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LIGHTS:

CAMERA!

ACTION!

AND THE BIRTH OF
HISTORICAL FILM

Imagine yourself in front of the Battleship Potemkin, no longer stationed at the end of a tele-
scope but supported by the same air, the same stone, the same crowd: this ideal Potemkin,
where you could finally join hands with the insurgents, share the same light, and experience
the tragic Odessa Steps in their fullest force, this is what is now possible; the balcony of History
is ready. What remains to be seen is what we’ll be shown there. (Roland Barthes)

Dr Sebastian Joseph
UC College, Aluva

here is a convention in believing

representation of the past, pro-
fessionally called history, as dead
past, unmoving and static in words
and phrases and in the form of tan-
gible artefacts, always reiterating
positivist notions of objectivity and
ultimate truth of historical science.
In a post literate world too, many
cling to this belief in positivist
craftsmanship of history writing, a
history that replicate the past, to
quote Leopold von Ranke, past as

it had exactly happened. Rankean
traditionalists who were / are
acclaimed professional historians,
as a community, cherished the idea
of projecting history as factual rep-
resentation of the past in the light
of the critical scrutiny and analysis
of sources through a scientific
methodology that legitimise the
claim of history to the status of be-
ing called a science. They consider
history as a science of the past that
comes under the rubric of social






screen leaving the sacred space of
the archives? How can colonialism
and forms of European power told
as stories? How can history be set
to rolling with a cast of people that
unfold their emotional, psychic and
personal world without recourse

to the conventional forms and
structures of history writing? Most
of these concerns were predicated
on the grounds of a dislike and
distrust of the filmic representation
of the past from quarters affiliated
with foundational positivist notions
of historiography.

History as Film and Film as
History

Modes of representation of the

past have changed over times

often taking cue from the changes
happening in the society. Creation
of the motion pictures and the im-
mense possibility that developed

in representing life and times of the
past offered a visual treat for the
people and simultaneously created
a plethora of sources for the histori-

an to examine the spirited histories,
an exposure that was inaccessible
for the historian in the fixed world
of the text. This is to argue that
history writing and its epistemo-
logical dimensions are linked to
the changes offered by technolo-
gies that simulate historical sense
through intensely feeling with

the past, instead of knowing the
past through texts. All films have a
history to communicate, as all films
are produced at a specific cultural
milieu. And, they do have a history
to communicate through stories
pinned to emotions like pain,
agony, joy, happiness, contempt,
solidarity, revenge, cruelty, care
and kindness. What was considered
as subjective is treated by films as
subjective but the subjective repre-
sentation on their count recreate a
lost emotional world which was out
of reach of the histories of the texts.
Before proceeding to the argument,
one must have an understanding
about the genre, historical film.
Representation of history(past)

communicated through a script,
moving images, acting, and other
connected technologies like music,
sound, editing and vfx can be
broadly defined as a historical film.
It can be a bio pic, period film and
even a complex problem oriented
film drawing source bases from
political, social, ideological, gender
and event oriented historical evi-
dence. Like a historian select and
analyse past evidence from various
sources the film makers represent
history through visuals and moving
images through a selective use of
the data available. As post modern
film historians like Robert Rosen-
stone and Natalie Zemon Davies
argue, historical films proceed with
the past taking a central historical
problem as the focus of the cinema
and also through adding certain
stories, invented for the visual
pleasure for the spectator who are
not always students of history. This
invention of plots and sub plots in
no way undermine the historicity
of the central problem that the
cinema is projecting as a different
kind of filmic representation.

The Spectator [ Reader
Conundrum

All spectators are not readers of
history. Historical film produced
under the rubric of the film
industry focusses on this aspect
for the success of the film at the
box office as well as its intellectual
entertainment value. Films when
depict history of an era or a period
through shots and definite angles
do have a perspective to display on
the screen. Film makers as a team
prioritise on the top the content-
ment of the viewer of the film
through transmitting a message
that can be easily digestible for
them without reference to other
sources and perspectives. Every
shot is filmed bearing in mind of
theilliterate spectator belonging to
the elite , middle and the subaltern
classes whose interest of viewing
the historical film is based on
aspects more psychological and
not intellectual. Every shot is to
transmit the meaning immediately
to the spectator and any hurdle in



