiousand tribal |eader,
mobilised Kurdishforcesagainst the Turkish state, demanding recognition of
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Kurdishidentity and Idamic governance. Therebellionwasquickly quashed
by the Turkish military, and theaftermath saw an increasein repression against
the Kurds. Kurdish leaderswere executed, Kurdish villageswere destroyed,
and lawswereenacted to restrict the Kurdish language and cultura practices.
Thisperiod marked aturning point, asit intensified Kurdish nationalismand
reinforced the perception of the Turkish state asan oppressiveforce.

Beyond Turkey, KurdsinIraq, Iran, and Syriafaced smilar struggles. In
Irag, British mandateauthoritiesinitialy promised Kurdish autonomy, but these
assuranceswere never fulfilled. Kurdishregionsin northern Irag remained
marginalised, and subsequent Iragi governments, particularly under Saddam
Hussein, adopted policies of forced rel ocation and Arabi sation to weaken
Kurdish politica influence. TheAnfal campaigninthe 1980sepitomised this
repression, with the Iragi regime committing atrocities against the Kurdish
population, including the use of chemical weaponsin Halabja. InIran, the
Kurdish movement encountered both cultural suppression and military
opposition. TheKurdsof Iranian Kurdistan sought autonomy within afedera
system, but the Pahlavi dynasty and | ater the | lamic Republic consistently
denied these aspirations. Briefly, in 1946, Kurds established the Republic of
M ahabad with Soviet backing, but thefledgling statewas short-lived, faling
withinayear dueto Iranian and internationa pressure. In Syria, theBa athist
regimemarginalised the Kurdish population through policiessuch asthedenid
of citizenshipto thousandsof Kurds, rendering them stateless. Kurdish politica
activismwascong stently repressed, though Kurdishidentity remainedresilient,
resurfacing in the context of the Syrian Civil War, where Kurdish groups
established autonomousregionsin northeastern Syria.

TheKurdish nationalist movement today isdeeply influenced by these
historica legaciesof repression and fractured identity. In Turkey, theKurdistan
Workers Party (PKK), foundedin 1978, initiated an armed strugglefor Kurdish
autonomy. Although the PKK hasevolved over timeand now advocatesfor
democratic autonomy rather than outright independence, the Turkish state
continuesto view it asamajor security threat, resulting in ongoing conflict.
Meanwhile, inIrag, the Kurdistan Regiona Government (KRG) emerged as
asemi-autonomousentity inthe aftermath of the Gulf War and gained further
autonomy followingtheU.S.-ledinvasion of Iraqin 2003. In 2017, the KRG
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held an independencereferendum, which passed with overwhel ming support
among Kurds but was met with opposition from the Iragi government and
neighboring states, underscoring the persistent international oppositionto
Kurdish gatehood. In Syria, the Syrian Civil War provided auniqueopportunity
for Kurdish groupsto assert autonomy through the formation of Rojava, a
self-administered Kurdish region based on principles of direct democracy
and gender equality. However, thefuture of Rojavaremainsuncertain dueto
regional power dynamicsand international interests.

Methodology: Postcolonial Theory and ResistanceL iterature

Postcolonial theory, asdevel oped by scholars such as Edward Said, Gayatri
Spivak, and Homi Bhabha, providesacrucia lensthrough whichto analyse
theintersection of colonid legacies, identity, and res stancewithinmarginaised
communities. Said’sconcept of “ Orientalism” (1978) offersafoundational
critique of how Western discourseshave congtructed the* East’ asan exoticised
andinferior * Other,” serving asatool of domination that justified colonial
interventions. Thistheoretica framework becomesrelevant when examining
the Kurdish experience, where Kurds have been marginalised not only within
Middle Eastern nation-states but also in Western narrativesthat often reduce
them to an oppressed minority. These portraya sfrequently fail to capturethe
full depth of Kurdishidentity, resstance, and culturd richness ingeedreinforcing
gtereotypesthat framethem either asthreatsto Sate unity or aspassivevictims
inneed of rescue.

Spivak’sinfluentia work on representation, particularly her critique of
who speaks for the marginalised, adds another dimension to the Kurdish
struggle. In her seminal essay “ Can the Subaltern Speak?’ (1988), Spivak
underscores the need to interrogate how narratives are constructed about
marginalised groups and who is afforded the authority to articul ate these
narratives. The Kurdish experience of systematic exclusion and erasure by
hegemonic satesacross Turkey, Iran, Irag, and Syriamirrors Spivak’ sconcept
of the* suba tern’ —those who are denied avoi cewithin dominant sociopolitica
frameworks. Thisconcept isespecidly pertinent to HarithaSavitri’sZin, which
centerson characterswho actively resist state-sanctioned oppression. The
novel highlightsvoicesthat are otherwise marginaised within Kurdish society
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itself, such as those of women who confront patriarchal norms and state
violence. Thisfocusalignswith Spivak’sinsistenceon listening to subaltern
voicesasthey articulatetheir own experiences, rather than having their stories
mediated or spoken for by outsiders.

Bhabha'stheory of 'hybridity' and 'Third Space,’ further enrichesthe
understanding of Kurdish identity and resistance. Inhisanalysis, hybridity
chdlengesthebinary opposition between col oniser and colonised by suggesting
that colonial encounters create new, hybrid identitiesthat defy simplistic
classfications. Kurdishidentity issmilarly complex and multifaceted, shaped
not only by theinfluence of the dominant statesthat have sought to assmilate
or suppress them but also by internal dynamics that reflect a blending of
traditiona va ueswith modern politica ideologies. Theemergenceof Kurdish
political parties, cultura expressions, and literature servesasan assertion of a
distinct Kurdishidentity that res stseasy categorisation. Thishybridity canbe
seeninKurdish art, literature, and activism, which often incorporate e ements
of both traditional Kurdish customsand contemporary socia and political
themes, creating auniqueculturd narrativethat chalengesmonolithic viewsof
nationalismandidentity.

Withinthisframework, Zinfunctionsasawork of resistanceliterature,
depicting how Kurdishindividualsand communitiesnavigate the complexities
of identity under oppressiveregimes. Savitri’sportrayal of characterssuchas
Seetha—awoman embodying resilience, defiance, and agency intheface of
systemic violence—illustrates Spivak’ snotion of “ speakingwith” rather than
“gpesking for” the subaltern. Seetha'scharacter isnot merely apassivevictim
of theoppressveforcessurrounding her; sheactively chalengestheseforces,
reclaiming her voiceand asserting her identity withinapatriarcha and paliticaly
hostile environment. Her narrative not only personifies Kurdish women’s
strugglesagainst patriarchal normsbut al so symbolisesabroader collective
fight for cultura preservation and recognitionwithinahostilepolitica |andscape.
Thisalignswith Spivak’sview that subaltern voices must be both heard and
respected, with attention given to the structures of power that have historicaly
suppressed them.

Therdevanceof postcolonid theory inthiscontext extendsbeyond literary
analysisto contributeto abroader understanding of how colonial legacies
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inform contemporary Kurdish struggles. Said'singghtsinto Orientdismreved
how theportraya of Kurdishidentity inregional and international discourses
often reinforces stereotypes and marginalisation, while Spivak’ s concept of
the subaltern underscorestheimportance of Kurdish voicesbeing represented
ontheir ownterms. Bhabha stheory of hybridity hel psscholarsrecognisethe
fluid and evolving natureof Kurdishidentity asit interactswith modern politica
movementsand cultura expressons, creating adynamic and res stant form of
self-representation. Thisframework illuminates how Kurdish resistance
literature, asexemplified in Zin, servesasacounter-narrativethat challenges
dominant representations, amplifiesmarginaised voices, and reclamsKurdish
identity and agency intheface of ongoing oppression. Zin, thus, becomesnot
only anarrative of Kurdishresilience but aso acritical commentary on how
colonia historiesand present-day state policiescontinueto shapetheKurdish
quest for autonomy and recognition.Rather thanreiterating theoreticd definitions,
the subsequent analysis appliesthese frameworksdirectly to the narrative
strategies, characterisation, and thematic concernsof Zin.

Conflict, Displacement, and Cultural | dentity

Zinunfoldsinaworldtorn gpart by conflict, wherethe Kurdish peoplestruggle
tomaintainther cultural identity against thebackdrop of systemicviolence The
novel moves between | stanbul and the devastated Kurdish regions, especidly
Amed (Diyarbakyr). Thenarrativefollows Seetha, an Indian student fromthe
University of Barcel ona, who travel sto Diyarbakir while pregnant with her
lovechild. Her persond journey tofind her Kurdishlover, Dewran, quickly
descendsinto anightmare of state violence when sheisapprehended by the
Turkish secret police. Thenovel offersan unflinching ook at the‘ genocidal
state machinery’ as Seetha is subjected to brutal torture and gang-rape,
strategically ‘ staked asbait’ tolure Dewran and hissiblings, who have been
branded asterroristsby theregime.

The novel’s portrayal of displacement is reminiscent of what Said
describesasthe® exilic condition” where the sense of belonging isdisrupted,
and identity becomesasite of contestation (Said 2001). The Kurdish people,
spread across Turkey, Syria, Irag, and Armenia, aredepicted aslivingina
state of perpetual exile, their existence marked by the constant threat of

73



indraprasth

erasure. Thenove'’ssetting, which dternates between the cosmopolitan city of
Istanbul and the desolate Kurdish regions, serves as a metaphor for the
fracturedidentity of the Kurdish people. Thisdudity isfurther complicated by
the protagonist’sjourney into the depths of Kurdish suffering, revealing the
deep-seated cultural and emotional scarsthat definethe Kurdish experience.
Seetha sfight for liberty becomesincidental, trapped withinthe diplomatic
haggling’ between two nationswhere humanitarian concernsare sidelined for
commercia and political interests. Through thislens, Savithri depictsastate
that ‘ bresksal boundsto mercilesdy exterminate’ itsK urdish minority, forcing
the protagonist into atransnationa strugglefor surviva.

FemaleAgency and the Subaltern Voice

Therepresentation of femaeagency inZinisoneof thenove’smost significant
contributionsto the discourse on Kurdish resistance. Seetha, embodiesthe
reslienceand defianceof Kurdishwomen, chalenging thepatriarcha structures
within both K urdish society and the oppressive state apparatus. Her wrongful
detention by Turkishauthoritiesand her refusa to beslencedisapowerful act
of res sanceexemplifyingwhat Spivak conceptudisesasthesubdtern’sstruggle
to speak within hegemonic power structures. While state mechanisms attempt
to silence her through incarceration and violence, Seetha’ sbody and voice
become sites of resistance, transforming personal suffering into political
testimony. Rather than portraying her asapassivevictim, Zin presentsher as
an ethical witnesswhaose endurance mobilisestransnationa solidarity across
borders. Her search for Dewranisinitialy apersona quest of love. However,
asshewitnessesthesystematic* Turkification’ —wherespesking Kurdishinvites
suspicion and loving aKurd makes onean enemy—her identity shiftsfroman
observer to an active participant in resistance. Her experience mirrorsthe
collectivetraumaof Kurdish civilianssubjected to ateviolence, thereby linking
individua painto abroader history of repression. Indoing so, thenovd affirms
that subaltern res stance need not dwaysbearticulated through armed struggle
but may a so emergethrough survival, empathy, and refusal to be erased.

Mojab (2001) arguesthat Kurdishwomen’sparticipationintheresistance
movement disrupts traditional gender roles and redefines the concept of
nationhood. Zinreflectsthisdisruption, portraying women asactive participants
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inthestrugglefor afree Kurdistan. The novel challengesthe stereotypical
depiction of womenin conflict zonesaspassvevictims, presenting theminstead
asempowered agentswho fight not only for their people’ sfreedom but a so
for their ownrightsand dignity. The brutal torture Seethaenduresin Turkish
custody isnot portrayed s mply asan act of victimisation but asacatalyst for
collective mobilisation—onethat compelsstudents, journalists, and activists
from Turkey, Barcelona, and Indiato unitein her defense. Thiscross-border
solidarity underscores the ways in which women'’s bodies, voices, and
experiencescanincitepolitical consciousnessand action. Savithri dso portrays
the everyday resistance of Kurdish womenwho live under constant threat,
highlighting how actsof care, gorytdling, and survival arethemsdavespoalitica.
Inthisway, Zinredefinesthe contoursof nationhood by placingwomen at the
center of the narrative, not asadjunctsto malerevolutionaries but asagents
whosestrugglesfor bodily autonomy and voiceareinseparablefromthelarger
quest for Kurdish saf-determination.

Resistance and the Dream of a FreeKurdistan

Therecurring dream of afreeKurdistan, uniting al Kurdish-mgjority regions
into asovereign nation, iscentral to Zin. Thisdream isasymbol of hopeand
resilience, much like what Bhabha describesasthe” Third Space,” where
cultura negotiation takes place, alowing for the emergence of new formsof
identity and resistance (Bhabha1994). The novel portraysthisdream asnot
merely apolitical aspiration but asamanifestation of the collectivedesirefor
self-determination and cultural survival.Seetha sstory, in particular, operates
withinthishybrid space—an Indian woman whose persond journey becomes
entangled with the Kurdish struggle, making her both an outsider and a
participant. Her transformation throughout the nove reflectshow cultura and
politica identitiesarenct inherited or Satic, but forged through conflict, empathy,
and shared purpose. However, as Natali notes, the Kurdish struggle is
complicated by thegeopoliticd reditiesof theregion, whereinternationa powers
often use the Kurds as pawnsin their strategic games. Zinaddresses this
complexity, depicting the betrayal of the Kurdsby powerful alieslikethe
United States, which usestheminthefight against | SISonly to abandonthem
to Turkishaggresson. Thisportraya of geopalitical manipulation highlightsthe
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precariousnessof the Kurdish situation and theimmense challengesthey face
inredlisingtheir dream of afree Kurdistan.

Zinultimately demongtrateshow literaturecanfunction asan ethicd archive
of resgance, preserving sllenced historieswhileforging transnationa soliderities.
By narrativising the Kurdish struggle through femal e agency, trauma, and
intimateactsof reslience, HarithaSavitri transformsadistant geopolitica conflict
into adeeply human narrative. The nove challenges state-sponsored erasure
whileaffirming storytelling asavital mode of cultural survival and political
witness. Situated within global resistanceliterature, Zin not only amplifies
marginalised voicesbut a so invitesreadersto recognise the shared human
stakes of displacement, dignity, and freedom.
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Embodied Resistance: Corporeality and Agency in
Poetics of Kutti Revathi and Sukirtharani
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Abstract

Thisessay critically comparesand analysesK utti Revathi’sBody’s Door and
Sukirtharani’sMy Body, two Dalit feminist poemsthat engage with thetheme
of corporeslity. Through an exploration of thebody asasiteof both oppression
and empowerment, the article examineshow these poetsusethe materidity of
the body to assert agency, resistance, and self-reclamation. The analysis
highlights how both poems reject the historical objectification and
marginalization of the Dait femalebody, positioning it instead asaspacefor
radical sdf-affirmation. By employing metaphorssuch asthedoor inRevathi’s
poem andthesensudity of thebody in Sukirtharani’ spoem, both poetschalenge
patriarchal and casteist norms, reclaiming their bodies not aspassive sitesof
violence but as active agentsof change. Thearticlefurther incorporatesthe
theoretical frameworksof Judith Butler’'s* performativity,” bell hooks * self-
love and‘resistance,” and Anjali Arondekar’ sagpplication of ‘intersectiondity’
to caste, sexuality, gender, and col onialism, to deepen the understanding of
these poets embodied express onsof political resistance. Theessay concludes
that thethemeof corporedity inbothworksisnot only acritiqueof thehistorica
violencedoneto Ddlit women’sbodiesbut al so an assertion of their autonomy,
sexuality, and embodied power intheface of oppressive systems.

Keywords. Corporeality; Feminism; Empowerment; Political Resistance;
Oppression

I ntroduction

Tamil feminist poeticsencompassesarichliterary tradition which exploresthe
experiences, perspectives, and voices of Tamil women. This genre often
critiques, and challengesthe dominant patriarcha norms, societal expectations,
andit questionsthe social, cultural, and economic structure that perpetuates
gender-based discrimination. Tamil feminist poeticsprovideclear insghtsinto
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thelivesof Tamil women, focusing on their pain, obstacles, and power to
survive. Tamil feminist poeticsprovideaplatform for womento voiceout and
promote asense of agency and solidarity. Poetsdelveinto themessuch as
identity, body autonomy, love, and resistance. Poets have contributed to the
Tamil literary landscapes, pushing boundariesand challenging societal norms
through their poems. Thehistory of Tamil feminist poetry isrich and complex
gpanning centuries. Starting from Olavai, Adhimanthi, Ve liveedi, Avwaiyyar,
Karaikkal Ammalyar to present sensational poetslike MeenaKandasamy,
Malathy Maithri, Ku UmaDevi, Sukirtharani, Kutti Revathi, Salma, poets
have stood for theright spacefor womenfolk.

The essay discussestheworksof two famous poets, Sukirtharani, and
Kutti Revathi. They have made aremarkable contribution to Tamil literature.
Kutti Revathi and Sukirtharani emergeasrevolutionary voicesarticulating the
body asalandscapeof res stance. For poetslike K utti Revathi and Sukirtharani,
the body isnot just an image— it’sabattleground. I n the context of Tamil
literature, especially wherewomen’svoi ces have often been controlled or
erased by dominant narratives, both poetsusetheir work to reclaim the body
asadteof power, resistance, and memory. Revathi and Sukirtharani do not
writeabout the body in safe or sanitized ways. I nstead, they show it asdive,
unpredictable, and deeply tied to both nature and history. Thisessay explores
how Tamil feminist poetsK utti Revathi and Sukirtharani represent thebody in
thelr poetry — not just asaphysical form, but asaspace of memory, power,
and resistance. Both poetsreclaim thefemale body from atradition that has
renderedit either invisible or violable. In doing so, they construct apoetics
that isboth corporeal and insurgent, transforming private affect into public
dissent.

Existing scholarship on Tamil feminist poeticshaslargdly focused onthe
controversi es surrounding the body and the public backlash against women
who writeabout desireand sexuality. Scholarssuch as S. Anandhi, and Mini
Krishnan have explored how Tamil women’swriting confrontsthepatriarcha
control of language and space. Similarly, MeenaKandasamy hashighlighted
theroleof casteand sexudity in shaping contemporary Ddit women’swriting.
Inthe context of Sukirtharani, Ddlit literary scholarslike Gopa Guru, and.
S. Alonehaveframed her poeticswithin abroader discourseof Dalit aesthetics,
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focusng onthethemesof anger, survivd, and memory. However, what remains
underexploredisacomparative, theoretically grounded reading of how Kuiti
Revathi and Sukirtharani use corporea metgphorsand poetic formto perform
embodied resistance.

Whileindividua poemshavebeen anthol ogized and trandated, thereisa
critical gapinexamining their workstogether through theintersecting lensesof
gender performativity, radical self-love, and archival resistance. Most
readings tend to isolate their work within either feminist or Dalit
frameworks, without addressing the overlap between bodily autonomy, caste
marginalisation, and poeticform. Thisarticleamsto addressthisgap by offering
a comparative close reading of three poems, Revathi’s two poems from
‘&L LIgGeauglaafgenser’ (Poems of Kutti Revathi) under the
subdivision  “g2edlest sHeu°” (“Body’s Door”) —
‘ @i 8CIrsalgen” (“Here is a Poem”)
“ g@mylaem o158 slweLed” (“Body Made of Seashells”), and
Sukirtharani’spoem*“My Body.” 1t examineshow each poet reimaginesthe
body—not asadtatic Site of oppresson but asaperformative space of agency.
The poems “@mi &G sallgem” (“Here is a Poem”) and

“g@mglaen &y alwLev” (“Body Madeof Seashells’) wereroughly
trandated by the researcher.

The analysis is informed by Judith Butler’s “Theory of Gender
Performativity,” bell hooks' “Politicsof Love and Resistance,” and Anjali
Arondekar’s" Intersectional Archival Critique.” Theseframeworksprovide
vauableingghtson how Revathi and Sukirtharani employ language, metaphor,
and sensudity toreclamtheir bodiesand challenge dominant normssurrounding
beauty, sllence, and submission. By doing so these poemstranscend themere
literary artifact, emerging as political interventions calling attention to
complexitiesof inhabiting abody that res stsentrenched systemsof oppression,
including caste, patriarchy, and textual traditionswhich have historically
excluded the bodly.

Feminist L egacies
Judith Butler’ stheory of performativity, asdevel opedin Gender Trouble:
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Feminismand the Subversion of I dentity (1990), challengesthetraditional
notion that gender isastable, innateidentity tied to biological sex. Instead,
Butler arguesthat gender isnot something oneis, but something one does—it
isperformative. Thismeansthat gender iscongtituted through arepeated set
of acts, gestures, behaviours, and speech that are socially recognized as
“masculing’ or “femining’ (Butler 25). Butler emphasi zesthat performativity is
theway discourse and actionsbring gender into being through repetition over
time (Butler 33). Thisunderstanding alowsfor acritica engagement with how
bodiesbecomeintdligibleor unintdligiblewithinculturd regimes. Inthecontext
of Tamil poetry, thisisparticularly rlevant, asfemaeor Dalit bodiesare often
subjected to erasure, hypervisihility, or abject withinboth literary and social
traditions. Revathi and Sukirtharani subvert these conditionsby inscribing new
embodied narrativesin their poetry, disrupting expected scriptsof femininity
and caste propriety.

bell hooks' concept of self-loveisdeeply intertwined with her vision of
radicd resistance, particularly inthe context of Black feminist thought. In her
work All About Love: New Visions (1999), hooks argues that self-loveis
not anarcissgticor individuaistic pursuit but arevol utionary act, especialy for
those whose identities have been historically devalued or oppressed. She
assartsthat “loving oursd vesmeansthat wearenolonger willingto bevictims”
positioning sAif-loveasacrucid foundation for persona and collectiveliberation
(hooks 61). For hooks, love is both an ethic and a practice that enables
individualss, particularly Black women, to resist internalized racism, sexism,
and dehumani zation. Sheemphasizesthat theact of affirming one sworthina
society that constantly seeksto deny it becomesapolitica gestureof defiance.
Sdf-love, then, isnot passivebut rather aform of radica resistancethat enables
peopleto carefor themsavesand otherswhileactively challenging oppressive
systems(hooks67). Throughthislens, hooksreframesloveasatransformetive
forcecentrd to socid justiceand community healing. TheDalit woman’sbody,
ofteninscribed with historica violenceand erasure, becomes, inhooks' terms,
asiteof radical |ovewhen spoken, celebrated, and defended through language.
Thisloveisnot merdly emotiond but Sructurd asit challengescaste, gendered
expectations, and thepoaliticsof invighility.

Anjdi Arondekar’ sgpproachtointersectionality extendsbeyondasmple
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layering of identity categoriesto explorehow historiesof sexudlity, colonidism,
and archival knowledge intersect in complex ways. Rather than treating
intersectionality asafixed framework of race, gender, and class, Arondekar
emphasizes the need to consider how these identitiesare historically and
discursively produced, especially within colonia and postcolonia contexts. In
her book For the Record: On Sexuality and the Colonial Archiveinindia
(2009), shecritiquesthelimitsof identity-based analysesand urges scholars
to consider how archival silencesand erasures shapethevery construction of
margindized subjects (Arondekar 14).

Intersectionality, for Arondekar, isnot merely about recognizing multiple
formsof oppress on but about interrogating the structures of knowledgeand
power that determinewho becomesvisiblein history and who remainsabsent.
Thisepistemol ogica approach chalengesliberd moddsof indusonandinsteed
calsfor adeeper engagement with thematerid andideological conditionsthat
producedifferenceitsalf (Arondekar 22). Throughthislens, intersectiondity
becomesamethod of reading and resistancethat i sattentiveto both presence
and absenceintheproduction of knowledge. It offersacriticd tool for examining
how the poeticsof Revathi and Sukirtharani refuse singular categorizations.

Poeticsof Kutti Revathi

Kutti Revathi’ spoeticsradically reclamsthefemaebody fromitshistorica
suppressionin Tamil literary culture, wherewomen have been traditionally
portrayed aspassive, slent, and spiritua rather than desiring, embodied, and
vocal. Her work disruptsthese normsthrough rich corporeal metaphorsthat
center fluidity, sensuality, and interiority. In both the poems, “ Body Made of
Seashells,” “HereisaPoem,” Kutti Revathi usesimages of the sea, sand,
cord, andlight to articulate afeminine self that isboth natural and insurgent.
These poems offer avision of the body not as a bounded entity, but asa
dynamic space, constantly in motion, awaysbecoming.

“ &1euemg &o6ri / 2ullgrer ensLevQMest meneurens 8158 Slmmer
(@mi &GUraallgem)— “Within herself / shehasdrawn aliving sea’
(“HereisaPoem”) wherethe speaker announces her internalization of the
sea. The body becomes not merely a metaphor for nature but a living
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ecosystem—teeming with life, refusing containment. The seadoes not just
exist outsdeher; it becomesher. Through thisidentification, Revathi collapses
the boundary between theinner and outer world, challenging normative
conceptionsof feminine containment and modesty. The poem spesksin sensud
tones:. fish frolicin her hair, moonlight spreadsacrossher skin, and cora shells
graze her loneliness. In the moonlit landscape of the body, Revathi findsa
spaceto articulatefemal e desire, not as shameful or hidden but ascentral to
exisgence. Thislyrica reclamingaignsclosdy with Judith Butler’ sConcept of
Performativity, wheregender isastylized repetition of actsacrosstime. Revathi’s
poetic body doesnot adhereto the gendered scriptsof submission or silence;
instead, it performsresi stance by affirming corporea autonomy. Thepoem’s
refusal to mark the body as polluted, sinful, or invisible directly contests
heteropatriarchal constructionsof femininity. The spesker doesnot wait to be
desired; shedesires, she containsasea, sheradiateslight. Inthisway, the
poem*Performs’ an dternativefemininity that subvertsgender normsthrough
language and metaphor.

The second poem “Body Made of Seashdlls’ ,continuesthisaesthetic of
insurgent embodiment, but with anintensfied engagement with bodily violence
andresilience. The* polished stones’ that make up her body are sensual and
tactile, but al so bear the weight of erosion and endurance. Theimagery of
crabsplaying, waves battering the shore, and acoastline made from her own
body underscoreshow thisbody isnot untouched, it has been acted upon, but
it doesnot surrender. The speaker asserts:

SJEDIWENETE0 2 L60R60T M°ShE &160TM6V ...
(2oeL Lleflu ul Le@mgdlaenmen) — “If the shore could be made
intomy body” (*Body Made of Seashells’). Thisstatement enactsareversa,
the landscape submitsto the body, rather than the body submitting to the
landscape. In Butler’sterms, thebody hereisnot just formed through external
discourses, but also forms the world around it. The poetic voice refuses
victimhood; even asthe seaattemptsto erase her, she becomesthe shore, a
fixed, visible, resistant edge. The bodily metaphors becomeincreasingly
confrontational, asthe poem endswith adenunciation of ‘ coarse stones' that
lack joy or agency, implying that passivity isthetrueaffliction. Thegivenidea
aignsprofoundly with bell hooks' conception of radica self-loveasres stance.
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For hooks, loving onesdlf, particularly for Black or oppressed women, means
reclaiming the body from histories of degradation. Revathi’s poetry performs
thisreclamation not through didacticism but through sensuouslyricism, where
the body isboth adored and defended. Her poeticsinvitethereader not only
towitnessbut tore-fedl thebody, itshest, itsweight, itserotic potentia. This
isnot abody offered to themale gaze; itisabody for itself, asite of agency,
memory, and radical presence.

Through Revathi’spoems, thefemininebody becomeslanguage, becomes
sea, becomesresi stance. She does not write from outside her body but from
withinit, the poem becomesher skin, the metaphor becomesher muscle. This
modeof writing, inAnjai Arondekar’sterms, congtitutesa’ counter-archive,’
aliterary formation that resstshistorical silencing not by offering factsbut by
offering felt experience. Revathi refusestofit withinthearchiveof Tamil literary
decorum; instead, she createsanew terrain where the sensual, the violent,
andthelyrica coexist.

Inboth poems, theimagery of movement, touch, and boundary dissolution
suggeststhat Revathi isnot merely writing the body, sheiswriting asbody.
Her poetics, infused with the ocean’srhythms and textures, enact arebellion
not only againgt patriarcha valuesbut a so against aesthetic formsthat sanitize
femal e experience. Through thisinsurgent embodiment, Revathi constructsa
poeticsthat performsresi stance, and breathes agency into the corporeal.

Poeticsof Sukirthar ani

Kutti Revathi’s poetics emerge from asensua oceanicinteriority, whereas
Sukirtharani anchors her resistancein thetextures of earth, fire, and blood.
Her iconic poem*“My Body” isaviscera declaration of Dalit womanhood,
portraying thebody not asametaphor for nature, but asnatureitse f—untamed,
eruptive, wounded, and ungovernable. The poem resistssuch essentidism by
collapsing distinctions between subject and environment — the speaker isnot
merely innature but becomesit. Indoing so, they performakind of undoing of
therigid boundary between human and nature, male and female, cultureand
wilderness. Thetiger’s bloodied mouth, the sap from trees, and erupting
volcanoes are all expressions of embodied performances—not symbolic
gestures, but actsthat blur the lines between violence and vitality. These
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corporeal enactments destabilisethe hegemonic binariesthat ofteninform
subjecthood, echoing Butler’sclaim that performative acts can destabiliseand
recongtitute power.

bell hooksarguesthat loving the self in acontext that devaluescertain
bodiesisan act of radical resistance. The poem, initslush and unashamed
portrayd of physicality, eveninitsmessinessand danger, affirmsthebody as
asacred ste. Theline“fruit, tasting richly of ginger / break opentheir fineskins
/and put forth their seeds’ isasensual celebration of crestive power, invoking
apolitics of self-love where natural processes are neither shameful nor
hidden(Holmstrom 83). Thisbecomes particularly resonant whenread asa
metagphor for marginalisedidentitieswho claim spacethrough the unapol ogetic
affirmation of their own bodily existence, an act of resistancein aworld that
often seeksto erase or containthem. The poem’simagery, especidly thetiger,
volcano, andriver, worksthroughamultiplicity of temporaitiesand geographies.
Each element evokeshistoriesof colonization, environmental violence, and
indigenousembodiment. Arondekar’ sintersectiona lenshe psusread thepoem
not smply asan environmenta ode, but asan entangled spacewheremultiple
identities and oppressions coexist and resist. For example, thetiger, often
symbolic of power and survival in South Asian contexts, drinksfrom * swift
water-streams while still marked by violence, suggesting asimultaneous
experienceof violenceand vitaity, margindization and surviva.

Corporeality and Resistance: A Compar ativeAnalysis

Thepoemsof Kutti Revathi, and Sukirtharani, whiledistinctinvoiceand
imagery, converge around apowerful thematic axis. thereclamation of the
female body asasite of resistance. Thisreclamationisnot only literary but
aso palitica—challenging dominant narrativesabout femininity, caste, sexudity,
and agency. Their works serve as embodied counter-discoursesthat rupture
hegemonic aestheticsand epistemol ogiesin Tamil literature. Revathi’ spoetics
centerson the oceanic, emphasizing thefluidity of fema eexperience. In“Here
isaPoem”, thebody containsthe sea, whichinturn becomesametaphor for
emotiond and sensud interiority. Thesensua imagesof corals, moonlight, and
hair echo aform of poetic desirethat celebratesthe body’ s capacity for pleasure
and transformation. Sukirtharani’s’My Body” positionsthefemalebody as
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earth, fire, and blood, aterrain marked by violence, resistance, and survival.
TheDalit body hereisnot merely metaphor; it ismaterial, explosive, and
ethical. Her volcanoes, rivers, and cliffsarenot just symbol sbut reinscriptions
of trauma, anger, and power into theliterary field. In both cases, thefemale
body isnot apassivevessd but an agentiveforce, not written upon, but writing
itself. This autonomy resonates deeply with Judith Butler’s theory of
performativity, which dismantlesthe notion of gender asastableidentity. In
the poems, the repetition of bodily metaphors, natural imagery, and sensory
detail s servesto destabilizeimposed gender roles. The speakers, with their
luminous skin and mobile sea-body, vol canic, and blood-drenched landscape
perform femininity outsdeof patriarchd legibility.

Anjdi Arondekar’ sframework of intersectiondity urgesscholarstomove
beyondidentity categoriesand attend to theaffectiveand historical dimensions
of margindity. Revathi’ s poeticschalengesgender normsand hel psher explore
sensuality and abstraction with lyrical freedom. Sukirtharani, conversdly, is
entangledinthematerial and structura violenceof caste. Her embodiment is
always shaped by oppression; thus, her resistance is more visceral and
antagonistic. But both the poets convergein rejection of purity, aconcept
foundationa to both castehierarchy and patriarcha control. hooksasoinssts
onsdf-loveasanact of political rebellion. Both poets practicethis, Revathi
by adorning and asserting the body, Sukirtharani by naming and narrating the
body’straumaand resilience.

Themateridity of their metgphorsa so revealsapoetic politics. Revathi’s
metaphors move like waves, fluid, cyclical, interwoven. Sukirtharani’s
metaphorsaregeologicd, heavy, eruptive, andirreducible. Thisdifferenceis
not merely aesthetic but ideological. Revathi’ s approach draws attention to
theinteriority of female experience, whereas Sukirtharani emphasizesits
historical exteriority of how bodiesare shaped by caste, |abor, and pain. Yet,
both challengethe paliticsof silence, and inscribe female agency into Tamil
literary modernity.

Conclusion

Kutti Revathi and Sukirtharani offer two powerful, distinct yet complementary
visionsof embodied res stancein contemporary Tamil feminist poetics. Their
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works challenge and deconstruct the hegemonic binaries of body and soul,
purity andimpurity, center, and margin, and feminineand masculineby centering
the body not as an object, but asagent, archive, and author. Through their
verses, they articulate apolitics of presence and insurgency, carving literary
spacefor feminist epistemol ogiesgrounded in embodiment, desire, caste, and
senaudity.

Judith Butler’stheory of performativity hel psunpack theway both poets
destabilizetraditiona markersof femininity through repeated, stylized actsof
writing the body. bell hooks' vision of self-love asresistanceiscrucial to
understanding theethical dimensionsof these poetries, wherelovefor thesdlf
becomesadeclaration of survival and defiance. Arondekar’snotion of the
intersectiona and affectivearchivealowsusto view their poemsashistorica
texts, repositories of caste, gender, and emotional memory that exceed
normative structuresof documentation.

Both poetsoffer usapoeticswherethe Dalit feminist self isaspeaking
subject, whose corporeal presenceinterrupts, challenges, and redefinesthe
literary canon. In doing so, they transform the poeminto an act of resistance.
Their work ingststhat the body isnot shameful. Itisnot excess. Itistext, itis
resstance, anditisthefutureof feminist thought in SouthAsianliterature.
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Embodied Narratives. Disability, Gender, and Self-
Representation in theAutobiographiesof Malini
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Abstract

Theintersection of disability with gender remainsan underexplored areain
academic studies, despitethesefactorsshaping lived experiences. Considering
theimportanceof intersectiondity of gender and disability, thisessay examines
theautobiographica narrativesof two disabled Indianwomenwriters—Malini
Chib’s One Little Finger and Preeti Monga's The Other Senses. Critical
feminist disability studieshasbeen employed asatheoretical framework and
feminist critical discourse analysis as a research method to analyse the
experiences, stereotypes, and negotiating strategiesto assert the agency by
women with disabilities. The analysisreveals how both writers navigate
discriminationin educationd ingtitutions, employment, and socia relationships
through challenging assumptions about disabled women'’s intellectual,
professional, and sexual capacities. The comparative analysis showshow
differentimparmentscrestedifferent challengesand possibilitiesof res stance.
Chib’sinternational education providesher lensesto critique charity and the
medica model of disability. Ontheother hand, Monga sstrugglefor economic
independencereflectsthe classintersection with disability. Thisresearch
contributesto understanding the complex intersections of gender, disability,
and self-representationin contemporary Indianwomen'slivesviahighlights
how autobiographical practices can function as sites of resistance and
reclamation.

K eywor ds. Women with Disabilities; Autobiography; Feminist Critical
DiscourseAnaysis, Critical Feminigt Disability Studies, Indian Women Writers
Introduction

Despitethe continuousgrowth of disability studiesin India, autobiographical
narrativesby disabled womenremainlimited. Autobiographiesby Mdini Chib's
OneLittle Finger (2011) and Preeti Monga's The Other Senses(2012) are
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twoimportant contributionsin thisgenre. Thisarticle analyseshow thesetwo
autobiographies function as acts of resistance against the intersectional
exclusionary practicesthat position disabled women at themarginsof society.
Further, thisarticlearguesthat these autobiographiesare not merely apersond
testimony but create agpaceto show their struggleand societal discriminatory
practicesand paveapath for portraying new possibilitiesfor disabled women's
sdlf-representation. Chibaand Monga s narratives question the conventional
ideol ogiesthat situate disabled women at two extremes, either asobjects of
pity requiring charity or asinspirationd figures(overcoming persond tragedy).
Thelr narratives show how disabled women struggl e to access education,
navigatewith the gaze of pity, and assert sexual agency.

Thisarticleismainly structured infive sections. After theintroduction,
the sacond section discussesvariousargumentsmade by different critical feminist
disability scholarsregarding how exclusionary practicesshapetheidentity of
disabled women. Thethird sectionisamethodol ogica section, whichincludes
therationa ebehind sdlecting feminit critical discourseanayssastheresearch
method for comparativetextual analysis. The purpose of thisanalysisisto
analyse how thesetexts operate as counter-narrativesthat challenge dominant
representations. Further, the fourth section proceeds through four
interconnected analyses. Thefirst theme of analysisdescribeshow both the
authors challenge medica and charity modelsof disability by depicting their
experiencesof making spacefor themsaves. The second themeandysesthelr
experiencesof educationa andingtitutional discrimination. The second theme
shedslight on how school sand workplaces systematically exclude disabled
women through subtle forms of regjection. The third theme includes how
economicdisparitiesinreationto thenatureof their impa rment shapedifferent
lifetrgjectoriesfor both of theauthors. And thefinal themereflectshow both
authorsreclaim sexuality, desire, and motherhood. Thisdirectly confronts
cultural assumptions that position disabled women outside normative
frameworksof intimacy and family.

Through analysis of thesetwo authors' work, thisarticle shows how
autobiography becomesasignificant tool for disabled womento assert agency.
These autobiographies demonstrate how they navigated the intersectional
discrimination and complexity of experiencesthat shaped their persondlity.

Scholarsacrossdisciplineshave examined how the politics of the body
are always a part of society, where some bodies are subjugated and
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discriminated against while others are at the top. One of the renowned
philosophersof histime, evenAristotle, classified thewomen asmuitilations of
themal e body, where the male hasbeen recogni sed as an active and rational
being and thewomanis passiveand materialistic (Horowitz 185). Similarly,
historically disabled bodies have been perceived as cursed, deformed, and
deviant from thenormal bodies. According to Morris, both the personswith
disabilities(PwDs) and women have been put at the marginsof thenormative
curve, representing the negative and unworthy figuresin asociety (158).
Furthermore, critica feminist disability scholar Rosemarie Garland-Thomson
isoneof thekey contributorsinfeminist disability studies, anaysing various
historicd textsin order to depict how both feminist sudiesand disability sudies
can benefit from each other and share asimilar trgjectory. Feminism has
broadened our understanding of what it meansto beawoman and worked to
reduce negative stereotypes about women. Similarly, disability studieshas
examined what it meansto be disabled, with the goal of helping peoplewith
disabilitiesbecomemorefully includedin society.

Thisintersection of disability and gender createswhat critical feminist
disability scholarssuch asGarland-Thomson term‘ extraordinary bodies' that
exist outsdethe normative socia structure of the society, where such bodies
challengetheideaof normative bodiesin our society and create the spacefor
discourseonfluidideasof bodies(30). However, these extraordinary bodies
poseathrest to pre-decided ideal bodies, placing them at the periphery of the
normalcy curve. Furthermore, shearguesthat disability doesnot just function
asabiological given but asacultural construction that intersectswith gender
to create complex matrices of oppression and resistance aswell. Garland-
Thomson introducesthe concept of the‘ normate,” which shedescribesasa
socid figurethroughwhichindividuascan positionthemselvesasexemplars
of humanity, typicaly characterised asma e, able-bodied, white, heterosexud,
and middle-class. Such conceptualisation automatically positionsdisabled
women as being doubly deviant from normeative expectations (xii).

Inthe Indian context, Indian scholarsshed light on theintersectionality of
beingwomen and disabled in apatriarchd society, wherethesetwointerlinked
identities becomethe source of discrimination and subjugation. Stereotypes
and biases regarding disabled women may have emerged dueto cultural
attitudesdeeply embedded inreligiousand mythological frameworksthat often
pathol ogisewomen and disabled bodies (Ghal 107). Centra to understanding
thismargindisationiswhét criticd feminist disability scholar Jenny Morristerms
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doubleoppression, where patriarcha and ableist ideol ogieslead to the cregtion
of forms of discrimination that cannot be understood through single-axis
analyses(Morris 162). Building on Morris swork, critical feminist disability
scholar hasfurther theorised how disabled women experience uniqueforms
of socid exclusionthat cannot be captured through asinglemode of oppresson
(Wendédll 52). Theintersection of patriarchal structureswith ableistideologies
createswhat scholarsterm doubl ejeopardy, where disabled women experience
marginalisation based on both gender and disability Satus.

In the Indian context, this intersectional lens becomes particularly
sgnificant for understanding how caste, class, religion, and regiond identities
interact with disability and gender to shape disabled women's|ived experiences
and narrative possibilities. Critical feminist disability scholarssuchasTobin
Siebers provide additional grounding through his theory of ‘complex
embodiment’ by challenging binary constructions of normal and abnormal
bodies. He assertsthat disability existsasacomplex social location where
biological factorsinteract with social and environmental conditionsto create
varying degreesof ability and limitation (Siebers 25).

However, in recent decades, despite experiencing varioushardshipsand
discrimination, globally disabled women havetakenvariousstepsandinitiatives
to make space for themselves in society. They have started to represent
themsavesthrough different formssuch asart, academia, cinema, lifewriting,
and using autobiographical narrativesto challengetheir marginalisation and
concretisetheir existencein apatriarcha -ableist society. Theseautobiographica
textsdo not just work merely aspersona testimonies; instead, they needto be
considered anarrativeform of activism. Insuchaform of narrative activism,
disabled women employ sorytdling asapoalitical tool toresst dominant culturd
scriptsthat position them asobjectsof pity, inspiration, or medical intervention
rather than as complex individuals with agency, desires, and valuable
contributionsto society. Criticd disability lifewriting scholar G Thomas Couser
demonstrates how autobiographica narrativesby disabled peoplefunction as
sitesof self-representation that challenge medical and charity discourses
positioning them as objectsrather than subjectsof knowledge (Couser 12).

Thistheoretica understanding of autobiographica narrativesassitesof
resistanceaignswith feminist standpoint theory, which recognisesthat living
with disabilities createsunique positionsfor analysing and criticising social
structures. Rather than suggesting asingle disabled standpoint, thistheory
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acknowledgesthediversity of disabled women'sexperiencesbased on factors
liketype of disability, accessto resources, cultural context, race, and class
(Hartsock 283; Collins 270).

Hence, considering autobiography as a tool of socia reform and
upliftment, especially in the context of India, wherewomenwith disabilities
presenting themsel vesthrough autobiography isstill very limited. Thisarticle
examinestwo pioneering autobiographica narraivesby disabled Indianwomen:
Malini Chib’'sOneLittle Finger (2011) and Preeti Monga s The Other Senses
(2012). Chib, who has cerebral pal sy, depicts her journey from childhood
through adulthood, challenging assumptionsabout intellectua capacity and
physical limitationwhileasserting her identity asawriter, activist, and sexual
being. Monga, who lost her sight at age five, narrates her experiences of
navigating educational institutions, professiond environments, and personal
relationshipswhile challenging societal assumptions about blindnessand
women’'scapabilities. Both narrativesemerge from urban, educated, middle-
classcontexts, providingingghtsinto how classprivilegeand cultural resources
enableparticular formsof resi stance and self-advocacy whilea so revealing
the persistent barriersfaced by disabled women acrosssocia hierarchies.

Thisresearch hasemployed feminist critica discourseandysis(FCDA),
as developed by Michelle M. Lazar, as aresearch method to analyse the
autobiographiesof Malini Chib and Preeti Monga. FCDA providesana ytica
toolsfor examining how disabled women’sautobiographica narrativesfunction
asstesof discursgveressanceagangt doubleformsof oppresson. Therationde
behind salecting FCDA asaresearch method isbecauseit aimsto “reveal the
complex, subtle, and sometimes not-so-subtlewaysinwhich frequently taken-
for-granted gendered assumptions and hegemonic power relations are
discursively produced, sustained, negotiated, and challenged in different
contextsand communities’ (Lazar 142-143). Thismethodol ogical framework
enables analysis of how Malini Chib and Preeti Monga employ various
discursive strategiesto challenge normative constructions of both femininity
and ability whileasserting their agency asdisabled womenin Indian society.

Thearticleemploysacomparativetextua analysisapproach, examining
two autobiographica narratives by disabled Indian women to understand how
different typesof impairments create diverse modalitiesof disabled female
embodiment and narrative possibility. Thiscomparativeframework alowsfor
andysisof both commonditiesand differencesin how cerebrd pasy andvisud
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impairment intersect with gender to shape women's experiences and self-
representation strategies. Theresearch followswhat Lazar termsfeminist
andytica activism, which functionsasaform of critica consciousness-raising
through research and teaching that theorisesand analyses gendered discourse
practices (145-146), positioning thisarticle as both academic inquiry and
political intervention that contributesto broader conversationsabout disabled
women'srightsand representation.

Challenging Charity and Medical Model of Disabilities through
Autobiographical Discour se

Theapplication of Feminist Critical DiscourseAnaysis(FCDA) to Malini
Chib’'sOneLittle Finger and Preeti Monga's The Other Sensesrevealsthe
effect of the dominant medical and charity model of disability. However, the
act of writing their storiesby positioning themselves asauthoritative narrators
of their own experienceschalengeswhat Lazar identifiesas* frequently taken-
for-granted gendered assumptions’ (142). Further, oneof Chib’sstatements
explicitly depicts her criticism of themedical model of disability when she
writesthat “ The doctor who said | would be apermanent vegetable hashad
to eat hiswords. | have two master’s degrees. | travel, write, and lecture
acrossIndiaand abroad” (193). Thisexcerpt from her autobiography reflects
what Couser terms* narrative prosthesis,” where people use storytelling as
one of thetoolsto challenge the dominant discourse which labelsthem as
objectsof medical interventioninstead of subjectivebeingswith agency. The
use of the metaphor for the doctor ‘ eating hiswords' itself challengesthe
dominant traditiona doctor-patient power dynamics, where Chib'sstory shows
themedical expertiseasfallible.

Similarly, Mongachallenges charity model assumptionsthrough her
strategic positioning as an independent entrepreneur. When discussing her
past experience, she sharesthe brutal statement of her husband, who said to
her, “Hey youblind bat. ... hewould yell, “What do you think of yourself?You
should thank your stars. | marriedyou...Don’'t you all ever forget it” (105).
Monga, through her narrative, proved that sheisnot someonewhowouldlive
onthepity of others. Instead, shetook thisasachallengein 1988 and became
asuccessful entrepreneur and thefirst visudly impaired aerobicsinstructor in
India. The autobiography of Monga showswhat Garland-Thomson calls
extraordinary bodiesthat chalenge normative assumptionsand turn scepticism
into motivation (Garland-Thomson 31).
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The comparativeanaysisrevea show different impairmentsgenerate
distinct possibilitiesfor discursiveresistance. Chib’scerebral pasy affects
communication, requiring her to develop technologica strategiesthrough her
“onelittlefinger” for asserting intellectual capacity: “My onelittlefinger wasa
powerhouse of strength. | used email al thetime”’ (131). Monga'svisual
impairment creates different challengesbut generates her concept of ‘ other
senses,” pogitioning blindnessas deve oping dternativewaysof knowing rather
than representing adeficit.

Educational Excluson and I nstitutional Barriers

Other aspectsof their livesa so reflect the stigmaand subjugation they endure.
Theeducationa experiencein Indiashowshow educationa ingtitutesbecome
thedteof exclusonfor both of them. Variouseducationistscons der thisspace
asaplacewhereachild canflourish, not only in acquiring knowledge but also
in learning about community, coordination, and relationships. Chib’s
retrospective analysis of her special school education reveals a deep
understanding of how progressive educational discourse can perpetuate
oppression through patronising practices. “ Everythingwedid wasspecia. We
were perceived asanew breed of peoplewho were praised for whatever we
did... Nobody challenged us’ (22-23).

Monga's experience with educational discrimination demonstrates
systematicexcluson:

[O]nthefateful day of my exclusionfrom formal education, |
recal with particular clarity thecanechair at the school’ sreception
areaonwhich | sat brooding. Awaiting my transfer certificate,
thinkingtomysdlf. | will never again cometo school again; what
| have doneto deservethis? (Monga45)

Theexperiencesof both Chib and Mongademonstrate how theschool functions
asagatekeeper, creating awork environment that excludesthese extraordinary
individuals. Projecting disability asaninternal fault of theindividual justifies
their exclusionary practices.

Chib’s later success in mainstream education becomes a powerful
counter-narrativeto special education discourse: “| wasMalini Chib, BA!”
(75). Thisexclamatory statement functionsas both apersonal cel ebrationand
apolitica assertion, which chalengestheassumptionsabout disabled women's
intellectual capacity. Similarly, Monga sentrepreneuria and marketing skills
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reflect her strong desireto befinancially independent asawoman, which
challenges the narrative of perceiving disabled women as helpless and
dependent.

Gendered Disability Discour seand Economic Disparities

Chib’s detailed account of social exclusion during college and Monga's
experienceswith love affairsand groom-searching providerich material for
understanding how gendered assumptionsabout disability cresteuniqueforms
of marginalisation. Her description of the college prom demonstratesthe
intersection of ableist and gendered expectationsabout social participation.
“The organisers came up and said rather patronisingly, ‘Why don’'t you sit
down?You are bound to fall. You can’t dance with crutches” (65). This
interaction depicts multiplelayersof discrimination operating s multaneoudly,
which reinforcetheideaof disabled women asboth physically incompetent
and socially inappropriatefor participatinginsmplejoyful events.

Further, Monga's experiencereveal sdifferent but rel ated patterns of
intersectiond discrimination. Her difficulty infinding asuitablemarriage partner
showshow disability intersectswith gendered expectations about women's
roles. Thisconcept can be understood through M onga sexperiencesof betrayd
when adivorced man pursued her for marriage and, after knowing about her
impairment, hewent to marry someonee sewithout informing her family. At
that time, Mongastated,

Thiswasmost shocking! What havel donenow?Was| so bad
that no one, no oneat all, wished to have anything to do with
me?First it wasmy school, thenthemusic teacher denial... No
one seemed to want to marry me. (Monga87)

These narratives of both the authorsreveal what critical feminist disability
scholarsidentify astheintersection of ablel st assumptions about marriage
suitability with gendered expectationsabout women'sprimary rolesaswives
and mothers. Both authorsface assumptionsthat disabled women cannot fulfil
normeativefeminineroles, cregting uniqueformsof exclusonwherether identity
aswomen hasbeen sidelined duetotheir disability.

Theautobiographiesof both authorsreflect these economic differences,
which createdistinct discursive possibilitiesand limitations. Whileboth of them
haveimpairments, their economic conditionsbuild different trgjectoriesfor
their lives. While Chib’sinternational education and exposureto Western
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disability rightsdiscourse enableher to anaysethe social model of disability
and comparative culturd critique. Her economic security allowsher to position
hersdf asacritic of Indian systemswhilemaintai ning distance from economic
vulnerability.

Her reflection on employment discriminationin London “ Despitemy two
masters', | had not got ajob in London, not through want of trying but | felt
sure because of my disability” representsthe perspective of someonewhose
economic security was never fundamentally threatened (183). Her ability to
eventudly returnto Indiaand hel p her mother inthegrowth of theingtitution,
Centrefor Specid Education, which her mother established for her education,
shows how class privilege enables certain forms of activism and socidl
entrepreneurship.

Monga snarrative, conversaly, reved stheadditiona pressuresfaced by
disabled women from middle-class backgroundsin Indian society who must
achieve economic independence despite systemic barriers. Throughout her
autobiography, Monga' s narrative reflects how shetried to seem normal and
was hardly ableto question the society, which was never equipped enoughto
create spacefor her. Her abusive marriage with Keith includes economic
vulnerability: “How would | look after my children?Wherewould themoney
comefrom?’ (107). Thiseconomic anxiety shapesher discursive strategy,
emphasising practical achievementsand financia independence asformsof
resstance.

These economic disparities demonstrate how class privilege creates
different possibilitiesfor different people. Chib'sability to pursueinternationa
education and maintain economic independence through family resources
enabled her to devel op sophisticated theoretical critiques of ableism and
produce extensivewritten work.

Whereas Monga' s middle-class background required her to develop
practicd srategiesfor economic survivad whilechdlenging disability Sereotypes
through professional achievement. Her narrative demonstrates how disabled
women from less privileged backgrounds must often prioritise economic
independence and lack the tool sto question society’s biased practices. The
narrative exposeshow Monga sinitia gratitude towards her first husband
reflectstheinternalised ableism that pervades society’ streatment of disabled
women. Her perception of being “blessed” by hisacceptance revealshow
disabled women are conditioned to view marriage asacharitable act rather
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thanamutual partnership. Thisgratitude becomesaform of psychol ogical
imprisonment, making her more suscepti bleto accepting substandard trestment.

Her tolerance towards her abusive husband’ sbehaviour illustrates how
patriarchal structuresexploit disabled women’s perceived dependence. The
cultural mandate that awoman’shomeisher husband's place only becomes
particularly oppressivefor disabled women, who are madeto believethey
havefewer aternatives. Monga srepeated forgiveness of abuse stemsnot
fromweaknessbut from aredistic assessment of her limited optionswithina
society that views disabled women as burden rather than autonomous
individuas. Theday-to-day struggle shefacesbecomesamechanismof survivd
that prevents her from devel oping the critical consciousness necessary to
chdlengethesebiased practices. Her energy isconsumed by immediatesurviva
needs, leaving littleroom for questioning the systemicinequalitiesthat shape
her experiences. This case demonstrates how disability, class, and gender
intersect to create uniqueformsof oppression that require sustained analysis
rather than surface-level understanding.

Both narratives reveal what feminist disability scholars call the
heterogeneity of disabled women’s experiences, showing how economic
background mediates but cannot eliminate the impact of intersectional
oppression.

Experiencesof Sexuality, Desire, and Reproduction

Theanadys srevea sthat both authorsempl oy different, but related, discursive
techniquesto chalengewnhat feminist disability scholarsidentify asthecultura
desexualisation of disabled women. Both narrativesfunction aswhat could be
termed sexual counter-narrativesthat confront societal assumptions about
disabled women’sromantic and sexual possibilities.

Chib’sgpproach to discussing sexudity demongrates particular boldness-
“Likeeveryonedse, | did havethedesirefor sex. Oncewhen | brought up the
subject, people around me started whispering and | wastold, * Why would
you need sex?” (147). Her article, “No Sex, Please, You're Disabled’
representsan explicit counter-narrative construction that directly confronts
cultural assumptions, transforming what feminist theory callsprivatetroubles
into publicissues.

Monga's narrative addresses sexuality more indirectly through her
marriageexperiencesand rel ationships. Her description of her abusivemarriage
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with Keith reveals how disabled women’s sexuality can become asite of
exploitation: “Hekicked my head with hisleg... haf pushing, half dragging me,
heflung meout of thedoor of thegpartment” (131). Thispassagedemongrates
how domestic violenceagaing disabled women oftenincludesspecifictargeting
of thelr disability statusasaform of additiona humiliation.

However, Monga'slater relationship with Ashwani, described asten
yearsyounger than her, representsadifferent model of romantic partnership.
Sheproposed to him, and despite hisinitia hesitation, heagreed to marry her.
Her second marriage with Ashwani counters assumptions about disabled
women'sdesirability while asserting her agency inromantic relationships.

Thecomparativeanadys sreved show both authorsmust navigate between
acknowledging socia barrierswhileasserting their right to sexua expression
and romantic partnership. Their strategiesdemonstratewhat Wenddl | callsthe
complex negotiationsrequired for disabled women to claim sexual agency
within culturesthat position disabled bodiesasingppropriate objectsof desire.

Both authorsfundamentaly disrupt what feminist disability scholarsidentify
asthe systematic denia of disabled women’sreproductive autonomy and
materna subjectivity through their embodied experiences of motherhood and
intimaterelationships. Ther narrativesfunction aspowerful counter-discourses
to pervasive cultural assumptionsthat place disabled women outside the
traditiond frameworksof family formation and child-rearing.

Chib’s discussions of her family planning decisions and romantic
relationshipsassert her sexual and reproductive agency inwaysthat directly
challengewhat Garland-Thomson callsthe cultural construction of disability
asasexudity (20). Her narrative positions her asadesirable subject, capable
of making autonomousdecisionsabout i ntimate rel ationshipsand refuting the
infantilisationthat typically characterisessocieta responsesto disabledwomen's
sexudity and reproductive choices.

Monga'slived experience asamother to Fionaand Mark represents
what could betermed reproductive resi stance, aform of embodied activism
that chalengesthevery foundationsof able st thinking about maternd fitness.
Her successful mothering of two children demolishesdeeply entrenched myths
about disabled women'’ sreproductiveincapacity, mythsthat feminist disability
scholar Susan Wendell argues serveto maintain hierarchies of worthy versus
unworthy reproducersin patriarcha societies.
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The stereotype that disabled women require a cure before assuming
maternd rolesreved swhat Morrisidentifiesasthemedica modd’ sfundamentd
denid of disabled women'sfull personhood. Thisassumption postionsdisabled
women as perpetua patientsrather than potential mothers, reducing their
complex identitiesto their impairmentswhiledenying their capacity for the
emotional labour and nurturing that motherhood entails (160).

However, Mongd smaternd narrative al so exposesthe cruel paradox of
ableist patriarchy: while society questions disabled women’s fitness for
motherhood, it s multaneoudy wegponisestheir disabilitiesagainst themwhen
they seek to maintain materna relationships. Monga sprofound anguish sems
from her separation from her children. However, the separation from her
bel oved children caused her anguish, illugtrating what feminist disability scholars
refer to asthe doublebind of disabled motherhood.

This separation represents more than personal |0ss; it constituteswhat
could be understood as state-sanctioned violence against disabled women's
maternal bonds. Thelegal system’s potential use of her disability asgrounds
for questioning her parental competence demonstrateshow ableist assumptions
about caregiving capacity intersect with gendered expectations about proper
motherhood to create uniquevulnerabilitiesfor disabled women.

Monga semotional devastation reveal sthe human cost of what Kafer
calls compulsory able-bodiedness, the systemic assumption that only
normeatively abled bodiescan successfully fulfil socia roleslike motherhood
(85). Her grief chdlengesreadersto recognisetheviolenceinherentin systems
that first question disabled women'’ sright to become mothers, then punish
them for succeeding at motherhood by threatening to removetheir children.

Both narrativesthusfunction aswhat Mintz terms counter-maternal
discoursereveding how disabled women’ sexperiences of motherhood expand
and complicatefeminist understandings of reproductivejustice beyond issues
of choiceand accessto include questions of recognition, legitimacy, and the
right to maintain maternal rel ationshipswithout stateinterference based on
embodied difference (164).

Conclusion

Thecomprehensive FCDA andysisreved show both Chib’sOneLittle Finger
and Monga's The Other Sensesfunction as sophisticated sitesof discursive
resistance that challenge normative constructions of femininity, ability, and
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cultural belonging. Both authorsemploy complex narrative strategiesthat
simultaneously acknowledge social barriers while asserting agency,
demonstrating what L azar terms*analytical activism” through their critical
consciousness-raising about theintersections of gender and disability (141).

Thecomparativeandyssdemongrateshow different imparmentscreste
diversebut rel ated challengesto dominant discourse, with cerebral palsy, and
visud impairment generating distinct possibilitiesfor resstancewhilesharing
common patternsof margindisation and empowerment. Both authorscontribute
to expanding feminist literary discourse by demonstrating how disability
perspectivesreveal thelimitationsof feminist analysesthat assume shared
experiencesof patriarchal oppression without accounting for the complex
intersectionsof multiple systemsof power.

Their autobiogragphica practicesdemongtratehow lifewriting canfunction
asboth personal healing and transformative intervention, creating counter-
narrativesthat chalengetraditiond representationsof disabledwomeninindian
society. Through their sophisticated discursive strategies, both authors
contributeto broader conversationsabout disability rights, feminist theory,
and cultura changewhileproviding model sfor how disabledwomencanclam
narrativeauthority and assert their complex identitieswithin syslemsdesigned
tomargindisethem.
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RewritingtheWarrior: Feminist Embodiment
and Martial Artsin Anglophone Fanfiction by
| ndian Women

Martine Mussies

Abstract

Thisresearchinvestigateshow I ndian women authorsusefanfiction platforms
toreimagine martial artsnarrativesassitesof feminist agency and cultural
reclamation. Through analysisof anglophone fanfiction on platformslike
Archive of Our Own and Wattpad, the article reveals how these writers
chalenge dominant gender scriptswhilst engaging with both globd martid arts
traditions and South Asian practices like Shastar Vidya. The findings
demongtrate that martial artsfunction ascomplex frameworksfor exploring
intersectional identity, embodied resi stance, and cultural preservation within
diasporic communities. Thesedigital textsoffer crucial insightsinto how
marginalised voi cesreshgpedominant culturd narrativesthroughtransformetive
fan practicesthat extend far beyond entertainment val ue.

Keywor ds: Fanfiction; Intersectiondity; Digita Humanities, Gender Studies;
Postcolonia Digita Studies

Introduction

The study of fanfiction hasevolved from amarginal examination of amateur
cregtivepracticeinto arobust field of academicinquiry. Central tothisdiscourse
isfeminist embodiment, which reconfiguresthetraditional warrior narrative
through an intersectional lens. Thisarticleinvestigates how Anglophone
fanfiction re-authorisesmartia artsand warrior tropes, infusing themwith
feminist, queer, postcolonid, caste-conscious, and neurodivergent perspectives.

Traditionally, martial arts narratives have been dominated by
hypermasculineideal s. Genres such aswuxiaand action-adventure often
portray malecombatants negotiating honour, trauma, and violence. Yet within
fanfiction, crestorsfrequently subvert thesecanonica templates. By re-imagining
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thewarrior through an intersectional lens, fan authors challenge not only
gendered constructions of the body but also the broader sociocultural
assumptionsembedded in martial narratives.

Thisarticleexamineshow feminist embodi ment theory manifestsinthe
re-writing of martial arts narrativeswithin Anglophone Indian fanfiction.
Following adiscussion of key theoretica frameworks, | analysethedepiction
of martia artsinfan re-authorship and examineintersectiona dynamics, with
attention to queer, postcoloniad, caste-based, and neurodivergent inflections.
Through closereadingsand comparative casestudies, | proposenew directions
for research at theintersection of media, embodiment, and resi stance.

Resear ch Paradigm

Thetheoretical foundation of thisresearch drawson feminist mediatheory,
embodiment studies, and fan studies. AsLauraMulvey established, media
representationsactively construct gendered subject positionsthat privilege
masculine perspectives. Thisframework becomesparticularly pertinent when
examining how martia artsnarrativeshave higtorically margindised feminine,
gueer, and non-normative formsof agency. Contemporary feminist media
scholarsemphasi setheimportance of “amplification of marginaized voices’
through res stant reading practicesand aternative cultural production (hooks).
Thefanfiction examined hereresstsreductive portraya sthat position women
solely in objectified or domestic roles, foregrounding femal e charactersas
complex martid artistsswhose physica skill becomesmetaphorical resistance.

Embodiment theory offersacrucid lensthroughwhichto gpproachthese
texts. Rooted in anthropol ogical and feminist traditions, embodiment theory
speaksto thewaysthat experiencesare enlivened and situated in theworld
through thebody (Csordas). Martia arts, in thiscontext, arenot just physical
disciplines—they are lived epistemologies. Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology of perception offersinsightsinto how embodied resistance
operatesthrough* motor intentionaity” —thebody’ s pre-refl ective engagement
withtheworld that precedes consciousthought. In thesefanfiction narratives,
training becomesaform of somatic reclamation through which marginalised
bodiesdevel op new rel ationshipsto strength, vulnerability, and agency.
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Where South Asian martial systems such asKalaripayattu, Slambam,
or Skh Shastar Vidya traditionally inscribe warriorhood onto male bodies,
feminist fanfiction reclamsthesetechniquesasfluid and culturally specific.
TheDasamGranth framesthebody asavessd of divinejusticeand disciplined
strength—awarriorhood enfol ded within grace and femininity rather than
opposedtoit.

Fanfiction operatesasaliminal spacewhere canonical narrativesare
taken gpart and rebuilt. AsHenry Jenkinsargues, fan practicesrepresent textual
poaching that enables marginalised communitiesto reclaim agency within
dominant cultura narratives. Yuri Lotman’sconcept of the semiosphereprovides
aframework for understanding how fanfiction platformsfunction asbounded
cultura spaceswhere meaning-making operates according to specific rules.
Withinthisdigital semiosphere, traditional martial artssignifiersundergo
trand ation and transformation acrosscultura and linguistic boundaries, creating
hybrid meaningsthat serve both preservation and innovation functions. Homi
Bhabha' stheorisation of cultura hybridity illuminates how such boundary-
crossingsproduce new, unstableformsof meaning that belongwholly to neither
sourceculture.

SaraAhmed' swork on affectiveeconomiesfurther explainshow emotions
like pride, shame, and anger become attached to specific cultural practices
and circulated through digita networks. Inthe context of martia artsfanfiction,
training sequences function as affective landscapes where charactersand
readersnavigate complex emotiona territoriesaround strength, vulnerability,
cultural connection, and persona transformation. RadhikaGgjjala swork on
“cybersubaltern” practicesrevealshow thesedigitd textsfunction assitesof
postcol onia agency, with authors performing unpaid cultural work that serves
bothindividua creative expressionand collective cultural preservationwhilst
remaining embedded within global digital economies.

M ethodology and Platform Analysis

Thisarticleadoptsaquditative, close-reading methodol ogy rooted infeminist
media analysis and embodiment theory. The primary corpus consists of
Anglophonefanfictiontextsdrawn fromArchiveof Our Own (AO3), Wattpad,
FanFiction.net, and curated Discord and Facebook archives. Texts were
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selected based on explicit engagement with martial artsor warrior identities,
themati c focuson gender, embodiment, trauma, or aternative epistemol ogies,
and the presence of author signal sindicating feminist, queer, caste-conscious,
or neurodivergent perspectives.

The emergence of digital fanfiction platforms has fundamentally
transformed cultural production, creating unprecedented opportunitiesfor
margindised voicesto participatein narrative creation. AO3, with itsnonprofit
ethosand sophigticated tagging architecture, dlowsauthorsto sgnd engagement
with specific martid artstraditionswhilstindicating key identity pogtions. This
precise metadata facilitates discoverability and the formation of micro-
communitieswithin the broader fandom ecosystem. Wattpad, by contrast,
skews younger and more commercia in orientation, but its real-time
commenting featuresand a gorithmic recommendation system amplify themes
around intersectional identity politics, casteism, queerness, and feminist
resstance. Theseplatform differences createwhat 1an Hutchby callsmaterial
agency—wheretechnol ogical affordancesactively shapecultural production
rather than merely facilitatingit.

Yet platform affordances must beinterrogated aswell as cel ebrated.
AQO3'stagging architecture, frequently praised within fan studiesfor enabling
marginalised communitiesto find oneanother, wasbuilt by and for aspecific
demographic: predominantly Western, Anglophone, university-educated
fandom cultureswhose classificatory intuitions shaped the folksonomy from
itsinception. An Indian author writing about Kalaripayattuor Shastar Vidya
must render her work discoverabl e within ataxonomy not designed for her
knowledge systems, trandating culturally specific practiceinto searchable
categories legible to audiences whose frameworks of reference may be
fundamentally different. SafiyaUmaojaNoble swork onagorithmic oppresson
demonstrates how apparently neutral information architecturesreproduce
culturd hierarchiesevenwhen—perhapsespecialy when—their desgnershold
progressive commitments. Thevery featuresthat make A O3 hospitableto
marginalised fandomsin Western contexts may simultaneously function as
gatekeeping mechanismsfor non-Western cultura content, rewarding texts
that maketheir SouthAsanreferencesmaximally legibleto non-South-Asian
readerswhilst disadvantaging textsthat assume cultural competency. Thisdoes
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not diminishtherea affordancesthese platforms provide, but it complicates
the celebratory framing that treats platform accessibility asstraightforwardly
emancipatory, ingsting instead that thematerial conditionsof digital cultural
production remain uneven evenwithin spacesexplicitly committed toinclusivity.

Crucially, theseplatformsact asarchives and | aboratories—preserving
endangered cultural formswhilst making spacefor new hybrid expressions.
For Shastar Vidya, where offline transmission faces challengesdueto the
decline of traditional akhara systems, digital fanfiction becomesaparalléel
preservation strategy. For diasporic authorsin particular, these platformsoffer
toolsof trandation: not merdly linguidtic, but culturd. A fanfictionmightinclude
glossaries, footnotes, or in-text clarificationsintroducing readersto complex
ideassuch asthecasteimplicationsof certainfighting stylesor thesignificance
of saffron robesin Sikhmartia philosophy.

Thecorpus sdepth requiresmethodol ogica clarification. Quditativeclose
reading need not be statistically representative, but theanalytica clamsmade
hereoscillateuneasly between ‘ thesetextsareilludtrativeexamples and ‘these
textsevidenceabroader pattern.’ Two texts cannot substantiate claimsabout
I ndian women fanfiction authorsasacategory; what they can doisilluminate
specific mechanismsthrough which embodied cultura knowledgeisnegotiated
inAnglophonedigita spaces. Thisdigtinction matters: thevaueof thisanalyss
liesnot in breadth but inthe granularity of itsattention to semiotictrandation,
platform affordance, and embodied epistemol ogy asthey operatein particular
texts, at particular moments, within particular communities. Futureresearch
should expand the corpus systematically—ideally through participatory
methodsinvolving author communities—to assesswhether thedifferentid logics
identified hererecur acrosswider fandom networks. The present study is;
therefore, best understood asgenerative rather than comprehensive: mapping
conceptual terrain and devel oping analytical toolsapplicabletoalarger field
that remainssubstantially understudied within both fan sudiesand SouthAsian
digita humanities.

My position asanon-Indian researcher analysing thesetextsisnot a
neutral limitation to be briefly acknowledged and set aside. Itisacondtitutive
condition of thisresearch that shapeswhich questions| ask, which patternsi
recognise, and—crucia ly—which meaningsremain opagueto me. | bringto
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these textsamartial arts background and familiarity with the theoretical
frameworks deployed here, but | lack the embodied and social knowledge
that comesfrom navigating caste, diaspora, or thespecific cultural lossesthese
authorswriteagaing. Thereisared risk that my application of Western academic
frameworks—L otman, Merl eau-Ponty, Ahmed—imposesandytical categories
that misalign with how authorsand communities understand their ownwork,
effectively re-enacting the colonia gesture of making non-Western knowledge
legibleonly throughWestern theoreticd trandation. | haveattemptedto mitigate
thisthrough sustai ned engagement with South Asian schol arship and through
treating thefanfiction textsthemsal vesastheoretical objectsrather than mere
illustrations. But mitigationisnot resol ution. Thisresearchwoul d bestrengthened
by participatory methodol ogiesthat position fan authorsas collaboratorsin
theandytical process—not subjectswhosetextsareinterpreted from outside,
but interlocutorswhose own frameworks and i ntentions shape the research
guestionsfromthe start.

Case Study One: Scarsin the Smoke

Scarsinthe Smoke, published on Archiveof Our Ownon 27" May 2025 by
theauthor WisdomTeef, exemplifiesthe sophi sticated cultura work performed
by Indianwomen fanfiction authorswho reimaginemartial narrativesthrough
explicitly feminist and postcolonia frameworks. Set withintheNaruto universe
yet radically departing from itscanonical logic, this 1,200-word vignette
transformsthe hypermasculine combat sequences characteristic of shonen
animeintowhat thetext itself terms* an unspoken poem’ —achoreographed
exchange between two bodies that refuses the violent epistemol ogies of
dominance central to the sourcematerial.

Thenarrative centreson Roshni, whosethey/them pronounsimmediately
signd aqueering of thetraditionally gender-binary Naruto universe, andArin,
awomanina‘glowing exosuit’ whosetechnol ogica augmentation destabilises
assumptionsabout ‘ natura’ versus‘ enhanced’ bodies. Together, they confront
an Akatsuki minion not through chakra-based jutsu but through mudra—
symboalic hand gesturesdrawn from Indian classical danceand spiritud practice.
Thissubstitution constituteswhat L otman would recogniseasafundamental
semiotic boundary-crossing: thetrandation of Japaneseanimemartial logic
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into South Asan embodied epistemol ogy, performed withinthe contested digitdl
gpace of anglophonefanfiction.

Thetext’ sopening establishesthistrandationd work: “ Roshni fightslike
they’ rewriting versesinto the air—sharp, measured, burning with purpose.”
Thesmilelinking combat to poetry reframesviolenceassgnification—asthe
production of meaning through bodily inscription upon space. WhentheAkatsuki
minion performs the Surya Mudra crudely, summoning fire merely for
mechanical propulsion, Roshni’s assessment— “ They would have done
differently. They would have done better” —establishesahierarchy of cultura
competency. The gap between them ishowever not one of skill alone: for
Roshni, mudraisaliving system of meaning; for theminion, itisastolen
gesiure.

When Roshni subsequently performsthe Padma Mudra— * mounted
their right foot into the crook of their left knee and with one graceful swish,
formed the Padma mudra with their palms cupping air and their fingers
outstretched”—the precision of description enactswhat L otman callsinternal
trand ation, whereatext must render visiblethe codesthat native participants
might takefor granted. The Padma (lotus) Mudra carries profound symbolic
welght in Hindu and Buddhi<t traditions, representing spiritual emergencefrom
materid existence—ametaphor thetext literdiseswhen Roshni fightswithina
sphere of water. Thislayered signification demonstrates how the fanfiction
operatessimultaneoudy inmultiplesemioticregisters. asNaruto fanfiction, as
Indian culturd text, and asfeminist intervention.

Merleau-Ponty’ s phenomenol ogy provescrucia for analysing how the
text constructscombeat aslived bodily experience. Thechoreographicinterplay
between Roshni and Arin—* Thegirl knew whento stop, Roshni knew when
to begin. It was an unspoken poem between them” —exemplifiesthe concept
of motor intentionality: the body’s pre-reflective engagement with its
environment that precedes consciousdeliberation. Arin’seyestrack Roshni’s
palm not to receiveverbal instruction but to attune her defensive movements
to Roshni’soffensive buildup. Thisisembodied communication operating at
thelevel of rhythm, breath, and spatial awareness.

Thetext'smodt radica feminist intervention emergesinitsfina sequence,
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wherecombat trangitionsinto tendernesswithout rupture. After Roshni defeets
theantagonist, the narrativeimmediately shiftsto intimate attention: “ Roshni
slowly raised ahand, still shaking from the sudden burst of energy... Arin
mirrored their actions, raising acupped palm and resting it against their neck.”
Thetext refusesthe stoic warrior ideal. Arin as*the strongest woman they
knew—yet sofragile, shewaslikeglass’ articulateswhat feminist embodiment
theory ing stsupon: strength and vulnerability are not oppositesbut coexistent
conditionsof embodied existence. Drew L eder’sphenomenol ogy of bodily
absencefurther illuminates how the body becomesmost visibleprecisely in
momentsof breakdown.

Scarsinthe Smoke demongtrates how fanfiction operatess multaneoudy
asculturd archiveand experimenta laboratory: preserving knowledgeof mudra
and Bharatanatyamwithin adigita format accessibleto diagporic communities
and global audiences, whilst testing the possibilitiesof hybrid cultural forms
that refusethe binary of authentic tradition versusinauthentic innovation.

Case Siudy Two: Deg Tegh Fateh

The second case study examines Deg Tegh Fateh, afour-chapter narrative
that deploys sustained character devel opment to construct a* pedagogy of
unlearning.” Where Scarsin the Smoke operated through compressed poetic
imagery, thistext buildsitstheoretical interventionsgradudly, transforming
canonical Avatar: The Last Airbender character Zuko through sustained
encounter with Vaidehi, aDalit woman master of Shastar Vidyawho exists
entirely outsidethesourcematerid’ snarrative universe. Thetext wasremoved
by theauthor inlate 2024, which underscoresthe precarity of cybersubaltern
cultural production, even asits preservation in research archives enables
continued anaysisof itssophisti cated engagement with Skhmartia philosophy,
neurodivergent phenomenol ogy, and anti-casteres stance.

The opening scene establishes Vaidehi’ sposition at multiple semiotic
boundariessmultaneoudy. Zuko crossesinto territory where* light no longer
traveledinagraight line, and Slencewas't emptiness... it pulsed’—enacting
what L otman terms movement across the semiosphere’ s boundary, where
one cultural logic givesway to another. Vaidehi’ sfirst appearance operates
through strategic withholding: initial perception registersonly sound, thenthe

108



Rewriting the Warrior: Feminist Embodiment and Martial Artsin Anglophone
Fanfiction by Indian Women

chakkar’svisual trace, then her full presence. Thetext emphasisesher dark
skin, barefoot stance, and clothing Zuko cannot “place in any nation he
recognized.” Her wrapped hands—*bound up tightly in linen strips, stained
with herbsand charcod” —carry multiple significationsthat the text unpacks
across subsequent chapters, ultimately revealed asavisiblearchive of caste
violenceand embodied resistance.

Thetext’smost sophigti cated intervention emergesthroughitsconstruction
of Va dehi’sneurodivergence not as narrative obstacl e but asepistemic resource
that structuresher martia practiceand pedagogica method. Detailsaccumulate
acrosschapters: sensory sengtivity to sound and proximity, stimming through
finger-tapping, adherenceto numerical patterns (*“ her movementscycledin
fours’), and pattern-focused visual attention. Crucially, the text refuses
pathologising language. Vaidehi hersdf articulates: “Likerhythminaworld
that wantsnoise.” Thisrepositions neurodivergence through Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenological framework—her embodiment congtitutesadifferent mode
of world-having rather than afailureto accessa’ normd’ world. MiaMingu's
concept of accessintimacy offersacomplementary framework, attending to
therelational conditionsthat enableor foreclosefull participationinembodied
practice, and Margaret Price swork smilarly resstsdeficit framings Thebreeth
pattern central to fatehnama practice (“4 countsin, 4 countsout, 4 counts
held, 4 countsreleased”) dignswith her broader adherenceto fours, suggesting
that her neurodivergence doesnot opposeher martid practicebut fundamentaly
organisesit.

Thetext’sexplicit engagement with casteoperatesthrough direct revel aion
of historica violenceand the congtruction of dternative community structures.
Vaidehi’sdisclosure— “| wasborninto acaste that was historically even
regarded aspolluting... or even just my shadow” —articulates Dalit experience
through the concept of untouchability. Therevelation of childhood violence
crystalisesanti-caste palitics. “1 picked up asword when | wasn’t supposed
to. | wasten. The upper-caste elderssaid | had defiled the weapon. They
broke my hands.” Thisviolence carriesspecific historica weight that thetext
implicitly mobilises. Shastar Vidya'stransmission hasnever been socially
neutral: accessto weaponstrai ning within Skh communitieswashistorically
gratified donglinesof casteand class, shaped further by British colonid policy

109



indraprasth

that actively intervened inwho could legally bear arms. TheArmsAct of 1878
systematically disarmed large portions of the Indian population, with
enforcement falling disproportionately onlower-caste and non-martial-class
communities, consolidating colonid and upper-cagteinterestss multaneoudly.
PurnimaDhavan’s scholarship on Sikhmartial culture documentshow the
Khasa segditarianided saround wegponry and warriorhood existedin ongoing
tension with caste hierarchiesthat structured accessto training lineagesin
practice. Thechildhood violence Va dehi describes, upper-casted dersbresking
aDdlit girl’shandsfor touching asword, representsahistoricaly documented
logic of bodily incapacitation as caste enforcement: destroying the physica
capacity for practicesdeemed polluting or transgressive. By having Vaidehi
not only recover but teach Shastar idyato aprince, Deg Tegh Fateh performs
adirectinversonof thishistorical structure, congtructing subdterntransmisson
asboth personally reclamatory and politically corrective. Thefanfiction’s
interventionisthusnot merely imaginative but historicaly argued: it positions
embodied martial knowledge asasitewhere caste hierarchieswere enforced
and where they can, through practice and pedagogy, be refused. In the
fanfiction, thegpedificinjury targetsprecisely thebody partsrequired for wegpon
magtery, attempting to permanently disableher martia capacity. Her response
demongrateswhat Ggjdatheorisesascybersubdternresstance: “ But | learned
to handlethe blade differently. | trained through the pain. Until the act itself
became something likeaprayer.”

Thefatehndmaritud structuresthetext’scentral pedagogical relaionship,
transforming combat from dominance assertion into what the text terms
“witnessing.” Vaidehi definesthe practicethrough negation: “ Thisisn'tadud.”
“We spar not towin, but towitness.” Her question—"What isleft whenyou
let goof dl theideasof proving yourself that you areworth being?’—postions
fatehnédma asapractice of subtraction, thegradua remova of egoinvestments
that distort embodied presence. Vaidehi’s question cuts past technique
atogether, landing precisely onthewound Zuko hascarried Sncehisexile: the
compulsiontoearntheright toexist.

Thekirpan functionsthroughout aswhat L otman would term anucl ear
element of thesemiotic sysem—asymbol condensng multiplemeanings Within
Sikhtradition, thekirpanisone of thefive Ks, representing commitment to
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justice and protection of the vulnerable. The text preservesthis spiritual
dimengonwhilst expanding thewegpon’ ssignificanceto encompassanti-caste
resistance and pedagogical authority. The Fatehnama salute—"“thecrossing
of her blade’—ritudisestheencounter; thekirpan touchesVaidehi’sforehead
inagesture of devotion that transformsweaponry into sacred objects. The
text’sconclusion, inwhich Vadehi giftsZuko aceremonial chakkar inscribed
inGurmukhi script withthewords“ L et every circlereturnto stillness,” enacts
what Ggjaamight termdigital knowledgetransfer: themovement of subatern
epistemol ogy acrossboundaries of nation, caste, and canon.

Deg Tegh Fateh demonstrates how extended fanfiction narrative can
function asasustained theoretica argument. Thetext'sdel etion from Wattpad
underscorestheprecarity of suchdigita culturd production: unlikeinditutionaly
archived academic texts, fanfiction existsat themercy of platform policies,
author decisions, and the ephemeral nature of digital storage. That astable
archiva copy ismaintained for research representsitsown formof preservation
labour—aprofound irony, given that thetext isitsalf explicitly concerned with
preserving endangered martiad traditions.

ComparativeAnalysis: Differential L ogicsof Embodied Resistance

Thiscomparative anaysisexamines how Scarsin the Smokeand Deg Tegh
Fateh congtruct fundamenta ly divergent approachesto embodied resistance.
Rather than catal oguing shared themes, this section demonstrates how the
same conceptual terrain—embodied knowledge, cultural trandation, anti-
oppressive praxis—operates through incompatibletemporal, semiotic, and
pedagogica frameworks. These differences emerge from the structural
affordances of their respective platforms and the distinct political projects
informing diasporic versusndia-based authorship.

Yet even thisdiasporic/India-based distinction risks obscuring internal
heterogeneity within the category ‘Indian women authors' that theanalysis
cannot afford to flatten. A Punjabi-Sikh woman writing from Toronto about
Shadtar Vidyaoccupiesafundamental ly different rel ationship to that tradition
than a Dalit woman in Maharashtra engaging with the same material—
differencesstructured by caste position, regiond language, religiouscommunity,
generational distancefrom practicelineages, and differential accessto both
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thetraditionandthedigitd platformsthroughwhichit circulates. HoyaAnthias
concept of trang ocational positionality offersauseful corrective: identity
categorieslike“Indian woman” are not fixed coordinates but intersecting
locationsthat shift across contexts, producing irreducibly different vantage
pointseven within apparently shared cultural projects. Nirmal Puwar’swork
on‘ spaceinvaders —bodies occupying institutional spacesnot designed for
them—further illuminateshow different authorsenter fandom spacescarrying
different historiesof exclusion. My earlier work on misfitting extendsthis
analysis, examining how bodiesthat do not conform to normative templates
experiencethear non-be onging asboth exclusion and creativeresource, whereas
SharmilaRege swork on Ddit feminist standpoint epistemol ogy further inssts
that caste experience producesirreducibly distinct formsof knowledge that
cannot be subsumed under generalist feminist frameworks, demanding that
researchersattend to the specific epistemic positionsfrom which Dait women
authors engage with traditions of embodied practice. The comparative
framework developed here, distinguishing diasporic from India-based
authorship, is anecessary first step, but subsequent research must resist
consolidating theseinto stabletypes, attending instead to the multiplicity of
positionsfrom which Indian women authors engage with martial traditions
they varioudy inherit, recover, reclaim, or imaginatively reconstruct.

Thetwo texts construct embodi ed res stance through opposing temporal
logics. Scarsinthe Smoke operatesthrough momentary intensity—resistance
condensed into singular instants of heightened awareness where the body
smultaneously becomesawegpon, archive, and poem. The* ungpoken poem”
metaphor encapsul ates the text’s commitment to embodied resistance as
aestheticrevelation rather than gradual accumulation. Resistanceexigtsinthe
charged space between bodies, in the held breath before contact, in the
recognition that passesthrough gesture rather than speech.

Deg Tegh Fateh, by contrast, constructs embodi ed resi stance through
cumulativetransformation—the s ow, deliberate reorgani sation of habitual
patterns across sustained practice. Vaidehi’s pedagogy rejects spectacul ar
momentsin favour of witnessing through fatehnamaritual. When Zuko’s
firebending shiftsfrom‘ screaming’ to‘intentiondl... contained bursts,” thetext
attributesthis not to epiphany but to weeks of disciplined repetition. This
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tempora difference producesdistinct phenomenol ogies. Scarsinthe Smoke
enactsMerleau-Ponty’ smotor intentionality—res stance asthe moment when
training crystallises into instinct—while Deg Tegh Fateh foregrounds
pedagogicd intentiondity, res sanceasthe systematic congruction of dternative
embodied patterns.

Thetextsdeploy martid artsasfundamentdly different narrativestrategies.
Scarsin the Smoke utilisesmartial arts as semiotic and affective medium,
enabling extraordinary narrative efficiency: asinglemudracaninvokeentire
cultural systemswithout requiring explicit explanation. Combat functionsas
textual performance, something to beread rather than merely witnessed. Deg
Tegh Fateh constructs martial artsasdidactic and ethical architecture—the
fatehnama structuresthe entire narrative, builds reader knowledge across
chapters, and connects specific techniquesto broader ethical frameworks.
Neither approachisinherently superior; they servedistinct purposeswithin
different reader communitiesand platform contexts.

These differences cannot be separated from platform contexts and
authorial positioning. AO3's architecture facilitates semiotic precision:
sophisticated tagging alowsauthorsto signal highly specific cultural content,
enabling compact, symbolically densenarrativesthat assume specialised reeder
communities. Diasporic authorswriting from positions of cultural recovery
produce texts like Scarsin the Smoke where cultural elements appear as
preciousfragmentsto be preserved and honoured. Wattpad's mobile-first
interfaceand seridised chapter structure enablemord and affective seriaity—
extended narrativesthat build emotional investment and ethical frameworks
across sustained engagement. India-based authors (or those with stronger
ingtitutional connectionsto practicelineages) construct pedagogica narratives
againg sructura exclusion, postioning fanfiction asgateway toliving teachers
and community practice.