understanding the meaning will
take away the entertainment value
of the film that portray a historical
context in the form of an event or
individual. The spectator is the
viewer and reader of the film and
since the film is a visual engage-
ment for few hours , the spectator
has to leave the cinema hall with-
out any doubt. This is a major con-
strain of the maker of the historical
film and usually the author of a his-
tory book is not concerned about
the realisation of the contentment
of the reader as the readers are
selective members from the com-
munity who have the capacity to
interrogate the author at any point
of time. Beyond this, the reader
enjoys the freedom of completing
the book in days an even in months
and sometimes make a selective
reading of chapters. Film on the
contrary, is an engagement with a
very limited time scale, for a max-
imum of three hours in the case of
lengthy films that develop only in
progression with the history/ story
that it unfolds. While the readers
can wait, the spectators of a histor-
ical film cannot wait for days and
months in completing their viewing
of the film. On a different angle this
is the major problem in making a
historical film that caters to the di-
verse class based spectators of the
historical film making the digestive
nature of the history as the primary
agenda of the film maker.

Films are basically made for seeing.
Itis a visual pleasure document
created through collaboration
among directors, writers, artists,
technicians and other crew that
belongs even to the mess. Films
are at the intersection of seeing
and reading for while at the time

of seeing it is entirely a different
document that make you feel at
home or thrown open into the
emotive world of discharge. Seeing
is highly momentary and sensual,
enabling the spectator as one with
the actors and conditions on the
screen. Once the seeing is open it
opens immense possibilities for a
reading of the film through repeat-
edly seeing the film from beginning

to end or a selective seeing for
analysing the film and its method
of story telling. The later seeing

of the film, takes the spectator of
the film into an exercise of reading
the film for making certain critical
judgment in the case of historical
films. Like the textual documents,
one has the advantage of even
reading the filmic text in print (

the script) for making a detailed
analysis of the historical represen-
tation embedded in it. At the end of
seeing, in higher intellectual levels,
the question of reading assumes
significance, especially in the case

y

)

of historical films as reading after
seeing engages a textual analysis
of the script as well as the montag-
es the film use for implicating its
historical perspective.The reading
of the historical film critically ad-
dresses issues connected with the
writing of history into the film, an
engagement that is markedly dif-
ferent from other representations.
Seeing is popular and reading of
historical film is intellectual and
one must get to know that seeing in
the first instance with popular spec-
tators too enable a kind of reading
history in their minds but that is



outside the purview of the historian
and an essential quality criteria of
historical film maker. Seeing and
reading are the twin epistemologi-
cal engagements that the examiner
of historical film engages with
making inevitable for the person
involved acquire competency in
excavating meanings out of the
reels which is an interdisciplin-

ary act of knowledge creation at
the highest cognitive levels. This
argument is posited to state that
reading the film at the scholar’s
level is secondary to the reading in
the first instance at the spectator’s
level for the historical film is the
primary reading that the film mak-
ers are looking forward. Visibility of
the historical problem that the film
targets is more popular one than
intellectual taking the film reading
as a different engagement when
compared to the reading of a book
on history.

The Data as People: ‘Mam-
mootty Pazhassi Raja’

On the screen historical data found
in the textual format in the archives
have to be visually translated into
moving images, like individuals,
crowd, buildings, landscape and
most critically as emotions on

the move. A description about
Pazhassi attack on Panamaram
military camp of the British can be
described in a book through a para-
graph with citations and even ex-
planatory notes. In reenacting the
Dandi March speed and gestures of
Gandhi become central in the film
than the statistical data like the
distance covered and the number
of fellow walkers with the leader.

In the historical film, the data is
invisible and what is visible are the
people and places that adapt the
data through cinematic imagina-
tion of the film maker, primarily a

collective effort on the part of the
director, script writer, camera man,
the sound engineer and the musi-
cian. Even the last in the hierarchy,
the light boy do have a role to play
in making the data visible through
the moving shots. Fictionalisation
of the data as stories and sub sto-
ries is not a sin committed by the
film maker in this direction because
on the screen history must be
fictional to be objective. Realisation
of the notion of objectivity differs
with the methods through which
past is visually translated. When the
data becomes popular actors and
actresses including the stars, the
film maker is again in trouble owing
to the popularity of stars and the
resultant conviction of the specta-
tor in looking at a particular actor
as the hero in a historical movie.