Despite these fundamental differences, both texts perform crucial
convergent work: they function asdigital archives preserving endangered
knowledge systemswhilst s multaneoudy operating asexperimentd |aboratories
transforming those systems through feminist, queer, and anti-oppressive
frameworks. Both engagein what might betermed embodied epistemol ogy—
the positioning of bodily practice aslegitimate knowledge production rather
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thanmerephysicd skill. Both perform Lotmanian semictictrandation, cregting
hybrid cultura formsthat areneither purely “traditiona” nor smply “modern.”
And both centralisefeminist embodiment, insisting that women’sand gender-
nonconforming peopl €’ srelationshipsto violence, training, strength, and
vulnerability congtitutel egitimate subjectsfor narrative exploration.

A critical tension, however, runsbeneath both texts’ engagementswith
embodied violence and demands explicit acknowledgment. The
phenomenol ogica framework deployed throughout thisanalysis—Merleau-
Ponty’smotor intentionality, Csordas's embodi ment as paradigm—treatsthe
body primarily asasiteof experience, meaning-making, and culturd inscription.
Thisframework illuminatesmuch, but risks aestheticising formsof physical
violencethat area so, irreducibly, politica facts. Vadehi’ sbroken handsfunction
powerfully withinthe narrative asaliterary motif of reclamation: destroyed
and rebuilt, they become proof of extraordinary resilience. Yet broken hands
ared so adocumented form of caste enforcement—aspecific, materia act of
violence aimed at permanent i ncapacitation. ShailgjaPaik’sscholarship on
Dalit women’sembodi ed experience cautions against frameworksthat, in
emphad sing thebody’ scapacity for res sanceand transformation, inadvertently
subordinatetheredlity of violencetoitsnarrativerecuperation. Therisk isnot
that these fanfictions aestheti cise violence—both textstreat Vaidehi’sinjury
with gravity—but that the academic analysis, initsenthusiasm for embodied
epistemol ogy, movestoo quickly fromwound to meaning. A fuller analysis
must hold both registersssmultaneoudy: the broken handsasliterary figures
andashigtorica practice, thetraining asphenomenol ogical reclamationand as
political act, the healed body asnarrativetriumph and asevidenceof injustice
that warranted no triumph to overcome. Feminist embodiment theory isstrongest
not whenit celebratesresilience but whenit ins ststhat resilience should not
have been necessary.

Implicationsfor Cultural Preservation and Conclusion

Theanalysisof thesetextsrevea show fanfiction functionsasacomplex site
of culturd preservation—not Smply recording endangered practicesbut actively
transforming them through femini <, anti-caste, and queer frameworks. Both
textsengageinlayered archiving: s multaneoudy preserving linguitic heritage

114



Rewriting the Warrior: Feminist Embodiment and Martial Artsin Anglophone
Fanfiction by Indian Women

(Sanskrit and Punjabi terminology), semantic access (Englishtrand ation), and
embodied description sufficient to enabl e gpproximeate physica recongtruction.
Deg Tegh Fateh archivesnot merely technique but the historical exclusions
necessitating itsreclamation, providing future readerswith politically Situated
practice embedded within ongoing strugglesfor accessand legitimacy.

Despite sophidticated archival strategies, both texts confront fundamental
limitationsinherent to textual preservation of embodied practices. Text can
describe movement but cannot transmit the proprioceptive, kinaesthetic, and
phenomenologica dimens onscongtituting embodied knowledge. No amount
of description enablesreadersto feel motor intentionaity intheir own bodies.
The Fatehnaméa sequences meti culoudy document breath patternsand wegpon
positioning, yet notextual description conveyswhat it feelsliketo maintain
these practicesunder skilled instruction. Thesetextsare best understood not
asreplacement for embodied lineages but as complementary preservation
Srategies—creating new access poi ntswhil st acknowledging their limitations.

A further preservation limitation specific to these Anglophone texts
concernsthepaliticsof trand ation embedded inthechoiceof Englishasmedium.
Thearticle sfocus on Anglophone fanfictionismethodol ogically necessary
but anaytically consequentia: Englishisnot aneutra vehiclefor SouthAsian
martial knowledge but alanguage shaped by colonial encounter, carrying
assumptionsabout clarity, abstraction, and universality that Sit uneasily with
embodied, lineage-gpecific practices. Both textsnegotiatethisproblemvisbly—
through Sanskrit and Punjabi terminology retained untranslated, through
glossariesand in-text clarifications, through the strategic use of italicsthat
mark certainwordsasres stant tofull assmilationinto English prose. Tgjaswini
Niranjana swork on trand ation and postcolonidity arguesthat trandationis
never innocent: it participatesin the construction of thetrandated cultureas
object of knowledge, fixingwheat isfluid and renderinglegiblewhat isddiberately
opaque. When Scar sin the Smoke describesthe Padma Mudrain enough
detail for anon-practitioner tovisualiseit, it performsakind of pedagogical
opening that issimultaneoudly an act of cultural exposure. When Deg Tegh
Fateh retainsdegteghfateh untrandated initstitle, it refusesthisexposure,
demanding that readers meet thetext on itsown terms. Theseare not merely
syligtic choicesbut trandation palitics: decisonsabout who theimagined reader
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is, what prior knowledge she holds, and how much of the cultural work of
comprehension should fal on author versusaudience. Attending these micro-
decisions reveals tranglation itself as a site of feminist and postcolonial
negotiation withinthesetexts.

Theephemerdity of digital platformsfundamentally shapesthesetexts
archival functions. Deg Tegh Fateh'sdel etion from Wattpad il lustrates how
platform precarity threstenscultura memory. Unlikeingtitutiona archiveswith
preservation mandates, fanfiction platformsoperatethrough commercid viahility
or volunteer labour. Thisprecarity operatesunevenly: AO3 snonprofit structure
providesrdative stability for diagporic preservation projects, whils commercid
platformssubject to shifting businessprioritiesremain vulnerable. Thesetexts
should therefore be understood as nodes within broader networksof cultural
production, part of multi-scalar preservation strategiesoperating at individual,
collective, indtitutional, and cultura levels.

Crucialy, neither text engagesin pure documentation. Both perform
transformative preservation—archiving practiceswhilst arguing for their
reconfiguration adongfeminist, anti-caste, and queer lines. Scarsinthe Smoke
archivesmudrathrough queer embodiment, refusing to gender Indian classica
artsand positioning non-binary possibility asinherent rather than exceptional.
Deg Tegh Fateh archives Shastar Vidya through anti-caste politics,
condructing dternativetransmiss on mode swhereneurodivergent Dalit women
teach exiled princes. This challenges preservation models positioning
maintenance and transformation as opposed: cultures survive through
adaptation, and fanfiction demonstrates how marginalised communitiescan
clamauthority over cultural transmission whilst transforming exclusionary
gatekeeping structures.

Theanalysisof Scarsinthe Smoke and Deg Tegh Fateh revealshow
Anglophone fanfiction by Indian women authors constitutes sophisticated
cultural work extending far beyond entertainment or derivation. Thesetexts
function smultaneoudy asfeminist critique, cultura preservation, theoretical
intervention, and community-building practice—deploying martia artsnarratives
to reimagine embodiment, resist oppression, and archive endangered
knowledge systems. Ther differentia logics—momentary versuscumulative,
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semiotic versusdidactic, diasporic versusindia-based—reved themultiplicity
of approachesIndian women authorstaketoward martial artsrepresentation.

Mog significantly, thesetextsdemongtrate how margindised communities
seizedigital platformsto perform cultural work institutionshavefailed to
accomplish. Where museumstreat martial artsashistorical artefacts, these
fanfictionsrender them living practices. Where universitiesexclude embodied
knowledgefrom legitimate scholarship, thesetextsinsist on bodily experience
asepistemol ogy. Where caste and patriarchal systemsgatekeep traditional
transmi ssion, thesefanfictions construct alternative access points. Thefuture
of cultural preservation increasingly depends on recognising fanfiction’s
legitimacy asknowledge production. Thesetexts deserve recognition not as
derivative play but asvital cultural 1abour preserving endangered practices
whilst transforming them toward morejust futures.
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Author Noteon StableArchives

Sablearchivd copiesof theanaysed fanfiction textsarehosted ontheauthor’s
personal academic domain. “Scars in the Smoke” is archived at https.//
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https://martinemussi es.nl/web/deg-tegh-fatety. These URLsmay becitedin
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Disability and Desire: Reimagining Sexuality in
Mira Yagnik ni Dayri

Divya Shah

Abstract

Sincethe 1980s, Disability Studieshas shifted away from themedical mode,
no longer viewing disability as a product of personal tragedy. Instead, it
challengesdominant able st discoursesthat deny disabled individud’sagency,
especialy inmattersof sexudlity. Thedisabled body, asadesired and desiring
subject, remainslargely unacknowledged in mainstream culture. Scholarslike
Shildrick arguethat such bodiesdisrupt normativeideasof embodiment, while
Tremainnotesthat “ socidly intdligiblesexudity” isoften denied tothedisabled.
Thisarticleexplorestheseideasthrough thelens of Meera Yagnik ni Diary
(1992), aGujarati novellaby Bindu Bhatt. Thenovela, writtenindiary form,
unveilstheinner world of Meera—abisexua young researcher living with
vitiligo. Her romantic and sexud relationshipsfirst with Vrundaand then with
Ujaasand throughout thisjourney of search for love brings out her constant
strugglefor acceptancewith desirewherevitiligo a so metaphoricaly separates
her life between dark and white spots. Through Meera svoice, thenovella
exposestheemotiona and psychol ogica complexitiesof Meera sworldwhich
incorporatesher futileeffortsfor negotiating love, intimacy, and identity while
livingin abody marked by visible difference. Using Foucaul dian notions of
sexudity, thearticleexaminesMeera ssexudity asaseriesof actsthat chdlenge
normative constructs. The concept of anomal ous embodiment hel psframe
how Meera’s* black and white’ body contests ableist and heteronormative
assumptions. Findly, thearticlea so eva uatesthenovela sreceptionin Gujarati
literary circles, with afocusonitscontribution to disability, desire, and Queer
discourse.

Keywor ds: Desire; Sexudity; Disability; Gujarati Literature

Introduction
Sincethe 1980s, Disahility Studieshas shifted away from themedical mode,
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foregrounding disability nolonger asaproduct of personal tragedy but asa
socially constructed category (Thomson 6). Central to thisshiftisthat it
chalengesdominant ableist discoursesthat deny disabled individua’sagency,
especialy inmattersof sexudlity. Thedisabled body, asadesired and desiring
subject, remainslargely unacknowledged in mainstream culture. Scholarssuch
asMargrit Shildrick arguethat disabled bodiesdisrupt normative assumptions
of embodiment, while Tremain highlightshow “ socidly inteligiblesexudity” is
systematically denied to disabled people (222).

Thisessay examinesthesetheoretica concernsthroughthelensof Meera
Yagnik ni Diary (1992), aGujarati novellaby Bindu Bhatt. Writtenin diary
form, thetext opensan intimatewindow into theemotiona andinner world of
Meera—abisexua young researcher livingwith vitiligo. Her rel ationshipswith
Vrundaand later with Ujaasreveal her constant struggleto negotiatedesire,
intimacy, and self-worth, whilevitiligo a so metaphorically separatesher life
between dark and white spots. Thediary form becomesacrucial narrative
devicewnhich capturesher interiority, self-doubt, and longing.

Despiteitsrich thematic engagement with disability, desire, and queer
subjectivity, thenovellahasreceived limited critica attentionwithin Gujaréti
literary discourse—particularly regarding itsrepresentation of disabled femae
sexudity. Thisgap leadsto someimportant questionssuch asHow doesMeera
Yagnik ni Diary construct Meera ssexudlity in relation to her disabled body?
Inwhat waysdoesthe novellachalenge dominant ableist and heteronormetive
discourses?How have Gujardti literary criticsresponded to thetext and what
doestheir reception reveal about broader silencesaround disability and queer
desire?To addressthese questions, the article doesthetextual analysisbased
on: Foucauldian notions of sexuality to understand how Meerabecomesa
subject of desirewithin discursivecongraints. Rosemary Garland Thomson's
concept of normate, to analyse how Meera'svitiligo marked body disrupts
normativeidealsof femininity and desirability. The concept of anomalous
embodiment (Shildrick) to frame Meera sbody asasite of anxiety, desire,
and socid unreadability. Findly, theessay dso eva uatesthenovella'sreception
in Gujarati literary circlesto examine how disability and queer desireare
interpreted, ignored or romanticised.
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I nter section of Disability and Desire

The diary opens on 31% December with aNew Year’'s Eve celebrationin
Meera shostel and concludesoneyear later, framing thediary asarecord of
Meera'sevolving awareness of desire, intimacy, and selfhood. At the party,
Meerawinsthefirst prizefor her long, beautiful hair. When her friendstease
her about enchanting men with her flowing locks, Meeraremainsuncertain
about who would truly reach her, crossing the variegated touch of her vitiligo
as her question is: “aa kabarchitra sparsh ne olangi ne kon pahochshe
marasudhi?’ [Who will reach to me crossing thisvariegated touch?] (Bhatt
7). (* Thisand the subsequent trand ations have been done by me)

Thisuncertainty, reflected in her question, foregroundsthetens on between
her longing for intimacy and the stigmaattached to her vitiligo. Drawing on
Foucault’snotion of sexuality asadiscursiveformation asdiscussedinhis
book History of Sexuality, Meera ssdlf-understanding isalso affected by or
reshaped by how society reads her black and white body (Foucault 5). The
guestion not only highlightsMeera’ sdesireto beloved but a so underscores
how her understanding of sexudity isinterwoven with the societal discourseof
normal cy and ablebodiedness. (Loeser, Pini and Crowley 1).

Asthenarrativeunfolds, Meera syearning for love unfoldsthrough two
sgnificant relationships—first with Vrunda, and later with Ujaas. VVrunda, once
M eera sschoolteacher, had been arare source of affirmation during Meera's
childhood, when shewas mocked as* kalidholi’ (black and white) for her
vitiligo. WhenVrundare-entersher lifeasahostel roommete, their relationship
developsinto aspace of emotional and physica intimacy. For thefirst time,
Meeraexperiencesherself asboth adesiring subject and an object of desire.

Thediary becomesthe primary sitethrough which Meeraarticulatesher
desire. Her entriesrecord momentsof intensephysical intimacy, “ Amarasharir
ekbija ne famfosta, bhista bhista ketlay moja na chadhan chadta ne
utarta ogalye jata hata... ane taras to hati andhlibhit” [Our bodies
rummaging each other, crushing each other were melting whileclimbing on
and off...and yet thisblind thrust] (Bhatt 45). Elsewhere, shewrites, “koi
raakh valela angara ne funktu hatu” [ Someone was fanning the burning
embers| (Bhatt 38). Her sensory awarenessisequaly vivid, “Hufala pani no
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gparsh, ek tivra romanch ane angeang chhalkatu sukh” [A touch of warm
water, anintensethrill, and overwhe ming happinessin body parts] (Bhatt 40).
These passages challenge the cultural desexualisation of disabled bodiesby
asserting Meera'serotic vitality and sensory richness (Shildrick 230-33).
M eerd sassertion complicatesthe assumption that abody marked by vitiligo
isunattractive, asexual, or emotionally numb. Meera sdiary entriesreclaim
her body asdesiring and erotic - disrupting the normate ideal that equates
desirability with unblemished able-bodiedness (Thomson 11-14).

After Vrunda s abrupt departure, Meera, attends a poetry workshop,
where she becomes increasingly drawn to Ujaas, a Marxist poet whose
presence unsettlesher in new ways. Her diary capturesthisshift, “Ujaasnu
sanindhyay, enivaato, enikavita game chhe. Kadach hu ena taraf dhalti
jauchhu.” [I cherish Ujaas' presence—hiswords, his poetry. Perhaps|’m
dowly leaning toward him. (Bhatt 113) and “ satat thay chhe dodi jau Ujaas
pase! Jyare e hajar hoy tyare eni aankh jirvay nahi ane same na hoy
tyare satat zankhya karuene’ [ Constantly feelslikerushingto Ujaas! When
heispresent, cannot face hiseyes, and when heisnotinfront of me, | congtantly
long for him] (Bhatt 117). Theseexpressionsreveal alonging that oscillates
between shynessand desire. A moment of sudden self —awareness occurs
when she sitsbeside himin the mess. “ Bapore messma akasmik rite ujasni
baju ma bethi. Parntu khurshi par besta j kaik bani gayu mari bhitar.
Achanak anubhavayu ke hu nari stri chhu.” [I sat suddenly beside Ujaasin
theafternooninthemess. But themoment | sat onthechair, something happened
insideme. All of asudden, | felt that | was awoman—afemininewoman|
(Bhatt 114). Through thesereflections, Meeradiscoversafemininity that is
both embodied and affective, and challengesthe assumption that the disabled
are as Robert Murphy argues ‘ asexual or malignantly sexual’ (Quoted in
Shakespeare 10).

On 30" November, Meerarecords apoem she haswritten for Ujaas,
only to correct hersalf: “mari kavita? Na Ujaas mateni lagnio” [My poem?
No feelingsfor Ujaas] (Bhatt 134). The poem playswith the metaphor of
rg - sunlight asbrightness, warmth, touch, and erotic presence: Mari sathle
salvalesuraj; Mari chhati e hillole suraj [ Sun crawling on my thigh; Sun
shaking on my chest] (Bhatt 134). Throughthesereflections, Meeranot only
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assertsthe sensual autonomy of her body but also challengestheided of the
normate. Rosemarie Garland-Thomson’sterm for the culturally constructed
ided body that rendersall other bodiesdeviant or deficient. Her expression of
desiredestabilisesthe assumption that eroticism belongsonly toflowless, able-
bodied forms, revealinginstead theemotional and sensory richnessof abody
marked by difference.

And yet, asthe diary progresses, it becomes increasingly apparent
thatM eeraisnever fully recognised asthe central object of desire, neither by
Vrundanor by Ujaas. Her partnersremain unableor unwillingtofully embrace
her despite Meera slonging for them or explicit intimacy with them. Her
relationships remain fragmented, emotionally unfulfilled and marked by
abandonment. Meera svitiligo rendersher sexually invisible—aways seen,
yet never fully embraced. The following section discusses how Meera's
disability makesher sexually invisible. Thefollowing section exploresthis
erasure, examining how her bodily difference complicatesintimacy and
desrability.

Bodily Difference, Desire, and I nvisible Sexuality

Themoment Vrundawhispers, “1 LoveYouMeera,” Meeracannot stop hersalf
asking about Vrunda sformer lover K.M. and asks, “ To pacchi K.M.?” [Then
K.M.?] (Bhatt 39) which Vrundarepliesas, “Enej to khayu tu ke tu maro
adhar chhe ane K.M. haal ahi chhe pan kya?” [He only said that you are
my support and, inany case, heisnot here, isn't he?] (Bhatt 39). Theexchange
given abovemarksthefirst ruptureinther intimacy. VrundapositionsMeera
not as a chosen partner but as a provisional substitute, a realisation that
profoundly shatters Meera sfragile sense of belonging. She confessesin her
diary, “Etle ke K.M. ni gerhajri ma Meera ... chadhelu pur ekdamj osri
gayu. Shu Vrunda mane K.M. niaveji ma svikarti hashe?” [This means
that Meeraisintheabsence of K. M. Suddenly, theflood receded. IsVrunda
accepting me asasubstitutefor K.M.?|(Bhatt 39).

The metaphor of areceding flood captures the sudden collapse of her
emotiona certainty. Theeuphoriaof being desired immediately collgpsesinto
grief asMeerareaisessheisnot Vrunda' s choice. Her childhood nickname
“kalidholi” (black and white) resurfaces, revealing how deeply her spotted
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identity hasbeen internaised. Thesememoriesshape her self-narration - what
Cohn describes as*the articul ation of inarticul ate states of consciousness’
(143-44). Meerarecalls, “ class ma panch minit sudhi kali dholi nu koras
gavayu’ [A chorusof black and whitewas sung for fiveminutesinthe class]
(Bhatt 12). Later, she wonders, “Hu mara safed dagh bhuli jau chhu e
barabar chhe? Shu mare yaad rakhvu joie ke hu badhathi alag chhu,
kaik uni chhu” [Isit ok that | forget about my white spots? Should | remember
that | am different from others, that | amlacking?] (Bhatt 78).

Her diary becomesaspacewhereinternaised stigmaresurfacesasdoulbt,
shame, and self-interrogation. Thesereflectionsreveal how Meera sbodily
differencedominatesher emotiond lifeand shapesher understanding of desire.
The stigma she experienced as a child continues to haunt her adulthood,
refracting even her intimate moments. When VVrundaadmires her body and
imagines sketching her nude, M eeraresponds, “chitro black and white ma
bananwa padshe” [ Sketch should be madein black and white] (Bhatt 41).

Her reply exposeshow vitiligo has become inseparable from her self-
image; she cannot imagine being seen outside the binary of her skin. Asthe
diary progresses, Meeragradualy understandsthat sheisnot Vrunda sdesired
partner. Vrunda sprimary aspirationismotherhood, “Meera, marajivan nu
ekmatr swapna chhe; ek sundar balak ni maa banvanu” [Meera, the only
dream of my lifeisto becomeamother of abeautiful child] (Bhatt 41).

AlthoughVrundaisphysicaly presentin Meera slifeduring her stay in
the hostel, she becomes emotionally distant, her desires aligned with
heteronormative expectations rather than queer intimacy. On 13" January,
Meera notes, “Vrunda mari sathe chalti hati pan satat lagtu hatu e biji
duniyamachhe” [Vrundawalked beside me but constantly seemedto bein
another world] (Bhatt 28). VVrunda sgrowing connection with Dr Ajit brings
her closer to her dream of motherhood and further away from Meera. Her
departureto Bombay—ostensibly to visit her sister, but dsotomeet Dr Ajit—
becomesasymbolic exit from Meera slife. Vrunda schoicereflectsaturn
towards societal validation and reproductive normativity, revealing how
Meera sdisability and queernessintersect to render her an unchosen partner.

InVrunda'sabsence, Meerafed snot merely loneliness but aprofound

124



Disahility and Desire: Reimagining Sexuality in Mira Yagnik ni Dayri

emotional void. Her entry on May 26" captures this desolation through
fragmentedimegery:

Bhenkar toting nagnata

Bakholbhard umaun

Bhekhadezazumtiekata

Pith par vayuvarsadnavaghzarakhnakhuzarda.

(Aterribleand gigantic nakedness/ A cavernfilledwith silence
/A londinessstruggling ondliff. / scratchesof clovesof striped
hyenawind on my back) (Bhatt 96)

Therhetorical question - “parntu aa Kavitaj kemyad aavi?” [But why isit
thispoem that comesto mind?] (Bhatt 96) revealshow Vrunda'sdeparture
has etched itself into Meera’ semotional landscape. The poem becomesa
metaphor for abandonment, silence, and the sense of unreciprocated desire.
The poem evokes the emotional void left in Meera's life after Vrunda's
departure. Therhetorical questionitself signifiesthat Vrunda sabandoning
had left grazesin Meera slife. Infact, when shegetsthe newsof Vrunda's
wedding to Dr Ajit, she istorn between social expectation and personal
heartbreak. She writes, “Janu chhu mare khush thavu joie. Virunda ne jo
yogya sathi mali jaay to ethi uttam shu! Thay chhe ekdam mann bhari ne
radi lau, vahavi dau ganthai gayeli badhi lagnio.” [| know—I should be
happy. If Vrundafinds adeserving companion, what could be better than
that?And till | feel likejust crying my heart out, and washing away all the
entangled feelings.] (Bhatt 98). Her wordsreved the conflict between asense
of happinessfor Vrundaand the pain of losing abeloved. The phrase‘ ganthai
gayeli lagnio’ underscoresher deep feelingsfor Vrunda. Vrunda swedding
exposesMeera’ sinternalised belief that sheisunworthy of being chosen. This
sense of unworthiness, highlighted by the phrase ‘ deserving companion,’
intensifieswhen Ujaas|ater abandonsher. Shewonders, “empan hoy kee
aa kabarchitra sharir ne sahi sakyo nhoy” [It might be possiblethat heis
not ableto hidethis spotted body] (Bhatt 139).

Meera's self-doubt can be understood through Shildrick’stheory of
anomal ousembodiment. Confrontation with adisabled body, Shildrick argues,
generatesanxiety becauseit unsettlesfantasiesof bodily autonomy (Shildrick
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222). Here, Meera sdisability, her spotted body, becomes not just asource
of aesthetic anxiety for othersbut also asign of social unintelligibility—her
body disrupts heteronormative and abl e-bodi ed expectations, rendering her
an unacceptable partner in the eyes of society. Here, the novellaraisesa
significant question: Where doesMeera s sense of unworthinesscomefrom?
Her disability, her queer identity or theintersection of both? AsQuayson notes,
disability often producesaform of invisibility not through absence but through
being framed within stereotypesthat effaceaperson’sidentity (17). Meerais
visible, yet, unacknowledged-looked at but never embraced. In both
relationships, she becomesaplacehol der rather than apartner. After learning
that Vrundahas|eft for Bombay to marry Dr Ajit, Meerawrites, “ Ekla dukh
ne to radiney halvu kari sakay, parntu sathosath apman na, asvikarna
dankh hoy to! Kamani sahib n hata tyare Vrunda e mane svikari ane
jyareDr Ajit aavya etle?” [One can ease the weight of solitary sorrow by
weeping it out but when humiliation and the sting of rejection accompany it?In
the absence of Kamanisir, Vrundaaccepted me and when Dr Ajit came?]
(Bhatt 101).

Her reflection reved sthe degper wound—not londinessbut humiliation.
Sheasks, “ shu hu ena mateavejinu astitva hati?” [Was| merely asubgtitute
for her?] (Bhatt 101). The question crystallisesher fear that shewas never
truly desired, only temporarily needed. Her relationship with Ujaasfollowsa
smilar trgjectory. After their physical intimacy, shewrites, “Mari ngjar same
aa samay balatkar na andharama paltato jato hato ne hu enama maro
ujasshodhti rahi” [Thistimewasdissolvinginto the darknessof rape, and |
kept searching for my light withinit] (Bhatt 138). The metaphor of ‘ darkness
of rape’ indicates her sense of violation and emotional abandonment. She
searchesfor ‘ ujaas (light) within an experiencethat |eaves her feeling used
and erased. Meeratitlesher experience of anintimaterel ationship with Ujaas
as'‘rape.’ Thisresonateswith Tom Shakespeare's observation that disabled
women are disproportionately vulnerableto sexual coercion and are often
perceived aslacking sexual agency or even full womanhood (Shakespeare
11-15).Meera sexperienceisnot only dehumanising but al so emblematic of
how disabled femal e sexuality isrendered socialy unintelligible. Her diary
repeatedly returnsto thistrauma, revealing the depth of her emotiona rupture.
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“Empan hoy ke e aa kabarchitra sharir ne sahi sakyo nahoy!...je
rite ene mane chhodi, jane avkashma aathadto koi patang! ane
jyare Tivariji aavya tyare je rite ene mane mara chappal sathe
bathroom ma santava dhakeli!”

[1t might be possiblethat he could not bear thispatchy body! Theway
heleft me—likeakitedriftinginthesky! Andwhen Tivariji arrived, he
shoved meinto the bathroom with my own dippers, asif tohideme!]
(Bhatt 139).

Theimageof being discarded * likeakitedriftinginthesky’ capturesher sense
of abandonment. On Tiwariji’sarrival, Ujjas act of hiding her inthebathroom
confirmsher socia erasure. Shewrites, “ Enemarajivan nasundar nekachdi
nakhyu, chuthi nakhyu. Dhodhmar kamnaona dhadhuda niche mara
astitvano chhekayelo musaddo bhinjai ne ducho vali gayo chhe.” [He
crushed the beauty of my life, rumpled it. Beneath historrential desire, the
treatise of my existenceis soaked and smeared.] (Bhatt 133)

Themetaphor of her “ exi stence soaked and smeared” under Ujaas desire
reved show intimacy becomesasteof erasurerather than affirmation. Across
her entries, Meerareturns to the same refrain: A body desired yet never
accepted. Like Vrunda, Ujaasuses Meerato fulfil an emotional aswell as
physical need but cannot recognise her even asafriend. Sheasks, “ Enama
mane mitra tarike svikarva jetli y himat nahati?’ [Could he not have the
courageto accept me asafriend?] (Bhatt 139). Her question exposesthe
asymmetry of their rel ationship, whereMeerafail sto get any reciprocity. Vrunda
too, usesMeerato fill an emotional void and abruptly abandons Meeraonce
DrAjitentersher life. Shenot only shiftsto the other roomwithout informing
Meera but also avoids any kind of communication with her. About this
experience, Meera writes, “Aaje nakki thai gayu ke Vrunda samany
parichay no vyavharey rakhva mangti nathi” [ Today, it was decided that
Vrunda did not even want to keep the general acquaintance] (Bhatt 84).
Vrunda saction confirmshow Meera spresenceistolerated only inthe absence
of more socially acceptable partners. Similarly, M eeradescribes her sexua
encounter with Ujaasasan * unfortunate accident’ which traumatised her. She
writes, “hu takva mate havatiya marti hati ne e marama dhagdhagtu
sisuredi rahyo” [1 wasstruggling to survive and he poured burning lead into
me] (Bhatt 138).
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Meera'suse of metaphor—being filled with molten grief—articul ates
not just violence of theexperience but aso highlightsthe scarsit leavesbehind.
It refersto the physical pain aswellasthe emotional state of being sexually
sued and then discarded. Her wordsreveal thetraumaand aso indicatesthe
impossihility of locating her sexuality within normativerangeof desire.

In both relationships, Meeraisdenied what L oeser, Pini, and Crowley
term“socialy intelligible sexuality” (5). AsMcRuer and Wilkerson argue,
legitimacy requiresnot only heteronormeativity but aso conformity to normsof
able-bodiedness(8). Vrundaand Ujaas erase Meera ssubjectivity by framing
her body asan object of pity, utility, or revulsion—never an autonomousagent
of desire.

Thus, Meera's disability and queerness intersect to render her
smultaneoudy invisbleand hyper-vishblewithinsocd andintimaterdaionships
AsQuayson notes, disability often producesamode of visibility that effaces
identity rather than affirmsit (17). Meeraisnever permitted asthe desired
subject. Rather, she becomesasubstitute or another in thelives of those she
loves. Having understood M eera sfragmented subjectivity through societal
denid, it becomesnecessary to ask how Gujaréti literary criticism hasreceived
thistext and specifically what' stheir perspective about the concept of disability.

Critical Silences: Disability and Queer Erasurein Gujarati Literary
Discourse

Having examined how Meera snarrative challenges normative constructs of
desireand embodiment, thissectionturnstothecritical reception of thenovella
within Gujarati literary discourse, where disability and queer desire are
frequently misread or marginaised. In hisarticle“BhramniraganyaVednani
Katha,” Ramesh Davewrites.

Meera ek taraf kodh no abhishap jirve chhe.... janmajat sapdeli
vedna e ena chintan ne ujjval karyu chhe. Suchit vedna ane
vanchan manan na pariname kelvayeli teni sampgantano
Parichay, tene malelo kodh no var so potani aagli pedhi nen aapva
te kevo aakro Sankalp seve chhe temathi male chhe... pote
bhogvela abhishap thi pacchini pedhine bachhavwa mate matrutva
na sukh — santosh no bhoga apvani suchit mano bhumika nari
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vedna nu j vardan chhe. [On the one hand, M eerabearsthe curse
of vitiligo...the pain she is born with has brightened her thought
process. Her knowledge developed due to her present pain and
introspectivereadingisintroduced by her firm determination of not
passing her legacy of vitiligoto thefuture generation... To savethe
future generation from the curse she herself endured, her readinessto
sacrificethe contentment of motherhooditsdf isablessing of suffering
and pain.] (Dave 147-48)

Here, Dave describes Meeraasbearing ‘ kodh no abishap’ and frames her
vitiligo asatragicinheritance. He val orises her suffering and interprets her
refusal to pursue motherhood asanobleact of self-sacrifice. Herethedisability
ismentioned'asacurse, and the entire approach isto project Meera svitiligo
asthereal source of suffering sheispassing through. Instead of interrogating
thesocial normsthat compel Meerato suppress her desires, heromanticises
her self -denia as moral virtue. Thisframing erases Meera's agency and
reinforcesablei st expectations of disabled women assalf—sacrificing.

In“MeeraYagnik ni diary vishe,” Labhshankar Thakar doesnot engage
withdisability at dl. Evenwhen addressng Meera squeer desire, hedismisses
itasirrdlevant tocritical anaysis.

Ahi sajatiy sambandh na prasnago chhe ane vijatiy sambandh ni
aghatak ghanta chhe. Pan aavi samagri te aa kruti ni visheshta chhe
ane samiksha karti vakhte khas dhyan ma leva jevi babat te tevo maro
abhipray nathi.” [Here, we have incidents of homosexuality and also the
shocking incident of heterosexuality. But thiscontent isthedistinctivefesture
of thiswork and amatter to pay attentionto during critica andysisisdefinitely
not my opinion] (Thakar 157).

Hisrefusal to acknowledge queer intimacy reflectsaheteronormative
discomfort that sidelinesboth disability and queerness. Thakar’somission of
disability revealsabroader critical tendency to overlook identitiesthat fall
outsdethe normativeframework.

In* Samvednani TikshnaDhar par Chalti MeeraYagnik Ni Dairy,” Geeta
Naik describes Meeraasaprincessimprisoned by the monster’ of vitiligo.
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Shewrites:

Kodh namna rakshase ekdandiya mahel ma ked kari lidheli kuvri
jevi Meera Yagnik ni Avastha chhe. Kodhgrast deh thijaray chalet
nathati, kunthit manodashane pan atikrami jati Meera chahva
jevi chhe. [ Thecondition of MeeraYagnik islikethe princess|ocked
upinthesolitary palace by the monster called vitiligo. Meera, who
doesnot get affected by thisvitiligo affected body, who overcomes
thismental paralysisissomeoneto beloved.] (Naik 160)

Thismetaphor castsdisability as captivity and positionsMeeraasaheroic
figurewho ‘ overcomes' her condition. Naik’ smetaphor reinforcesthetrope
of disability astragedy and positionsMeera sworthin her ability to transcend
her body.

Anoverview of thecritical responsesrevea sthat disability in Gujarati
literary discourseiseither overlooked entirely or portrayed as a source of
suffering and curse. While Meera Yagnik ni Diary marksasignificant entry
point for lesbian relationshipsin Gujarati literature, disability—particularly in
itsintersectionwith sexuaity—receiveslittleto no critica engagement. Instead
of recognising Meera’ sembodied res stanceto normativeideds, criticseither
romanticise her suffering or ignore her subjectivity altogether, reflecting a
broader tendency within Gujarati literary criticismto Sidelinecomplex identity
narrativesthat chalengethe conventiona framework.

Overall, theessay studiesthe central contradictionspresentedin Meera
Yagnik ni Dairy. While, this novella presents a subversive narrative by
foregrounding theemotional interiority and desire of adisabled womanusing
diary asaform, it smultaneously establishesthe same discoursethat efface
andinvalidate her disabled female sexudity. Her relationshipsrevea how her
subjectivity isvalidated through intimacy yet invalidated through mechanisms
of substitution, erasure, and internalised stigma. Thecontradictionistwofold:
thetext expressesand deniesdesire, articulates and undermines agency; and
Gujarati criticism reinforcesthisinvalidation by overlooking disability or
romanticising suffering. Together, these dynamicsunderscoretheneed for a
disability- aware, queer —affirming critica framework in Gujarati literature.
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Feminist Writersof New Literaturesin English: The
Caseof Indian Women Writersin English

Gauri Shankar Jha

Abstract

Theso-called*New Literaturesin English’ arenot entirely new; they emerged
fromthe historica processesof colonisation and other powerful global forces
shapingthemodernworld. Theseliteraturesdevel opedinformer Britishcolonies
during and after colonial rule, marked by distinct cultural identitiesand, at
times, alingering colonial influence. Their roots can be traced to the late
el ghteenth and nineteenth centuries, when English, Irish, and Scottish settlers
inregionssuch asthe Caribbean, Canada, and South Africabegan producing
‘oversessliterature.” Over time, thesewritingstransformed world literature,
especialy from thelatefifteenth century onward, by introducing voicesfrom
colonised and endlaved communitieswho articul ated their present redlities,
remembered pasts, and imagined futures—ofteninthelanguage of thecoloniser.
Richingenreand theme, they offer diverse, compelling, and often startling
pergpectives. Thisarticleexaminesthegenesisand evolution of New Literatures
inEnglish, their contributiontoworld literature, and their rolein shaping Indian
Writingin English. It particul arly foregroundswomen writers, exploring how
they assert their identities, narratetheir histories, and envisionnew possibilities
through literary expresson.

Keywor ds: Colonization; Culture; Literature; Postcolonid; Multiculturalism

Introduction

Thestudy of ‘New Literaturesin English’ isconcerned with colonial and
postcol onia writing which emerged from the British coloniessuch as: partsof
Africa, Austraia, Canada, Caribbean countries, India, Malaysia, Malta, New
Zealand, Singapore, etc. It emerged from the process of colonisation and has
ahigtory of transformingworldliteraturefrom thelatefifteenth century onwards.
It wastheextensveinfluence of the coloniser’stongue, dongwiththeir culture
and civilization, which compelled the col onised to adopt the foreign tongue
and expresstheir feelingsand emotions, and, finaly, abulk of literatureasa
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treasure of their rich experience. The most remarkable argument isthevoice
of womenwritersinitsenrichment.

Actudly spesking, thisnew literaturein Englishanditsnewnessisavalable
inthe so-caled oversessliterature which gppeared inthelate el ghteenth century
and nineteenth century when the settlers of English, Irish, Canadaor South
Africastarted their experiment under thisnew umbrellaof literature. Itsfirst
formwasthe outburst of the col onised: the voice of thecommon mass, that of
joy and mirth, pleasure and displeasure, the palitical upheavalsand thesocid
turmail. Itshistory speaksof itspresenceinthe 1950sasWest African literature,
inthe 1960sasEast African Literature, inthe 1970sasindigenouswritingin
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, and inthe 1980s as Black and Asian
British Literature, and so on. All theseliteratureswere shaped by experience
of colonisationanditslegacies. Not only that, dl theseliteraturesmoved beyond
theorigina colonia matrix to remaketheformsand functionsof Englishasa

globd language.

Here, our focusiscentered onthewomenwritersfromall cornersof the
world, particularly, the Indian writerswriting in English. For al womenwriters,
the subject isthe same: their concernisidentical and hencetheir appea and
yearning iscommon. They raisetheir voicefor their worth, their value as
compared to their male counterpart and their social assgnment. Bothfromthe
East and the West theflow of ideas and opinions pour in: from the West we
have nameslike JaneAusten, Toni Morrison, Annie Ernaux, Charlotte Bronté,
Emily Bronté, Anne Bront&, George Eliot, ThomasHardy, Stephenie Meyer,
J. K. Rowling, Margaret Atwood, SylviaPlath, etc. On the other side, our
I ndian women writers, though less pronounced, have significant contribution
inthemaking of feminist literature; we may quotethe namesof AnitaDesai,
Kamila Shamsie, Manju Kapur, Shashi Deshpande, and Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni, Arundhati Roy, JhumpaL ahiri, Geetanjai Shree, Banu Mushtaq,
etc. They havekeen observation of all theworld around and most of thetime
they emergeasarebel and sotheir writingslabelled asprotest literaturetoo.

New Literaturesin English must be understood asacomplex literary
formation shaped by intertwined political, cultural, and historical processes
acrossmultipleregionsof theworld. Rather than being confined to colonidl,
anticolonial, or postcolonia frameworks, they reflect broader transcultural
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networksand negotiations of sociocultural diversity withinanincreasingly
globaisedworld. At their coreliesthe pervasiveimpact of coloniaism—rooted
in plantation davery, European settlement, and imperial conquest. English,
functioning asaglobd linguafrancaand pragmetic denominator, becamecentra
to this process. Today, with morethan seventy nationsadopting Englishasa
primary language of reading and writing, itsgloba spread reveal show colonid
legacies, multiculturalism, diaspora, and globalisation collectively shaped
Anglophoneliterature.

Thediffusion of thisliterature occurred primarily through two historica
channels: Settler Colonies(Canada, Australia, New Zedland), where English
becamethe national language of predominantly European populations, and
Invaded Colonies(India, Nigeria, parts of West Africa), where Englishwas
imposed uponindigenous societies. In both contexts, writerscomposed inan
acquired, oftenaienlanguage, resulting in the erosion of nativelanguages, as
seen in South Africa, theWest Indies, and amongAfrican davesand Indian
indentured |abourers. Yet Englishwasnot merely imposed; it wasgppropriated,
revitaised, and reinvented by writerssuch asSaman Rushdieand V. S. Naipaul.

Indian Writingin English exemplifiesthisdud identity of English asboth
foreign andimposed. Theintroduction of English educationisoften associated
with Thomas Babington Macaul ay, whose policiesaimed towesterniseIndian
education and produce administrative intermediariesfor the colonia state.
Initidly marked by imitation and trand ation, Indian Writingin English gained
literary maturity with the pioneering trio—RgaRao, Mulk Rg Anand, and R.
K. Narayan—who indigenised English by embedding Indian philosophy,
mythology, socia structures, and cultural heritageinto their works. They
established aparadigm for future generations.

Within thistrgjectory, feminist voicesoccupy acrucia andytica space.
Alongside dominant malefigureslike Naipaul and Rushdie, Indian women
writers such as Arundhati Roy, Anita Desai, Mahasweta Devi, Shashi
Deshpande, Ismat Chughtai, AmritaPritam, KamaaDas, IndiraGoswami,
ChitraBanerjeeDivakaruni, KamdaMarkandaya, Jhumpal ahiri, and Shobhaa
De articulate concerns of gender inequality, socia justice, patriarchal
oppression, marital discord, economic dependence, early marriage, and
marginalised identity. Somewroteoriginaly inregiona languagesand were
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later trandated into English, yet thair thematic concernsconvergeinarticulating
women'slivedredlities. Thus, thegenesisof New Literaturesin Englishisnot
merely historical but dialogic—marked by resistance, adaptation, and
continuousre nvention.

Itisbetter to havealook at the historical perspectiveof Indian Writingin
English. D. Ramakrishna, in the Preface of Indian English Prose: An
Anthology, maintainsthat: “Indian English prose, historically speaking, isolder
than Indian English poetry. Itsbeginning may betraced to the pre-Independence
days, even beforetheBritish introduced EnglishinIndia” (11)

Account of Jains (1809) of C.V. Boriahwaspreceded by ‘ drafts, | etters,
dispatches, and noteswith the Britishmastersin English,” thiswasfollowed by
Macaulay’s' Minute (1835). Evenbefore C. V. Boriah, we havetheevidence
of another book titled, ‘ The Travels of DeanMahomet,’ atravel narrative
(travelogue) written by Sake Dean Mahomed, published in Englandin 1794.
M ogt often we quote Rajmohan’sWife (1864) by Bankim ChandraChatterjee
asthefirst Indian English novel which carriesthelong suffering of amiddle-
cassHinduwife. Thiscommonsocid portrayad isfollowed by worksof politica
themes (The Princeof Destiny: TheNew Krishna, 1909, by Sarat Kr Ghosh),
of religiouslife (The Greatness, 1925, by B. R. Rajan lyer), of historical
romance (The Battle of Panipat, 1884, by Mirza Moorad Alee Beg), etc.
Theperiod of 19201947, termed asthe GandhianAgeby M. K. Naik, in
his book, A Historyof Indian English Literature (SahityaAkademi, New
Delhi, 1999) which includes Civil Disobedience Movement of thethirties
produced writerswho incorporated the theme of the Gandhian framework.
M. K. Naik maintainsin hisbook Indian English Fiction: A Critical Sudy:

A society compelledinto self-awarenesslikethisprovidesafertile
soil for fiction. It was, infact, during thisperiod that Indian English
fiction discovered someof itsmost significant themessuch asthe
ordeal of the freedom struggle, East - West relationship, the
communa problem and the plight of the untouchables, thelandless
poor, theeconomically exploited, etc. (15)

The appearance of thetrio on the horizon of Indian English novelshasbeen
explained by G. N. Devy in hisarticletitled The Indian English Novel 1980
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—90: AnOverview as: “ Anand asapontification of social reformist, Rgja
Rao astheformalist in search of themeaning of illusion, and Narayan asthe
noveist of life'siron ordinariness’ (18).

Besides, the socia nove, political novel and historical novel, we have
someother typesof novelsraising their headsin the contemporary soil, such
as, theethnic novel Twilight in Delhi, 1940, by AhmedAli, autobiographical
nove, novelsof Partition, anditsterribleaftermath, themerger of the princely
statesinto Indian Union, novel sbased on thewarswith Pakistan and China,
East West confrontation, the clash between the Western oriented rationalism
andthetraditiond religiousfaith, experimental nove (G V. Desani), handling
of sex themesaccompanied by new frankness (Sasthi Brata, K. V. Trishanku,
Saros Cowagjee, KamalaDas, Vikram Kapoor, etc.)

Thestory of Indian novelsisaltogether exclusveand al inclusive. As
pointed out by Meenakshi Mukherjee, in her book The Twice Born Fiction:

Infact, thefull development of thelndiannovel asawhole, dlowing
for certain oversmplification of details, may bedividedinto three
largestages: 1. Historical romance, 2. Socid or political realism, 3.
Psychological novels showing introspective concern with most
individuas.” (30)

Theinfluence of theWest as colonizer hasbeenimmenseasastrong center of
power inthe making of our texts. AsMakarand Paranjapewritesin Towards
a Poetics of the Indian EnglishNovel:

Thefact isthat influenceand power areawaysmulti —directiona
and not unidirectional. The shaper isaso shaped. Thecolonizer is
also colonized. Themaster isalso aslave. And soon. Thisisthe
only real didectic, thedia ectic which assertsthat the Other isthe
Sdf. (31)

Thepluralistic cultural environment of Indiaand the conflict between the
traditional and the moderninvitethe conflict of ideologiesarising out of the
higtorica contradictionsof thepost-colonid society. AslrvingHowesmaintains
in hisbook Paliticsand the Novel: “ The conflict isinescapabl e: the novel
triesto confront experiencesinitsimmediacy and closeness, whileideology is
by itsnaturegenera andinclusive’ (20).
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However, thefate of English poetry isdightly different, which hasbeen
condemned by Gordon Bottomley as‘ Matthew Arnoldinsari’, quoted by K.
R. Srinivaslyenger in hisbook Indian Writing in English and the unacceptable
suggestion of W. B. Yesats' towritein one sown languages, since, no man can
think/writewith music and vigour except in hismother tongue’, but for our
writers English became one of themany voicesof India“asmuch Indianas
others’ (lyenger 3). Itisaclear reflection of the East-West dichotomy.

Undeniably true, Indian English poetry is, asadmitted by Shiv K. Kumar
inoneof hislecturesat|.1.A. S. Shimlaand compiled in book form titled
Contemporary Indian Literaturein English, “...islargely derivativein that it
ismodelled onthat of Romantic poetslike Shelley, Keatsand Byron.” (Kumar
1) But the scenario completely changed after Independence, as Shiv K. Kumar
opinesfurther:

Wewon not only our political independence but also our cultural
freedom asevidenced by adistinct changeof atitudein our cregtive
writers—poets, novelistsand dramatists. .. Itisthisnew vision that
distinguishestheir work fromthat of their predecessors. The new
poetswant poetry to be authentic, intensaly personal and writtenin
alanguage shorninclichesand verbosity. A poem for them, must
beaskillfully structured artefact of bothimage and emotion, thought
andfeding. (2)

Subsequently, theelementsof irony, East - West cultura encounter, religious
orthodoxy, etc. areintroduced and we may witnesstherise of anumber of
women poets, delineating the rel ationship between man and women, ageold
socid practicesand pre udices, ma e chauvinism and the emanci pated women
compromising with their counterpart.

Thetreasureof Indian English Dramaisabit poor. Certainly, it hasdrawn
itsingpiration fromtherich heritage of Sanskrit drama, it banksmostly onthe
trand ationsof the playswritten originaly, in someregional language. So, we
haveplaywrightslike Tendulkar, Girish Karnad, etc. and fromthelatest Mahesh
Dattani, with anew theme of transgender.

Intherecent years, Indian Writing in English hasacquired statuswhich
entertainsthe elementsof not only the post-colonia statusof post modernism
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and itsabundance of emerging trendsand ingredientsthat isall inclusive. The
recurring themes available today are that of identity, exile, displacement
(geographical, cultural, social, linguistic, etc.), racia identity and conflicts,
migrancy, difference, dienation, rootlessness, bel ongingness, decolonisation,
dimensions of relationships, history and mythology, cultural and national
specificity, etc.

Feminist Women Writersof Indian Writingsin English

Our concern should not bethat of thewomenwriterswritingin Englishonly,
rather we should try to delveinto thewritingsin severd regiona languagesor
Hindi, whichwere, subsequently, trand ated into English, for instance, Amrita
Pritam, Gitanjali Shree, Banu Mushtag, KrishnaSobti, MahaswetaDevi, etc.

Actualy speaking, theroot cause of al theseupheavasliesintheerratic
concept of gender inequdity which proliferatesinto multipletwigsand labelled
otherwise. So, it needsabit of elaboration. Thediscourseof gender inequality
hasbeen avenerabletrend, which kegpson haunting themindsof intellectuas
for apretty long time. Wemay observethefact that thisisan aberration from
the authentic imaginativetrack and we may takeit asamisconstrued wave
that has nothing to do with the mission that it professes. Though there are
basic differencesintheoriental and occidental dimensons, and orientationsof
thisunderstanding, thefundamental ethicsand formulation remainthesame,
whichidedisesitsbas ctenetsand disseminateitsforbearing condtitution bound
to erosion and final collapse. Right from Plato up to the present, we have
severd thinkersand philosophersintheWest whereassinthe East all theancient
scripturesarefull of such outburdts, which vindicatethejudiciousgender status
and condemnitsfragileinconsistency. That iswhy, we havejargonssuch as
‘third world women,” ‘native women,” ‘gendered subaltern,” ‘female
individudism,’ ‘feminist credentids,” ‘ colonid sexud binaries,” ‘intermediate
SeX,” etc. to recompense such promulgation. Theseriousinterrogation isabout
our destination, whichisill defined and highly vulnerableattracting political,
socia and economicondaught, compd ling cregtiveartisstogofor andterndive
joyous, safe, and sound world.

However, thelndian women writersin English who areknown for their
gender concernto initiate the movement but fail to deliver the most sought
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aternative world; they wish to establish and are left disillusioned and
disenchanted; thus, indtituting thefact that thevery concept of gender inequaity
has an erroneous founding. The best work to nullify the possibility of an
dternativeworld, away fromtheexisting, isavailableinAnitaDesai’ sFireon
the Mountain where the attempt to create an alternative world by the
protagonist collgpses desperately. And hereisawomanwith aresolution: “To
beatree, no moreand noless, wasall shewas prepared to undertake” (Desai
4). KamlaDas sworld of poetry unfoldsthe same story of patriarcha mayhem
including sexual mismanagement, yet unexplored. It givesriseto trauma
literature and the birth of awriter like Banu M ushtag and her book of stories
Heart Lamp. Sheisastrong progressive writer who voicesthe suppressed
language of Mudim girlsand women, fragileand vulnerable, imprisonedinthe
Muslim community and appears as amighty rebellion, against the social
custodians, indifferent gui ses, ashusbhands, asmaulvis, asgrandmothersand
religiousteachers. She questions, not aman but hisso-called creator, inthe
beginning of the story, Bea Wbman Once, Oh Lord:

After creating croresand crores of tiny organismslike me over
lakhsand lakhs of years, after establishing heaven for our good
deedsand hell for our sins, ohlord who sitswaiting for us. Prabhu
you must be on your way now to enjoy the sweet fragrance of the
garden of heaven. Or perhapsyou areissuing orderstotheangels,
who stand therewith handsfolded, radiant facesglow. | may bea
meretiny fragment of your soul, but | do havetheright to make
request, don’t1?(199)

So goesthe storiesof Banu Mushtag, and her book Heart Lamp. Geetanjali
Shree’s Tomb of Sand and Mai may be cited as atypical product of such
turmoil; thefirg projecting thefamily sagaof an e ghty-year-old woman suffering
thetrials of traumaof partition and the second about awoman facing the
challengesof complexitiesof relationshipinaNorth Indian family. God of
Small Things by Arundhati Roy is arevolt against social taboo of caste
discriminationthat love doesnot recogniseitisreflected here: “ If hetouched
her he couldn’t talk to her, if heloved her he couldn’t leave, if he spoke, he
couldn’t ligten, if hefought, hecouldn’twin.” (250) Thedichotomy inrdationship
isevident here. AmritaPritam’s Pinjarisan attitude of vehemence against
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women and thefinal compromisewith destiny. Shashi Despande’ s That Long
Slenceistheportrayal of asilent woman suffering in apatriarchal society.
I nstances can bemultiplied right from the early daysto the present time.

Conclusion

Taking into account the birth and growth of IndianWriting in English and other
such new literaturesin Englishintheworld, we may infer that the upsurge of
such literaturesisthe outcome of an attempt of decolonisation and adesireto
freether writingsfromtheclutchesof the British hegemony. Actudly speaking,
it wastakenfor granted that English literature standsfor mora vaues, anditis
amost synonymousto moraity and civilisation. Ontheother hand, Orientalism
created hierarchy between the East and theWest having thepseudoimpression
of the civilised West and the savage East. Obviously, education brought
intellectual advancement of the col onised countriesand could consolidate
power. So, language becameatool of power and literature amanifestation of
culture and civilisation. As Raja Rao writesin the Foreword of hisbook
Kanthapura:

Onehasto convey in alanguagethat isnot one'sown; the spirit
that is one’s own. It (English) is the language of our
intellectual make-up like Sanskrit or Persian wasbefore, but not of
our emotiona make-up. Weareal ingtinctively bilingual, many of
uswritinginour own language and in English. We cannot writelike
English. We should not. We cannot write only asIndians. ——
Timeaonewill judtify it. (V)

Consequently, adoption of English asamedium of expression even before
achieving Independence became both afashion and acompulsion. And it
gaveriseto severa new literatures, enriching the treasure of the World of
Englishliterature. It wasthe beginning of the death of British hegemony, with
no specific narrative of itsown. It isreflected right from the Renai ssance and
continuestill datethat istermed as meta- modernism. And when we cometo
theworld of feminist womenwritersof Indian Writingin English, wecantrace
their voiceasatool of outburst, of suppressed bulk of designsand emotions
avalableinamost dl works.
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An Anatomy of Silence: M apping Female Psychein
Kavery Nambisan’s TheHillsof Angheri

AnaghaAgnes

Abstract

Inliterary discourse, thefemal e experiencewithinthe medical professionis
gtill seldom explored. Despitethe professionitsalf being fraught withtension,
emotional strain, and systemic pressures, the femal e experience of careand
caregivingisfar moredemanding. Thisarticdled ucidatesthefeminineimagination
of afemaledoctor’spsyche and affective experiencein Kavery Nambisan's
TheHillsof Angheri. Through aclosereading of the semi-autobiographical
narrative, it decodesthe fragmented femal e psycheand cartography of care.
Therefore, drawing attention to the causes of rupturein thefemale psyche
resulting as part of personal trauma, clinical duty, and emotional |abour.
Applying themethodol ogy of feminist psychoanaysisby Kristeva, affect theory
by Sara Ahmed and trauma studies by Herman, the analysis challenges
dominant tropesof theemotionally neutral hedler. It foregroundsthe gendered
and psychological costsof caregiving inapostcolonia rural landscape. This
articlethuspositions Nambisan'swork asan essentid interventioninfeminist
medical humanitiesand contemporary Indian literature by women.

K eywor ds: Affectivetheory; Feminism; Trauma; Caregiving; Abjection

Medical humanitiesisaninterdisciplinary study that allowstheidentification
andinterpretation of medicinethrough humanistic perspectivesinliterary fiction.
Analysisof female perspectivesin storytelling resonates with the broader
collective experiencesof women inthemedica domain. Thismethodological
approach strengthenscritical inquiry, articulating discourse on ethics, care,
and affect. Kavery Nambisan asadoctor and awriter showcasesadistinct
voiceacquired through professiona and personal experiences. SheisanIndian
medical professional educated inthe UK and hasworked extensively inrural
India. Her novel The Hills of Angheri is a semi-autobiographical work,
reflecting on aspectsof Nambisan’smedica journey through the protagonist
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Nali. Nali isavillagegirl raised in Indiawho aspiresto becomeasurgeon.
From atender age, Nalli gets curtailed by patriarchal norms and societal
expectations. Assheperiodicdly assertshersdlf despitetherestrictionsimposed,
she confrontsmomentswhere silence becomesher only response. The novel
tracesNali’sjourney through medical educationin England and her returnto
India, mapping ageographical trgjectory.

Nambisan'snove highlightstheslenced structurd tensionsof caregiving,
embodied by awoman navigating persond trauma. Thisarticlesituates The
Hills of Angheri at the convergence of feminist medical humanities and
postcolonid Indianliterature, arguing that Nambi san’ stextud account ddlinegtes
the fragmented psyche of afemaledoctor. Nalli’ sfractured consciousness
progressesthrough cumulativetrauma, theinvisibledrain of emotiona |abour,
and the haunting moral ambiguitiesthat define her medical profession. Her
lived experiencesreved thequiet Srugglesthat get unacknowledged for women
negotiating carewithin hierarchica sysems. Theact of healingimposespsychic
burdens, erasing theself. Therefore, smudging theboundary betweenresilience
and exhaustion.

JuliaKristevain her work Powersof Horror: An Essay on Abjection
(1982), featured in Classic Readings on Monster Theory (Mittman and
Hensel, 2018) articul atesthe theory of abjection. Kristevaestablishes her
theory in psychoanaytic discourse, intheworksof Sigmund Freud and Jacques
Lacan. She conceptualisesthe abject as an entity which violates existing
boundaries, transgressing fundamental rolesand destabilising systemsand
structures. Shesays,it “doesnot respect borders, positions, rules.... ... disturbs
identity, system, order” (37). Theabject possessesoneattribute of the object
andisopposedtothe“l.” Asadefensive measure, boundaries between self
and the other get constructed to preserve psychic coherence. Hence, abjection
isaprocess by which the subject negotiatesitsown stability infamiliar and
threatening circumstances.

Theabject isthat which traversesand transgresses, that which endangers
adructureandfindsitsalf onthewrong side of theboundary, often giving rise
totheprohibitions specified by thetaboo. Theboundary isin placeto safeguard
systemsand functionsand to separate and demarcate different states, such as
lifeand death, and the sacred and the profane (37).
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Motifs of bodily fluids, decay, and death exemplify the abject,
foregrounding determinantsthat society deliberately excludes. Reflecting
complexitieswithinthelifeof afemal e surgeon cons stently engagedin abject
routine. Also remaining coherent in confronting physica revulsonandemotiond
boundaries between self and patient. SaraAhmed' saffect theory arguesthat
emotionsextend beyond individualsbut circul ate between bodies. Ahmed's
concept of “ sticky emotions,” servesasspaceinwhich fedlingsadheretothe
subject over time. Theslence of the subject under radical circumstancesacts
asaresponseto oppression (125).

Thesebody fluids, thisdefilement, thisshit arewhet lifewithstands, hardly
and with difficulty, on the part of death. There, | am at the border of my
conditionasaliving being. My body extricatesitsalf, asbeing dive, fromthat
border. Suchwastesdrop sothat | might live, until, fromlosstoloss, nothing
remainsin meand my entirebody fallsbeyond thelimit—cadaver.

Inthenovel TheHillsof Angheri, the“laudable pus’ motif manifestsa
symbolic connotation. ‘Laudable Pus is a malignant infection that is
‘praiseworthy’ once removed from the body. This grotesque yet poetic
definitionformulatesNalli’ sevolving perception of medicine. The profession
of her choiceisnot limited to proceduresbut isaspace of ethical confrontation
and epiphanies. Theterm refersto viscera realitiesof surgical practice. On
closereading, it resonates with JuliaKristeva' stheory of abjection, where
bodily fluids, blood, and pus denote the boundary between self and other as
wdll aspurity and pollution.

Asawoman navigating the male-dominated sphere of medicine, by
ressting patriarcha congtraintsimposed by both professional hierarchiesand
tradition, shetrandatesasan* abject” figure. In environmentswheresheowns
agency, shebecomesan outsder disrupting established norms. Ndli’ spresence
asawoman becomesthelaudable pus, aninfection to betreated and cured.
Nalli metamorphosi sinto aninfection morethreatening thanthemalady. The
recurring medica imagery functionsasadevicefor symbolic cleansing. Nalli
redefinesthemeaning of caregivinginmedica practice. Through Nali, Nambisan
questionssocietal congtruction of emotionally neutral doctor, oblivioustothe
notion of care. Thetext actsasacounter-narrative to dominant biomedical
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discourses, asserting vulnerability and affect imperativeto the profession of
heding.

JuliaKrigevaarguesthat abjection of thesdlf originatesfromrecognition
of avoid. Inpsychoandytical criticism, theoristslike Freud and Lacan reduce
the concept of abjection to “object of lack.” On the other hand, Kristeva
assertsthat “ abjection” isnot aresult of lack but it comesfrom a sense of
absence between the subj ect and the object. In such circumstances, abjection
becomesthe solesignified of the absence of object. The confrontation of the
subject with the created instability becomesthe expression of ontol ogical
dislocation “ nourishment isnot an other for mewho amonly their desire, |
expel mysdlf, spit myself out, | abject mysdlf inthe samemovement by which
| clamstobeme.... | givebirthto meintheviolence of sobbingand vomit”
(43).

Nalli doesnot verbalize her heartbreak over Jai or articulatethe pain of
being estranged from her village. She channesher emotiond sufferinginto her
medical practice. Her silence, therefore, isnot indicative of passivity but of
resilience. Thevoid manifestsinto aform of resistance grounded in affective
agency. Kristevaarguesthat femal e characters negotiate identity through
repression. Nalli embodiesthisideaat thetime of her father’sdeath asshe
copeswiththelossin silence. Also, when she getsbetrayed by Jai, shehides
her affection and remainsnumb. Shechoosessilenceasher nonverba response
invulnerable situations.

Kavery Nambisan'srendering of Nali’sjourney isan anatomy of silence,
anexploration of inner turmoil of womenin medicine. Traditionally, scholars
and institutions have conceptualized medicine as adomain governed by
rationality and empirical detachment that privilege expertise, emotional
neutrality, and soicism. Suchinterpretationsmarginaisethe gendered, affective,
and subj ective experiences of healthcareworkers, particularly women. They
trandateasformsof invisbleslences. Nambisanfictionalised theintensity of
being awoman healer in acultural setting that neither accommodates nor
affirmsher aspirations. Silenceistheorised not as passive mutenessbut asan
affectiveresidue of systemic exclusion. It emergesasacondition produced
through repeated encounters. ThesubtletraumaNal li enduresislost inabsence
of amedium of conveyance. Nalli’sexperiencesof ethical compromiseare
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not narrative detours. They constitute theignored emotional cartography of
femaleexperiencein medicine. Silencein the novel emergesnot asabsence
but asan affective structure produced by ingtitutiona patriarchy. It accumulates
through repeated encounterswith gendered authority, shaping Ndli’spsyche.

Judith Herman’'s discourse on traumaarguesthat periodic traumatic
experienceslead to fragmentation of the self. Nalli’sdistressisnot solitary,
instead itisanincremental condition tailored by systemic oppression and
patriarchy. Asachild, Nali getssubjected to scepticismwithin her ownfamily.
Her grandmother Ajji’scutting remark that “ If God wanted you to beadoctor,
you would have been a boy,” marks the inception of her psychological
wounding. “But Ajji did not ask. Worried about Nalli’s health, Ammasaid
Nalli should do somethinglessdifficult” (10). Thismoment solidifiestheband,
habitua dismissa of femaeambitionin patriarchd settings. Community rejection
andfamilia dishelief leave persistent voidsin her senseof salf, exacerbating
emotiona strainon her aspirations.

Thenovel subverts dominant tropes of the emotionally dispassionate
healer by foregrounding caregiving asasite of profound vulnerability and
affectiveengagement. AsNalli reflects, “Why do we become surgeonsat al
whenwe haveto die so many deathsinasinglelife?’ (11). This sentiment
articulatesthe strain that comeswith medical responsbility. Kavery Nambisan
subvertsthe elevated image of the heroic doctor, animage constructed around
masculineidea sof invincibility and control. Thevulnerabilitiesof thefemae
subject facilitate the necessary competence of the profession instead of
diminishing facetsof the caregiving professon. Her strength liesinthecourage
to acknowl edge weakness, which redefines heroismin terms of emotional
honesty. Her journey isavivid exampleof epistemic disobedience, aconscious
refusal to conform to patriarchal knowledge structureswithin masculinised
spaces.

The Hills of Angheri probesinto the nuances of silence, tracing the
methodsin which femal e aspirationsare redirected. Since childhood, spatial
environmentshaveactively shaped Ndli’sdesires. She“would St ononeof its
branches, look at the hillsand dream her impossibledreams,” reflecting that
hope of becoming adoctor isnot an abstract impul se but afeeling produced
within and isconnected to thelandscape (11). Through thelensof Ahmed's
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affect theory thehillsfromthenovel emergeasasteof belonging. Thehillsas
aspaceallow the protagonist to escaperoles. The repressed dream becomes
avehicleto transport oneself to aprohibited future. Nalli’ssense of hopeis
repeatedly reoriented by agendered affective economy that associatesfemae
fulfilment with marriagerather than professona autonomy. Inher conversation
with Jai, Nalli’s objectivesarenot loudly rejected but silently gendered. “ All
for adegreethat’ || be an ornament around your neck” rejecting education as
decorative, realigning valuetowards materia objects(23). Silence operates
asasdtructure within established gender paradigms. Ahmed’ sargument that
happi nessispromised through confident normativelifechoicesisindicativein
Jai’ sremarks, “you will soon besomeone’ swife’ (23). Ndli traversesthetext
asthe normative woman whose ambitionsare stifled by the constraintsof a
gendered society.

During her undergraduate education, her discovery of freedomispoliced
by thesdf. “Thereweremovies, picnicsandflirtations, achangein senstivity”
(79). Ndli’ stransformation from acl oseted femaleto aliberal modern woman
is accompanied by anticipatory restraint. She says, “Jai and family will
disapproveof it” (79). Nalli becomesthe archetypefor self-policingwomen
guilty of pleasures asthey provoke external censure. This affective self-
aurvelllanceextendsinto her professiond life, wheresheisrepeatedly required
to prove competence. Sheis coerced to suppress confusion, to advocatefor
patientsto seebeyond gender. Theact of caregivingisfeminised, but emotiond
restraint becomes a professiona requirement while authority remains
measculinised. It becomesobligatory for Nalli togainlegitimacy fromthecydica
process of society.

During her practicein Royal Collegeof Medicine, Ndli refusestotreat a
British patient ashesays, “1 won't let abloody immigrant treat me”’ (240). The
remark of “bloody immigrant” reducesher professional identity asadoctor to
aracid body, demongrating Fanon’sargument that colonia perception precedes
competence. Asshe approaches Dr Hammer, the hospital administration acts
asasteof colonised spacethat hasingtitutiondisedracia silence. Theinsultis
normalised withinthe space, and itisrgjected asatrivia matter. TheHospital
and itsstaff demand that the subjugated standardiseto aprerequisitelevel of
emotiona endurance. Fanonian colonid dienationisfurther revealed through
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Nalli’sviscera rejection of England “ Damnthewesather. Thesamenessof life
annoyed me... | wanted noise and abuse, colour and chaos’ (253). Fanonian
convictiononlived did ocation convergeswith Ahmed'sins stence asserting
that belongingisfelt beforeitisarticulated. Thelndian emotional register is
perceived improper, asit issubordinate to the dominant register. Nalli isleft
with the sense of estrangement from col onized regi stersre ecting the naivety
of theorient.

Nalli’s enduring attachment to Angheri, despite its repeated acts of
rejection and humiliation, reflectsthe adhesive nature of emotiona investments.
Her returntothevillagefrom the UK isan act of reclamation, reasserting her
identity and politicsof carewithinthepostcolonia framework. Thevillageis
not idealised but reimagined as a contested yet reparative space where
caregiving, memory, and resistanceintersect. Inthissense, thespatia politics
of The Hills of Angheri become deeply entwined with feminist ethics.
L andscapes become affective terrains embedded with gendered struggle.
Nambisan craftsaliterary intervention that bridgesthemedica, theemotiond,
and the political, offering a powerful vision of feminist reclamation and
postcolonid heding.

Nalli’sreturnto the hillsof Coorg isaconsciousand deliberate act of
caregiving towardsher ailing mother, her village, and community. By choosing
toserveinarural setting despite being trained in Western medicine, Nalli
assertsher agency and reclaimsher rightful roleasacaregiver. She performs
surgery on Makkan Singh’sreproductive organ, ataboo for awoman doctor
inthevillage. Despiteinitial resistance, he expresses heartfelt gratitude with
teary eyes, saying, “1 will never forget the sevayou have donefor me’ (338).
Hefoldshishandsto form agesture of namaste. Through such acts, Nalli
breaks gender norms and earns recognition as acompetent and respected
physician. Nalli treatsawoman suffering from elephantiasis of thevulva.
Though doubtful of appropriatetreatment, she performsduty asacaregiver to
thevillage. InNalli, Kavery Nambisan portraysacharacter who redefines
methodsof healing through empathy, humility, and unwavering commitment.
Her practice is not an entity of reward but compassion that exceeds the
boundaries of recognition. Thus, Nambisan reconfiguresthe concept of care
not asaclinical duty or professional achievement, but asan act shaped by
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intersecting histories of caste, class, gender, and memory. Therigid doctor-
patient binary collgpsesinto alabyrinth of relationd ethics, wherevulnerability
ismutua and healing becomesatransformative process.

In The Hillsof Angheri, Kavery Nambisan offersapowerful literary
intervention intofeminist medica humanities. Theoretica frameworksof Frantz
Fanon, SaraAhmed, and JuliaKristevatrace thetrauma, affect, and silence
shaping Nali’sfractured psyche. Ininterviews, Nambisan has mentioned the
systemic neglect of rurad hedthcare, thelack of emotiona support for doctors,
and theurgent need for compassoninmedicd training. Professiond legitimacy
often mediated through gendered and hierarchica power structures. Sheblends
memory and fiction to construct avoicetwicemarginalised. Through Nalli’s
narrative, thenove dissectstheslenceof ayoung femaelndian doctor within
patriarchd structures. Thediscourseof SouthAsianfemininevoicesinmedical
fictiondtill remainslimited. Thetext gathersva ueasasoleinterpreter of subdued
femalevoicesinthefield of medicine. Futureresearch possibilitiesinclude
psychoandytic readingsof femininemedica experience, analysesof Gothiciam
inhedthcarefiction, and studiesof postcolonia power structuresand systemic
discrimination within contemporary Indian English and vernacular literary
traditions.
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Between Panelsand Representation: Visualizing
Gendered Experiencethrough DrawingtheLine;
| ndian Women Fight Back

DinishaNayak and Punyashree Panda

Abstract

Women, as per Helene Cixous, “ have been driven away asviolently asfrom
their bodies,” asfromwriting (875). Whilefeminist writings, asCixousrefers
to as Ecritureféminine, have been growing sincethe 1970s, weliveinwhat
W.JT. Mitchdll referstoit asthe” pictorid turn,” wherein humansengagewith
thevisua mediumintheir everyday functionality (11). It becomescrucial to
understand feminist visud representationswhereinwomen exercisetheir agency
to sharetheir distinct embodied experiencesthrough visua iconography. This
articleanayzesthe comicsanthology DrawingtheLine: Indian\Women Fight
Back (2015) by PriyaKuriyan, whichreflectstheintersectiondlitiesof being
an Indianwoman. Thearticle shall utilize Hillary Chute’s perspectiveon
embodied feminist expressionin comicsfrom her book Graphic Women:
Life Narrative and Contemporary Comics (2010) to analyze the comics
anthology. A comprehension of these narrativeswoul d shed light on how Indian
women usevisud stylisticsto visuaizether experiencesof beingwomenin
modern-day India. This article aims to investigate how comics convey
experiences of gendered oppression and status of Indian women, asthey
clamtheir bodiesviatheiconto exercisetheir agency of being.

Keywor ds. Indian Women; Comics, Visua ; Embodiment; Gender

I ntroduction

Widely referred to asthe Nirbhaya case, the case of the gang rape and death
of Jyoti Singh, a22-year-old physiotherapy intern, inamoving buson 16"
December 2012in Delhi, led to theonset of asignificant women’smovement
in contemporary India. Thisact of crimeignited wide-scale public protests
across|ndia, especialy in metropolitan centers such as Delhi, Bangalore,
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Kolkata, Chennai, and more. TinaLapsia, in her study of Singh’s death,
observesthat “ rape becameatopic of daily conversationinIndia,” whichwas
needed to “reversethe patriarchal, sexist, and troubling views on women,
men, and gender roles, and to eradi cate the culture of modesty and shamefor
women” (47).

Drawing the Line: Indian Women Fight Back (2015), a graphic
anthol ogy published by theindependent feminist publishing house, Zubaan,
comprisesfourteen short graphic narrativesby variousIndian femaeartists
that center on a plethora of feminineissues, isareaction to the Nirbhaya
Case. Thetextiscrucia for itsvisuaization of ‘daily conversations’ onthe
status of Indian womenin post-Nirbhayalndia(Lapsia47). Edited by Priya
Kuriyan, LarissaBertonasco, and LudmillaBartscht, thetext, asper Nisha
Susan, fallsunder theumbrellaterm of “feminist visud art” (Kuriyanetd. 2).
These embodied visualizations hold meanings, as Thapan states that
embodiment is“experiencedinour everyday livesaslived and communicative
bodies’ and can be expressed through bodily senses(3). Hillary Chute (2010)
exploresthe concept of embodied feminine expression through theworks of
AlisonBechdd, Marjane Satrapi, and Aline Kominsky Crumb, examining the
gendered visua renderingsof thesecomic artists. While Chute' sdiscussionis
fixated ontheaforementioned popular artists, thisarticleemploysthetheorist’s
concept of embodied feminine expression and aimsto bring into discussion
thevisual narrativesand diversity of embodiment used by Indianfemdeartists
inDrawingtheLine.

Resear ch Paradigm

In the 1970s and 1980s, the concept of gendered language and the
devel opment of Ecritureféminine (femininewriting) emerged among French
feminist theorigts, including HE ene Cixousand Luce Irigaray. Thisstream of
thought called for anew language of women'swriting that * becomesaca culated
responseto alienation and censorship, an evasion of materia threat” (Lanser
11). Cixous contendswomen’sbodiesare“driven away asviolently” from
writing, underscoring the necessity for them to claim presence by putting
themselvesbothintext and also intheworld (875). Thewoman’sbody has
been asite of exploration by prominent thinkers, including Judith Butler,
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Elizabeth Grosz, and ChandraTa pade Mohanty, among others. Butler states
that thebody is“amateriality that bears meaning, if nothing else, and the
manner of thisbearingisfundamentally dramatic,” (Butler, “ PerformativeActs
and Gender Constitution,” 521) whichreferstotheir ideaof performativity,

where the nature of this performativity and the meaning can be socially
contextudized. Further, as Grosz Sates, women'sbodiesare not purdly neutral

or natural, but are* marked, engraved, by socia pressuresexternal to them”

(X). Therepresentation of thesemarked bodiesand their subjective experiences
iscaptured by the concept of embodiment. Eve Shapiro definesembodiment
as" A state of beinginwhichthebody isthe site of meaning, experience, and
expression of individualsintheworld” (3). Thisstresson plurality isalsoa
marker in postcolonial or third world feminism in its emphasis on
intersectionalities. Asper Mohanty, women of thethird world “ embody and
personify theintersection of sexual, class, andracid ideologies’ (72). Inthe
I ndian context, where society isgoverned by familid systems, religions, castes,
class, including gender, there is a need to rethink the existing ideas of
embodiment.

Thelndian woman’sbody, inthe post-British era, hashistoricaly beena
symbolic site of national identity through theimage of Bharat Mataandin
Vedic times, through the mythical character of Sitafrom the Ramayana,
whereby their bodiesare seen ascarriersof purity, maternal feelings, and as
the embodiment of ideal Indian women. However, this perspective hasbeen
subjected to active cultura and religiousmemorization of femaebodies, and
has shifted in contemporary India. Thapan states, “ Social class, status, and
education, among other factors, are sgnificant markersin the construction of
theembodiedidentity of the* modern’ Indianwoman” (20). Thesgnificance of
these markers extends beyond thewritten word, asMitchell states, “modern
thought hasre-oriented itsalf around visual paradigms,” suggestingagrowing
recognition wherein images shape understanding (9). Theideaof feminist
embodiment, which has been explored through oral and written feminist
narratives, findsexpressoninthevisual languageaswell, as Chatterjee Sates,
“feminists have opened up avisible and audible space for asserting gender
justiceand agreater rolefor womeninpubliclife’ (382). Inthefield of comics
studies, Chute states that embodiment isinherent to comics“initsprocesses
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of production—in which the hand-drawn mark indexes the body of the
maker— helpsto instantiate theform, whatever thegenreis, asonethat is
deeply embodied on severd different levels’ (Chute,” Feminist GraphicArt”
157). Her concept of embodiment introduces adial ogue that addressesthe
representation of and by womenin comics, serving asacrucia lensfor this
aticle

Analytical Framework

Thisarticleintendsaclosereading of the sel ected visual iconsand thetextual
materia of Drawing theLine. Theseiconswill be analyzed in the context of
embodied feminist expressionin comics, asused by Chutein her book Graphic
Wbmen. McCloud posits, “We seeoursel vesin everything. Weassignidentities
and emotionswhere none exist. Moreover, we make theworld over in our
image’ (33). Suchthat inthe comicsanthol ogy, thefemal e characters, through
their fictionality and the abstractioninherent intheir illustrated forms, connect
with readersthrough the materidity of comics. Chute statesthat the medium
of graphic narratives, withits" complex visuaizing,” suggeststhat “weneedto
rethink thedominant tropesof ungpeakability, invisbility, and inaudibility” (3).
Thisprocessof rethinking, through theillustrationsfrom Drawing the Line,
shdl bedoneviaan author-reader interaction, asNikkildand VVuorinneargue
that graphic narrativesfoster the“reader’s capacity to imaginethelives of
others, but also to invitethem to attend to the experiences of others, through
affect, embodiment, andreflection” (4). Theandysisshdl includethereflections
of theresearcher asan embodied reader who, through * the shuttling back and
forth between reading andlooking at comics,” (Chute, “ Feminist GraphicArt”
157) engageswith“waystord aeto the Other intermsother thanidentification”
(Szeip8).

ComicsasCounter spacefor Indian Women’sExperiences

Compared with goddesses such as Durgaand K ali, the divine embodiments
of grength and bravery, SamidhaGunja’s* Someday” utilizestheicon of Kdi
toreflect onitsassociationwith Indianwomen (Kuriyan et d. 147). Thestory
centersaround adestructive ending to eve-teasing (public sexud harassment),

whichtheauthor calls“adaily redlity for most womeninIndia’ and hasbeen
aseriousconcernand“ nationd problem” inIndia(Ranal). Themultiplicity of
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images drawn emphasizesthe materiality of themalegazeon“thegirl,” an
everyday affair inthelivesof Indianwomen (Kuriyan et a. 151). When the
girl walkson the street, thefemal e body is stripped of dignity asthe reader
witnessesthat theroundness of watermelons, through apersistent malegaze,
isreimagined, withexplicit sexua connotation, asafemaebody part, highlighting
the problematic analogy of women and their body partsasobjects, underlining
the sexudization of thefemaegender. Themenareillustrated with their explicit
gesturesof waving, pointing, showing tongues, pouting for akiss, smirking,
laughing, and catcdling, through the suggestive onomatopoeiainther respective
speech balloons. The poster of Murder 3 on the background wall, with a
dlhouettelineart of awomaninalicentiouspostion, hintsat the sexualization
of thefemalebody for entertainment. The men’sbodiesare comfortableand
expand vethroughout the page, suggestive of the gendered spatia entitlement
in both the page and Indian society. On the other hand, the girl’s physical
posture, clutching her bag tightly, and the absence of amouth, suggest asense
of threat and sllenceand/or lack of voice. Thegirl’sembodied presencereflects
thetens on between the desireto be unseen and thethreat of being seen. This
bodily regtrictive postureof thegirl isalsoreflectedin Kaveri Gopaakrishnan's
“Basic Space,” that is, the personal bodily space of an individual (119).
Gopaakrishnanillustratesanidea posture (blank/stern face, straight back,
stiff arms, battle stance, and bag over chest) and gesturesthat she adoptsto
“tell peoplewhere[my] space begins,” keeping her safefrom the men and
their side-eyed gazeson her inalocal train (121). Thisbodily regulationis
reflectedin her visudizedinterviewswith different Indian women. For example,
theangry, sternlooksin public contrast with theresting eyes, the need to keep
safety pins in bangles and dupattas while traveling, or being alert in
uncomfortable situations (122). These drawn bodies with subjective
corporeality embody aconstant strugglefor space. Returning to Gunjal’s
“Someday,” thegirl’s shrinking body reflects her embodied fear, whichis
centrally placed within the pand trangitions, contrasting with the overpowering
monstrous morphed men, suggesting aloss of bodily autonomy against the
collective embodiment of oppression (152). Asmetamorphosed men splash
the pages suggesting their dominance over the space and mohility of thegirl,
crepuscular rayserupt through them (153-154). Thefina explosive splash
page depictsdistorted bodies of the surreal monstersflying acrossthe page,
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and thegirl hasmetamorphosed into Kali, with four arms, naked, and sporting
arolling tongue and white eye sockets, yet without any visibleweapons. The
multiplicity andidentical surreal monsterscan also bereplicative of theclones
of asuraRaktabijas, defeated by Kali. Thishand-drawn visual icon of Kali
embodiesresistance grounded in the lived experiences of Indian women,
reinstating the necessity and relevance of Kali in contemporary India
Reimagined asafeminist symboal, thisKali, through theradiating linesand the
fragmentation of the assailants, embodies strength, wherein thefemal e body
becomesasite of resistance, protest, and myth.

In the case of Gopal akrishnan’s narrative, the protagonist’s corporeal
act of erasing the drawn dotted line and stepping into the borderless space
actsasareclamation of embodied freedom, mobility, and space—avisua
and ideol ogicd shift from containment to expression (128). Through various
vignettes of embodied freedom, her narrative also visualizesan alternative
imaginary “worldwithout boundaries’ from theinterviews, such asspreading
legs, going braless, scratching publicly, eatingice cream naked in Delhi, and
playing Holi inwhites(127). It reflectsthe heightened visibility of women's
bodily gestures, which aretypicaly policed. Thiscomic makesonefeel how
gender isnot internalized but somatically experienced (the heat of summer, the
discomfort of bras, thetaboo of scratching), al felt through the skin, nerves,
posture, and presence. Thesevignettesreflect the desirefor bodily autonomy
of various contemporary | ndianwomen and rupturing “ repeated stylizations”
(suchascovering up, crossing legs, being modest) that society expectsfrom
them (Butler 43).

Multiplicity in Embodied Actsof Gendered Resistance

Chute asserts, “ graphic narrativesthat bear witnessto authors' traumasand
those of othersmaterially retraceinscriptional effacement; they reconstruct
and repeat in order to counteract” (173). Hemavathy Guha's* Asha, now”
depicts such reconstruction. Asha's body is resurrected on the page as
vulnerable and violated, naked in the shower and exposed to her brother’s
andthereader’sgaze (Kuriyan et al. 113). Guhaillustratesthe* not entirely
fictional” account of Asha, who undergoes sexua abuse by her brother within
the domesti cated space of home since childhood (110). Asher characters
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lack facial features, Asha’'sexperience appearsuniversal, concerning any
individual affected by gendered violence. Thereadersengagewith thetext
through the string of empathy, which has*“akey roleininterpretation because
the body doesnot simply mirror or sharethe sensations of other bodies; the
body dsotakespart in making meaning” (Szép 156). The splash pagedepicts
Ashawith her eyes shut and her hands covering half of her face, creating a
striking visua impact through the embodied act of hiding shameand trauma,
visudizedinthedtilinessof thecomic (Kuriyan et al. 114). Thisimagegives
her traumatic experiencevisibility, apassageto |ook at emotionsdisplayed
through the closed eyelidsand lipsasif thisclosure of the body reflectsher
state of hel plessness, wherein the voice of avictim of incest isunheard or
slencedinthenameof thefamily’s“honour” (110). Inthefinal page, Ashais
shown protecting her daughter from her unclewhilethetraumatic memories
continueto haunt her (118). Theflat, monochrometextures of Asha sworld
and her facelessdepictions not only obscure her identity but also emphasize
how the body has been materialized asthe site of traumaand memory.

WhileAsha sstory wasoneof endurance, NedimaPAryan's“ The Prey”
isasubversion of suchanarrative. Sheusestheicon of an eagleto createan
anaogy withtheman (60-61). The narrative showsthebird’ sbodily equation
with theman through their hyper-magnified eyes and bodily movements of
scratching theinner thighs, gazing at thegirl, and picking histeeth, creatinga
senseof discomfort for thereading eyes (59-60). Theman'sbodily movements
mirror the eagl€'s, creating amarauding associ ation between them. Further,
thereisatensoninthe gaze shared between thebird and the girl, whereby the
girl’sgaze breaksthe materia boundary of the panel and isfocused on the
bird’ sgazeinthediagonad pane directed towardsher (59). Thebird’sand the
looming masculinefigure' slarge, piercing eyesshow how thefemaebody is
constantly under surveillance, reducing her to prey. However, the narrative
subvertstheimage of thegirl asbeing the prey. The entrapment of the bird,
connotating the symbolic entrapment of the man, givesasense of power and
satisfaction seen fromthe girl’ sbody posture (standing with handson hips,
barefoot, straight in her posture) and facial expression (smirking), astheeagle
liesontheground, gaze still onthegirl (64). Thegirl’sembodied posture
communi catesconfidenceand refusal. However, thevery act of thisentrgoment
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isironically shunned, asthegirl’smother exclams, “ Oh! Girlsthesedays!”
encapsulating society’ sdiscomfort with femal eautonomy (64).

TheDisobedient Feminine Bodies

Women'srightsactivist Susan B. Anthony, whileasserting theroleof bicycling,
famoudy said, “| think it has done more to emanci pate women than anything
e Itgiveswomenafeding of freedomand sdlf-reliance’” (Marksand Brown).
Whilediscussing theact of cycling inthe 1890sVictorian period, Rubinstein
states, “ Cycling brought the sexestogether on equal termsmore completely
than any previous sport or pastime. It al so gave women astriking sense of
independenceand self-reliance” (68). Cycling, being onthewhed s, the power
of self-driving, iscontextuaized with thewomen’sstrugglefor freedom. Inthe
context of India, “...women on bicyc esriding d ong the open highway become
one of the most powerfully evocative representations of ‘modern’ Indian
woman-hood” (Srivastava 13). Drawing the Line has two embodied
representationsof freedom viacycling.