At this juncture the film maker
makes certain true invention, as
Rosenstone phrases it out, through




branding a celestial star to fit into
the heroic theme of the film. A suit-
able example can be drawn from
the Malayalam movie Kerala Varma
Pazhassi Raja, a film that showcas-
es the struggles of a historical hero,
who in archival terms according to
the versions of the British admin-
istrators, looked like a monkey. To
make things difficult, this is the
only textual document about the
appearance of the rebel king, who
was to be identified when found
dead or alive by the British. Again
the description goes to say that he
was wearing only a dhoti with a red
cap and a moustache with no or-
naments. According to the original
colonial sources Pazhassi moved on
the top of elephants as the terrain
of the forest was demanding. For a
positivist, archival trained pro-
fessional historian, the cinematic
portrayal of the rebel king can be
problematic owing to the falsifi-
cation of the primary sources, the
sacred sources available in the
repositories.

This issue makes a classic case

for understanding ‘true invention’
as Rosenstone argued. Leaving a
serious contestation of the veracity
of the primary document, a film
historian has to look at the popular
perceptions of the rebel king whose
heroism and valour are enmeshed
in the historical memory of the peo-
ple of Kerala over the centuries. In
the mind and memory of the peo-
ple the data regarding the physical
features of Pazhassi is insignificant,
where the heroism of Pazhassi Raja
stand out like a fossilised relic in
the popular memory or collective
consciousness. The film therefore,
cannot neglect this popular mem-
ory and straight away make a cross
over from the archives direct to the
screen. The screen is different, it is
a space where history is to meet the
emotional as well as societal under-
standing about the historical hero.
Whereas, the archives do not have
a corroborative cluster of evidence,
the film maker instead of being on
aslippery ground, turn to the act
of a true invention in compressing
the entire scheme of the film under

the emotion of heroism. Pazhassi
Raja is brought to the fore front

in the celestial stardom of Mam-
mootty and dispel any possible
threat of rejection or nullification
on the part of the audience. On

the screen ‘Mammootty Pazhassi
Raja’makes sense and go hand in
hand with the spirit of the film,
heroism and popular perceptions.
Similarly elephant is replaced by
horse as the symbol of the warrior
king, attire is recasted with the look
of the Chekovan of the Northern
ballad and gold ornaments became
an essential cinematic addition for
bringing splendour onto the screen.
Heroism, revenge, isolationism,
grief and contempt became cine-
matic moods well reflected on the
face of Mammootty and the whole
audience literally moved along with
him in the film. This felt realisation
of the documents is sine qua non in
historical film and true invention to
that realisation is valid stemming
from the responsible filmic- histor-
ical imagination of the film maker.
It is not the super star but a galaxy
of stars and other ordinary actors
make the historical crowd visible
on the screen, because Pazhassi’s
struggle cannot be visualised on
individual terms for his struggle
happened on a vast geographic
scale moving from the plains to the
forest with lot of affiliating people
belonging to different classes.

From Events to Processes:
Imperialism in Film

Is cinema incapable of presenting
complex histories like the texts do?
Can such issues be told through
stories? Two crucial questions that
need attention in understanding
the intellectual as well as edu-
cational values of historical film
remains as a problem for many
historians. How can stories by
theoretical? In cinema, theories
are adapted into stories with-

out disturbing the pleasure of

the spectator, motifs including
landscapes, material belongings
and even gestures and moods are
cinematically arranged to explain
serious epistemological questions
of the historical film. This cannot be

a simplification or wrong sensical
application of theory, but a story
centric theoretical directionality
essential for the pleasure effect of
the movie. From the western box,
Battleship Potemkin belongs to this
genre where rebellion and solidari-
ty are well explained in the Odessa
steps, the steps that has phenom-
enal potential for locating similar
movements and actions elsewhere
in the world. The Odessa steps
scene where people affirming their
solidarity with the rebels unfolds
the thesis of dissent and the collec-
tive consciousness of the masses
that come out against dictatorial
regimes of power. Hegemony,
Imperialism, Dissent are conditions
that need a touching scene wise
depiction for moving history along
the lines of theory, the theoretical
mise en scene throughcinematic
imagination is the only option left
for the film maker. In lyyobinte Pus-
thakam, a Malayalam movie which
can be rightly labelled as a histor-
ical movie of complex issues of
colonialism, hegemony and protest
moves along the screen telling the
story of landscape transformation,
tea imperialism and exploitation

in stories affiliated to individuals
whose names may not figure out
exactly in the archives. They are
invented characters for the film,
barring the timber merchant An-
goor Rawther, a timber trader who
dictated terms of timber business
in the hilly regions. A timber trader
as usual became a villain in the
film, though available records do
not have a trace in it to establish

his villainy. The encounter with

the hero Aloysius towards the end
of the film is an invented truth for
confirming the defeat at the hands
of the hero, celebrated star Fahad
Fazil. These inventions in the script
do not take away the significance
of the film, its historical value in
excavating into the deeper layers of
the colonial culture that penetrated
onto the hills and created images in
the self of the native. The European
culture on the hills including the
culture of a changed ecology is well
filmed in sync with the available
documents. The hunger for land



, be it the European or the Native
and the subjugation of the female
body as a just pleasure site is visu-
alised by the film, adding educative
value fo locating manifestations

of power, hegemony, gender and
ecology on the screen. This film
comes under the genre of problem
oriented historical films that have
a flair of bringing deeper concepts
and ideologies onto the screen.
Films belonging to this genre
never uses terms and terminolo-
gies like hegemony, imperialism
or gendering but put forth them
through stories intelligible for the
audience and along another plane
caters to the need of the serious
history researcher. More than that
the film used immense material
from the archives while conceiving
the script that take the film closer
to the status of being called a filmic
critique of colonialism and the
power structure it created.

Real vs the Unreal :
Semantics of Historical
Film

A major question that confronts
the historian or history aspirant

is the question of the real past in
the films. Real and real pasts are a
question of imagination even when
one look at the original records

from the past. Every document that
is classified as the original docu-
ment on the past is created through
imagination and perspectives that
dominated the then present in the
past. There is a Past/Present con-
text for all documents that are ex-
amined through textual analytical
tools and methods by the historian
and any history that is reconstruct-
ed from these documents is a
secondary imagination basing on
the first and original emotion of the
document writer. The sacrosanct
nature of the written history draws
its instrumental recognition from
the rich source base of the archives.
Other than this recognition, the
written history too is the outcome
of imagination at two levels, the
first stage when the document is
created in the distant past and the
second stage when those docu-
ments are used for representation
by the historian. In both the stages,
imagination is at work. It is argued ,
therefore, that the reality con-
structed in the written text as well
as the filmic representation are the
outcome of imagination based on
sources in two different modes of
representation. Cinema follows the
grammar of the visual and imagi-
nation at work in cinema is more
revealing and spectacular than

|

the imagination conceived in the
written text. The real and the unreal
are present in the deeper levels of
both the engagements, in cinema
as well as the text. The structured
grammar couched in the definite
format of the text makes the real
as seemingly closer to the reader,
whereas in the film it is dubbed as
fantasy or falsification. Both use
their own rules of exposition but
when cinema does it, it becomes
fantasy in the case of historical
films. Printed texts too proceed
with meaning creation through

an emplotment where plots are
imagined in the minds of the histo-
rian. The same mode of sequential
representation is resorted to by the
film maker in communicating the
historical with all its viewers and a
strategy of such a communication
is different in cinema. Real and

the unreal are knitted together

as the unreal is essential for the
transmission of historical meaning
for the general public. In texts too
the unreal appears in the form of
conclusions and standpoints taken
by the author based on real/unreal
documents of the past. Taking all
in all, reality is a construct and
implicitin it is the question of the
presence of the unreal.

On the Use of Films as
Source for History

Any film produced in the past
become a source base for the histo-
rian as it copy from the lifeworld of
the real lived spaces. For instance
malayalam films produced in the
1970’s depict the milieu of Kerala
as it was seen in those times. The
landscape including the topogra-
phy, rivers, trees, animals, attire of
people, vehicles, roads, buildings,
shops, campuses and all that are
part of daily life come along with
the humans. Even one could gauge
the gender relations and social
distinctions of living through a
critical analysis of the films. The
body and notions of aesthetics are
visually transacted in the films that
call for more critical studies in the
social history of the region. One can
ask very curious questions about
the advent of technology and the



question of alienation of the worker
in the film Odayilninnu, a film that
takes into cognisance the deplor-
able and miserable life of a rick-
shaw puller in Kerala. It is the arena
where the subaltern world and its
images are visually reflected on

the screen. Here the film portrays
not just the subaltern life, but the
emotional world of the poor cycle
rickshaw puller and the agony and
disillusionment that transcends
onto the face of the man ( donned
by Sathyan) which no records and
written narratives can transmit. The
film moves into the felt realisation
of the poor to a greater degree
than the novel of Keshav Dev can
afford to effect through words.
Shots from the sets enter the heart
of the audience who sympathise
with the poor man on the screen.
One cannot think of getting a more
stronger evidence in reconstructing
the poor man’s world than films in
this instance. Visuals and moving
mages bring life into historical
reconstruction and turns out to