ItaMehrotra s“ The Poet Sharmila’ isbased on her interactionswiththe
Manipuri activig, Irom Sharmila, and reflectson theshared feding of Ssterhood.
Theauthor met Sharmilain the prisonward of Imphal Central Prison, where
theactivist wasin her tenth year of fasting. Sharmila’smemory of acycleride
before her hunger strikeisasuitable example of embodiment throughrecalled
motion (Kuriyan et al. 103). Thisvision of movement dramatically contrasts
with Sharmila simmobility and captivity in prison, witnessed by Mehrotra.
The visualized body cycling is redrawn through the author’s imaginary
engagement—asilhouette cycling over theterrain of Imphal functionsasa
memory of bodily autonomy now bracketed by the violence and stasis of
political incarceration. Sharmila sautonomy over her body through the hunger
strike and the redrawn photo of Manipuri mothersstaging anude protest, with
“IndianArmy Rape Us’ on their banner, further amplifiesthe body asboth
protest and proof of violation, an embodied archive of state violence (104).
Chuterefersthat comics, initsproduction, isan embodied process, however,
it also meansthat the* hand-drawn mark” of the author through thedrawing
also holds its respective context, which is projected on the page (157).
Mehrotra'sact of redrawing Sharmila’scorememory of cycling reflectsher
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subjectiveprojectionintheactivist’sjourney, visua ly rendered by theholding
hands (Kuriyan et al. 103). In the epilogue, the author illustrates adream
sequenceinwhich Sharmilacyclesthrough the rural landscape; however,
Mehrotraa so projectsherself cycling behind Sharmila(108), reflecting her
dream of experiencing freedom and bodily autonomy that shefelt restricted
frominDelhi (106).

Another visudization of the cycleasan embodiment of women’sfreedom
isportrayedin SoumyaMenon’'s“Anlded Girl” (37), whichnot only subverts
the educational postersof theldeal Boy (Aadarsh Balak) circulated in India
but also usesvisual satiretoillustrate the socio-cultural biastowardsmenin
India. Indianwomen are subjected to patriarchd structureswith unequa access
to education, income, control over resources, and power in household decision-
making (Desal and Temsah 2309). Theidedl girl’ sidentity isshown relational
to her family members, and behaviorismis predominantly marked by the
features of sacrifice, compromise, silence, multitasking, and hel plessness
(Kuriyan et a. 37- 41). AsThapan asserts,

the‘ new Indian woman’ isan ambival ent entity shaped by thesocia
and public domain, which smultaneoudy portraysher asglamorous,
independent, conscious of her embodiment and the many forms of
adornment and salf-presentation availableto her, and yet enshrinedin
theworld of tradition through her adherenceto family and national
values. (25)

Despite being assigned traditiond tasks, theideal girl wasableto balance her
job. Her situation mirrorsthedaily life of Indian women, who areviewed as
multitaskers, aternating between public and private spheres AngelaFerrao’s
“Ladies, Please Excuse” depictsthisdaily gendered disparity (Kuriyanetdl.
141). Ferrao, through the character Jenny, recounts women's gendered
experiencesduring jobinterviews, including her own. Jenny’ scapabilitieswere
reduced to three questionsof “CANYOU?WILL YOU?DOY OU?’ which
revolvesaround her marital status, willingnesstowork lateat night, such that
she equatesthejob interviewswith the marriage bureau (142-143). Jenny
observeswomen laboring on the street, one of them carrying aninfant, raising
the question of thedivision of domestic labor (143). Ferraro’s panelsresist
closure, such that thereisno solution that the narrative offers; instead, the
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strugglecontinuesfrom pand to pand, reflecting theongoing natureof feminine
labor and their quest for cerebra equality. Jenny’srelaxed positioninthefinal
panel asshedreamsof herself asthe CEO countersthe previous panelswhere
shewas active, reflective, and negotiating societal gender bias (146). The
panel embodiesarefusal to exhaustion, imagining oneself beyond current
[imitations. Through the medium of comics, the author, as Chutein Comics
Form and Narrating Lives suggests, “resurrects and materializes’ the
forgetting and silencing of women'’sexperiencesin the Indian labor market
and retracesthese erasuresvisualy (112). While Jenny continuesto dream of
success, resisting the gendered “ effacement” of abor, safety, and aspiration,
Menon'sided girl breaksthe silent repetitive subjugation visuaized through
therepetitive panels, by cycling out of thecity asfar aspossibleinthelast
panel (Chute173; Kuriyanet d. 42). Theline she* decides shehashad enough
of being theldeal Girl” pairswith the expansive, open landscape, reflecting
thetrangition from the narrow frames of domesticity into asense of expansive
freedom, from repetitionto refusal, and from effacement to redrawing the self
(42).

MoreThan Just theAppearance

Ayyar and Khandarerelate the colour discriminationin Indiato theAryan
supremacist theory and thevarnacaste system, whereby they assert that “Itis
evident that varna-caste supremacy not only influenced the past but also
influencesnotionsof beauty and femininity in contemporary India. Thosewho
donot fall under these standards of Aryan are deemed ugly and madeto face
discrimination and condemnation” (86). Harini Kannan's" That'sNot Fair”
centers around the col our obsession of thefemale childin aSouth Indian
family. Theauthor drawstheinterior of thefemalebody not asan unknown
space but asasite of resistance and empowerment. With asatirical tone of
infantile exaggeration and hyper embodiment, Kannan mockstheabsurdity of
gender norms. Theunbornfema efetusactively resstssocietd colorist prgjudice
beforebirth (Kuriyanet a. 8-9). The narrative critiqueshow women tend to
promote the color obsession among girlseven beforetheir birth, herethrough
her mother, grandmother, and femal e acquai ntances. Her mother triesout
whitening cream on her pregnant belly and worriesabout her dowry instead of
her education (9). Kannan’scartoonishly soft, rounded aesthetic fetusishyper-
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animated and full of expression, motion, and dia ogue, and refusesto succumb
toinvighility based on being dark skinned; instead, onthefinal splash paned,
thegiant “WAAAAAH!!" actsasagraphic scream, marking her refusal to be
slent (12). Thisvisualization of the cry becomes both abiological response
and afeminist protest.

Bhavana Singh’s* Inner Beauty and Melanin,” exposes colorismand
socia discrimination by makingmelanin, ‘ Supermel,” asuperhero (73). The
comic visualizesskin color asan embodied, vocal, and animated subject. It
embodieshow capitalist beauty productscommodify insecurity and reproduce
colonial legaciesof skinshame. Throughthetagline“melaninin 14 Days*,”
the comic becomesavisual, satirical attack onthesocietal shamearound dark
skin and the marketing of feminine beauty standards(69). Inthefina page of
the narrative, Melaninin Infinite Wonder takes center stage, comprising a
grikingly detailed, flord mandaa-likedesignthat claimsthe aesthetic strength
of thebody whileembracing thelayered complexitiesof thedesign (76).

Reshu Singh’s “The Photo,” visualises awoman’s identity beyond
marriage. She weaves Bena s narrative around her photo taken for match-
making and reflects on how sheisbeyond the staticity of the photo. Bena
staresat thereaders, glasseson, tied hair, and says, “ But | am morethan my
photos, far more’ (34). Thisisadirect feminist confrontation of how women’s
identitiesare often flattened into meretwo-dimens ona physica appearances,
especially photos used for scrutiny in matchmaking, with scanty room for
marking thelayered experiencesof thefemalesdf. Chuteassertsthat theform
of comicsisaway “to put the body on the page” (10). Singhillustrates a
counter-imageof Benathrough bodily movementsof drawing, fighting, kicking,
sleeping, and dreaming (Kuriyan et al. 33-34). The defacement of Bena's
photo, taken for matchmaking with drawn glasses, reflectsachangeinfacial
expression from passiveto aggressive, asmoldering cigarettein her mouth, a
single boot crossing the white boundary of the photo, and various scribbles
(34). Thisdefacement embodies Bena srefusal to be defined through atill
imagethat failsto capture her, suggesting graphic fluidity whereinidentity is
not fixed; instead, it is performed and expressed through movement.
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Conclusion

TheNirbhayacase sparked advocacy and awareness on gender-based violence
by bringing sexist perceptionsand femal e security into the nationa spotlight.
Drawing the Line emerges as a creative response to the case, promoting
discussion around women'’s self-expression and functioning asavisual safe
spacethat holdsthedistinctive struggles of women in contemporary India.
This graphic anthology invites readers to participate in the visualized
embodiment of India swomen’sgendered experiencesand intersectionalities
through subjectivestylistic traits of the drawn bodies. Thisexploration of the
text from the lens of embodiment facilitates an understanding of the
externalization of emotiona nuances of gendered embodiment and responses
tothevisua regimesof gendered oppression and inscription of thesdlf, visudly.
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Culinary Currency: Negotiating Identity, Intimacy, and
Agency in English Vinglish, The Lunchbox, and Darlings

Gaurav Singh

Abstract

Food playsacrucid roleinformulating theculturd identity of agiven community,
gender, ethnicity, among others. Women cooking food in contextual Indian
cultura spaceslikekitchens, and itssubsequent consumption by meniscriticaly
represented in Bollywood films. The post-liberal, global capitalist economic
policies have redefined the concept of ‘new’ Indian woman on celluloid
promoting aprogressive depi ction of middle-class housewivesowing tothe
riseof feminist filmmakers. Thesefilmmakersdefy the prevalent gendered
normsby reimagining and redefining the mai nstream Indian womanidentity.
They represent the* new’ middle-classurban woman asan aspiringindividua
asserting herself to convey her choicesfor acquiring the deci S on-making power.
Sheisdepicted tranggressing her domiciliary intothe public sphereand navigeting
through sociopolitical spaces; negotiating cultural, economic, and gendered
identity (through her culinary currency: gastronomic prowess), acquiring agency,
and establishing unconventiond intimeacies. Subsequently, thetraditiona familia
hierarchy iseither dismantled or € sere-established on quas equitablegrounds
following liberal reformative approaches. In such negotiations, her culinary
currency becomesthe'languageof love cohesively binding thefamily together
by either jeopardising or facilitating her self-aufficiency. Theessay problematises
such sociopolitica discurgvitiescomprising food, identity, intimacy, and agency
throughtheportrayad of Indian middle-classurban housawivesin Gauri Shinde's
English Vinglish (2012), Ritesh Batra's The Lunchbox (2013) and Jasmeet
K. Reen'sDarlings(2022). Thetheoretical framework draws perspectives
fromfilmstudies, cultura studies, gender studies, and feminist food studies.

Keywor ds: Food;Heteropatriarchal; Heterotopia; Kitchen; New Woman

Introduction
India, the largest film-producing country in the world is the epicentre of
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Bollywood, locatedin Mumbai. * Bollywood' becameapopular termto refer
totheHindi-filmindustry owing to thewidespread propagation by the English-
language pressinthelate 1970s(Ganti 12). The cinematic representation of
womenin celluloid has undergone adrastic transformation post the 1990s,

especidly inthelast decade. The' new woman’ figure now portrayed in Hindi

filmsisnot acultural monolith, but aculmination of modern femininities
contrasting the earlier formulaic depictions of the 1990s in response to
globalisation and economic liberalisation (Ghosh 197). Thefilms produced
after 2010 have commendably represented women characters assertively
opposing and nullifying patriarchal ideol ogiesand subverting socid ordersand
conditions (Senguptaand Ganjoo 23). Depicted as an emblem of the* new
India,” sheisalso smultaneoudy an addressee of the new heteropatriarchal

familia structuresthat constantly reinvent themselves (Anwer and Arora6).

Bollywood' sfascination with the new woman identity hasinaugurated many
experimental portrayals. One such instanceismanifested in theevolving
dynamicsof representation of Indian housewiveson cdluloid. Tulas Srinivas
inher seminal article, “* AsMother Madelt,”” assertsthat *“ theimage of a
good mother” isconceptualised asa** nurturing rel ationship between the mother
and the child, wherethisdyad isametaphor for relations of caretaking and
dependency’” (198). Shefurther opinesthat ** feeding the child and provisioning
thefamily arekey componentsof theroleof mother andwife” (198). However,
Bollywood isnow attempting to project the I ndian housewife, not necessarily
inaparadigmatic fashion confined to the kitchen performing thesoleroleof a
nourisher and acaregiver. Shemay continuesustaining familial dietary needs
through her culinary connections, but would dso smultaneoudy exploreexternd

or internal (mental |andscape) spaces.

Food hasbeenanintringc part of commerciad Hindi filmssinceitsorigin.
With the emergence of new Indian women, food's essential gendered
associations have been strategically interwoven into the narratives of
mainstream Hindi filmsto reflect modernised portrayals. Food isregarded as
acrucia medium of contact between humans, inaconstantly evolving society
and culture, depending upon regul ation and evol ution of such connections
[thereby indtituting familia relationshipsandintimacies]. Itisa sothefocusof
taxonomic and moral thought (Appadurai 495). Apart from establishing
connectionsbetween men and women, it al so promotesgendering, congtitution
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of hierarchiesand power relations (Counihan 2). Inthe Introductionto Food
and Gender: Identity and Power, Carol Counihan foregroundsthe sexual
divisonof labour: thedifferent rolesassumed by women and menin producing,
providing, distributing, and consuming food respectively asthe primemeasure
of their individua power. Shefurther emphas seswomen’ sgastronomic agency
inthe context of food productionin kitchens(2). The domiciliary authority
enhancesawoman’sidentity and dignity furthering her emancipation.

The essay underscores the portrayal of Indian middle-class urban
housewivesinthefilmsEnglish Vinglish (2012), The Lunchbox (2013), and
Darlings (2022) by employing culinary lens. Thefilmshave been selected
through apurposivesampling method for critical content and discourseanaysis.
Darlingsrepresentsagastronomic discourse surrounding Mudim housewives
hailing fromalower socia class, whereasthe other visual textsdepict Hindu
middle-class homemakers. The essay mapstheir culinary aspirations by
incorporating perspectivesfrom feminist food studies, cultural studies, and
gender studies. Theculinary currency of the protagoni stsencompassestheir
gastronomic knowledge, and cooking expertise. Theessay establishesitsusage
innegotiation of sociopalitica discursvitiesof identity, and agency, for forging
familiar (familia) and unfamiliar culinary networksof intimacy, friendship, and
solidarity. It also delineates how food personified asamajor character inthe
films, enablesor disables agency, self-sufficiency, and the decision-making
power of its protagonists. Overall, the essay explorestherole of culinary
currency in either appropriating conventional femininity or in subverting
heteropatriarchd hierarchies.

English Vinglish: The Labour of Love

English Vinglish, written and directed by Gauri Shinde, released in 2012. It
wasamagjor critical and commercial success. Thefilmisbased on Shinde's
mother who heral ded apickle businesslacking English speaking skillswhich
often subjected her toderision. Late Sridevi played therole of the protagoni<t,
Shashi Godbole, an upper-middieclass, ided Maharashtrian homemaker. The
filmrevolvesaround Shashi’ ssdlf-discovery, foregrounding culinary exchanges
inaforeignland based on her acquisition of conversationd English killsthrough
an English asa Second-L anguage (ESL ) coursethat sheenrolsfor whilein
New York.
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Food playsasubgtantiverolein defining and redefining Shashi’ straditiona
and cosmopolitan, neolibera identity inthefilm, which otherwise centreson
linguigticinequitiesassociated with conversationd English. Accordingto Mayuk
Sen'sblog review, “ The Language of Ladoosin English Vinglish” for Goya:
food takeson thelanguage of currency to becomeatongueinwhich Shashi is
incomprehensibleby her family. It helpsher forge connections, intimacies, and
friendships, somefamilial, other unfamiliar, in the USA (United States of
America). Theopening sceneof thefilm through aclose shot portrays Shashi
waking up early in the morning to prepare four kinds of breakfast for four
different family membersdelaying her own coffeedrinking ritua (amotif) in
theprocessby prioritising their sustenance (Laskey 149). The sequenceaso
emphas sesher underva ued emotiona and reproductivelabour and carework
(Banerji and Desal 30). Inreturn, her husband, Satish (Adil Hussain) and her
teenage daughter Sapna(NavikaKotia) collectively gadight her by mocking
her disadvantaged English diction. Shashi managesasmall-timeventure of
making and selling ladoos. She smilingly deliversladoo boxesto clientsand
returnshomewith joyful earnings.

Appadurai opinesin® Gastro-PoliticsinHindu SouthAsa’ that thewife
cooksand serves, whilethe husband eats and criticises (501). In one of the
proceeding scenes, Satish while consuming thedinner prepared by Shashi at
thetablescape authoritatively asksher to relinquish her ladooinitiativeina
heteropatriarchal fashion, to retain monopoly over her cooking. Sheretdiates
by asserting that shewould not abandon her only passion. It marksone of the
firstinstancesinthefilm where Shashi defiespatriarchal ordersby taking a
stand for herself. Shashi’smother-in-law (late SulabhaDeshpande) and her 4
yearsold son, Sagar (Shivansh Kotia) form her domestic support-systems.
Yet, sheendsup feding dienated from thekitchen which becomesacage, not
atheatreasher immediatefamily membersfail to appreciate and acknowledge
her culinary labour, avalid form of her self-expressionandidentity (Sen).

Shashi hesitatingly travelsto the USA aoneto assist her sister Manu
(lateAnjai Ram) in making arrangementsfor her daughter Meera swedding.
Food becomesthe primefacilitator of culminating Shashi’ santicipated ‘ new
woman’ identity asshediscreetly enrolsfor an ESL coursethrough her secret
savingsprocured by selling ladoos. Inthefirst class, uponintroducing hersalf
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asacook, sheisimmediately identified asan * entrepreneur’ by her instructor,
signifying an empowering moment. She traverses her heteropatriarchal
domesticity into the public sphere befriending the empathetic French chef,
Laurent (Mehdi Nebbou), a classmate at her ESL course who harbours
romantic feelingsfor her. However, owing to her deeply internalised morality,
Shashi only establishesarather platonic, yet subtly intimatefriendship with
him. Thisunconventiond culinary friendshipandanunfamiliarintimacy ispivotd
for Shashi’semancipation, asit offersher asafe, sustaining spaceinspiring
internd growth. It asorekindlesher salf-confidenceand dignity enabling agency,
promoting self-love and salf-respect, the reason why she endearingly thanks
himat theend of thefilm. Sheisoverwhe med on being exposed to hisromantic
culinary metaphorsdirected at her in one of the classes and subsequently
confessesobliterating how it felt being appreciated. Laurent’ sbehaviour towards
Shashi dramaticaly contradictsthat of her family which never acknowledges
her culinary prowessand takesher emotiona and physical labour for granted
(Laskey 148).

Verbal interactions between Shashi and Laurent often comprise an
exchangeof fears, frudtrations, and anger, seamlesdy executedinther individud
languages (Hindi and French respectively). Neither of them can comprehend
ether’slinguistic grammar, but can decodethe associ ative spiritua meaning of
each other’ semotionally charged monologues. Thisishighly ironicas Shashi’s
family failsto understand her through her language of love—food, but aforeigner
empathetically doesthat, surpassing dl sociolinguistic barriers. During one of
their conversations, Shashi addressesLaurent asafood expert. Thesensible
chef inreturn hailsfood asan art form, following which Shashi deliversone of
themost impactful dialoguesof thefilm: * Mard khana banayetoh kala hai.
Aurat banaye toh uska farz hai!” [When a man cooks, it becomes art.
Whenawoman cooks, itisher duty!] (English Minglish 01:04:18-24) Shashi’s
gphoridtic utterance echoestheuniversaly gendered hypocrisy of glorification
of maechefsand trivialisation of women’sdomestic culinary labour. Laurent
subvertshegemonic masculinity by promptly hailing Shashi asanartist, leaving
her overjoyed. Thisfurther enhances her dignity, worth, and confidence.
Shashi’ sculinary currency prope san exchangeof homemadefoodwith Laurert,
assisting her in establishing aplatoni c gastronomic connection.
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Shashi discoversfamilia gastronomicintimacy and support in her sster,
Manu, who actsasafoil to her docile character, subconscioudly facilitating
her empowerment project. Manu'sdaughter, Radha (PriyaAnand) becomes
Shashi’sclosest confidant perceiving her personhood beyond her culinary
prowess. She even champions her awakening through consciousnessraising
sessions, and hel psher attend ESL classesdiscreetly. Radhaisalsotolerant to
the possibility of Shashi fostering fedingsfor Laurent. However, Shashi asserts
that al she seeksisrespect and not love. Shashi’sintricate network of unfamiliar
intimaciesisintringcaly established through food, especidly through ladoos
which aso help her forgefriendshipswith her classmatesat the ESL course.

Theladoomoatif playsasgnificant roleinfurtheringthefilm’sheartwarming
climax. Shashi recommendsthat guests attending M eera swedding should be
offered handmade ladoos as shagun, atoken gift in return. On thewedding
day, which also coincideswith thefinal exam of her ESL course, theladoos
endearingly prepared by Shashi are damaged in an accident. Thelong-close
shotsof ladoo pieceson thefl oor being swept away by thecleanerssymbolicaly
portray Shashi’s shattered dreams of gaining self-respect and acquiring a
cosmopolitan identity. Shashi decidesto makeladoosagain, by forgoing the
examination, clearing which would have hailed her asaprofessional ESL
pesker. Shecatharticaly excdamsto Radhathat shewould not achieveanything
by failing in the subject sheloved the most (making ladoos). The next few
highly evocativelong-shots pan over amelancholic Shashi silently making
ladoos, aestheticdly highlighting her poignant eyesbrimming with sharp agony.
Ispreparing ladoosindeed her favourite subject? Does she exercise absol ute
culinary agency intaking such adecisonor isit abyproduct of indoctrination
facilitated by the heteropatriarchal kinship? The answer isundoubtedly the
latter, but she does utilise absol ute agency by re ecting assistancein making
ladoos. Conveniently, Shashi succeedsoverall, culminating capability and
respect in her family asapart of the climactic plot trope adopted by Shindeto
servetheaudiencean anticipated happy ending. All her ESL course classmates
andtheingtructor David (Cory Hibbs) favourably attend theweddingtolisten
to her powerful climactic English speech, thereby enabling her fdicitationwith
the much-anti ci pated course clearance certificate.

Following her empowering address, Shashi distributesladoosto all her
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friends, expresses gratitude to L aurent, and servestwo ladoosto Satish (a
focussing shot). Shashi’ sassertive culinary act of offering two ladoos (and
only onetoadl, including Laurent) to avul nerable Satish reaffirmsher conjuga
love. Sherenounces Laurent’slove and departsto Indiaasan enlightened,
confident, cosmopolitan neoliberal feminist, fluent in basic conversational
English. This marks her symbolic reinitiation into her heteropatriarchal
domesticity with liberal reformations. By rejecting the English newspaper in
the absence of aHindi one on her return flight, sherelinquishes her newly
acquired agentia identity (fostered through culinary connections) to continue
serving her family and the nation, reassuming her origina subservient position.

Shashi’ s character exposes | ndian cinema’ s obsession with projecting
the woman as a bearer of society’s moral conscience and a preserver of
[culinary, conjugd, and national] traditions, no matter however modern she
becomesin her outlook and perspective (Sengupta and Ganjoo 23). She
never abandonsher mangalsutraand sareein New York (Ciolfi 299). Sridevi’s
Shashi emergesasthe* new woman” shaping her ““incipient feminismtoa
radica cosmopolitan politicsof intersectiond inclusiveness’ conveyed through
her pro-L GBTQI A+ stance as she empathiseswith David post hisbreakup
withaman (Laskey 153). Her ** capacity to harness old and new becomes
domesticated withinneoliberd feminismastheconjoining of traditionand mord,
but also local and global, modernand married” (Banerjeeand Desai 37-38).

ThelLunchbox: Covert Culinary Correspondences

Ritesh Batra's The Lunchbox (2013), an independent low-budget venture
may be perceived asaculinary text on awoman’s pursuit of identity and
independence by amaefilmmaker. Theinclusion of thefilmasacomparative
text anongs thoseby fema efilmmakerswoul d delinegtethe nuancesof feminist
solidarity through agastrofeminist lens. Thefilm’s narrative explicatesthe
systemsof feminineintimaciesby foregrounding culinary currency. It achieves
that by destabilising and deconstructing atraditional patriarcha social order
by deploying culinary imegery (Rahman 2). Thefilm essentidly revolvesaround
anintimate platonic rel ationship that brews between itsunhappy protagonists,
IlaSingh (Nimrat Kaur) and Sagjan Fernandes (late | rrfan Khan) nourished
by their covert culinary correspondencesthrough the medium of lunch boxes
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that ddliver gppetisng food and persond letters. Sagjan, amiddle-classChridtian
widower clerk onthevergeof voluntary superannuation, seekscompanionship
post hiswife' sdeath. Whereas|la, amiddle-classHindu homemaker ensnared
inalovelessmarriagefrantically attemptsto rekindle conjugdity through her
culinary currency. Their paths cross metaphorically in an unconventional
occurrence (oneinmillions), a** serendipitouserror” (Mannur 38), whenthe
dabbawalla endsup ddlivering the dabba intended for I1a shusband to Segjan
instead at adifferent workplace, initiating their epistolary correspondence.

MuznaRahman advocatesin her work “ Covert Communications” how
the protagonists mutually feed each other’sinternal hunger of intimacy and
connection “that takestheform of areturn to the comfortsand pleasures of
the domestic scene, aheteronormative nuclear family, rooted inthefamiliar
logic of culturaly-mandated food production and consumption” (14). Thisis
evident inthe scenewhere Sagjan receivesla stiffinfor thefirst timeat the
dining hdl of hisadminigrative, kafkaesqueoffice. LunchtimereflectsSagjan’'s
cherished personal temporal spacethat formsthe backdrop of hisintimate
associ ationwith Ilaas she navigates through this space with her homecooked
food, prepared in her domestic heterotopia: the kitchen. Inasocial-media
drivenworld, they become * the care-takers of each other’smemoriesand
stories’ by sharing persona anecdotes, life-learnings, traumatic musings, and
painful recollectionsthrough aseriesof noteslater transforminginto** epistles”
exchanged through the medium of the symboliclunch boxes (Mannur 38-43).
Whiletracing thelinks between food, gender and power, Counihan enunciates
how women regulate, moderate and control cooking by manipulating thestatus
and meaning systemsembodied infood to mediate power rel ations between
the sexes (Gender and Power 8). lla, initially dismayed at the lack of
appreciation for her ornately prepared lunch, decides to send Saagjan an
excessvely spicy lunchthefollowing day after hereturnsher firg noteexclaming
“Dear lla, thefood wasvery sdty today” (The Lunchbox 00:22:29-00:22:32).
If only Shashi could dso emulatethisstrategy. [laexercisesher culinary agency
and decidesto consciously prepare food with love and get it delivered to
Sagjan after thisinitia ice-breaking event.

Mrs. Deshpande (Bharati Achrekar), Ila sneighbour, fondly referred to
as‘auntie’ assistsllain cooking food for Sagjan, evident through her prompt

171



indraprasth

suggestionsand constant supply of ingredientsfrom her kitchenwindow, thereby
enhancing her culinary currency. Through her disembodied presence and
“acousmatic voice’ inthefilm, shenourishesaculinary camaraderiewith lla
(Mannur 41). Auntieisthe prime caregiver of her comatose husband. lla’s
mother’scharacter (Lillete Dubey) mirrorsthat of Mrs. Deshpande. Her mother
isconfined by thearduoustask of caring for her ailing husband andisworried
about thedraining financesinvolving histreatment. Sheisso deeply engulfed
inthe processthat sheobliteratesher natural cravingslikethat of hunger. She
isevidently reminded of hunger only after her husband’ sdesth and complains
to Ilaabout the same. This unsettling scene reflectsthe poignant reality of
middle-aged Indian housewives' intense dedication to their husband’ swell-
being that they end up sabotaging their identity, worth, and desiresin the
cumbersome process. lla smother parallelsLouseMallardinKate Chopin's
“The Story of an Hour,” wherethe protagonit, initially distraught with her
husband’s passing away, later experiencesasense of relief over her freshly
acquired independencethat subsequently killsher upon thediscovery of her
husband being alive. Mrs. Deshpande and Il1a's mother’s characters are
visionary in nature, providing cautionary warning to llato act and save her
future by not restricting herself to the normativeidentity of amother, awife,
and acaregiver confined to aheteropatriarcha hierarchica framework.

Ilaundergoesaseriesof transformationsthroughout thefilm. Shefeels
empowered in utilising her culinary currency by cooking for Sagjan asher
“*[gastronomic] labour becomesvaued’ (Mannur 40-41). According to Rhea
Choudhury’s article, “Lunchbox Movie: Ila’'s Evolution and Material
Interactions’ in Feminismin India(Fl1), food also becomesameansof salf-
expressionfor Ila[like Shashi] reflecting her myriad emotionsand fedlings of
anxiety, uneasi ness, happiness, and sadnessby upending the** violent banality
of her everyday life’ (Mannur 37). Due to the flourishing culinary
correspondenceswith Sagjan, she even renounces her friendship with Mrs.
Deshpandeinthe pursuit of anewfound intimacy. Subsequently, relying upon
her old recipe book, she starts preparing lunch for Sagjan without auntie’s
intervention.

[, upon discovering her husband smaritd infidelity decidesto repudiate
her marriageunconventiondly, asshe contemplatesusing her savingstoemigrate
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to Bhutanwith her daughter, intrigued by their lower cost of living and* Gross
Domestic Happiness.” She even entertainstheideaof an anticipated future
with Sagjan by attempting to meet him at arestaurant. However, hehestatingly
observes her from adistance without showing up, owingtotheir evident age
gap. Consequently, thisnewfound gastronomic “ affectiveintimacy” enables
the protagonistsin abandoning their conventional lonesome existenceto
undertakean odyssey towardsindividud self-discovery, self-actualisation, and
sf-intimacy (Mannur 37).

lla’skitchenisdeliberately presented in an unorganised and cluttered
manner reflecting her inner turmoil and claustrophobic marriage. Thefilmrdies
ontheactor-protagonists body and facesinstead of prioritising * sexualized
aestheticsand sensory semioticsof food” to convey meaning indicating that
foodisundoubtedly crucid tothe narrative but only secondary totheir presence
(Rahman 18-19). lla'sculinary ‘‘labour isgiven aspaceto emergeand is
presented invisudly lush and thoughtful termsthroughout thefilm™ (Mannur
40). Amidst her domestic chores, llaisshown sipping teain aglassinstead of
acup enhancing arevised eva uation of anormative culinary discourse. This
act may be perceived as her personal respite amidst domestic drudgery,
complementing Sagjan’s occasional smoke breaksat hisworkplace. llais
more emancipated and venturesome as she decides to depart from her
heteropatriarchad domedticity to start afresh with her daughter asasinglemother,
awareof thechalengesand added responsibilities, unlike Shashi, who returns
to her problematic family with arenewed sense of identity, enlightened only to
reclaim her former submissivefamilial role. Batra'sdirectorial gazeisnot
androcentric and objectivist. It rather representsalayered, responsible, and
empathetic portraya of femal e charactersin thefilm redefining thedynamics
of women'srepresentation on celluloid by men. Hisportrayd of [ladestabilises
Bollywood's canonical androcentrism by not jeopardising gynocentric
representationsthrough aprejudiced counter narrative. It instead contributes
to theemerging discoursein compliance with asd f-reflexive standpoint of the
cisgendered mal e contributor of thisessay.

Darlings. Reclaiming I dentity through Revenge
Netflix’s production, Darlingsdirected by Jasmeet K. Reen, and co-written
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by Parveez Shaikhisthemost intrepid film under analysis. Itisadark comedy,
a'‘feminig revengenarative’ withintergenerationd trauma, domestic violence,
and aquest for self-identity and self-redlisation of alower middle-classMudim
protagonist Badrunissa Shaikh (AliaBhatt) and her feisty widowed mother
Shamshunissa(Shefdi Shah) againgt thea coholic abuser HamzaShelkh (Vijay
Verma) (Ajgaonkar 210; Oishee 163). Itisnot essentially afood filmunlike
theother two; however, culinary discoursearound thekitchenformsanintrinsic
component of thefilm’snarrative. Badru, *‘ acomplacent, devoted wife” is
intensely in love with her government employed husband who leaves no
opportunity to abuse and oppress her owing to hisalcoholism (Oishee 168).
Inoneof thesequences, Badru lovingly preparesBiryani for Hamzafor dinner,
only to be unassumingly tortured at the dining tablein the proceeding scene.
Shewakesup traumatised thefollowing day to prepare breakfast for Hamza
He cgjolesand pleadsto win her over, only to replicate theviciouscycle of
violenceintheevening. Thecycleof * perpetua abuse,” manipulationand
forgiving continuesasBadruignoresher mother’ spleasof ether leaving Hamza
or killing him, until one day she endsup having amiscarriage (Oishee 170).
Thisistheturning point of thefilm which makesher contemplatesuicide. Inan
epi phanic moment, she decidesto avenge herself in order to reclaim her lost
respectwith nointention to continueresi ding in the obnoxious heteronormeative
domiciliary. Sheextractsrevengeon himinsmilar waysthrough Shamshu and
Zulfi’'s(Mathew) assistance. Zulfi nurturesasoft corner for Shamshu. Shamshu
and Zulfi initiateafood delivery enterprisewith Badru'said, inversing kitchen
stereotypesaccording to the Film Companionreview by Rahul Desai. During
theordeal of extracting revengefrom Hamza, they smultaneously carry on
with their business, comically concealing their revenge mechanisms. At the
end, employing deusex machina, Hamza scharacter isconveniently killed,
leaving behind the mother and daughter independent, to start afreshwitha
renewedindividudity.

Shamshu devel opsan unconventiona culinary intimacy with Zulfi, who
isalmost half her age. He delivers dabbas, procures kitchen utensils and
essentia sat affordable prices, and hel psher acquire more clients. Shamshu
and Zulfi’sgastronomicintimacy, sensibly portrayed, ispolitical in nature,
surpassing theage gap, highlighting mutual respect and compatibility. Initialy,
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HamzaassumesBadru to beinanillicit relationship with Zulfi, until Zulfi
confessesinfront of the policethat he actually finds Khaala (aunt Shamshu)
‘cute.” Owing tothefrustration of being exposed and falsely framed by the
policeinthe proceeding scene, he burstsforth threatening Shamshu that he
would confessabout their ongoing revenge project, when Shamshu tactfully
kisses him, though out of genuinefeelingsfor him, initiating their culinary
romance.

In an unanticipated turn of events, through aflashback sequence, itis
revealed how in an act of self-defence, years ago, Shamshu had to kill her
husband, asadistic psychopath and abuser like Hamza, and fileamissing
person report to protect the infant Badru and herself. Shewas aided by a
butcher to restore normal cy post thistraumatic episode. Sheoverprotectively
raises Badru, ensuring that she does not encounter asimilar fate. However,
theinevitable hgppens. Shamshu believesthat all menarelikescorpionswhile
women arelike frogs. The frog and the scorpion fable servesasacrucial
cautionary emblem in thefilm representing thetraits of the protagonistsand
theantagonist. Badru decides not to kill Hamzaon moral groundsand works
towardsfostering self-respect.

“ Every act of eatingwith others, or alone, isaform of intimacy” (Mannur
9). Shamshu and Badru’smutual lovefor cooking and eating, demonstrating
their individual and collective culinary currency, facilitatestheir camaraderie
over cookery television shows and frequent culinary experiments. Food
empowersthem physicdly, emotiondly, and financidly. Thekitchen asasafe
femininespacefosterstheir consciousness-raising sessionsthereby heightening
their culinary agency. Theupfront mother, whilesharing life-learnings, congtantly
urges Badru to hold Hamzaaccountablefor hisviolence. Shea so attemptsto
persuade her toleave him during their culinary activities: cooking, eating, and
purchasi ng ingredientsfrom the market. Food nourishesthe mother-daughter
bonding and aidsadiscourse of solidarity, seasoned through trauma-induced
intimacy amongst the survivorsof intimate partner violence (I1PV).

Thekitchen and thetableat Badru’'shomeisa‘ vitd Stewherenormative
familiesreproducethemselves’ (Mannur 11), asit becomesacontested site
of propagation and perpetuation of androcentric conjugal violence.
Contrastingly, the oneat Shamshu’shome offers Badru an outlet and asafe
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space. They extract revenge from the oppressor only when thelegal system
failsthem. Inadesperate attempt to rectify and reform Hamza, Badruinitialy
mixesa cohol de-addiction pillsin Mutton Curry reflecting theuse of culinary
agency through the minuscule culinary power enjoyed by her inthefilm’s
beginning. Thekitchen, thedining table, and the surrounding areasat Badru's
domiciliary post episodic-violence, subsequently metamorphoseinto agential
spacesfor Badru and Shamshu facilitating ajourney of individua and collective
self-transformation. Reen’s characterisation effectively ““ foregroundsthe
experiencesof economicaly disadvantaged women from areligiousminority
inlndia, whoin mainstreamrepresentationsremaininthe periphery assubdtern
and margindizedindividuals’ (Oishee 166). Asan |PV survivor, Shamshu
dismantlesher toxic heteropatriarcha domiciliary. Badru followssuit and bresks
theviciouscycleof intergenerational traumaand abuse. Inthelast sceneof the
film, Badruisdepicted cel ebrating her new-found independenceand arenewed
individudity, asshewatchesafilm aoneinthethestre, contrasting theopening
sequencewhereshefranticaly waitsfor Hamzaouts dethethestre. By opting
to stay singleto assist her mother in her culinary enterprise, it becomes
imperativethat Badru would attain financial self-sufficiency and thereby
renegotiatelifeon her own termsdevoid of androcentricinterventions.

Conclusion

Miche Foucaultinhis1967 lecture Of Other Spaces’ introduces heterotopia
associety’sintring c componentin every cultureand civilisation asexisting real
placesformed inthe very founding of society (3). Contextually, the space
inhabited by womeninthekitchen, culturaly afeminine space of othering may
be construed through Foucaul dian heterotopic lens. Kitchenisatempord site
wheredisciplineand silent injusticeisstructurally imposed upon itssubjects.
Shashi’sprevailing aienationin the kitchen and the surrounding tabl escape,
llal sunsuccessful endeavoursat reingtituting culinary conjugdity inthekitchen,
and Badru’ sgastronomic performativity and subsequent assault inthekitchen
and onthetablescape condtitutetheir individua heterotopias. Shashi negotiates
anewer cosmopolitan neoliberal feminineidentity transgressing domestic
heterotopiato metamorphoseit into anon-placethrough her travelsandtravalls,
not necessarily restricting her identity in binaries (Auge 77-78). Through her
new woman identity, she advocatesa " radical reassessment of traditional
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womanhood” (Anwer and Arora7). An empowered Shashi returnsto her
heteropatriarcha domiciliary overlooking unconventiond intimacies, following
an emblematic liberalised bharatiyanari [Indian woman] trope (Anwer and
Arora6). [laadvancesfurther by sending across cooked food through her
heterotopiato astranger through an unorthodox flow of ** culinary messages’
viathe eponymouslunch boxes(Mannur 36). A platonic epistolary romance
with Sagjanfacilitates!la sagentid sdf-transformation enabling her toenvision
afutureasasinglemother with arenewedidentity in Bhutan. However, before
transgressing her domiciliary, she unsuccessfully seeksarevolutionary and an
intimated liance of equdity with Sagjan. Whether sheresumesher conventiond
positioninthefamilial framework or subvertsit, remainsambiguous, asthe
filmintentionaly denies* thenarrative satisfaction of providing [a] definitive
closuretotheir story’”” (Mannur 43). Consequently, Badru and Shamshu’s
upending of their respective heterotopias, and dismissal of emphasised femininity
isrevolutionary (Connell 183). Asan IPV survivor, Badru, inspired by her
mother, avenges herself, and reinstates her confidence, identity, and agency,
thereby discarding all heteronormative associationsto lead aself-partnered,
and suggestively, afinancialy independent life. Her journey iscomprehensive,
reflecting trauma, and survival; and her awakening, undeniably themost self-
sufficient, self-sustaining, and accomplishing.

Subsequently, al threefilmmakersastutdly portray disturbing sociopalitical
issuesthrough an unconventiond employment of feminist lens. However, Reen's
Darlingsstandsapart, notwithstanding itstrividisation of violenceagainst men
anditsendorsement asa[ counter] solutionfor violenceagainst women (Oishee
176). Theportraya of feminine domestic violenceisotherwise nuanced, and
satirical. All threefilmsrepresent women in their connotative gastronomic
heterotopiasechoing BarbaraParker’ swords, “ .. .weembody our relationships
with food and our food practices definewho weare. Food speaksto the core
of our identities and to our relationshipswith each other and to theworld
around us’ (**Introduction” 5). Shashi, Shamshu, and Badru successfully
monetisetheir culinary currency and passion, unlikella. Thefina outcome
differsmagorly, but someliberal reawakening and reformationisunanimoudy
attained by dl the protagonists. Anwer and Arora swords, thereby contextudise
the new woman dynamics.
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“Thenew woman’sself-fulfilment restsnot just in her taming (asyet
incomplete) and in the disavowal of her newness, but rather inthe
gradual shiftsin society that might open up new opportunitiesand
formsof romantic, sexud, emationa, and professiond self-actudization
areasyet inconceivablein the cinematic universe of thefilm[s].”
(“Introduction” Bollywood’'s New Woman 11-12).

Whiletheother filmsentertain possibilities, Darlingsnearly redisesthisradica
potential of envisioning an equitable feminist future for Badrunissa and
Shamshunissa. However, it doesnot depict restorativejusticefor either of the
protagonigts, digressng fromthequotidianredity of theaftermath of thesurvivors
of IPV.
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Forbidden Geographies: Mapping Caste, Class, and
Gender in the Film Nishiddho (The Forbidden)

MuneeraKT and Hashmina Habeeb

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.

K eywor ds: Marginalisation; Forbidden spaces; Migrant |abour; Gender

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

Sangeeta S.

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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independent thought, action, and adesirefor fulfillment beyond prescribed
roles. In most South Asian societies, jewel lery haslong had degper meanings
associated with money, control, tradition, andidentity. It isfrequently perceived
asan accessory of feminine beauty. Jewellery isapowerful symbol that is
oftenusedinliterary and cinematic narrativesto either reinforce patriarchal
ideas of femininity or to subversively reinterpret them. Using AparnaSen’s
Goynar Baksho (2013) and Rabindranath Tagore' sshort story “Monihara”
(1891), thisarticleexaminesther dua meaning. Although jewdllery servesas
aprominent narrativedeviceinboth pieces, itsfeminist implicationsand thematic
trgectoriesdiffer sgnificantly.