be the evidence for writing textual
histories bringing structural chang-
es in the format of historiography.
Movies in these respects make a
rich source base for effecting an
ideology of emancipatory historiog-
raphy and democratise columns of
social history vital for knowing the
region. Films without any direct his-
torical connotation comes closer to
Foucault’s argument that any kind
of history is written from the pres-
ent and in that sense all histories
are presentist in nature. The film
maker as in the above case might
not have anticipated a turn in
historiography but the ideology of
post modern history in later times
made departures in understanding
films as important sources for writ-
ing histories. Quite interestingly,
such films produced in far of times
become historical films through the
expanding scope of methodologies
in history writing.

Silent Archives and the
Noisy Cinema Halls

All records of the past remain in the
muted status inside the archives,
the laboratory of the historian. Like

i. iz

a science laboratory the historian

is attempting the selection of doc-
uments that fit into the narrative of
his history. Unknowingly imagina-
tion creeps into the histories with-
out even the historian knowing of
it and in the case of even knowing
such an entry, the historian cannot
stop imagining a past world as his/
her enterprise demand a narrative
that people read and think on their
own. The historian is helpless in
breaking the silence in his narrative
and the silence is broken in some
cases through the imaginative
thought world of the reader. The
Historian is dead then. Histories
speak out in new directions. Films
are reenacted versions of the past
brining much noise, celebrations,
frustration and joy onto the screens
through moving shots. History
become a story that moves every
second like the life and people of
the dead past were doing in their
present. Along with lights, camera
and action, the histories of the

past start rolling for the audience
who sit in the dark witnessing to

the past. Filmic histories are not
just moving histories but they do
make rooms for feeling history.
That makes a lot for the world of
historiography.

Flashback- On the Quote

Roland Barthes commenting on
the experiential level of history

in Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship
Potemkin, a filmic representation
of the rebellion of the ship’s crew
against their Russian officers in
1905 and the killing of innocent
civilians who have come in support
for the rebels on the Odessa Steps
argues that history as depicted by
the movie goes beyond the textual
imagination of the event through
making the viewer of the film as a
witness to the tragic event. So does
the Malayalee with Kerala Varma
Pazhassi Raja and Parinayam, in
witnessing Pazhassi’s exile in the
forest and the trial and tribulations
endured by the heroine in Smarta-
vicharam.
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Introduction

Deemed as the father of inde-
pendent documentary films in
India, Anand Patwardhan is a
distinguished voice in postcolonial
Indian cinema. Born in Bombay
in 1950, hereceived a scholarship
for a BAprogramme at Brandeis
University, USA.During that
period, he was imprisoned twice
for anti-Vietnam war protests. He

SPECTAC
A CRITIQUE
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village project and later joined the
Bihar Movement which led to the
declaration of Emergency in 1975.
Having made his first documentary i et |
Waves of Revolution, he had to fI’I N
smuggle it abroad in parts during !
the Emergency. Anand was able ]
to get a teaching assistantship to
do his Masters in Arts from McGill
University, Canada, where he put
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Inspired by the New Latin Ameri-
can cinema, his films since 1970s
have concentrated on communal-
ism, socio-political and human
rights issues in India. Prisoners

of Conscience, one of his early
documentaries on the Emergency
(from 1975 to 1977) paved the way
for the introduction of the indepen-
dent political documentary films

in India. His films boldly explore
religious fundamentalism as in
Ram Ke Naam, sectarian violence
and caste-based discriminations as
in Jai Bhim Comrade. As a self-pro-
claimed secular rationalist, he is
one of the fierce critics of Hindutva
ideology and its attendant practic-
esin India. In a career spreading
over four decades, he has produced
several documentary films in-
cluding Father, Son and Holy War
which was adjudged as one of the
50 most memorable international
documentaries of all time by Dox,

a European Documentary Maga-
zine. As anopponent of religious
extremism, his films are uncompro-
mising cinematic representations
of anoppressive nation state and its

jingoistic policies. They challenge
the injustice, sectarian violence,
caste-based discrimination and
patriarchal determinism plaguing
contemporary India.