InVirginiaWoolf’sOrlando, jewellery functionsasasymbol of socia
passage and gender transition. As Orlando transformsfrommaletofemale,
thecharacter’ srel ationship to clothing and adornment evolvesaswell, reflecting
how jewellery becomes both aconstraint and ameans of navigating social
expectations. In Toni Morrison’s Beloved, the absence of jewellery—
particularly earrings or gold—signal sthe characters' dispossession during
davery. Inthiscontext, thelack of persona adornment becomesamarker of
dehumanisation, whiletherecovery or wearing of jewel lery can symbolisethe
reclaiming of agency and dignity. Tagore' s“Monihara,” presentsjewellery as
asymbol of psychologicd fixation, alienation, and ultimately, awoman’stragic
end withinapatriarchd structure. In“Monihara,” the character Monimalika
embodiesboth the allure and the destructive potential of unchecked desire
and attachment. Sherepresentsawoman grappling with the consequences of
her actionsand her inability to find fulfillment within the confines of her
world. Her story can beinterpreted asacautionary tale about the dangers of
unbridled desire and the complexities of female agency in a patriarchal
society. Sen’'s Goynar Baksho, afeminist adaptation rooted in postcolonial
and contemporary sensibilities, reclaims the jewel box as a site of
intergenerationd resistanceand empowerment. Through acomparativelens,
thisstudy examines how thesetextsinterrogate theintersections of gender,
class, and memory, and how the shifting symbolic meaning of jewel lery—from
atoken of entrgpment to an emblem of liberation—narratestheevolving status
of women acrosstime.
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Jewellery asPsychological Substitutionin®“Monihara”

Tagore' s“Monihara,” isagothictalenarrated through aframe story, centering
on Monimala, a woman whose obsession with jewellery supersedes all
emotional and social bonds. In a colonial Bengali zamindar household,
Monimada sliferevolvesaround her jewels—amotif that Tagore usesto depict
her spiritua barrennessand emotiond fragility. Her husband, Phanibhushan, a
benevolent figure, indulgesher desires, unawarethat thejewel shave become
asubdtitutefor theemotiond void sheinhabits. Thestory’sportrayd of jewdlery
aligns with patriarchal anxieties about female agency and materialism.
Monimala's obsession is not depicted as an assertion of identity, but asa
pathol ogical dependency. Her aienation iscompounded by the absence of
children, further stigmatizing her asafailed womanwithin societal norms. As
literary critic, Rimli Bhattacharyanotes, “Monimala sfixation onthejewels
semsfromher lack of autonomy and thevoid of fulfillment withinthecongraints
of her gendered existence” (Bhattacharya212). Tagore craftsMonimala's
demiseasacautionary tale: when threastened with theloss of her jewelsduring
afinancia downturn, she abscondswith them, only to die mysteriously, her
ghost returning to haunt the house. Thespectrd return of Monimaaforegrounds
the uncanny nature of possession—not merely of objectsbut of awoman’s
selfhood by societal expectations. Her ghost clingingtothejewelssignifiesa
woman entrapped beyond degth by the very thingsmeant to ornament her life.
Moreover, in diasporic contexts, jewd lery often becomesameansof cultural
surviva and transmission. Immigrant women, especidly from SouthAsia, the
Middle East, and Africa, frequently carry heirloom ornamentswith themwhen
migrating. These piecesfunction as both emotional anchorsand financial
safeguards. For many, jewellery isnot simply an accessory but aportable
archive of memory, culture, andresilience. It is passed down with stories,
rituds, and vaues, reinforcing lineage, and feminine continuity. AsMeenakshi
Mukherjeeputsit, “ Jewellery, in such cases, becomes anarrative object—
telling storiesnot just of beauty, but of bel onging, loss, and endurance” (88).
In academic feminist theory, jewellery al so rai ses questions about bodily
autonomy and self-expression. Judith Butler’ stheory of performativity suggests
that gender isconstructed through repeated acts. Adornment, including the
wearing of jewellery, can be seen aspart of this performative act—away
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through which women present and negotiate their identities. However, when
chosen fredly, such performativity doesnot reinforce oppression but instead
becomesatool of sdlf-articulation. A woman choosing to wear anosering or
gold bangles may be asserting ethnic identity, feminine pride, or personal
memory—not necessarily conforming to societa expectations. It isimportant,
however, to distinguish between symbolic agency and actual empowerment.
Whilejewellery may serveasametaphor for autonomy, it cannot substitute
for legal rights, bodily freedom, or structural change. The risk liesin
romanti cizing the symbolismwhileignoring themateria conditionsof women's
lives

Tagore's narrative frame—told through layers of hearsay—creates
epistemi c distance from Monimala'sinteriority. We never access her fully
articulated consciousness. Thisabsenceiscrucid. Her attachment to jewelsis
narrated aspathol ogy rather than strategy. The structural silencing of her voice
mirrorsthe social silencing of women'’s dissatisfaction within marriage.
Importantly, Tagore doesnot offer redemption or empowerment through the
character. Phanibhushanischarged with the crime of alowing Monimaatoo
much agency and spoiling her with jewellery, yearning for love he doesn’t
receive, making hiswifebear the burden of their unhappy association through
marriage. However, on further ingpection, onenoticesthat thismay not entirely
bethe case. From themoment we seethefemal e protagoni<t, sheisdistracted,
lost inthought, and looking out through awindow at the outsdeworld. There
areseverd ingtances between the spousesthat rangefrom affectiontoflirtation
but never beyond that. At every hint of her husband getting uncomfortably
close, Monimaashrinksback, often hiding discomfort at her hushand' sphysica
touch under the garb of being coy. Thereisdeep disregard for her consent,
concerns, or desires, even though their marriage has entered itstenth year.
Thenarrative aestheticisesher decline, yet embedded withinitisacritique of
marital entitlement. Phanibhushan expectslovein exchangefor provison—an
expectation that reflects a broader patriarchal contract. The cinematic
adaptation of “Monihard’ within Ray’ santhol ogy film Teen Kanya addsanother
layer. Ray’ spost-independenceframing critiquesfeudd marriagemoreexplicitly,
aigning subtly with Nehruvian visonsof reform. Hisreinterpretation exposes
thefragility of patriarcha companionshiprather than smply condemningfemae
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desire. Thespectrd returnintengfiesthiscritique. Theghost doesnot merely
haunt the house; she hauntstheideol ogy of possession. Monimalaclingsto
jewelsbeyond death becausethey werethe only domain she could claim as
exclusively hers. Thus, jewellery in Tagore' sstory becomesaparadox: itis
both the only property she controlsand thevery instrument of her narrative
condemnation.

Aparna Sen’sGoynar Baksho: Reclaimingthe FeminineL egacy

Aparna Sen’s Goynar Baksho (2013), a Bengali-language film based on
Shirshendu Mukhopadhyay’sshort story of the same name, offersapowerful
feminist reinterpretation of traditional familia narrativesthrough thesymbolic
lensof ajewel box. Set acrossthreehistorical periods—the 1940sduring the
Partition of Bengal, the 1960s, and the early 1970s—thefilm chroniclesthe
livesof three generations of women connected through their relationship with
abox of ancestral jewellery. At the center of the story is Pishima, asharp-
witted, widowed matriarch whose ghost continuesto haunt the jewel box
after her death, guiding her timid niece-in-law Somal atatoward self-reliance
andresstance. Blending eementsof satire, the supernatura, and socid critique,
Sen’sadaptation subvertsthetraditional association of jewellery with vanity
and materialism, transforming it into ametaphor for legacy, autonomy, and
intergenerationd femdesolidarity. Asafilmmeaker and writer degply committed
to gender issues, Aparna Sen infuses Goynar Baksho with apostcolonial
feminist senshility that reclamsmateria culture asaspace of memory, power,
and transformation for women. Unlike Monimala stragic attachment to her
jewels, Pishima srelationship withthejewel box isstrategic and protective.
Thejewelsare not merely adornments but symbol s of resistance. Asachild
widow who was denied agency and subjected to rigid socia norms, Pishima
clingstothebox asher only source of power. Sheguardsit fiercely inlifeand
death, ensuring that it benefitsfuture generations of women rather than the
maleheirsor in-laws.

AparnaSen’scinematic adaptation of Goynar Bakso with the plot of a
widow’sghost and her jewellery box interpreted itself asatale of yearning
and woe, of unfulfilled desires, and perhaps most prominently, of perennial
victimhood. Sen’sfilm stagesjewellery asboth arepository of traumaand a
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conduit of empowerment. Through the spectral Pishima'sinterventions,
Somalatagains courage, stands up to patriarchal impositions, and usesthe
jewelsfor actsof socid subverson—heping ardativeinlove, sartingasaree
business, and supporting the Bangladesh Liberation War. Thejewel box thus
becomesanintergenerationd link through which femininewisdom, strength,
and subversion are passed down. As PriyaK apoor observes, “ Senreimagines
the heirloom not as acursed possession but as abequest of resistance—a
reparation for generationsof silenced women” (137). Thefilm deftly moves
beyond merecritiqueto an activereclamation, portraying female solidarity.

Both*“Monihara,” and Goynar Baksho engage deeply with thetheme of
adornment, but their symbolic registersare starkly different. In“Monihara,”
jewellery isisolating, obsessive, and destructive—amarker of awoman’s
inability totranscend materid trappings.Objects, likethejewdsin“Monihara,”
areextremely crucid in critical analysesof narrativesof desire. “ Thingsand
the preoccupation with them,” as M eenakshi Mukherjeeindicates, point at
greater complexitieswithin charactersand the storiesthemselves. But asthis
reading of the story and itsapproach to the narrative reveals, thereismuch
moreto the story than the cautionary tale of awoman’suncanny affection for
objects.Thehorror iscontextualised further by the deeper questionsit poses
tied to society and the sociopolitical environment withinwhichthefilmwas
madeand distributed. In contrast, Goynar Baksho transformsthe same motif
into atool for agency and legacy. Theclassdimension al so deservesattention.
Monimaabelongsto an elite zamindar class, wherejewellery isabundant but
devoid of meaning beyond vanity. Her life, insulated by privilege, becomes
hollow. Somalataand Pishima, though also from abhadral ok family, face
financia constraintsand gendered oppression, and their relationship with the
jewelsisgrounded in surviva and justicerather than aesthetics. Further, the
tempora shift between thetwo works—nineteenth-century colonial Bengal
and postcolonid, post-Partition India—inflectstheir feminist visons. Tagore,
despite his progressiveideas, writeswithin aframework wherewomen’s
sufferingissublimatedinto spiritua pathos. Sen, operatinginadifferent feminist
and palitica landscape, givesher charactersthetoolsto dter their circumstances.
By refusing to portray women solely astragic sufferers, Sen challengesthe
cultural expectation that femal e depth must betied to suffering. The comic
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mode allowsfor experimentation, risk, and rebellion. Thistonal shiftisnot
cosmetic—it redefineswhat feminist representation can look like. Agency does
not alwaysappear solemn; it can bemischievous, loud, and unapol ogetic.

ThePartition trauma, which uprooted millions, isapivota backdropin
Goynar Baksho. Pishima sfamily losestheir ancestral landin East Bengal,
and thejewelsbecometheonly tangiblelink tothat lost world. Inthissense,
the box becomesnot only afeminist symbol but apostcolonia relic—carrying
memoriesof displacement, violence, and survival. Moreover, Sen’s use of
comedy and satire as narrative strategies contrast with Tagore'stragic and
mordigtictone. Pishimaishilarious, foul-mouthed, and unrepentant—afar cry
from Monimala shaunted passivity. By giving her femal e charactershumour
and voice, Sen subvertsthetragic female archetype and opens spacefor a
new kind of heroine. Sen’s Goynar Baksho also intersects with issues of
economic autonomy. When Somal atausesthejewel sto start abusiness, she
reconfiguresthetraditionally private, domestic role of womeninto apublic,
entrepreneuria one. Thisact directly countersthe notion of women aspassive
recipients of wealth; they become producers, investors, and decision-makers.
Oneof themost striking contributions of Goynar Bakshoisitsportrayal of
intergenerationa feminist dialogue. Pishima, Somalata, and eventually thenext
generation of women—including Boshon, Somalata sdaughter—each relate
differently tothejewel box. What beginsashoarding transformsinto giving,
andfinally, intoletting go. When thefinal jewel sare donated to support the
war, theact sgnifiesaculmination of feminist evol ution—from possessionto
liberation. Thisprogression critiques Tagore' sstatic portraya in“Monihara”
where Monimalaremains trapped in a cycle of yearning and loss. Sen’s
charactersevolve, question, and grow. Where Monimalikaremainstrapped
insymbolic stagi's, Pishimaevolves posthumoudy. The supernatura becomes
aninstrument of reclamation rather than punishment. They are not defined
solely by their relationshipswith men but by their moral choi ces, solidarity,
and courage. As Meenakshi Mukherjeewrites, “ The postcol onial feminist
must engage not only with inherited patriarchy but also with inherited texts’
(89). Sen'sfilmexemplifiesthisengagement—it critiques, reclams, and extends
Tagore'slegacy by re-visioning thejewel box asadynamic site of female
transformation.
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Conclusion

Through the comparative study of “Monihara,” and Goynar Baksho, this
article hasdemonstrated how asingle motif—jewellery—can carry vastly
different meaningsacross contexts. The most significant structural difference
between thetwo worksliesin movement. In“Monihara,” jewellery moves
toward accumulation and fixation. In Goynar Baksho, jewellery movestoward
redistribution and release. Monimdikadiesclinging. Somalatalivesby letting
go. Thiscontrast disrupts cyclical tragedy and introduces linear feminist
progression. Thejewel box in Sen’sfilmisnot an endpoint but atransitiona
object. Itsvalueliesin circulation, not hoarding. Thus, the evolution of the
motif parallel stheevolution of feminist consciousness—from possession as
compensation to redi stribution asempowerment.

In Tagore' swork, it embodies psychologica entrapment and spiritual
decay, reinforcing thetragedy of fema edisempowerment inapatriarchd world.
Tagore subtly exposeshow patriarcha systemscan appear affectionatewhile
erasing consent. Monimalika sdiscomfortisnever directly articulated, butitis
repeatedly implied. Her interior unrest gestures toward a woman whose
emotional needsare neither recognised nor validated. Thiscomplicatesthe
reading of jewellery asmerevanity. If jewelsarethe only tangible asset she
possesses, then her attachment signa sadesirefor autonomy within congraint.
Thetragedy, therefore, isnot ssmply material obsess on—it isthe absence of
dternativemodesof sdf-assertion. Tagore sinitid interrogation of thearranged
marriage system, “and the entrapment and end avement of women aswives’ is
expounded upon moreviscerdly. Although caring “ husbands provide shelter,
security and sustenance” (Mondd, 2015), thewomenliveinlovelessmarriages
and, in someinstances, likeMoni’s, aredriven to extremestofill thevoid of
their lonesomeexistence.

In Sen’s feminist reimagining, the jewel box becomes alegacy of
resistance, asite of memory, and acatalyst for empowerment. Sen does not
merely modernise Tagore' stale; shetransformsitscore. Her Goynar Baksho
isnot just an adaptation but adialogue—areclamation of history through
humour, agency, and solidarity. By turning adornment into assertion, and
inheritanceinto empowerment, Sen offersacompelling feminist revisonthat
speaksto the past and thefuture.
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Behind Closed Door s: A Feminist Re-reading of
Classand Sexuality in Indian Anthology Cinema

SadiaAfreen

Abstract

Thisarticle examinesthe segmentsdirected by ZoyaAkhtar in Lust Sories
(2018) and Konkona Sen Sharmain Lust Sories 2 (2023), two anthology
filmsexploringtheir paralel portrayalsof desire, classdynamics, and power
relationsthrough employer-maid narratives. Both directorschalengehegemonic
constructions of femininity by centering female desire while navigating
intersections of gender, class, and sexuality in contemporary India. Akhtar’s
segment revolvesaround housemaid Sudhaand her employer Ajit, exposing
how rigid socid hierarchiesredefineidentity, desire, and agency acrossgender
and classdivides. Sharmas“TheMirror” focuseson maid Seema' s sexual
relationship with her husband, secretly watched by her employer Ishita, where
the power dynamic shiftswhen Seemadiscovers sheisbeing watched but
deliberately continues.

Thearticleinvestigates how these narratives subvert LauraMulvey’sconcept
of themale gaze by positioning femal e desire as subj ect rather than object.
Employing Foucault’ stheory of sexuality and Butler’ sgender performativity,
thestudy andyzeshow women negotiatethelr sexud agency withinhierarchica
congtraints. By analyzing theintersection of thesetheories, thisarticlereveas
aparadox: thesexud agency granted toworking-classwomenissmultaneoudy
enabled and constrained by thevery classstructuresthat produceit.

Keywords. Fema eidentity; Sexua agency; Gender; Class, Performativity

Introduction

While mainstream Indian movies for along period of time continued to
perpetuate male-centered narratives, only objectifying women, Lust Sories
and Lust Sories2 cameasabreath of fresh air, centering women and granting
them independent identities and sexual agency. Asthe name suggests, the
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movie centersaround the sexua identity and desire of different peoplefrom
varied backgrounds. Both Lust Soriesand Lust Sories2 werereleased on
the popular OTT platform, Netflix, in 2018 and 2023, respectively. Boththe
movies are anthology films directed by renowned Bollywood directors
centering onthethemesof love, sex, and desire. Thisarticlefocuseson Zoya
Akhtar’s segment from Lust Soriesand Konkona Sen Sharma's segment,
“TheMuirror” from Lust Sories2.

Eventhough maingtream I ndian cinemahasawaysreinforced patriarcha
sructures, positioning women assecondary characterswhoexis only inrelation
to male characters, functioning solely asobjects of desire, the directors of
thesetwo segments have subverted this narrative by questioning hegemonic
constructionsof femininity, and by portraying female protagonists, withsexua
autonomy. Both segmentscenter onfemaeidentity and desirewhilenavigating
theintersectionsof gender, class, and sexuality in contemporary India.

Thearticleinvestigates how these narratives subvert LauraMulvey’s
concept of themal e gaze by positioning women and femal e desire as subject
rather than object. Furthermore, employing Foucault’stheory of sexuality, it
analyzeshow power dynamicsand classdifferencesactually enablerather
than prevent sexua agency. In addition, drawing on Butler’ stheory of gender
performativity, the analysisexamines how both female protagonistsdisrupt
traditiona gender rolesand creste possibilitiesfor alternative gender identities
through the repeated assertion of their sexua desires. It further analyzeshow
the mise-en-scénein both films—particularly through framing, lighting, and
gpatiad composition—positionstheviewer indignment with theworking-class
protagonists perspective.

Critically, theintersection of thesetheoretical frameworksexposesa
fundamental paradox: the sexual agency granted to working-classwomenis
simultaneously enabled and constrained by the very class structures that
produceit. Thearticlefurther examineshow thisparadox operatesthrough
cinemaitself—the anthology format and OTT platform distribution that both
enable progressive content and restrict itsaccessto eiteaudiences. Thisarticle
thuspredominantly andyzeshow women negotiateautonomy andidentity within
hierarchical constraints. Both directors construct representations of female
sexuality that simultaneously challenge and acknowl edge existing power
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dynamics, contributing to evolving discourses on gender and class in
contemporary Indian cinema.

The Two Segmentsfrom Lust Storiesand Lust Stories 2

ZoyaAkhtar’s segment from Lust Sories appears second in the anthology
and centersaround the higher middle-classAjit and thelower-class Sudha's
relationship. Ajitistheemployer, while Sudhaisthemaid of Ajit'shouse. The
movieopenswith their passionate sexua encounter, establishing their sexual
relationship, and asthemovieunfolds, it exploresthethemesof classdisparity
and power dynamics. Themovi€ splot shiftsdramaticaly when Sudhaa most
immediately starts her maid duties after the sexual encounter. The detailed
diligencewithwhich Akhtar hasportrayed Sudha scharacter iscommendable.
A typica working-classmaid, Sudha, immediately after her sexua encounter,
isseen wearing her worn-out clothes and squatting and moping the floor—a
deliberatemi se-en-scene choicethat highlightsher classidentity. Sheprepares
Ajit'sbreakfast, serveshim hiscoffee, and doestherest of the choreslikea
typical house-help. Apart from the shower scene, inwhichthey playfully cal
each other “adirty bitch” and*anaked dog,” reinforcing their sexuality, there
areno other scenesinthefilmwherethey romantically engagewith each other
(Lust Sories00:36:33-00:36:39). Ajit denies Sudhaapublic recognition of
their relationship, reinforcing hisclasssuperiority. Yet, themoviecentersaround
Sudha semotionsand desires, whileAjit'scharacter becomesthe secondary
one. WhenA\jit'sparentscometo hishouseto fix hiswedding, Sudhasroleas
amaid becomesexclusively prominent. They seeher carrying their luggage,
preparing their food, cleaning thetailet, and doing their laundry. Akhtar’ sfocus
on SudhawashingAjit'sunderwear, himlifting hislegswhile she sweepsthe
floor, and hisordering her to keep the teacup asideto avoid touching each
other createsavisua boundary between them, establishing thelimitations of
ther intimacy—and Sudha ssilent acceptance of that redlity. Thesegmentis
particularly powerful because it portrays Sudha's sexual and emotional
negotiation. Chakraborty, in her article “ Empowered Women and SVOD
Fatformsinindia AnAnaysisof Lust Stories,” comments, “ Akhtar’ sportraya
of a working-class woman's right to transgress class barriers deserves
commendation” (84).
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KonkonaSen Sharma ssegment of Lust Sories2, titled“ TheMirror,”
isaso astory of aworking-classmaid, Seema, and her upper-classgraphic
designer employer, Ishita, wholivesdl doneinaluxuriousapartment. Seema,
who isan efficient maid, takes good care of I shita’s house. However, one
afternoon when Ishitaleaveswork early and returnshome, shewalksin on
Seemaand her husband having asexua encounter on her bed. Dismayed by
theentiresituation, Ishitarunsout of thehouseand waitsfor themtofinishand
leave. Later, she returns to the house, changes her bedsheet, and triesto
masturbate but endsup crying. Thisshows, eventhough quiterich, Ishitais
extremely lonely and has an emotional and sexua voidin her life. Thenext
day, Ishitaagain reacheshome early while Seemaand her husband areagain
engaged intheir sexua encounter. Ishitaredizesthisisaregular arrangement
and decidesto hide and watch them through amirror that isplaced inaway
that gives her just the perfect reflection of what ishappening in her bedroom.
Redlizing sheenjoysbeing avoyeur, Ishitanow regularly leaveswork early,
gtsquietlyinher house, andloosensher garmentsto touch hersdf whilewatching
them through themirror. Ishitalssexua void seemsto befulfilledtoacertain
extent, assheisseen masturbating successfully. However, oneday when I shita
quietly getsready to watch them, Seema spots her but decidesto continue
with her sexual counter. Doubtful whether shetill hasher job or not, Seema
decidesto skip it the next day, when I shitacalls her and tellsher to cometo
her place immediately. Since Ishita doesn't confront Seema, the latter
understandsthat | shitadoes not have aproblem with the Situation and continues
her workenthusiastically. Confident about not being confronted, Seema
continues her sexual encounter and | ets I shitawatch them secretly. Theway
Ishitarealizesthat she enjoysbeing avoyeur, Seemaal so realizesthat she
enjoys being watched. Both of them seem to derive pleasure from this
arrangement without confronting each other. However, oneafternoon, Ishita
seesalizard and screams, accidentally revealing herself. Forced to confront
each other, Ishitanow takes advantage of her employer privilege and her
socia classto accuse Seemaof misusing her house. Even though amaid,
Seemahas astrong voice and boldly protests against | shita's accusations
when sheishblamed. Shementionssheishaving sex with her husband, which
islegal, and not doing anything unacceptablelike I shita, who derives pleasure
by watching others. When I shitacdls Seema“ disgusting,” Seemagetsresentful
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andtellsishitathat sheissoworthlessthat she needs Seemaevento satisfy
her sexual drive (Lust Sories2 00:50:28-00:50:30).

Thingsget ugly between the employer-maid duo, and whilelshitafires
Seemaand threatensto ruin her reputation in the society, Seemathreatens
I shitaback, saying shewill dothe same. Thefollowing days, both thewomen
areseen to be unsatisfied, and as | shitakeeps changing her maid, Seematoo
keeps changing her job—both realizing that they were perfect for each other.
A few dayslater, both of them cross paths and apol ogizeto each other, each
sympathizing with the other’ ssituation. I shitahandsover thekeysto Seema,
and Seemaultimately agreestorgoin. Inthefina scene of themovie, asthe
clock strikes 3, thelift goesup, indicating that both Seemaand I shitamight
have goneback to their old arrangement.

Visual Elementsand Emotional Alignment: TheRoleof Mise-en-scene
Thedirectors choiceof mise-en-sceneinbothfilmsishighly significant, asitis
not just used to ornament the setting but rather to createemotiond affinity with
theaudience. Akhtar’sportrayd of Sudhawith her wornout, dull clothes, her
old pair of dippers, her typica working-classgesture of wrapping her dupatta
around her wai st or pulling up her pg amas before squatting to mop thefloor—
reinforces her identity asaworking-classwoman. Sheisalso denied any
central spaceinthefilm, and awaysappearsat the marginsof theframelike
kitchen cornersand doorways. Ajit, the upper-middle-classman, with his
ironed shirt and laptop, in contrast appearat the centreof theframemarking his
social hierarchy. Yet the camera srepeated focuson Sudha'sface, her silent
heartbreak and her sad smiles become prominent in the narrative and the
audiencedignswith her emotional world, instead of Ajit’sclassposition.

In Sharma’ s segment the audience’ semotions are divided between both
Ishitaand Seema. The most remarkable mise-en-scenein Sharma’'s segment
isthe placement of themirror onthewall of thecommon area, which directly
reflectsthe bed in the bedroom. By thismeticul ous placement, Sharmaturns
the bedroominto astage, where Seemaand her husband performwhilelshita
continuesto betheir audience, creating theidentities of aperformer and a
voyeur respectively. Asthetitle suggests, themirror isn't just aprop or an
aesthetic detail but avital cinematic device becauseit capturesthe desires of
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both women. Even though Seema suse of | shita sbedroom to have sex goes
against work ethics, the camera sfocuson thelack of spacein Seema’'sown
house, rendersan emotiona angletothesituation, and theviewersunderstand
the reason behind Seema’ s actions. Again, the camera’s close-up shots of
Ishita'sface, her eyesheavy with longing, makethe audiencefeel for her
despite her class privilege, and the audience feels ready to forgive her
voyeuristic attitude, especially after Seema’ s deliberate choiceto continue
having sex knowingly. UnlikeAkhtar, Sharmadoes't focusheavily onlabour
or clothes, rather usesthe spatia arrangement to portray the hel plessness of
both thewomen. However, the audience' semotional alignment shiftstoward
Seemaoncelshitausesher classprivilegetoinsult and sack her.

From Object to Subject: ChallengingMulvey'sVisual Pleasure Theory

LauraMulvey’sremarkableessay, “Visual Pleasureand Narrative Cinema,”

established afoundationd framework in understanding how conventiond cinema
reinforces patriarcha ideol ogiesby portraying men asthe subject whilewomen
arerepresented only asobjectsof visua pleasure. Mulvey arguesthat “ina
world ordered by sexud imbalance, pleasureinlooking hasbeen split between
activelmaeand passve/femae’ wherecinemaisused asatool of patriarchy,
fulfillingthedesiresof amaegaze (19). Mulvey further arguesthat withinthis
patriarchal structure, “the male figure cannot bear the burden of sexual

objectification” and thereforeisnot positioned asan object of visual pleasure
(20). Consequently, the spectator engagesin “ direct scopophilic contact with
thefemaleform displayed for hisenjoyment (connoting malefantasy)” (21).
Thisunderpinsthe concept of objectification and sexualization of womenin
maingtream films, positioning them as objectswithout any agency of their own.
Mulvey dates, “Intheir traditiond exhibitionist role, women ares multaneoudy
to belooked at and displayed, with their gppearance coded for strong visual

and eroticimpact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness’

(19). Although Mulvey’soriginal thesis centered on theidea of classical

Hollywood cinema, itsimplication can be extended in mainstream Bollywood
filmsaswell, sncefilmsin generd havetraditionaly displayed womenmainly
“aserotic objectsof desirefor the characterswithin the screen story and as
erotic objectsof desirefor the spectator within theauditorium” (19).
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However, both Akhtar and Sharma’s narratives challenge theidea of
women existing solely aspassiveimages“to belooked at” by portrayingthem
instead as active agentswho negotiate for and reclaim their emotional and
sexual autonomy (19). Both the segmentsfocuson the desire of thefemale
protagonists, who drivethe plot of thefilms, conscioudy excluding dominant
malecharactersand thetypical maegaze, which usudly controlsthenarrative
inmainstream cinema. In both segments, itisthewomenwho look, desire,
and take action—challenging and subverting Mulvey’ snotion of women as
passive objectsof malepleasure. Instead, thefilmsre nforcefema eautonomy
by asserting women’ssexua agency and redefining desirefrom adistinctly

femaeperspective.

Thisdynamic becomesevident inAkhtar’ssegment whenthe narrative
turnstoward hisimpending marriageto Aparna, agirl fromhisclass. During
thisperiod, Ajit happily participateswith hisfamily while banishing Sudha
fromhisintimategpace. Eventhough Sudhaissddinedinthestory, sheremains
the protagonist becauseit isher emotional turmoil that isfocused oninthe
movie. WhenAjit'smother orders Sudhato prepareteafor hiswould-bein-
laws, the camerafocuses on her emotional turmoil—the painin her eyesas
shelearnsabout the wedding date, her shaky handswith theteatray asshe
anticipatesseaingAjit and A parnatogether—meaking her the subject who drives
the narrative and reinforces her subjectivity. Thefinal sceneof themovieis
particularly effectivein capturing Sudha'sextreme emotional turmoil, asthe
next-door maid unknowingly comments on her seemingly “good day,”
prompting Sudhato sigh, smile, and nod—ironically confirming theopposite
(Lust Sories00:52:47-00:52:50). Even though Mulvey arguesthat women's
“visua presencetendsto work against the devel opment of astory ling” or “to
freezetheflow of actions’” Sudha scharacter, however, solely escalatesthe
narrative (19).

Sharma s segment pushesthissubversion further by removingthemale
figure atogether. With both the empl oyer and the mai d being women, Sharma
constructsaspace wherefemal e desire existsentirely outside the male gaze,
fundamentdly destabilizing Mulvey’ sframework.Since Seemalivesinasmal
house, where she does not have any privacy, she choosesto have her regular
sexual encounterswith her husband in her employer Ishita'sempty house.
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Like Sudha, Seemadoesn't hesitateto expressher sexua desiredespitebeing
doubly margindized by gender and dass, establishing her sexud agency through
her passionate rel ationship with her husband—portrayed through beach dates
and late-night intimate conversations. As seen earlier, despite being socialy
superior, Ishitalacksthe emotiona and sexual fulfillment that Seemahas—
her breakdown after watching Seema's sexual encounter makes this
clear.Sharmathus complicates classhierarchy by empowering working-class
Seema more than upper-class I shita. Ishita gains sexual agency through
voyeurism, and when both women sigh “ah” with pleasure at climax inthe
sameframe, their sexua agency acrossclassboundariesispowerfully affirmed
(Lust Sories200:42:33-00:42:39).

Sharma’ s segment, however, gets complicated once Seemalearnsthat
sheisbeing watched and yet choosesto continue her sexual encounterswith
her husband at | shita' shouse. Until Seemawas unaware of | shita' swatching,
| shitagained pleasurethrough something smilar towhat Mulvey wouldterma
mal e gaze. However, the observation of awoman subvertsMulvey’smale
gaze, establishing afemal e gazeinstead. Even though Seemaisobjectified
through I shital sgaze, themoviemovesforward, centering thewomen'sdesire
and pleasure, making it completely femal e-centered.

Neverthd ess, thisnarraivegetsfurther complicated through multiplelayers
of scopophilia 1shital svoyeuristic observation of Seemamirrorstheaudience's
voyeuristic consumption of cinema, where scopophilia, or secret watching,
provides pleasure. But when Seemabecomes aware of being watched and
startsto derive pleasurefromit, the power dynamic instantly shifts. Seema
transformsfrom Mulvey’s passive “to-be-looked-at” object into an active
participant who derives power from performance, reestablishing her sexual
agency (19). At thispoint, Sharmablursthe class difference between these
two women by giving power and agency to alower-classwoman over an
upper-classone. Sharma shrilliancy liesin thiscustomized setting where both
thewomen continueto satisfy their respective sexua needswithout disrupting
each other’sworld. The narrativetakesadramatic turn when they accidentaly
confront each other leading to accusations and mutual dismissal. Female
sexudity isfurther recognized when Seema shusband redlizesthat bothwomen
knew about the arrangement, while only heremained unaware. Inamoment
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of utter shock, heprotests, “ Sheknew everything. You knew everything. What
about me? Shouldn’t you havetold me?” (Lust Sories2 00:58:59-00:59:10).
Sharmanot only subvertsthe male-dominated plot here but also completely
castratesthe male agency by making him amere object of pleasurefor both
Seemaand Ishita. In the end, when both women reconcile and I shitaasks
Seema why she continued despite knowing she was watched, Seema
unhesitatingly replies, “Because | used to enjoy it too” (Lust Sories 2
01:02:43-01:02:48). Both thewomen smile, nod, and realize each other’s
sexuality, providing sexual agency to each other through their respective
acceptances.

TheFoucauldian Framework: Power, Class, and theCollison of Alliance
and Sexuality in Domestic Spaces

Michd Foucault' sanadydsin TheHigtory of Sexuality fundamentaly challenges
our understanding of how sexuality operateswithin power structures. Foucault
rg ectstherepressve hypothes's, arguing instead that power actively produces
sexuality rather than Ssmply prohibiting it, “ Wherethereisdesire, the power
relaionisaready present” (81). Foucault definespower as* themultiplicity of
force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate” (92).
Characterizing the ubiquitousnessfactor of power and how it constantly emerges
ineveryday interactions, hewrites, “ Theomnipresence of power. .. not because
it hasthe privilege of consolidating everything... but becauseit isproduced
from one moment to the next... in every relation from one point to another.
Power iseverywhere; not because it embraces everything, but because it
comesfrom everywhere” (Foucault 93). Theemployer controlswhen, where,
and how sexuality can be expressed, showing how power organizesrather
than suppressesdesire. Thus, utilizing the Foucaul dian framework, thisarticle
arguesthat it isnot despitethe classdifferencein theemployer-maid dynamic
but because of it that sexual relationshipsemerge between them.

InAkhtar’s segment, it isthe power imbal ance between Sudhaand Ajit
that creates the circumstances for their sexual relationship. Ajit, being
edtablishedin society, exerciseshispower toinitiateand control therel ationship,
while Sudha sagency remainslimited—shenever demandspublic recognition
and maintainstheemployer-maid dynamicin public. Sudha simmediatereturn
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to her domestic duties after the sexua encounter reaffirmsher social position.
Thebed-to-floor shift visudly reassertsclasshierarchy betweenthem, reveding
how desire operateswithin rather than outside existing power relations. Ajit
maintainssexua intimacy privately whileenforcing socid distance publicly
because hisclassposition giveshimthis power.

Similarly, Sharmas* TheMirror” illustrateshow classrelationsactively
generate sexua possibilitieswithinthe employer-maid dynamic. When Ishita
accidentally sees Seemaand her husband having asexual encounter in her
house, shedoesn’t dismissthem. Rather, shewatchesthem secretly and derives
sexual pleasurefromit. Ishitauses her class position to watch rather than
dismissthem, exercising power over her own space. However, when Seema,
fully awarethat sheisbeing watched, continuesto* perform” her sexudity, she
exercisesher power and makesadeliberate choice, despite having the option
to stop. Although both women enjoy thisarrangement, Seema spower remains
limited,asthe arrangement continuesonly aslong asIshitapermitsit. When
both the maid and the empl oyer confront each other dueto accidentally being
caught, Ishitanot only deniesthat she used to watch them but dsoinsultsand
dismisses Seema. Thisshowsl shitahasthe power to control themaid'ssexual
limitationsthrough her socid hierarchy, which alowsher to permit and dismiss
thearrangement at her ownwill.

AjitandIshitalssexud accessexigtsthroughtheir economic rdationships,
not gpart fromthem. Thiscassdifferencecomplicatesthehierarchicad structures
inwhich boththeemployers andthemaids agency isnegotiated—and often
constrained—by the very systems of power that make those rel ationships
possible. Thisultimately demonstratesthat power shapessexua possibilities
not by merely prohibiting them, but by structuring the conditionsinwhichthey
emerge.

Both ZoyaAkhtar and K onkonaSharmafurther chalengethe conventions
of mainstream cinema by exploring the sexual agency of women in their
respective segmentsthrough Foucault' sconceptsof thedeployment of dliance
and sexudity. Foucault distinguishes between the* depl oyment of aliance’—
traditional regulation of sexuality through * asystem of marriage, of fixation
and development of kinshipties, of transmission of namesand possessions”
and the* deployment of sexuality,” which emphasizes*the sensations of the
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body, thequality of pleasures, and thenature of impressons’ outsidetraditiona
family structures (106). The deployment of alliance operatesthrough “rules
defining the permitted and theforbidden,” whilethe deployment of sexuaity
operatesthrough“ mobile, polymorphous, and contingent techniquesof power”
(106). Thisarticle arguesthat both the directors show how contemporary
I ndian women navigate between the accepted socia norms (deployment of
aliance) andtheir individua desire (deployment of sexuality) to find asexual
agency of their own.

Inboth narratives, theemployers—A\jit and I shita—maintain conventiona
hierarchiespublicly, reflecting the deployment of alliancethrough adherence
tosocid roles. Ajit ensures Sudha sinvisibility insocial contexts, whilelshita
maintainsher superior position publicly. Themaids' deployment of alliance
operatesthrough them being aware of their social boundaries. While Sudha
acceptstheclassdifference publicly,Seema ssexual relationship, occurswithin
marriage and in the domestic space that represents proper family structure,
reinforcing thedeployment of aliance.

Conversdly, the deployment of sexuality isexercised when Sudhaand
Seemaprioritizetheir persona desiresover socid norms. Sudhd sinvolvement
withAjitisbased on erotic desirerather than reproduction or dliance-building,
while Seema sdeliberate choiceto continue her sexual engagement despite
knowing sheiswatched exemplifiesthe deployment of sexuality in action.
Sharma's segment further empowers Ishita's sexual agency through her
voyeuristic observation, driven solely by her own desire. Through navigating
between the depl oyment of aliance and the deployment of sexudlity, al three
women—Sudha, Seema, and Ishita—establish sexual agency without
necessarily disrupting societal norms.

Performing Alter native Femininity: Butler’s Theory of Subversive
Gender Performancein Wor king-ClassWomen

Butler’stheory of performativity in her remarkable essay “ PerformativeActs
and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist
Theory,” providesan essentid paradigminunderstanding how both ZoyaAkhtar
and K onkona Sharma challenged the concept of conventional femininity and
gave sexual agency to their protagonists. Butler’stheory of performativity
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arguesthat gender isnot aninnate, fixed, or essentialidentity that weareborn
with, butingtead,isacongtructed “identity inditutedthrough astylized repetition
of acts’that areculturally and socially regulated (519). Gender, according to
Butler, doesnot expressapre-existing identity but instead bringsthat identity
into being“through aseriesof actswhich arerenewed, revised, and consolidated
through time’ creating anillusion of astablegender identity (523). Withtime,
these* performances’ get normalized, and, asButler argues, gender becomes
“acongructed identity, aperformativeaccomplishment that themundane socid
audience, including theactorsthemselves, comesto believeand to performin
themode of belief” (520).

Sudhaand Seema, being working-classmaids, are expected to perform
theact of being silent, invisible, and asexual . However, they areneither naive
nor powerless. Boththewomenwillfully and passionately engageintheir sexud
encountersand subvert the concept of accepted fema e sexudity, wherewomen
areexpected to be passiveand asexua . Ajit and Sudha ssexual encounter is
shownonly onceinthefilm, butit'sclear it wasn’t aone-timething. Rather, the
ease with which they engage with each other establishestheideathat they
haverepesatedly and regularly beeninvolved. Seema sintensesexud encounters
areaso shownto occur regularly, asindicated by the repeated scenesand the
changing dates on the calendar, which mark the passage of each day. This
performativerepetitionof sexual involvement subvertsther assigned identity
and createswhat Butler would argueto be*“the possibility of adifferent sort of
repeating” whichwould promote*”in the breaking or subversiverepetition of
that style”’ (520).

What issignificant in Sudha' s portrayal isthat she does not demand
public recognition or romanticinvolvement fromAjit. Instead, Sudhaembodies
afemininity that prioritizesdesire over emotional dependence, demanding
acknowledgment of her desiresand identity, evenif only in private. Again,
| shita'svoyeurism doesn’t make Seemashy or submissive. Instead, Seema
transformsherself from an object of observation to an active performer who
derivespleasurefrom being watched.

AsButler argues, “ Gender iswhat isput on, invariably, under congtraint,
daily and incessantly, with anxiety and pleasure” (531). Both thewomenthus
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construct an aternative gender reality—onewherethey assert their agency
and chalengethe passive, desexualized roletraditionaly assigned to them.

Theoretical I ntersections: TheParadox of M ar ginalized FemaleAgency

Whilethe previoudy mentioned theoriesindividualy contributetotheframework
for understanding the sexua agency of women acrossclassboundaries, itisat
theintersection of thesetheoriesthat the paradox of marginalized women’s
agency isreveaed. When read through thelensof classdifference, thesethree
theories together expose how Sudha and Seema’s agency is present yet
congtrained by thevery factorsthat give them that agency. Analyzed froma
Foucauldianlens, itistheclassdifferencethat createsthe sexua possibilities,
but at thesametimeitisthevery differenceintheir classthat dso marginaizes
them. Buitler revealshow therepeated performativity that identifiesthem as
working-classwomen isthe same performative mechanism that makesthem
desirablesubjects, and even though thesefilms subvert Mulvey’ sargument of
women being the objects of the narrative, it isthrough the understanding of
Mulvey'slensthat weredizethevisua redity of thesewomen’sobjectification
within patriarcha classstructures. The narrative makesthem the subject, but
thepatriarcha redlity within the narrative objectifiesthem.

Asdiscussedinthe Foucault section, itisnot * despite’ theclassdifference
but “because of it” that the employer—mai d dynamic enables these sexual
relationships, whichinturn grants sexual agency to both Sudhaand Seema.
Yet, paradoxically, the same power structure that enables their agency
smultaneoudy constrainsit— denying Sudhapublic recognition and cutting
off Seema sagency themoment their arrangement isdisturbed.

Asaready analyzed in Butler’s section, the paradox in Seema and
Sudha sidentity takes placethrough their repetitive performance— the same
repetitive actsthat construct their sexua agency aso reinforcetheir working-
classidentity, publicly reducing themto silent, invisblemaidswhileprivately
recogni zing them asdesiring women. Their agency isthusreal but conditional,
exigting only withintheboundariestheir class permits.

This article has established that both directors subvert Mulvey’s
objectification theory by centering thesewomen intheir narratives. Within

210



Behind Closed Doors: A Feminist Re-reading of Classand Sexuality in Indian
Anthology Cinema

every other frame, we see Sudhaand Seema sdesirefor pleasurealong with
their emotional turmoil, which drivesthe narrative. Yet, through thisvisual
language of both thefilms, theredlity of working-classmaidsin apatriarchal
society isalso reveaed. With her worn-out clothes and bucket, and mopping
thefloor without any social recognition, Sudhaistreated merely likean object
inthe background, even though sheistheonewho iscentral totheplot. In
Seemd scase, sheisobjectified through I shita seyes, who takes advantage of
her own classprivilege and secretly watches Seema. Even though Seemais
empowered through her deliberate choice of being watched, thisparticular
moment inthefilm also revealsher positionin apatriarchal society. Women
like Seemawill be gazed upon, enjoyed, and objectified irrespective of what
they want—and finally dismissed when their useisover or disturbed. The
paradox of thesewomen'sidentity being the narrative ssubjectsbut patriarchy’s
objectsisthusrevea ed through Mulvey’sanayss.

| sol ated reading of thesethreetheories, eventhoughit highlightstheir
respective analysesin thisarticle, does not capturethefull complexity of
marginalized women’sagency. Theintersectional reading, however, provides
aclear understanding of the paradoxical nature of sexua agency for working-
classwomen. Individud reaedingsargued that both filmsprovided sexud agency
totheworking-classmaids, but theintersection reading reveal sthat the sexua
agency that isgainedisnot only paradoxical but also liminal and functions
conditiondly.

Problematizing the Cinematic Angle: Format, Platform, and
Representational Limits

In maingtream I ndian cinema, working-classmaids have dways appeared as
either comicreliefsor moral contraststo upper-class heroines. But Akhtar
and Sharma, by making Sudhaand Seemathe protagonistsintheir narratives,
created anew cinemétic category—that of thedesiring working-classwoman—
which did not exist before. In other words, both directors|egitimatized the
existence of working-class maids as protagonistsin cinematic narratives.
However, thisnewly produced category still functionsthrough existing socia
hierarchies, which determinestheformat, therd ease platform, and theaudience.
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Thus, even though anew category isformed through empowering working-
classmaids, itisstill structured by old power relations.

Thefact that both thefilmsappear in the anthology format, extending up
to 25-30 minutes, rai sesquestionsabout whether these progressive narratives
would bepossbleasmaingreamfull-length films, outs detheanthol ogy format.
Therelease platform being OTT, Netflix to be specific, and not theatrical
distribution, clearly determinesthe urban, English-fluent, upper-middie-class
astheaudience of thesefilms, effectively denying accessto working-class
peopleingenera. Theirony isquiteevident: the OTT platform operatesasa
class-segregated space where progressive narratives circulate among elites
whileremaininginaccess bleto thevery subjectsthey employ intheir houses
and represent in their films. Onethus questionswhether thesefilmsreally
chdlengesocid hierarchiesor whether they smply feedinto privileged viewers
progress ve content consumption—aoffering cultura validation without materid
transformation.

Conclusion

Even though most mainstream Indian films*just end up replicating adamsal -
in-distressstereotypeof Indianwomen,” OTT platformsin Indiahave begun
to shift thisrepresentation(Sen 203).Chakraborty observesthat, “ A common
andrecurrentimagethat isoften vigblein variousorigind web seriesand films
released on SV OD platformsin Indiaisthat of amodern, empowered Indian
woman. She gppearsto beindependent, salf-confident, and sexudly liberated”
(82).Yet representations of modern, empowered working-classwomenremain
paradoxical—their sexual agency enabled and limited by the same class
hierarchies. Thefilms' releaseformat and distribution mechanismsfurther
deepen this paradox by denying working-class women access to content
centered ontheir own experiences.

Released onthe OTT platform Netflix, both Akhtar and Sharmathus
challengethe patriarcha structuresof mainstream Indian cinemaby creating
filmsthat arewomen-centered. Sudhaand Seema, despitetheir marginalized
positions, defy societd expectationsby prioritizing their desires, thereby dlaming
agpacefor femdesexudity that isnether passvenor shameful. Thesenarrdtives
destabilizethe patriarchal gaze and reimaginethe politicsof looking, acting,
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and desiring from afemal e perspective—offering asignificant yet constrained
intervention in contemporary debateson gender, class, and sexuality inIndian
cnema
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| n Sear ch of Women’sCollective: Thelnterplay
between Individuality and Solidarity in
Lipstick Under My Burkha

Garima

Abstract

Thethemesof sexudity and censorship havebeen perennia onesamongfeminists
and progressivegroupsin the Indian context. It hasitsimpression oncinema
aswell. Thisarticleisan attempt to closaly examinethefilm Lipstick Under
My Burkha (2016), directed by Alankrita Shrivastava. Thefilm revolves
around four women: Ledla, Shireen Adam, RihaanaAbidi, and UshaParmar
(Buaji). Thefilmic-text unpacksthe everyday strugglesof these characters
Situated acrossdiverse strata(class, caste, and religion). Thearticleargues
how the cinematic technique of Rosi€ svoiceover overlaysthesefragmented
narrationsinto asearch for acollective. Moreover, this particul ar voi ceover
techniquethroughout the narration elucidatesthe repressed sexua desiresof
women characterswhilejuxtaposing it with theuncertainty of thesituation as
the narration culminatesand hence consequently avoidstheir identification by
themalegaze. Interestingly, it also led to theissue of censorship during the
film'srelease. In asimilar vein, this constant juxtaposing between their
unrestrained desiresand patriarchd daily livesunderlinestheinterplay between
individuality and collective. Hence, thearticle underscoreshow the solidarity
among these women stands out as a paramount condition for the making of
any such collective.

Keywor ds: Collective; Solidarity; Agency; Sexudity; Individudity

I ntroduction

Theglobal field of feminist film studies hasbeen broadly grouped into three
major aspects. women as filmmakers, women on the screen, and women
spectators. Theissue of the representation of women has been one of many
sitesfor debate and di sagreement among feministsand progressive groups,
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whether concerning beauty pageants, media, fashion, advertising industries,
or pornography. On the one hand, some feminists attacked the
‘commodification of women’ in such industries and believed that such
representations of women reinforced the patriarchal structure through
commaodifying thewomen’'sbody, andinadditiontothis, it hasapotentia to
induce mento violence and rape. Thisgroup of feministsbelieved that such
representation of women reduced them merely toa‘ commodity.” Ontheother
hand, other feministsargued that such representati ons of women should be
approached not asacts of women’s subjugation but through the framework of
freedom of expression.

Itisevident that Bollywood, inthelast few years, isproviding more
pacetowomen'squestions, their anxieties, their fears, their choicesand desires.
Intheneoliberd era, asignificant facet of feminist discourseemphasizesonthe
femal € sindependent identity and individudity. Thisprominent shift highlights
the ongoing struggle of thesewomen charactersto seek their own independent
identity or individuality. They portray charactersundergoing atransformative
journey, learning to assert their agency while challenging established societal
normsrelated to marriage, such asRani in Queen (VikasBahl, 2014), Tarain
Shuddh Desi Romance (Maneesh Sharma, 2013). Such films exemplify
women's autonomy, focus on their self-discovery and exploration of
unconventional romantic choices. Moreover,they searchfor their individuality,
face both physical and psychological exploitationin apatriarchal society
(Mehak Deo in Phobia, Pavan Kirpalani, 2016; Kumari Pinky in Udta
Punjab; Abhishek Chaubey, 2016). Intheir quest for independent identity,
they also speak out against their sexua exploitation withinthefamily (Veera
Tripathi in Highway, Imtiaz Ali, 2014). Itisexplicit that the strugglefor and
desireto attain anindependent i dentity isthe coretheme on which thesefilms
arepremised. Thequestion of individuality or independent identity isdeeply
connected to the question of marriage, sexuality, and work and at the same
time, thesethemesareinter-related.

Thisarticle conducts adetailed study of thefilm Lipstick Under My
Burkha asit foregroundsthe politics of sexuality and its connectionto the
other two themes. Simultaneoudly, it explores how thefilm depicts bonding
among women that goesbeyond class, caste, religion, and other socid identities
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and hence, illugtratestheinterplay between individuality and solidarity among
women.

How does the film depict women’'s sexual agency in respect to its
characters? What doesthe cinematic technique of voiceover amount to, and
how doesit becomeaground for interplay betweenindividudity and collectivity?
How doesthefilm underscorewomen’ssexuality asasitefor liberation as
well asoppressionintoday’stime?How issolidarity aparamount precondition
for theredization of liberation against patriarchal oppression?

Thisarticledemandsarigorous understanding of both gender studies
andfilm studiesin order tojustify someof thefundamental concernsrelatedto
film asavisual medium and concernsrelated to gender. Inthisregard, first,
discourse analysisasamethod, seemsmore apt to understand the politics of
sexuality, asit can open up a space for us to analyze the extra-cinematic
elementssuch aspromotional and distribution strategies, controversy around
thefilm’'srelease, interviewswith filmmakersand actors, etc. Secondly, we
will employ textua analysisasamethod to engagecritically withthefilm-text
through sequence and script breakdown. By adopting these methods, the
aticleamsto uncover thelatent dimensionsof patriarchd and feminist assartions
embedded withinthefilm’'snarretive.

L et usbegin with the most renowned essay in Feminist Film Studies,
namely, “Visud Pleasureand Narrative Cinema'* by LauraMulvey, published
in1975. In her work, sheincorporatesapsychoand ytica gpproachtotheorize
theimage of womenin classical Hollywood narrative structure?. She quoted
cult director of Hollywood, Budd Boetticher:

What countsiswhat the heroine provokes, or rather what she
represents. Sheistheone, or rather theloveor fear sheinspires
inthehero, or elsethe concernshefed sfor her, who makeshim
act theway hedoes. In herself thewoman has not the dlightest
importance. (Mulvey 488)

Shearguesthat thewomaninthedassicd Hollywood narraivestructuremerely
exigsasasexudized body. Itisthroughthemain maeprotagonist’sperspective
that the spectatorsenter into the narration. The heroistheactive controller of
thelook, whereasthe heroineisthe bearer of the gaze of male protagonists
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and of spectators (irrespective of their actual gender). Woman, on screen,
symbolizesthe castration threat by the absence of apenis. She herself does
not have any importance but only works asthe signifier to the penis. The
image of thewoman destabilizesthe narrative and merely existsasavisual
pleasure. Heroinesinthesefilmsseem ‘individua’ (or, one can say, aproperty
of thefamily) before meeting the hero but after meeting him, she ultimately
becomeshis. Shehasnoindividudity. In contrast tothis, Film historian Miriam
Hansenraisesafew subgtantia questionsin her article” Pleasure, Ambivaence,
| dentification: Va entino and Fema e Spectatorship” publishedin 1986. Hansen
incorporatesMary Ann Doan€' sdistinction to make her point. Doane clearly
opensup at least threeillustrationsin which identification operatesin the
spectator’ svison. Firstly, there can beidentification with the representation of
aperson (character/ process), which cantake placewhentherearepossibilities
of thefemal e spectator asthetransvestite (changing their dress, crossdressing).
Secondly, shetaksabout “ recognition of particular objects, persons, or actions
assuch (stars, narrative, images)” (Hansen 269). Inthiscase, therewill bea
possibility for thefemal e spectator to have apassive narcissstic identification
withthefema estar asan erotic object which hasbeen created by theindustry.
Thirdly, “identificationwiththe‘look’ with onesdlf asthe condition of perception”
(Hansen 269). Mulvey, inaway, stressed onthe* masculinisation’ of thegaze
of spectatorsirrespective of their actual sex. Hansen questionsthiskind of
analysis, drawing from ‘women-oriented films' of the 1940s. Do al the
‘masculine’ genrestake away the agency of thefemal e spectator? Doesthe
genrelikeactionfoster amorenarcisssticidentificationwiththefemaecharacter
ascompared to other genressuch asthemusical or romantic comedy? These
fundamental questions shaped the discourse withinthefeminist film studies
and remained pertinent in the context of Hindi cinematoo. With regard to
Hindi cinema, the question of womenisrelated to themessuch asnationaism,
sexuality, censorship, culture, and other related themes. Our attempt would
beto highlight the primary debatesin Hindi cinemathat mgjorly focuson the
representation of women.

M. MadhavaPrasad discussestheimage of women anditsrelation with
nationalismand sexudity in 1970sfilmsin hischapter “ Guardiansof theView:
The Prohibition of the Private.”” Hiswork givesusoneway of showing how
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filmanaysisconnectswith the questions of the state and theideol ogy of the
Indianfamily to makeargumentsabout the representation of women’ssexudity
on screen. Hecommenceswith areport from 1969 that claimsthe prohibition
of kissing scenesinfilmswasbased onan‘unwrittenrule” Therewereno set
rulesfor showing lovemaking scenes on screen. Thereappearedto bea’ ban’

on kissing sceneslinked with the nationalist culture. It wasseenasandiento
Indian culture, regardless of wherethefilmwas shot. Kissing sceneswere
deemed aWestern concept. It wasthought that therewould be unity among
filmmakersto diminatethe’ ban.” However, someprominent film persondities
opposed thekissing sequencesinthefilms. Theheroinesaso tried tomaintain
their purity and chastity by refraining fromkissing on screen. Whileproviding
examplesfromsaverd filmsof how kissingwaskept out of Sghtinthecinema,
Prasad raises severa questions about what was problematic about showing
thekisson screen. Why could other formsof sexua display be passed without
any difficulty by the censor? He bringsforward the contradi ction between the
kissing scenes (whichisan unwritten ban) and theideaof asexudized femae
body inthedance numbers. How isit that thefemal e body hasbeen aspectacle
for thepublic andisnot part of privaterepresentation? Thisisbecause, firstly,
the voyeuristic song and dance sequence has conventionally been considered
aspart of public discourse/representation. Secondly, these have been worked
out asMulvey pointed outintermsof visud pleasure. Sexudized femaebodies
inthe dance numbersare not censored asthey existinapublic zone. Withthe
passage of time, thefamily system has moved to the nuclear family, and the
plot of thefilmshas shifted to the couple. Nonethel ess, kissing scenes between
the coupl e have been deemed asaprivate act, and so it should not be shown
to the audience which occupiesthe normative position of society, and hence
supportiveof thefeudd structureof Indian society. Prasad’ sanays's, therefore,

guestionsthe representation of sexuality inthe context of hisnotion of the
feudd family, whereitisprohibited to represent the private. Intoday’ sneolibera

and globalizing context; oneis, therefore, tempted to ask whether thefeudal

family anditsprohibitionsareathing of the past in contemporary Bollywood.

Why, in present-day cinema, kissing and sexual relations between couples
have become so common?How areideasof national identity still attached to
the representati on of women on screen? Doesthe* new woman’ of today’s
time havetheresponsbility to maintain thekind of honor of Indian customs?
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Thesewerethe questionsthat can beimportant to discussfurther; however,
thisarticlewill focuson Lipstick Under My Burkha and how it had to face
censorshipinitially. Why wasit treated differently? Wewill discussthese
questionsfurther inthiswork.

In the above context, Ranjani Mazumdar differentiates between the
heroine and the vamp discussed in achapter on Desiring Women from her
book Bombay Cinema: An Archive of the City, published in 2007. The
image of vamp hassymbolized aWesternintrusioninto Indian filmswith her
hypersexua andillicit personality ascompared to the heroinewho represents
‘Indian’ women. On the one hand, theimage of the heroine signifies purity,
chastity, or ‘ Indianness and in contrast toit, the vamp figure existsto break
relationships, occupies the outside space such as the night club, dances
provocatively, issexually active, and hence, gainsadistinct identity fromthe
Indian women. The distinction between the vamp and heroine dominated
Bombay cinematill the 1980s. However, during theeraof globalization, this
binary disrupted when the heroi nes began to perform theseitem numbersand
opened up anew spacefor desireand sexua discourse, for instance, Madhuri
Dixit performed an item number in Subhash Ghai’sKhal hayak (1993).

Theaboveliteratureforegroundshow thedistinction betweentheheroine
and item girl wasdisrupted and almost diminished inthe post-liberalization
period and thewomen’ssexuality wasoneof the primary aspectsto distinguish
between thetwo. Now, let uscometo thefilm Lipstick Under My Burkha
that doesnot create any kind of dichotomy, moreover, it subvertsthe notion of
sexuality with respect to women.

TheAutonomy of EroticaAgainst theViolence of Censor ship

Lipstick Under My Burkha isanotablefilm that marksacritica momentin
discuss onsaround women and sexudity in Indian cinema. Thefilm delvesinto
thelivesof four women navigating their desiresand identitiesin apatriarchal
society.It was produced by Prakash Jhaand JB Angels. ALT Balgji, Balgji
Motion Pictures, and Star Synergy Entertainment distributedit. It received
significant attention at the global level, screened at severa filmfestivals, and
received awards such asthe Oxfam Award for Best Film on Gender Equality
at theMumbai Film Festival in October 2016, and among others. However, it
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wasofficidly rdeasedin Indiaon 21%July, 2017, amidst Sgnificant controversy.
Initialy, the Central Board of Film Certification (CBFC) refusedtoissuethe
certificate. It Sated, “ Thestory islady oriented, their fantasy abovelife. There
are continuous sexual scenes, abusive words, audio pornography and abit
sensitive touch about one particular section of society, hence, film refused
under guidelines1(a), 2 (vii), 2(ix), 2(x), 2 (xi), 2 (xii) and 3(i)>.” Itisworth
noting that the accusation of audio pornography, and the depiction of fantasy
above life could be linked to Rosie’s voiceover as lipstick waale sapne
(lipstick-coloured dreams). While discussing thefilm, AbhijaGhosh outlines
the metaphorical usage of burkhaand lipstick inthetitleasshewrites:

The burkha, at once identifiable as the stereotyped mark of
gendered conventionsand traditions of areligiouscommunity,
becomesalatmoatif inthefilmand dravswomen acrossrdigions
under its metaphoric and material fold. On one hand, thefilm
usesit, dmost cheekily, asanincrediblemode of socid mobility,
personal aspirationsand r ever sal of themalegaze. Thelipstick
ontheother hand remainsa codefor eroticaand fantasy. For
thewomenin Lipstick, their bodiesare neither limited by their
sexual livesnor can they be shamed for their desires. Instead,
they aredriven by many kinds of desiresand aspirefor many
formsof freedom. (332, emphasisadded)

It would be significant to delineate how lipstick asacode for eroticaand
fantasy makesthereversd of themadegaze poss ble, whileplacing thevoiceover
asaparticular technique overlaying lipstick wal e sapne throughout thefilm.
Therefore, it seemscrucid toinquireinto the unsettling effectsof thistechnique
inthefilmic-text. The contestations between Pahlg Nihalani, the chairperson
of CBFC, and AlankritaSrivastavaisasymptomatic description of entrenched
patriarchy, thanksto thisunsettling effect. Nihaani stated that thefilm served
aspropagandato grab attention. Inthistusde, thedirector strongly asserted,
“it'sfeminist film with astrong female voice which challengespatriarchy. |
think that’swhy they don’t want to certify it. Asafilmmaker, | stand by the
story and will fight forittill theend®.”

Feminists, more generally, and those who have been closely engaged
withandyzing specificfilmshaveaddressed theissueof censorshipfromdifferent
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perspectivesover an extended period. An early siteof debaterelated to ‘ the
I ndecent Representation of Women (Prohibition) Act’ wasimplementedin
1986. It cameinto existence after considerable demand from asection of the
women’smovement. Many feminists had been ing sting on someregulation
over the‘indecent’ representation of women. The objectiveof thislaw was
“to prevent the depiction of the figure of awoman in amanner whichis
derogatory to women or denigrating womenwhichislikely to corrupt public
morality” (Agnes138). Additionally, in her introduction to the book Gender
and Censor ship, BrindaBose seesacloselink between censorship and the
state’sinterventionist policies. Shearguesthat it isthefemal e body that has
been so critica inactsof state censorship of sexudity, sncethefemaebody is
the site of honour as well as the shame for the nation. This has taken on
heightened visbility with the current agendas of that timeto protect theimage
of the Hindu women. They created theimage of Indian women to preserve
sexud purity, which symbolizesthe mythical image of what Indiais. Onthe
other hand, thelndian women’smovement must rethink who theIndianwoman
is. Documentary filmmaker and film theorist Shohini Ghosh believesthat
feministsand minoritieswill gainrather thanloseif they demand morediverse
representation and more discussion, rather than remaining silent or seeking
ban. At thesametime, shemadeapoint that onemust understand the difference
between sexua explicitnessand sexismin debatesover censorship, Since, itis
sexismrather than sexual explicitnessthat isthe source of harm. So, weneed
to kegp thisdifferenceand discuss onin mind whileexamining the autonomy
of lipstick wale sapne as explicit (censored) desires of these characters.
Whilereveaing contradictions between desireand redlity, thefilm portrays
censored desirefrom the very beginning. Shrivastava, inthisway, endeavours
to represent what i s prohibited, censored, and ignored in society. Censorship
becameaperennia themefor feministsin India, especidly after liberaisation.
S. Ghosh discussesseverd controversiesover advertisements, films, and songs.
Therewasaparticular controversy that occurredintheyear of 1993 over the
song “ Choli ke peeche kya hai [what isbehind the blouse] ?” from thefilm
Khalnayak [ Villain], where she seesaconvergence between right wing and
certain feminist groups over the song’ s obscenity, including aninability to
distinguish between different versionsof the songin question. Onthis, Ghosh
writes, “ The protesters demanded censorship not of theversion that actually
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depi cted violence agai nst women but one that represented sexual agency on
their part” (Ghosh 261). However, with theintensfication of liberdisation, the
question of sexual agency hasmutated to what amountsto my body, my choice,
depicted ina2-minute-long Voguevideo featuring DeepikaPadukone. Namrata
Rele Sathe, in her recent book The Neoliberal Self in Bollywood: Cinema,
Popular Culture and Identity, unpacks the ideology of choice deeply
embedded in neolibera feminist subjectivity (2). Whileunravelingtheclass
character of #VogueEmpower IndiaCampaign, shewrites:

Vogue India envisages emancipation as reflected in its own
audience: upper classwomenwho can afford to buy an English-
language magazinethat costs INR 150 (approximately USD
2.50) per month. I will not betoo hasty indismissing the Vogue
Empower advertisement asit rai ses pertinent questionswith
regard to awoman’'s freedom and engages in the politics of
sexuality, but theideas expressed in the video are embedded
with the economic context of neoliberdism. (2)

One needs to keep this neoliberal context in mind while discussing the
controversy around Lipstick Under My Burkha; nevertheless, it is pertinent
tounderlinethat thefilmtriesto deveinto diverselevelsof socid Srtification
acrossclass, caste, and religion. Additionally, by keeping Burkhainthevery
forefront, thefilm hasinvited notoriousattention from the Muslim community
asBhopal’sAll IndiaMudim Tyohar Committee (AIMTC) issued anoticeto
boycott thefilm and claimed that thisfilm hurtsthereligious sentimentsof the
community by presenting theburkhainabad light*. Thepresident of AIMTC
said, “How narrow can aperson think? Thosewho have scripted and directed
thismoviehaveinsulted our religioussentiments. AIMTC sMumbai unit have
aready initiated alegal action on the matter. The protest will be taken to
highest possiblelevel®.” Despitethecontroversy surrounding thefilm, themedia
largely supported it and underlined its* women-oriented” elementswithinthe
framework of neoliberal feminist subjectivity aswediscussed above. They
found it absurd that thefilm was denied certification on the grounds of being
‘toowomen-oriented’ and for showingwomen assexualy active. It garnered
significant attention from the mediaand public, who supported thefilmon
varioussocid mediaplatformsasacarier of neoliberal socidization. Eventudly,
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itwasrdeasadwithan' A’ certificateby theFIm CertificationAppellate Tribund
(FCAT), abeit with afew cuts. Prominent investors such as Prakash Jhaand
EktaKapoor got involvedin thefilm and further contributed to itseventua
release.

Solidarity Among Fragmented I ndividualities: Women Acr oss Social
Sratification

In her long essay Fire: A Queer Film Classic (2010), Shohini Ghosh notes
that the representation of femal e bonding has been excluded from popul ar
Indian cinema, unlike male bonding. Filmslike Razia Sultan (1983), Mere
Mehboob (1963), Humjoli (1970), Mandi (1983), etc., could represent
femaebonding, but only to alimited extent, dueto the centrality of themale
protagonist inthe narrative structure, even within the courtesan’sfilms. Ruth
Vanita, extensvely, recordstheworld of the courtesanin Bombay cineméefin
Dancing with the Nation: Courtesans in Bombay Cinema (2017). She
writes, “ Filmsdo not depict courtesan’srelationship with oneanother in detail,
eventhoughinred lifethesewereusudly their longest, most stablerel ationship”
(Vanita39). Vanitad so arguesthat the bonding among womenislessidedized
or usualy remainsinvisible. Adding tothis, Ghosh exploreshow Fireprovided
an eyeto appreciate the homosocia or homosexual relationship in popular
cinema, allowing oneto “seewithout looking.” Filmslike Kal Ho NaHo
(2003), Masti (2004), Men Not Allowed (2006), Dostana (2008), etc., in
which homosocial or homosexual relationships appear, usually present an
ambiva ent or homophobic attitude towardshomosexudity. Without goinginto
thein-depth study of thesefilms, the central point for Ghoshisthat female
bondingintheHindi cinemabecamemorevisiblein popular Hindi cinema
post Fire. Therearevariousfilmstoday that explorefema ebonding such as
Parched (LeelaYadav, 2015), Angry Indian Goddesses (Pan Nalin, 2015),
Veere Di Wedding (Shashanka Ghosh, 201) etc. Lipstick Under My Burkha
isoneamong them that exploresgender dynamicsacrosssocid sratification:
religion, class, caste, and so on. Nonetheless, akind of friendship can be
observed among the charactersregardlessof their socio-cultural identities.
They are not marked aswomenwho carry a‘ good’ or ‘bad’ character. They
arejust women, andtofulfill their dreams, eventhough thismay becontradictory
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totheir families, these women support each other without any excusesor need
for reasons.

Image: 4 Image: 5

Asanaudience (Image 1to 6), wefirst seethesewomen sitting together ona
rooftop, an open spacewhere Ledlarunsher beauty parlor. The peculiarity of
this space isthat it is the common space for these women to share their
experiences, not merely their happinessor their sorrows, but also their sexua
lives, which otherwiseremain hidden. Here, itisessentid to examinethesocid
rel ationshi ps between these women. Buaji issitting and secretly reading an
erotic book. Leela’smother isgiving Buaji aleg massage and praising her
decision, saying that even God Ram himsdlf could not havethought of abetter
groomfor her daughter, Leela. Then another unknown girl sitting withthem
addsthat even Leeladoes not haveto go too far after marriage, since her
homewill be nearby. Anyone can go whenever they fed like getting waxed or
other servicesdoneat the parlor. Thisinstance conveyswomen'sdesireto go
out and not confine themselvesto the four wallsof the house. On the other
hand, thereis Rihaana, whoisamong thesewomen, but rarely engageswith
othersand remainssilentinacorner.
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Image: 9

Thefilm portraysaunity among these women from different social strata.
Buaji maintained unity among thesefamilies. Theimage 7 above depicts Bugji
who hascreated a‘family’ inwhich neighborsareconsidered ‘ equa’ within
thefamily, irrespectiveof their class, caste, or religiousdifferences. Thewomen
of these houses share abond where they hide each other’s secretsand share
each other’spain. For instance, Buaji and Leelaknow that Shireen hasbeen
working asasaleswoman, going door-to-door to sell her products, and that
shehasnot eventold her husband. In another instance, when the shopkeeper
tauntsBuaji, while sheisbuying aswimming suit, Shireen helpsher buy one.
Leeladrops Rihaanaoff for her late-night party and also prepares Buaji for
the Diwadi party by coloring her hair black, gpplyingwax, and soon. Inaddition
to these narrativized instances, thisisthe story of the dream, lipstick wale
sapne, which, withitseroticized fantasy embedded withintheir bitter redities.
Withthis, thefilm seemingly suggeststhat thekey tofulfil their dreamsisfettered
inthevery socia constraintsthat they are part of. No need to say though, that
Rosi€' svoiceover unsettlesthese social constraintsby deploying ‘ censored
desres’ Inthefilmic-text, thisbecomesacinematictechniquethat constellates
fragmented experiencesof women acrossdiversearenaswithintheir conflictua
redlity. Thisamountsto strong homosocid relationshipsin thefilmwhich have
been missing from Indian cinemafor solong. One can say, following Shohini
Ghogh'singght, that these homo-socid relations, particularly among women,
have become a prominent trend in recent cinema, especially post-Fire.
Interestingly, thishasnot beenaconcerninearlier cinema, includingindternative
cinema(thoughthese areexceptionsaswell like Mirch Masala), as Shamita
DasDasguptamentioned it in* Feminist Consciousnessin Woman-Centered
Hindi Films’ publishedinthe Journal of Popular Culturein 1996. Dasgupta
pointed out that Hindi cinemahasbeen avictim of androcentricism, inwhich
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women elther haveto compromisewiththestructureor diewithinthat structure.
In contrast to this, Shrivastavaleavesthe characters and hence, spectators
unsettled by the short-circuiting of desire (Rosi € svoiceover) withthe bitter
reality of Buaji, whoisthrown out of her household. Thiscould bemarked as
the decisve conjuncture of solidarity among fragmented individudities. There
wasalittleroomfor exploringindividudity or theindependent identity of women
during the period discussed by Dasgupta. Nonethel ess, it isacontemporary
cinematic expressonthat isproviding more spacefor theindependent identity
or individuaity of women. Moreover, thewomen charactersin thefilm under
consideration seek independent identity or individuality irrespective of their
socio-economiclocation. With this, the question of agency becomes pertinent
here, which can befurther explored inthefollowing section.

The Sexual Explicitnessin Lipstick Under My Burkha: A Question of
Sexual Agency

Shohini Ghosh mobilizessexua explicitnessagaingt sexismaswehaveseenin
theearlier section. Thepeculiarity of thisexplicitnessliesinitsautonomy against
any relationality imposed on women’s sexuality by ideological rationality.
Whether itispatriarchy, capitalism, or nationdism. Thisexplicitnessin Lipstick
Under My Burkha becomes the central theme, which led to controversy
surroundingitsrel ease. It faced opposition for showing sexudity, quiteunlike
theother film, for ingtance, Queen wherethe character of Rani kissesaFrench
guy to show that Indiansare not lagging behind even in kissesand onthe other
hand, she dreamed of losing her virginity after marriage with her lover. It
depi cted amonogamous marriage structure. It even incorporated sexuality
through reinforcing aform of femininity that could glorify the nation (Queen,
1:58:41-2:01:15). On the other hand, the most controversial aspect about
Lipstick Under My Burkha was the question of women’s sexuality, which
gaveit massvepublicity aswell. Thefilmmakersa so asserted the sexudlity
aspect on various platforms, which iseven depi cted through the poster of the
film, wherewe can seeamiddlefinger to patriarcha society. Thisseemsto
indicateanew moment where sexuality can be popular, unlikethe controversy
seeninearlier cinema. Thisfilmisprimarily centered onfour women: Ledla,
ShireenAdam, RihaanaAbidi, and UshaParmar (Buaji). Unlikethedisciplined
character of Rani (Queen), thefemal e protagonists here openly exploretheir
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sexuality at different ages. The pertinence of thisfilmliesinitsdepiction of
sexuality asan act for theliberation of awoman, but smultaneoudly, itisalso
apoint of exploitation and oppression. Thiscorrespondsto thefina sequence
of short-circuiting of voice-over with avisua depiction of four downtrodden
but seemingly determined womenfor their dreams.

Ledaworksasabeauitician, runsher own beauty parlor andisfinancidly
independent. She stayswith her mother on rent at Buaji’shouse. Shehasa
Mudim boyfriend, Arshad (played by Vikrant Massay), withwhom sheopenly
engagesinasexud relationship, unlike Queen’sRani who hasnot even kissed
her fiancée before marriage. Nevertheless, Leela has been forced to
marryManoj (played by Vaibhav Tatwawaadi), who can provide her with
financia security, unlike her boyfriend, who doesnot have hisown house. The
groom has been chosen by her mother. Leela smother worksasamodel for
theartist. The condition of Ledla sfamily isevidentinoneof thefilm’scrucia
sequencesinwhich Leela’'smother issitting nude and posing for the artist.
Thereisonediscussion between L eelaand her mother when Leelareaches
her mother’ sworkplaceto refusethe marriage.

Leela: Kal gusse mein jyada bolg ayi. Amma mujhe shaadi
nahi karni hai. [I said too muchinanger last night. Amma, | do
not want to get married].

Leela smother: toh ussMussaleki rakhel banna hai? Ya meri
tarah? 17 saal se yahi baithi hu. Sardi, garmi, mahina lage
tab bhi. [So, youwant to have an extramarital affair with that
Muslim man, or you want to be like me, who hasbeen sitting
herefor 17 yearswhenitisextremely cold, hot, and even during
periods].

Leela: Toh chhod de na. Main sambhal lungi. [So, leaveit, |
will take careof everything].

Leela smother: Tera nashedi baap kitna karzch hod kar mara
tha pata hai tujhe? [Do you know how much your drunkard
father borrowed before hisdeath?]

Leelas Amma main business karungi, main paise kamaungi,
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mainghar chalungi...[Amma, | will do business, earn money,
| will runthehome...]

Leela’s mother: Kitna bhi kamayegi, ghar toh nahi
kharid sakti na? Manoj mereliyeghar kharid rahahai.
[Whatever youwill earn, but can’t buy ahouse. Manoj is
purchasing ahousefor me]. (53:03-54:33)

The aforementioned sequence showsthat L eelahasbeen forced by her mother
to marry amanwho can afford her ahouseand can providealuxuriouslifein
which shewill not haveto work after marriage. Leela, and even her mother,
would not be ableto afford such ahousein their entirelives because of the
debtsleft by her father. Her mother had to pose nudein front of artistsfor her
livelihood for many years. Inthiscircumstance, Legla smarriage can provide
abetter lifefor Ledlaand her mother. Her mother alsorefersto Leela’slover,
Arshad, who canonly havean extra-maritd affair with Ledaingtead of marrying
her because of thedifferenceinreligion.

Inanother sequence of about oneminute, Ledlaentersapoorly lit space.
Sheliesdown near someone and startskissing (1:24:39-1:25:38). Thenwe
hear Arshad’ svoice, asking how shegot there. Ledlaassertively saysthat she
isgoingto get married, wouldn't he stop this?Will helet it go likethis? She
then takeshim to thewashroom. Itisabsolutely unclear inthefilmwhat kind
of spacethiswas, sinceit doesnot look likeArshad’shome, but rather some
sort of shared space with alarge number of men sleeping there alongside
Arshad. Leeladoes not care about those men; shekissesArshad desperately
andingststhat hego to thewashroomwith her. ThenweseeLedaand Arshad
aresexualy involved with each other. LedlatellsArshad that she hasbooked
ticketsfor Delhi for both of them (1:26:19-1:28:09). Arshad angrily asks,
“Why don’t you gowith your fiancée?’ Sheanswersthat she doesnot want to
stay there. Shewantsto go to Delhi with him (Arshad). Arshad repliesthat he
isfedupwithdl this. Apart fromthis, Ledlacongtantly insststhat Arshad have
sex with her. Arshad getsangry and saysthat shewantsonly sex and nothing
else. Should hecall thosefour boysinsideto have sex with her? Leeladaps
himfor this, and heangrily tellsher to get out. So here, doesn’'t Ledlasingst
on having sex disruptsthe dominant sexud gaze of the patriarchal society that
congderswomen asjust passive sexua subjects? Theeroticised landscape of
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Lipstick Under My Burkha makesit possible by focusing ontheact of looking
(ontoArshad) by Ledawithinadimly lit up space surrounded by anumber of
men. With thiscinematicintervention, Shrivastavaprovidesacritica spaceto
spectatorswhere one can identify with the assertive gaze of Leglaand hence,
negates the manipul ative male gaze. From Hansen’s perspective, we can
definitely cdll it thereciprocity of gazeagainst malegaze. Thisisprecisely the
point where we can notice how there was aconsensual sexual relationship
between L eelaand Arshad. Simultaneoudy, we need to think about how the
sexua agency of thewoman can turninto oppression at any point of time. A
disrespectful abuseby Arshadisashort-circuiting of thebitter reality of male
gazewith theassertive sexua agency of Ledla. Therefore, sexual agency of a
woman cannot bethe sole vehiclefor empowerment or liberati on because of
the subordinate position of women. Thereisacomplex relation between sexud
agency and sexual exploitation in the case of women. Similarities can be
observed inthe other characterstoo. Shireen Adamisamother of threesons
and secretly worksasasaeswoman. Her husband staysin Saudi Arabiamost
of the timefor business and returns for a few days. It appears that the
rel ationshi pbetween Shireen and her husbandismainly limited to forceful
intercourse. At one point of time, during their intercourse, Shireen asksif she
could get money alittle early thistime, but her husband saysthat she should
not interfereinthematter of money (20:20-56). In between, Shireen saysshe
isfeeling pain but her husband askswhy shedid not get it before. Isit only
after coming from Saudi Arabiathat sheisgetting pain? At another point of
time, Shireen visitsadoctor who advises her to use acondom otherwiseit
wouldberisky for her life. Shireenrepliesthat her husband forgetseverything
when he is emotional. There is a scene where her husband raped her as
punishment for secretly doing ajob, for speaking in front of her husband, for
questioning hisagency or authority inthehouse. Likewise, thereistheinteresting
case of Buaji, UshaParmar, who playstheroleof awidow, after losing her
husband inthe Bhopal Gas Tragedy. Director Alankriti Shrivastava, on one
hand, depictsan older woman indulging in phone sex/ masturbating with a
younger man, atheme on which there has been along silencein cinema.
Shrivastavaa so shows how awoman hasto pay back for such an act when
Buaji was thrown out of the house by her nephew, Ram. Rihaana Abidi,
another Muslim woman, isacollege going girl who dreamsof becoming a
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singer likeMiley Cyrus. Shestartsinteracting with her collegefriend, Dhruv.
Eventudly, Dhruv leavesher whenthe policecometo arrest Rihaanafor segling
fromthemall. Thisisthe point when Dhruv says he does not recogni ze her,
and Rihaana scollege matetellsher how she (her friend) got pregnant. Inthe
case of Rihaana, shefound out that Dhruv had dumped the girl after making
her pregnant, and this could happento her aswell. So, inthe case of all the
characters, we seethat their desirefor asexua relationshipwiththeir lover or
husband makesthem consciousof being theinferior sex. Whilethey definitely
can enjoy their sexual agency through hiding themselvesfrom thefamily or
society, sexual agency, inthe case of women, doesnot just lead to pleasureor
liberation, but can result in oppression or suppression for them.

Shrivastava'sLipstick Under My Burkha placestheaudienceinacritica
position asthefilm appearsto beafeminist film, aclamthat thedirector has
also made. Theinstances described above suggest that thesewomentried to
exploreor practicetheir sexual agency, and they wereableto do soto some
extent, but, at the sametime, had to confront their subordinate position as
women. Shireen’ssituationisdepicted somewhat differently. We do not know
what her sexual desiresmight be, but sheisreduced to asuppressed partner
in her sexua relaionswith her husband. Shehad to undergo multipleabortions.
Ushawasthrown out of the house, and Rihaanawas stopped from attending
collegeand forced to marry. Thesewomen tried to exploretheir sexuality but
had to encounter thesocia consequences. They werehumiliated for practicing
it. It shows how, in the case of women, sexuality can be apoint to liberate
them, but so an act of exploitation and oppression. Here, it would besignificant
to bring SlviaFederici’ spenetrating gaze, which unravel ssexudity intermsof
work in 1975'sessay “Why Sexuality isWork.” Sheexplicitly mentionsthat
sexuality isrepressed in older women, and according to her, thisrepressionis
afunction through which thewomen’ssexuality hasbeen controlled socialy.
Shewrites:

... the main reason why we cannot enjoy the pleasure that
sexuality may provideisthat for women sex iswork. Giving
pleasureto manisan essential part of what isexpected of every
woman.

Sexud freedom doesnot help. Certainly, itisimportant that we
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arenot stonedto death if weare®unfaithful,” or if itisfound that
wearenot ‘virgins.” But “sexual liberation” hasintensified our
work. Inthe past, wewerejust expected to raise children. Now
we are expected to have awaged job, still clean the houseand
have children and, at the end of adoubleworkday, beready to
hop in bed and be sexually enticing. For women theright to have
sex istheduty to havesex and to enjoy it (something whichisnot
expected of most jobs), whichiswhy there have been so many
investigations, in recent years, concerning which parts of our
body—whether the vaginaor the clitoris—are more sexually
productive.

But whether initsliberalized or itsmore repressive form, our
sexudity isgtill under control. Thelaw, medicine, and our economic
dependence on men, al guarantee that, although therulesare
loosened, spontaneity is ruled out of our sexual life. Sexual
repression withinthefamily isafunction of that control. (25)

Apart fromtheissueof sexudity, thisfilmisthestory of working women such
as ShireenAdaam, Leela, and Rihaana. Inthe neoliberal era, themarketis
open. It can provide numerousopportunitiesfor womento exploreand devel op
thelr independent identities, leading to aconstant desireto exploremore, as
seeninthecaseof these characters. On the one hand, thesewomen'sdesires,
and aspirationshave often been suppressed inthename of being awife, mother,
and so on. Shireen Adam wantsto work inthe salesand marketing sector to
earn better. Ledadesiresto goto Delhi with her lover Arshad to start abusiness,
and Rihaana, who stitches Burkhain her father’s Burkha shop, dreams of
becomingasinger.

Inthecontext of religion, itisworth highlighting that, ontheone hand, the
Burkha, asametaphor of constraints, seemingly restrictswomen characters,
whereaslater inthelast half an hour, we seeaspecia day for Rosie'sdream
ontheoccas on of Diwali. Hence, one can deduceit isnot only burkhawhich
restrictsthe desiring body of women but al so socially determined festivity,
which attemptsto repress and thereby organize their joyousnessaccording to
thedominant order of patriarchy. All thereligiouspracticesareequaly involved
inthisasone can see how Shrivastavahasdrawn Muslim male characters,
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whether it be Rihaana sfather or Shireen Adam’s husband. Both have been
depicted invery conservativeand even oppressiveways. At Rihaana shome,
the audience can seethat it was Rihaana sfather’s decision to send her to
college. However, the film neglectsthe day-to-day contradiction between
Rihaanaand her parents. Moreover, the film depicts Rihaanaas someone
who seesliberation in wearing jeans as she shoutsthe s ogan Jeans ka hakk
jeeneka hakk [theright to wear jeans, istheright tolivelife]. Thefilm could
beread asportraying the Bur kha as symbolizing oppresson, whereaswearing
jeansand applying lipstick become acts of liberation. One needsto keepin
mind that thelipstick- symbolizing erotic fantasy, asRos € svoiceover suggests,
remainsconfined under the Burkha. Hence, the potentia of liberation through
censored desire (of voiceover) isunder thedictatesof patriarchal oppression,
which can berealized only with the solidarity and hence, with the search for
collective. Ontheextreme, Shireen Adam’ shusband, who spendsmost of his
timein Saudi Arabia, seemsto consider women ashis sexual object and has
morethan onemarriage, which doesnot bresk the ereotypeor bring something
new for the audience about the representation of the Muslim community on
screen. Rather, it showsentrenched patriarchy inthe Mudim community. On
theother hand, Srivastavacritically engageswith the Diwali festival aswell
when Buaji wasthrown out. The entire city has been lit up with candles,
diyas, and lights. Everyoneisgoing tovisit thefair. On the contrary, onthe
same day, Rihaana sfather prohibited her from attending college, and her
mother was ordered to find aboy for her. Shireen has been raped by her
husband and L eela, whose marriage hasamost broken because of her sexual
relationship with another man, isconfused. Moreover, thereisasequence
when Buaji, asamotherly figurefor theentire society, has been thrown out of
the house by Ram (Usha'sbrother’ s son) and the other family members. This
isapertinent sequence around 4 minutes|ong inwhich sheiscollecting her
belongingsand suddenly falls (1:42:52-1:46:57). The space hasbeen it up
with diyas. Everyonehas become merely aspectator of thismoment. Inthe
background, we can also hear the sound of crackersand celebration. Diwali,
asafedtivd, iscdebrated inthe Hindu family systemto commemoratetheday
Lord Rama returned home. A ccording to Hindu mythology, Sta had to appear

232



In Search of Women's Collective: The Interplay between Individuality and Solidarity
in Lipstick Under My Burkha

for Agni Pariksha to prove her purity. Against this backdrop, Alankrita
Shrivastava seemsto be asserting women’s sexuality through her different
characters. Contrary to the usual endingsof thefilms, it doesnot providea
solution to the circumstances but takesthe audienceinto amorecritical, even
tragic situation. Perhaps she also intendsto portray the situation of today’s
women through Ushaand other characters, aswell asthe consequencesthey
might haveto bear, evenin the present times. Women have been preferred as
sex objectsbut not asactive sexua partners. Neverthel ess, thefilm doesnot
end on atragic note. In thefinal sequence, even though Shrivastava presents
thisinavery romanticized manner, al thesefour women sit together and start
focusing onthestory of Rosieand her Lipstick wal e sapne (1:46:58-1:50:00).
They findly light up cigarettesand laugh. Thisishow thefilmends. Overdl, the
film seems to underline the sexual aspect of the four women characters.
Nonetheless, the question ariseswhether thisfilmlimitsitself to theassertion
of women’ssexudity? Could thisthen bethevery limitation of thefilm?