Reason (Vivek) (2019), his latest
documentary, is an eight-part
exploration on Hindutva majoritar-
ianism and its disastrous conse-
quences in India. The episodes in
the film focus on the political assas-
sinations of rationalists and the
attack on radical intellectuals, the
emergence of right wing extremis-
torganizations like Sanathan Sans-
tha and Abhinav Bharat, lynching of
Muslims and Dalitsby cow vigilan-
tes, appropriation and rewriting

of history, attack on universities
and students, saffronization of
education, culture and society,

and the making of a Hindu nation.
As a searing account of the rise of
Hindutva militancy in India, Rea-
son, stands out as a true account of
India today. Although the incidents
mentioned in the film is not new to
the viewer, it appears as a prompt
response to the impending dangers
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that the country is going through.
India, under the ultra-nationalist
rightwing government, has seen
the resurgence of social evils,
revival of caste hierarchy, privileg-
ing of superstitions and myths over
rationality, aggressive coercions of
majoritarian thoughts, increasing
intolerance towards dissenting
voices and a well schemed assault
on the founding principles of the
constitution. Patwardhan’s Reason
foregrounds many instances of
violence in India which is endemic
in fascist regimes.He warns us how
lack of reason in both rulers and
their followers has led to a volatile
and callous atmosphere in India.
Most of these incidents filmed in
Reasonpoint to the emergence of
a fascist government in India, one
of the formidable representative
democracies in the world.

Fascism in the Contemporary
Indian Context

Fascism is one of the most debated
terms in contemporary political
critique. The most popular defini-
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tion of a fascist system is that of a
dictatorial state, the governance of
which is oriented onhyper-nation-
alism. A fascist government often
succeeds in bringing the civilians
under a unifyingsingular ideolo-
gy. It covertly supports and even
engineers violence to repress the
opposing ideologies and dissenting
voices. Fascism mystifies and ex-
ploits the concepts of nationalism,
patriotism, culture and language to
deceive the gullible masses. Dem-
agoguery is the hallmark of every
fascist regime. Every dictatorial
system of governance like fascism-
requires a dictator for the purpose
of idolatry by the masses. Umberto
Eco, in his essay “Ur-Fascism,” iden-
tifies some common characteristics
of every fascist regimes such as the
cult of tradition, the rejection of
modernism, fear of difference, con-
tempt for the weak, hero worship,
and selective populism. According
to Eco, all fascist regimes celebrate
an assumed golden past and uses it
as a meansto manipulate people’s
power of reason. It is very evident
in the way fascist regimes endorse
superstitions as scientific truths
and connect them emotionally with
place, culture and language. For
instance, the promotion of pancha-
gavyaresearch in India is a blatant
rejection of rational consciousness
favoring superstitious beliefsas
scientific facts.As Eco argues

every fascist regime has different
priorities and plan of action. That
is why the Indian government
endorses building of statues rather
than hospitals in states like Gujarat
and Maharashtra. The space for
dissent is the distinctive feature
ofany representative democracy. In
order to deny this space, the fascist
government appeals against real or
imagined intruders. In this process,
the government presents any op-
position to its policies as treason.
Itis precisely for the same reason
that the activists and leaders of
Sangh Parivarorganizations ask

the people who articulate dissent
or difference to go to Pakistan.

Very often supporters of fascist
governments create suitable plots
to distract the people from blatant

negation of democratic norms.
Recent tragic incidents related to
cow vigilantism and mob lynchings
are actually plots organized by the
supporters of the Modi government
as manifestation of their intoler-
ance.

The Sangh Parivar organizations
and the Modi government have
been indulging in several actions
which are overtly fascist in nature.
Most of the characteristics of
fascism which Eco classifies in his
essay are manifest in their words
and deeds. While the Congress
governments invoked nationalism
as rhetoric whenever they wanted
popular support, the BJP govern-
ment has stirred up nationalism as
hysteria. The Modi government has
made national symbols, images
and leaders hyperreal. The govern-
ment has been guided by a massive
indifference to truth or reality