Conclusion

Itissurprising that we hardly witnessany direct attempt by thesewomento
assert their rights by questioning the patriarchal tendencies of the family
structure, whichthey are part of. However, we certainly seetheir conversation
on how women have been suppressed in society. Beyond these narrativized
instances and conversations, thefilmic-text is pervaded with Rosi€’ serotic
fantasy. Though thefilm focuseson thelives of thesewomen, the character of
Rosiewith her eroticized desire allegorically connects these fragmented
narrationsinto acinematic poetry. It isasharp contrast with these women
whoidentify themselveswith thefictional character of Rosieand her erotica
but at the sametime, a so acknowledge the inconsistency between Rosie's
dream and their life. Can we call this simultaneous identification and
acknowledgement by these women an exampl e of sisterhood among them?
How doesthe spectator identify with theidentification of these characters
with the eroticaof lipstick wale sapne? What doesthisdoubleidentification
amount to? It seemspertinent to underline herethat some prominent cinematic
depictionsinthisdirection render thisbonding assisterhood (Ahmad et d.;
Thakur). Nonetheless, this article, while questioning this presupposed
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sisterhood, unpacks solidarity among thesewomen characters. Undoubtedly,
it envisagesan incipient collective. Parched and Lipstick Under My Burkha
succinctly underscoresthe potentia of women'scollectivestowardstheir end.
However, theendisunclear inthelatter. Thefilmisentirely silent on whether
itistheend of their pain or elseworseisyet to come. It entailsaprovocative
ending; however, itisunclear what provokesin them and the spectator?Isit
animpulsive provocation or acritical one?What sort of realizationisthis,
wherewomen find themsdvesinaroomtogether, withtheir limited participation
indecigon-making and an uncertain future? Doesn' t thisrender it asnumbness
instead of provocation? The entire situation meltsdown as RihaanaAbidi
says, “yeh stories hi sab gadbad kar deti hai, jhoot bolti hai ki humari
lives bhi Rosie jais ho sakti hai” [these stories are the ones that create
problems and liethat our lives can aso belike Rosie'slife]. Then Buaji
replied, “ Jhoot bolti hai par sapne dekhne ki himmat bhi deti hai” [itlies
but gives courage to dream]. However, the narration, in the background,
proceedswith adescription of Rosi€'slife, claiming that now shewould not
do anything in secret but would take the challenge herself. Moreover, that is
how Ros efindsthekey to her lifewith herself only. Withtheuncertainfuture,
Shrivastava seemingly opts for an open ending which unsettles us as
spectators. Wearel eft puzzled about their tomorrow and here, precisdy, double
identification worksaswe areidentifying with thesefour characterswho are
uncertain about their tomorrow. Nevertheless, they arelooking at themselves
through the gaze of Ros e and thereby negating the externalized male gaze.
Our encounter as spectators with the looks of these charactersviaRosi€’'s
gazewithinthevisudization of alit cigaretteand their laughter, opensthenarration
fromitsvery insdewhilergecting al possiblefuturesresiding here8Thisis
what theincipient collective of hereand now is premised upon, solidarity
among them, whichwould bring anew light into their lives. Undoubtedly, the
solidarity among thesewomenisaliberation for Srivastava. One can say that
thefilm’sfeminismisachieved by bringing thewomen together, possibly to
fight adifferent kind of oppression. Hence, the af orementi oned discussion of
thefilmspresents, inaway, theinterplay between individuaity and solidarity
among the women characters, and pointstowardsthe women’s collective
acrossdifferent social identities.
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End Notes

1 Mulvey, Laura. “Visual Pleasureand Narrative Cinema.” Filmand Theory, Robert
Stam and Toby Miller (ed.) Blackwell Publishers, 2000, pp. 483-494.

2 David Bordwell’s text Classical Hollywood Cinema: Narrational Principles
and Proceduresis based on theideathat a psychologically motivated individual
desiresto attain some goals and hence entersinto aconflict. The plot of thefilm
determines the time or duration within which he must accomplish a particular
task/goal. A deadlineisalso measured by acaendar, aclock or any timing machine.
Usually, the film’s ending sequence depicts the hero challenging the villain to
savetheheroinewithin 24 hours. The classical Syuzhet/plot dividesinto adouble
causal structure or plot lines: on the one hand, he engages in a heterosexual
romance and on the contrary, he desires to achieve some goals or to conquer
some conflict. Eventually, both these dual conflicts coincide at thetime of climax.
Finally, the character attains histargets and finally enjoysaromantic relationship
with hislover.

3. Lohana, Avinash, “ CBFC refusesto certify Prakash Jna sFilm‘ Lipstick Under my
Burkha.” Mumbai Mirror, 23 Feb., 2017, https://mumbai mirror.indiatimes.com/
entertai nment/bollywood/cbfc-refuses-to-certify-prakash-jhas-film-lipstick-
under-my-burkha/articleshow/57302257.cms.

4. TNN.“Muslim body boycotts‘Lipstick,” warnscrew & cast.” The Timesof India,
Bennett Coleman & Co. Ltd. 26 Feb, 2017, https:.//timesofindia.indiatimes.com/
city/bhopal/muslim-body-boycotts-lipstick-warns-crew-cast/articleshow/
57351203.cms

5 "Moretroublefor Prakash Jha'sLipstick Under My Burkha: Muslim body boycotts
film, threatens cast and crew,” InUTH, 26 Feb., 2017, https.//www.inuth.com/
entertai nment/bollywood/more-troubl e-for-prakash-jhas-li pstick-under-my-
burkha-muslim-body-boycotts-film-threatens-cast-and-crew/

6.  Vanitausestheterm Bombay cinema instead of Bollywood. See I ntroduction of
her book.

7. This could be connected to Madhava Prasad's thesis of undeclared ban on
kissing scenesinthe cinemaof 1970’sfor preserving Indian values, whereaswith
the neoliberal shift in the function of ideology, the act of kissismobilized under
the service of nationalism as depicted in Queen. In the former, the ideology
functions by hiding the act whereasin later it functions precisely by showingit.

8  "Finaly, four women laughed and lit up cigarettes. Here, we need to think about
the politics of what the cigarette symbolizes. Moreover, what isthe politics of it?
Thisisthe point that smoking equals liberation.” (Anupama Chopra)

235



indraprasth

WorksCited and Consulted

Agnes, Flavia. “Indecent Representation of Women.” Gender & Censorship,
edited by Brinda Bose, Women Unlimited, 2006, pp. 138—43.

Ahmad, Farhan, et al. “ Parched: An Archetypal and Cinematic Representation
of Sisterhood.” Journal of Education Culture and Society, vol. 14,
no. 2, Sept. 2023, pp. 414-24. https://doi.org/10.15503/
jecs2023.2.414.424.

Althusser, Louis. “Ideology & ldeological State Apparatuses (Notes towards
an Investigation).” Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays,
tranglated by Ben Brewster, Monthly Review Press, 1971, pp. 127-86.

Bhave, Nihit. “Lipstick Under My Burkha Movie Review {4/5}: The Movie
May Not Drastically Change Things for Women, but 1t'll Certainly
Smudge a Few Boundary Lines.” The Times of India, 21 July 2017,
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/entertainment/hindi/movie-reviews/
lipstick-under-my-burkha/movie-review/59645392.cms.

Bordwell, David. “Classical Hollywood Cinema: Narrational Principles and
Procedures.” Narrative, Apparatus, |deology: A Film Theory Reader,
edited by Philip Rosen, ColumbiaUniversity Press, 1986, pp. 17-34.

Bose, Brinda. “Introduction.” Gender & Censorship, edited by Brinda Bose,
Women Unlimited, 2006, pp. xiii—xIvi.

Dasgupta, Shamita Das. “Feminist Consciousness in Woman-Centered Hindi
Films.” The Journal of Popular Culture, vol. 30, no. 1, Summer 1996,
pp. 173-89. Wiley Online Library, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0022-
3840.1996.00173.X.

Federici, Silvia. “Why Sexuality Is Work.” Revolution at Point Zero:
Housework, Reproduction and Feminist Sruggle, PM Press, 2012,
pp. 23-27.

Ghosh, Abhija. “ Curiosity, Consent and Desirein Masaan (2015), Pink (2016),
Lipstick Under My Burkha (2016) and Veere Di Wedding (2018).”
‘Bad’ Women of Bombay Films: Sudiesin Desire and Anxiety, edited
by Saswati Sengupta, SampaRoy, and Sharmila Purkayastha, Palgrave
Macmillan, 2019, pp. 331-43.

Ghosh, Shohini. Fire: A Queer Film Classic. Arsena Pulp Press, 2010.

—. “The Troubled Existence of Sex and Sexuality: Feminists Engage with
Censorship.” Gender & Censorship, edited by Brinda Bose, Women
Unlimited, 2006, pp. 255-85.

236



In Search of Women's Collective: The Interplay between Individuality and Solidarity
in Lipstick Under My Burkha

Hansen, Miriam. “Pleasure, Ambivalence and Identification: Valentino and
Female Spectatorship.” Sardom: Industry of Desire, edited by
Christine Gledhill, Routledge, 1991, pp. 262-86.

o4, yend, ‘fouResd sfex A gl qdT Rey’, 20 July 2017, https://
navbharattimes.indiatimes.com/movie-masti/movie-review/lipstick-
under-my-burkha-movie-review-in-hindi/moviereview/59647547.cms.

Kapoor, Arushi. “ 11 Reasons Why Queen isthe Most Feminist Film of Recent
Years.” Vagabomb, 28 Apr. 2015,

Kapur, Ratna. “Who Draws the Line?: Feminist Reflections on Speech and
Censorship.” Gender & Censorship, edited by Brinda Bose, Women
Unlimited, 2006, pp. 185-241.

Lohana, Avinash. “ CBFC Refusesto Certify Prakash Jha sFilm Lipstick Under
My Burkha” Mumbai Mirror, 23 Feb. 2017, https://mumbaimirror.
indiatimes.com/entertainment/bollywood/cbfc-refuses-to-certify-
prakash-jhas-film-lipstick-under-my-burkha/arti cleshow/57302257.cms.

Mazumdar, Ranjani. “Desiring Women.” Bombay Cinema: An Archive of the
City, University of Minnesota Press, 2007, pp. 79-109.

—. “Dialectic of Public and Private: Representation of Women in Bhoomika
and Mirch Masala.” Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 26, no. 43,
26 Oct. 1991, pp. WS81-WS84. https://www.epw.in/system/files/pdf/
1991 26/43/dialectic_of public_and private representation_ of _
women_in_bhoomika and_mirch_masala.pdf.

“More Trouble for Prakash Jha's Lipstick Under My Burkha: Muslim Body
BoycottsFilm, Threatens Cast and Crew.” INnUTH, 26 Feb. 2017, https./
/www.inuth.com/entertai nment/bollywood/more-troubl e-for-prakash-
jhas-lipstick-under-my-burkha-muslim-body-boycotts-film-threatens-
cast-and-crew/.

Movie Talkies. “Lipstick Under My Burkha Trailer Launch Full HD Video |
Ekta Kapoor, Ratna Pathak, Konkona Sen.” YouTube, uploaded by
Movie Talkies, 27 June 2017, https://www.youtube.com/
watchv=RY(Qq71BY 2u;8.

Mulvey, Laura. “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Film and Theory:
An Anthology, edited by Robert Stam and Toby Miller, Blackwell
Publishers, 2000, pp. 483-94.

Niranjana, Tejaswini. “Question for Feminist Film Studies.” Gender &
Censor ship, edited by BrindaBose, Women Unlimited, 2006, pp. 286—
9.

237



indraprasth

Prasad, M. Madhava. Ideology of the Hindi Cinema: A Historical
Construction. Oxford University Press, 1998.

Sathe, Namrata Rele. The Neoliberal Self in Bollywood: Cinema, Popular
Culture, and Identity. Intellect Books, 2024.

Shah, Naseem. “5 Indian Women That Became the ‘ Firsts' of Indian Cinema.”
BookMyShow, 2 Feb. 2018, https://in.bookmyshow.com/entertainment/
movies’hindi/5-indian-women-that-became-the-firsts-of-indian-cinema.

Sharma, Aditya. “ Our Responseto These 3 Films Showsthe Kind of Feminism
We Find ‘Acceptable’.” Youth Ki Awaaz, 28 Oct. 2016, https://
www.youthkiawaaz.com/2016/10/feminism-in-bollywood-cinemal.

TNN. “Muslim Body Boycotts ‘Lipstick,” Warns Crew & Cast.” The Times of
India, 26 Feb. 2017, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/bhopal/
muslim-body-boycotts-lipstick-warns-crew-cast/articleshow/
57351203.cms.

Thakur, Sneha. “Locating Female Solidarity and Sisterhood in Pagglait.” The
Criterion: An International Journal in English, vol. 12, no. 4, Aug.
2021, pp. 350-60. https://www.the-criterion.com/V 12/n4/FL 02.pdf.

Vanita, Ruth. Dancing with the Nation: Courtesans in Bombay Cinema.
Speaking Tiger, 2017.

238



Voicesof Resistance: A Feminist Reading of Gauhar
Jaan and Begum Akhtar in Indian Classical Music

Moumita Biswas

Abstract

Thisarticlepresentsafeminist reading of thelivesand legaciesof two significant
atigsinIndiandassca musc, Gauhar Jaan and BegumAkhtar. They navigated
complex social structures shaped by courtesan traditions, the recording
industry, and asociety that celebrated and stigmati sed women performers.
Gauhar Jaan, one of India’ searliest recording artists, challenged Victorian
morality and colonial scrutiny. She controlled her voice, publicimage, and
modesof self-representation, reconfiguring possibilitiesfor femaleagency in
modern musical culture. Begum Akhtar, revered asthe Mallika-e-Ghazal
transformed persona lossand ingtitutional exclusioninto apowerful musical
idiom. Shereclaimed the ghazal asaspacefor feminineemotion, dissent, and
intellectud seriousness. Thearticlehighlightstheintersectionsof gender, class,
performance, and art. It argues that music functioned for both artistsasa
livelihood and asaradical mode of self-assertion withinapatriarcha socia
structure. It also critically engages with colonial modernity, nationalist
discourses, and early recording technol ogiesto show how women artistswere
varioudy remembered, erased, or romanticised inthe historiography of Indian
classcd musc.

K eywords. Women performersin SouthAsia; Tawaif (Courtesan Tradition);
Intersectiondity; Coloniad Modernity

Introduction

The contributions of women to Indian classical music have long been
margindized withindominant cultural narratives, whichtendto prioritizemale
virtuosity and thetransmission of musical knowledgethrough therevered guru-
shishya (teacher-student) lineages. These narratives oftenignorethe crucial
rolesthat women, particularly thosefrom the courtesan tradition, have played
in shaping themusical landscape. Thisarticle seeksto explorethelivesand
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legaciesof twoiconicfemdeperformers, Gauhar Jaan (1873-1930) and Begum
Akhtar (1914-1974) who, despite the deeply gendered and socidly stratified
contextsof colonia and postcolonia India, became central figuresinIndian
classcd music. By exploringtheir careersthrough afeminist and intersectiona
lens, thisarticlearguesthat these women were not merely passive subjectsof
societd normsbut actively engaged in cultura resistanceand saf-fashioning,
thereby reshaping therolesof womenin the public sphereof music.

The courtesan, or tawaif tradition, often romanticized as the kotha
(courtesan house) culture played afoundational rolein the devel opment of
Hindustani classicad music. Courtesanswere morethan mereentertainers; they
were skilled musicians, poets, dancers, and connoisseurs of art and culture.
Their rolewas complex, asthey were not only entertainersfor the elite but
adsoguardiansof therich culturd traditionsthat formed the bedrock of classical
music. Genres such asthuni, dadra, and ghazal, which would later come
todefinelndian dlassca music, found their rootswithin the courtesan tradiition.
Thesemusical formswereinherently emotional, centered onthemesof love,
longing, and devotion, often expressed through intricatelyricsand delicate
melodic structures. However, despitetheir immense cultural contributions,
courtesansfaced severe stigmeatization, especially ascolonial mora discourses
and emerging nationdist ethos began to reshape societa vaues. Thecolonial
administration’smoralistic stance on sexudity and respectability, combined
withthenationalistided of a‘pure’ domesticwoman, ledtothegradud erasure
of the courtesan’s contributionsfrom the cultural fabric of India. Courtesans,
once seen as symbol s of both artistic and erotic power, became associated
withmord corruption (Sampath 254). Thenationalist movement, whileaiming
toreclam India’scultural heritage, often digned itself with bourgeoisideals
that championed thefigure of the domesticated woman, thereby relegating the
courtesan to the margins of social and cultural life. Thisideological shift
effectively silenced thevoicesof women who had historicaly been central to
the creation and transmission of Indian classica music.

Among these silenced voices, Gauhar Jaan standsout asone of thefirst
I ndian women to break through the barriers of both gender and class. Born
intoaChrigianAnglo-Indianfamily, sheroseto prominenceinthelatenineteenth
and early twentieth centuries and became one of thefirst performersto be
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recorded by the Gramophone Company in 1902. Her recordings were a
sgnificant eventinthe history of Indian music, asthey marked atechnological

and cultura convergence between thetraditiond art of Hindustani music and
the emerging modern world. Gauhar Jaan’s engagement with recording
technol ogy signified both defiance againgt the stigmas surrounding her identity
asacourtesan and her ability to adapt to colonial modernity. Inan erawhere
women were often excluded from public musica performance, Gauhar Jaan's
success helped challengethe prevailing normsthat sought to limit women to
private, domestic spheres. While Gauhar Jaan’slegacy was shaped by the
colonia context of her time, Begum Akhtar, who roseto prominenceinthe
twentieth century, inherited and redefined thistradition in apostcolonia world.

Begum Akhtar, often referred to asthe * Queen of Ghazals,” had amusical

career that spanned several decades. Like GauharJaan, her backgroundin
the courtesan tradition deeply influenced her musical expression. However,

by thetime BegumAkhtar emerged onthe public stage, Indiawasnavigating
the complexitiesof independence, partition, and thetransformetion of itscultura

identity. Asafemal e artist in amale-dominated world, Akhtar’ sassociation
withtheemotional and‘feminine genreslikethuni, dadra, and ghazal made
her an unconventiona figurein the broader musicological canon, which still

held malevirtuosity in higher esteem. In many ways, both women’scareers
reflect abroader shift inthemusical landscape of colonial and postcolonial

India. The courtesan tradition, once central to the development of Indian
classical music, was gradually displaced by a moreinstitutionalized and
patriarchd musicsyseminthepodst-colonid era. Thisshift not only marginaized
women but a so undermined the cultura legitimacy of thegenresthat women
like Gauhar Jaan and Begum Akhtar had so skillfully cultivated. Despitethis,

both women persisted in carving out their placewithin the cultural fabric of

India, recongtituting what it meant to be afemal e artist. The significance of

their contributions goes beyond their musical talent. By navigating the
intersection of colonial and nationalist politics, gendered expectations, and
cultural transformation, both Gauhar Jaan and Begum Akhtar enacted aform
of self-fashioning that alowed themto transcend thelimitationsplaced ontheir
identities. Intheir music, they not only performed traditional compositionsbut
alsoreinterpreted and reshaped them, investing them with personal meaning
and defying the boundaries of genreand gender. Theerasure of thecourtesan’s
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rolein thedevelopment of Hindustani music, particularly inthe postcolonia
era, hashad long-lasting effects. It isimportant to reexaminethe contributions
of thesewomen through thelensof cultural history and feminist scholarship.

Gauhar Jaan: Self-Fashioningand thePublic Sphere

Gauhar Jaan’scareer representsapowerful instance of feminist self-assertion
within the complex sociocultural landscape of colonia India. Asoneof the
first femaleartiststo record her voice on the gramophone, shewasnot just a
performer but so asdf-aware creator who actively shaped her public persona

Thedeclaration, “My nameis Gauhar Jaan,” which beginsher famousearly
gramophonerecordings, isapowerful statement of identity and authorship. It
encapsul atesthereclamation of her publicimage, adeclaration of ownership
over her artistic output at atimewhen women'sparticipation in public cultura

life was often heavily policed (Sampath 147). The advent of recording
technology marked a transformation in how music was consumed and
digtributed, and for Gauhar, it provided an opportunity to transcend thephysicd

and geographicd limitationsimposed onfema e performers. Early gramophone
recordings, asAmanda\We dman notes, played acrucia rolein expanding the
scope of musical circulation, particularly for women’svoices, which had
traditionally been confined to the private spaces of elite courtsor salons. By
recording her music, Gauhar Jaan made her voiceaccessibleto amuch larger
audience, breaking through thegendered spatia boundariesthat had previoudy
limited women’spublic performances. Theability to circulate her voiceona
masssca eadlowed her to participatein shaping themusical cultureof thetime,
creating alegacy that resonated far beyond the elite urban centerswhere her
live performanceswereprimarily heard (We dman 116). Gauhar’ scommercid

successwas ot just dueto her musical talentsbut also to her strategic use of
technology and her publicimage. Thevisual representation of her on early
record labels, often depicted in elaborate, opulent attire, isemblematic of her
meastery over both the sonic and visua €ementsof performance. Theseimages,
combined with her exceptional musical abilities, created apublic personathat
was both commanding and feminine, resisting traditional gender normsthat
sought to restrict women to the private sphere. As her recordingscircul ated,
Gauhar became afigure who symbolized both cultural sophistication and
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€economic agency, carving out aspacefor womenin themae-dominated world
of public performance. Gauhar Jaan remains one of the most prolific and
versatilemus ciansof early twentieth-century India, and iscompetent in genres
such asKhayal and Dadra. These genreswere considered to be masculine
and moretechnical in nature. Among her most significant compositionsare
“RasKeBhare ToreNain,” “Mere Man Liyo Cheen,” “Baasuri baaj rahi
dhun madhur” etc. (Sampath 376). These compositions exemplify her
command over sringararasa, bol-oriented expressivity, rhythmic precision,
and her pioneering adaptation of courtesan aestheticstothetempora discipline
of thegramophone. Collectively, her recordingscongtituteavital sonicarchive,
preserving multiplegenerationsof Hindustani musical knowledge. Inasociety
wherewomen who performed in public were often viewed with suspicion or
mord disdain, Gauhar’ ssuccesswasgroundbreaking. Shenot only performed
publicly but alsoins sted on receiving adequate compensation for her work, a
movethat positioned her as one of the highest-paid performersof her time
(Sampath xvii). It can be argued that Gauhar Jaan’ sinsistence on controlling
her career and negotiating her financial termswasaradical act of economic
and symbolic resistance. She effectively rejected thetraditional notion that
women should be passive reci pients of male patronage, instead demanding
agency over her financial and artistic endeavors. Thiswassignificant inthe
broader context of colonia India, wherethe cultural and economiclandscapes
wereshaped by both British colonia ruleand entrenched patriarchal structures.

Gauhar Jaan'slifeand legacy ultimately compel arethinking of how
technol ogy, gender, and cultural labour intersect within the history of Indian
classical music. The gramophone enabled her to claim authorship, circulate
her voice beyond elite and gender-segregated spaces, and assert economic
agency a amoment whenwomen’spublic performancewas subject tointense
moral regulation. AsAmanda\We dman argues, early recording technologies
fundamentally atered the terms on whichwomen’svoicesentered the public
sphere, expanding visbility whilesmultaneoudy subjecting performersto new
forms of abstraction and scrutiny (Weidman 74). Gauhar Jaan’s career
exemplifiesboth the possibilitiesand limitsof thistransformation. Despite
extraordinary fame, commercid success, and artigtic authority, her find years—
marked by ill health, financial depletion, and social isolation—exposethe
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structura precarity of women performerswhaoselabour generated immense
cultura vauewithout guaranteeing long-term security (Sampath xvii). Froma
feminist courtesan-studi es perspective, this contradiction revealshow the
tawaif’svoice could bearchived, celebrated, and endlesdy reproduced, even
asher body and materia well-being remained vulnerableto patriarchal, legal,
andfamilia digpossesson. Yet Gauhar Jean’ senduring sonic archive—spanning
morethantwenty languagesand multipleclassica and semi-classica genres—
continuesto disrupt narrativesthat margindize courtesan contributionstomusical
modernity. Her career, thus, stands as a foundational precedent for
contemporary women artistswho strategically use mediatechnol ogiesto assert
self-representation, cregtive control, and economicindependence. Inpreserving
both brilliance and | oss, Gauhar Jaan’ srecordings demand to beread not only
asmusica heritage but asfeminist cultural textsthat exposethe uneven costs
of women'sentry into modern public culture.

Reconstitution of the Ghazal: Feminine Subjectivity in VVoice

Begum Akhtar, born Akhtaribai Faizabadi in 1914 in Faizabad, Uttar Pradesh,
isasgnificant figureof Hindustani classicd music. Emerging fromtheculturaly
densemilieu of early twentieth-century North India, her lifeand career bridged
the courtesan tradition and the consolidation of modern Indianmusic. Trained
under eminent ustads such as Ustad Imdad K han and AtaM ohammed K han,
she attained exceptional mastery over the ghazal, thunri, and dadra,
eventually earning the honorific Mallika-e-Ghazal (Qureshi, “1n Search of”
97). Her artistic trajectory unfolded amid profound political and social
transformations, including the nationalist movement and the reconfiguration of
women'srolesin public culture. Despite operating within adeeply patriarcha
musi cal economy and facing themora stigmaattached to women performers,
Begum Akhtar’s artistry reconstituted the ghazal as a space of feminine
subjectivity, emotional authority, and aesthetic agency. Begum Akhtar’s
engagement with thunri and ghazal illustratesthe gradual transformation of a
courtesan-inflected expressiveidiom into amodern concert aesthetic. Peter
Manuel’sanalysisof her thumri “Koyeliya Mat Kar Pukar” isparticularly
illuminating. Thetext, “ Don't cry out, cuckoo, your cal islikeadagger inmy
heart,” draws upon the Meghad(ta trope associated with Kalidasa, wherein
natura elementsfunction asmessengersof longing and separation (Manuel,

244



Voices of Resistance: A Feminist Reading of Gauhar Jaan and Begum Akhtar in
Indian Classical Music

Thumri 12-13). BegumAkhtar intensifiesthisclassical conceit not through
dramatic excess but through mel odic restraint and affective compression. Her
vocd ddivery privilegesemationd concentration over ornamentation, allowing
grief to register asan inward, sustained experience. Similarly, inthe dadra
“ AePapihaldhar Main Bhi,” trand ated as* Oh cuckoo, | too am here,” her
decisionto render theantara®or thefinal stanzain freerhythm without tabla
accompaniment foregroundstheflexibility of Urdu lyricismand momentarily
suspendsrhythmicdiscipline. Thisaesthetic choiceunderscoresher prioritization
of textual affect over tala-driven? virtuosity.

Oneof theformative momentsin Akhtar’s career wasthe 1934 Bihar
earthquake relief concert, where her performance received public
acknowledgment from Sarojini Naidu, encouraging her to pursuerigorous
musical training. Intheearly 1930s, her association with the East IndiaFilm
Company in Cal cuttaexpanded her cultural reach and economic standing.
Appearing in films such as Ek Din Ki Badshahat (1933), Nal Damayanti
(1933), Ameena (1934), and Mumtaz Begum (1934), she achieved parall €l
careersin cinemaand classical music (Mukherjee45). Marriagein 1945to
I shtiag Ahmed Abbasi marked a decisiverupturein her career. Renamed
BegumAkhtari, shewithdrew from public performancefor severa years—a
slencethat exacted aseveretoll on her health and emotional well-being. Her
returnto musicin 1949, through broadcastsat All IndiaRadio in Lucknow,
was marked by intense emotional release, underscoring the extent to which
performancewasinseparablefrom her sense of self. Subsequent selective
engagementswith film music, including collaborationswith Madan Mohan,
and her cameo appearancein Satygjit Ray’s Jalsaghar (1958), positioned
her withinaregime of cultural respectability, wheretheghazal circulated as
high art rather than courtesan entertainment. A closelistening to ghazalssuch
as “Ae Mohabbat Tere Anjaam Pe Rona Aaya” trandated as “Oh love,
tears come upon seeing your end” and “ Kuchh To Duniya Ki Inayaat Ne Dil
Tod Diya” trandated as“ Some of the world’skindnesses have broken my
heart” revealsBegumAkhtar’ sdi stinctive approach to poetic articul ation. She
trestseach sher*asan autonomousemotiond unit, frequently inserting strategic
pausesthat heighten semantic and affectiveresonance. Rather than deploying
exquisitetaans, sherelieson subtle meends', e ongated vowels, and controlled
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vibrato to foreground poetic meaning (Ranade 112-14). Thedow, deliberate
unfolding of melody invitesthelistener into an intimate psychological space,
transforming the ghazal®into aconfessional modeof listening.

From a gendered perspective, Begum Akhtar’s ghazals articulate a
feminized subjectivity that isreflective rather than demonstrative. Whilethe
ghazal tradition historicaly voiced desirethrough apredominantly masculine
lyricd ‘I, her performancesre-inscribethissubject position throughawoman's
embodied experience of love, abandonment, and social constraint. Feminist
musi col ogists have noted that her singing internalizes emotion rather than
projecting it outward through spectacle, producing what AmandaWeidman
termsaformof “voicedinteriority” characteristic of twentieth-century female
classical performers(180-82). Thisinwardnessmarksadecisive shift from
the courtesan’sdirect addressto patronstoward aconcert-oriented aesthetic
of restraint and respectability. Technologically, Begum Akhtar’srecordings
for All IndiaRadio and commercid labe swereingrumentd instandardizinga
slow-tempo, text-centric ghazal style that became normative for later
generations. Themicrophoneamplified nuancesof breeth, timbre, and pause,
enabling an affective vulnerability that would havebeen difficult tosustainin
pre-amplified performance contexts. Inthissense, her ghazalsexemplify how
recording technology facilitated new forms of emotional intimacy while
simultaneously reinforcing ideals of feminine decorum and controlled
expressveness(Weidman 257). Theghazal, withitsPersianand Arabic roots,
had historically articulated love, longing, and losslargely through masculine
poetic voi ces, rel egating women'sdesireto the marginsof cultural expression.
BegumAkhtar’sinterpretationsprofoundly atered thisdynamic. Drawing upon
her position asawoman navigating public performance, her ghazal sbecame
complex articul ations of feminine emotional landscapesrather than passive
reproductions of romantic sorrow (Qureshi, “In Search of” 121). In this
recongtitution, her artistry resonateswith Judith Butler’ snotion of performativity,
wherein identity is enacted through repeated gestures, including artistic
expression (173). Her voice, thus, emergesasan embodied form of resistance,
challenging exclusionary musica traditionsby asserting adigtinctly feminine
emotiveauthority. Her temporary withdrawal from public performance after
marriagereflectsnationdist ided sthat sought to rdl ocatewomenwithin domestic
space, aprocess Partha Chatterjeeidentifiesin hisformulation of the* new
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woman” under colonia modernity (130). Yet Begum Akhtar’sreturnto the
stage constituted aquiet but powerful act of defiance. By reasserting her
presence, she disrupted the normativetraectory that demanded women's
retreat from public culturd life, reclaiming autonomy asboth artist and subject
(Qureshi, “In Search of” 128). Begum Akhtar’slegacy thus extendsbeyond
musical excellence. By transforming the ghazal into avessel for feminine
subjectivity, she expanded itsemotional and socia possibilities, creating a
space wherewomen'’ svoices both literal and metaphorical, could be heard
(Qureshi 112). Her reconstitution of theghazal standsasafeminist cultural

intervention, blending aesthetic discipline with an insistence on women’s
expressive agency. Asbell hooksremindsus, “themarginisasiteof radica

possibility, agpaceof resstance’ (207). For BegumAkhtar, theghazal became
precisely such amargin, yet resonant space where silenced femalevoices
couldreclamemotiona, artistic, and socid presencewithin twentieth-century
Indianmusica culture.

Colonial M oder nity and the Gender ed Reception of Music

Theadvent of colonia modernity profoundly reshagped the patronage structures
and institutional contexts of Indian classical music, bringing with it both
opportunitiesand congraintsfor women performers. Prior to colonialism, music
inIndiahad been deeply embedded within courtly andtempletraditions, where
femaeperformers, epecialy courtesans, played asignificant rolein preserving
andtranamitting oral and performativetraditions. However, with the decline of
princely courtsduring the British colonia period and therise of more public
formsof patronage such as public concerts, gramophonerecords, and radio
broadcasts, femal e performershad to navigate anincreasingly complex field
of visibility and surveillance (Qureshi, “In Search of” 104). Inthe colonial
period, orientalist discourseand colonial ethnography often exoticized and
eroticized thefema e performer, positioning her asasymbol of anidedized yet
moraly dubiouspast (Qureshi 109). The colonid gaze, imbued with Victorian
notions of respectability, frequently conflated women'’sartistic agency with
their status as courtesans, thus rendering their musical contributions less
legitimate. Figureslike Gauhar Jaan were caught in this paradox; while her
musical talent waswidely cel ebrated, colonia writingsoften sought totieher
artisticidentity to the stereotype of the courtesan, portraying her asafigure
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whose artistic and intellectual agency was overshadowed by her perceived
sexudity and socid satus(Qureshi, “ FemaeAgency” 319). Similarly, Begum
Akhtar, another towering figurein Indian classcal music, faced romanticized
portrayalsinwhich her personal strugglesand marginalization were often
overlooked. Colonid and nationalist narrativestended to obscurethe structura
exclusonsthat women likeAkhtar faced, both as courtesansand aswomenin
a male-dominated industry. These portrayals were often marked by a
melancholic aesthetic, whereAkhtar’ svoicewas cel ebrated for itsemotional
depth; but the complexities of her identity, particularly her status as a
marginalized woman were minimized. Thistendency to romanticize and
commodify femaevoicesisaso evident intheearly Indian musicindustry,
wherewomen’s contributionswere commodified for their market value, yet
their historical significance was often neglected. As Manuel argues, the
commodification of fema evoicesintherecordingindustry hel ped popularize
them but ssimultaneoudy excluded them from the historiographiesof Indian
classca music. Thesefemale performers, thoughimmensaly popular intheir
time, were often rel egated to the margins of musical discourse, their artistry
obscured by acombination of colonia, patriarchal, and nationalist agendas
(Manud 161). Thenationaist movement of thelate 19th and early 20th centuries
further contributed to the marginalization of womeninIndian classical music
by pushing for theingtitutiondization and sandardi zation of music. Figureslike
Vishnu Narayan Bhatkhande sought to systematize ragas and talas and
establishaunified theory of Indian classical music based ontextud traditions
and dassca schools. Thisprocessof indtitutiondization, however, oftenfavored
male performersand the gur u-shi shya parampar a (teacher-student tradition),
which was deeply entrenched in patriarchal structures. The narratives
surrounding thesetraditionsidealized the male guru asthe centra figure of
musi ca transmission, whilesddining theimportant role of women, particularly
thosefrom the courtesan and lower-class backgrounds, who had historically
played acentra rolein the preservation and performance of classica music
(Subramanian 55). Both Gauhar Jaan and Begum Akhtar, despite their
condderablecontributionstothefidd, werelargdy excluded fromtheemerging
ingtitutional canon of Indian classical musicthat wasbeing formalized during
thisperiod. They wereerased fromthe‘ official’ history of classical music,
even though their popularity, expertise, and significant contributionsto the
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genre were undisputed. The focus on male performers, and the sanitized
representation of classical musicwithin nationalist ideol ogies, rendered their
legaciesinvisibleinofficia narrativesof Indian music. Bhatkhande' swork,
which sought to systematizeand ' purify’ thetradition, ignored theord traditions
of courtesans, preferring to institutionalize a male-dominated canon that
emphasi zed textua knowledgeand orthodox transmission (Subramanian 56).

Thus, the nationaist discourse not only denied women like Gauhar Jaan
and Begum Akhtar aplacein theingtitutionalized canon, but it also sanitized
thediverse and often complex waysinwhich Indian classical music had been
passed down, particularly through the courtesan tradition. Thecommodification
of musi c through modern technol ogies such asgramophonerecordsand radio
did offer thesewomen aplatform, but it also reinforced their marginalized
gatusby commodifying their talentsrather than recognizing them asintellectua
or artistic agentsin their own right. Male musicians and the gur u-shishya
tradition weredevated to aposition of authenticity, whilethe courtesantradition,
along with the women who occupied it, was relegated to the margins of
respectability and ingtitutiona history (Manuel 161).

Memory, Erasure, and the Gender Politicsof Historiography

Thelegacy of Gauhar Jaan and Begum Akhtar remains paradoxical; they are
smultaneoudy cdebrated and margindised within thehistoriography of Indian
classical music. Whiletheir voicesecho acrosstime, onrecordings, radio, and
popular media, their presenceinformal musicological texts, institutional
curricula, or canonical discoursesof Hindustani classical musicisstrikingly
limited. This erasure reflects what feminist scholar Lata Mani terms the
“gendered paliticsof retrievad,” wherewomen'shigtoriesaresdectively archived
to conform to dominant cultural narratives (Mani 157). Thelivesof Gauhar
Jaan and Begum Akhtar are frequently revisited through romanticised
biographies or nostalgic documentari esthat emphasi se aesthetic charm over
structura critique. For ingtance, Gauhar Jaan’ sflamboyant persona, her horse-
drawn carriages, silk sarees, and cosmopolitan flair, often overshadows her
musical contributions as one of the earliest artists to embrace recording
technology in colonial India(Sampath 45). Her pioneering rolein adapting
Hindustani musicfor thethree-minuteformat required by gramophonerecords
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isaggnificant innovation, yetisrarely andysedin seriousmusicological terms
(Weidman 47). Likewise, Begum Akhtar, cel ebrated asMallika-e-Ghazal, is
often cast asamelancholic divawhose voice embodies“timeless’ emotion
(Qureshi “In Search of” 41-50). However, thismystification glossesover her
caste/religious background, struggles with institutional patriarchy, her
ingtitutionalisation for menta hedthissues, andthemora scrutiny sheendured
asaperformer associated with the tawaif tradition (Kothari 274-290). As
Urvashi Butalianotes, the construction of women’shistoriesin SouthAsia
oftenfollowsapattern of “partia remembrance,” which displacesthepolitica
agency of women by recasting them astragic or exceptional figures(12-15).
Thesdectiverecuperation of Gauhar and Akhtar in popular memory exemplifies
thispattern, whereby their radica engagements, with performance, gendered
space, and public modernity are domesticated into palatableicons. Their
subversive actsof self-fashioning, public performance, and refusal to retreat
into domesticity arerarely foregrounded informal historiesof Indian music.
Instead, their stories are often recuperated within apatriarchal framework
that commodifiestheir voice while obscuring their dissent. The absence of
thesewomen from conservatory curriculum and scholarly anthologieson Indian
classical musicisnot incidental but symptomatic of the structura exclusions
that definethe canon. AsAnjali Arondekar argues, archival silencearound
marginalised subjectsespeciadly women, courtesans, and queer figuresdo not
denote absencebut arefusal of legitimacy by dominant epistemol ogies(3-5).
Inthislight, thememory of Gauhar Jaan and Begum Akhtar must be read not
only ashistorical fact but al so asacontested site where gender, caste, and
modernity collide.

Conclusion

Gauhar Jaan and Begum Akhtar occupy aunique and paradoxical spacein
Indian classical music aswomen whoseartistic brilliance not only enabled
their surviva inpatriarcha cultura milieusbut also allowed themto shapethe
very aesthetic and sonic contours of modern Hindustani music. Both figures
emerged from thetradition of courtesan performers, aspace historicaly rich
inartistic refinement but s multaneously marked by socio-moral stigma. As
performers of thumri, dadra, and ghazal genres often feminised and
margindised within classica hierarchiesthey negotiated the complex terrain of
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vishility, voice, and valuein asociety that prized their artistry while policing
their bodiesand socid legitimacy (Qureshi “ FemaeAgency” 319). Afeminist
reading of their trgjectories reveals not only the gendered dynamics of
performance but al so theintersectionsof caste, class, and colonia modernity
that shaped the conditions of cultural production. Gauhar Jaan, bornto an
Armenian-Britishmother and an Indianfather, Srategicdly reinvented herself
asan Indo-Muslim tawaif to align with the dominant aesthetic and social
expectationsof North Indian courtly culture. Her recording of over six hundred
songson gramophonefrom 1902 onwardsannouncing “My nameis Gauhar
Jaan” at theend of each marked acritica moment in the technol ogisation and
commodification of musicin colonia India, withawoman at theforefront of
thistransformation (Farrell 36). Thisact wasnot merely performativebut also
declarative, an assertion of authorship, identity, and presencein an emerging
public spherethat was dismissive about femal e autonomy. Begum Akhtar
emerged fromamilieuwherethe courtesan tradition intersected with therising
nationalist imagination of womanhood. Her musical career, which spanned
mehfils, radio, cinema, and national concerts, reflected the tensions of
postcolonial respectability politics. Even asshegained nationa recognition,
being awvarded the PadmaShri and PadmaBhushan, her liferemained enmeshed
inquestionsof propriety and emotiond vulnerability, often romanticised through
narratives of melancholy and longing (Qureshi, “In Search of” 128). Her
embodiment of thetragic malika-e-ghazal personaoften obscured thepolitical
labor of surviva, negotiation, and mastery that underpinned her career.

Theseartists goriesilluminatehow womenintheperformingartscarved
out autonomous spaces of agency in acontext where normative femininity
wasdefined through silence, domedticity, andinvishbility. Feminist scholar Susan
McClary hasargued that musical performance by women often unsettles
dominant auditory regimespos ng achalengenot only to aesthetic conventions
but also to socio-political hierarchiesof who can speak and be heard (35). In
thissense, thevoices of Gauhar Jaan and Begum Akhtar function as counter-
archivesor aura testimoniesthat resst historica erasureand gendered silencing.
Women musi cians have often been written out of musicological canons, their
contributionsdismissed as“light” or peripheral compared to the supposedly
masculine gravitas of khayal or dhrupad traditions (McClary 40). The
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institutionalisation of Indian classical musi ¢ through sabhas, conservatories,
andAll IndiaRadio frequently codified respectability by excluding courtesan-
trained performersor shaping them within paatable biographica tropes. Gauhar
Jaan and BegumAkhtar areremembered, but often through alensof nostagia,
romanticism, or exceptionalism, rather than critical engagement with the
structura exclusionsthey negotiated. Asfeminist historian Antoinette Burton
remindsus, archivesare not neutral repositories but are shaped by power,
omission, andideologica work (4). Themarginalisation of women like Gauhar
Jaan and Begum Akhtar in dominant narratives of classical music reflects
broader patriarchal modes of memory production. It isalso to expand our
understanding of what congtitutes* classicd’ music, foregrounding thehybrid,
affective, and performative practi cesthat thesewomen embodied. Inplacing
Gauhar Jaan and Begum Akhtar at the centre of analysis, we are urged to
listen not only to their songs but to the histories, silences, and resonances
embedded within them. Thelr lives compel us to ask, whose voices are
preserved in the canon, and whose are deemed too unstabl e, emotional, or
deviant to count ashistory.

End Notes

1. Antara, the second stanza or verse in Hindustani compositions like dadra,
contrasts the initial sthayi by exploring upper-octave melody for emotional
expansion. Ashok Da. Ranade, “Traditions of Indian Music,” Indian Heritage,
ed. Vasanti Mujumdar, Indian Council of Social Welfare, 1981, pp. 12-13.

2. Tala-drivenvirtuosity refersto rhythmic virtuosity governed by tala, the cyclical
metric framework in Hindustani music (e.g., teental’s 16 beats), which structures
repetitive beats (matras) punctuated by claps (tali) and waves (khali) to showcase
tablaprecision. Manuel examines tala’sflexibleapplicationin semi-classical forms
like thumri and ghazal, where stress patterns often supersede strict matra counts.
Peter Manuel, “The Concept of Tala in Semi-Classical Music,”
Sahapedia, www.sahapedia.org/the-concept-of-tala-semi-classi cal -musi c-peter-
manuel. Accessed 3 Jan. 2026

3. Sher (lit. “lion” in Persian/Urdu; pl. shers or ash’ ar) denotesthe rhymed coupl et
in aghazal, a self-contained poetic unit blending wit, love, and philosophy that
stands aloneyet linksthematically in performance. Manuel analyzesthe sher as
central to ghazal’s evolution from Mughal recitation to modern Hindustani vocal
form, pp. 9-13. Peter Manuel, “ Thunri, Ghazal, and Modernity in Hindustani
Music Culture,” CUNY Academic Works, academicworks.cuny.edu/jj _pubs/1320.
Accessed 3 Jan. 2026.
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4, Taans denote fast, intricate note cascades showcasing vocal agility
in khayal; meends (glides from one note to another, covering intermediate
microtones/shrutis) evoke deep emotional continuity. Manuel notes meend’s
essential role in thumri/ghazal expression over discrete pitches. Peter Manuel,
“Thumri, Ghazal, and M odernity in Hindustani Music Culture,” CUNY Academic
Works, academi cworks.cuny.edu/jj_pubs/1320, pp. 6-8

5. Ghazal, apoetic form of rhymed couplets (sher) on love and mysticism, adaptsin
Hindustani music asasemi-classical genre prioritizing emotional intimacy over
strict form. Peter Manuel explores its evolution from poetic recitation to
confessional vocal expression, pp. 4-12. Peter Manuel, Thumri, Ghazal, and
Modernity in Hindustani Music Culture, CUNY Academic Works,

academicworks.cuny.edu/jj_pubs/1320. Accessed 3 Jan. 2026.
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