and has adopted a tendency to
accept popular opinions of frenzied
followers as truth. According to Eco
“fascism is a fuzzy totalitarianism,
a collage of different philosophical
and political ideas, a beehive of
contradictions” (1995). The Maoist
conspiracy and the branding of
radical intellectuals as “Urban
Naxals” areattempts from the ruling
regimes in India to cover up the
inherent contradictions in their dis-
courses and the violence they prop-
agate through communal riots, Dal-
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itlynchings and other killings. When
governments face popular threats
and lose their legitimacy, they lose
their power over the citizens. As an
immediate response to the loss of
power, they promote violence to
distract people. Violence fills in the
void created by the loss of power.
In this context, Hannah Arendt
remarks: “Politically speaking, the
point is that loss of power becomes
a temptation to substitute violence
for power” (153). The fascist regime
presents everyone who disagrees
with it as enemies. Generally,
opposition parties, neighbouring
nations, social thinkers, philoso-
phers and writers are considered
enemies of the republic. Since the
greatest opposition of every fascist
regimeoriginatesfromeducational
institutions, the supporters of the
fascist governments try to disrupt
the peace of the campuses. Recent
cases of unrest in Jawaharlal
Nehru University (JNU), Hyderabad
Central University (HCU) and Jamia
Milia Islamia point to this fact. Stu-
dent leaders from Dalit andwork-
ing-class communities have been
particularly targeted in India. Thus,
Rohit Vemula of HCU was driven to
suicide and Kanhaiya Kumar of JNU
was booked for sedition charges. It
is here at this problematic sociopo-
litical and cultural period of ours
that a documentary like Reason
becomes quite relevant. What Eco
imagined as the characteristics of
every fascist government gets ex-
emplified in the incidents Patward-
han discuses in Reason. The cases
of brutal murders and the ideologi-
cal manipulations filmed in Reason
shed light on the looming danger
awaiting India.

Reason as Spectacle of Fascism

Anand Patwardhan’s Reason is a
bold attempt and a daring filmic
venture that traverses through the
blood-laden right-wing history

of India’s contemporary poli-

ty. Through his signature style
filmmaking which is often poi-
gnant andoptimistic, Patwardhan
addresses the rising tide of fascist
forces in India and the attempt of
manufacturing a Hindu nation. As
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a documentary in eight chapters,
Reason begins with the life (and
death) of Narender Dabholkar and
Govind Pansare who were killed for
being rational. Both of them spoke
for equality and justice. Narendra
Dabholkar was a rationalist who
did not believe in the finality of
religious truth and embraced
science as a pathway to reason and
truth. The documentary, in the first
chapter, explores Dabholkar’s life-
long campaign against superstition
and his engagement with the Maha-
rashtra AndhashraddhaNirmoolan
Samiti, an organization dedicated
to fighting superstition in India,
particularly in Maharashtra. He was
shot down during a walk in Pune

in 2013 by Hindu fundamentalists.
Unlike the objective reportages in
the conventional documentaries,
Reasonengages with the indomita-
ble rational spirit ofDabholkarand
his murder through newspaper
reports, testimonies and the film-
maker’s own affective and rational
deliberations on the issue. The

film even recourses to Dabholkar’s
wife, Shaila to give an account of
the murder and the perseverance
of Dabholkar’s family members
against religious fundamentalism:
“For hours | did not know what
happened... | decided at once that
we should raise our voices of con-
science.”Patwardhan in Reasonhas
consciously evoked murderous

motives of the ruling regimes using
the diverse possibilities of the
medium and its vocabularies like
the recurring animated images

of the motorbike on the move

that culminates in the gunshots,
cinema verité images of the protest
movements captured in hand held
camera and rare archival footages.
The film uses the animated images
of the motorbike on the move that
culminates in the gunshots as a
leitmotif to suggest the imminent
fascist gunshots India awaits if the
country does not awake rationally.

The documentary begins with refer-
ences to the political assassination
of Dabholkar, progresses through
the assassinations of Pansare

and Kalburgi and concludes with
the most tragic assassination of
Lankesh. In the second chapter
which focuses on Govind Pansare
who was shot to death, the film
uses footages from the public
speech of Pansare regarding the
killing of Dabholkar which clearly
states that “it is the very ideology
which assassinated Mahatma Gand-
hi killed Dabholkar as well.”The
political assassinations constitute

a series of cyclic movements in the
documentary which begins with
violence, presents the tragic dimen-
sion of violence and concludes with
condemnation of violence. Reason
could be seen as a tribute to the
martyrdom of these rationalists

who spoke for justice and equality.
Like the other documentaries of
Patwardhan, Reason foregrounds
the spirit of resistance and the need
of resistance in a dark period where
enemies come on a ‘motor bike’
with pistols in hand. Patwardhan in
the documentary makes references
to the involvement of organizations
like Sanatan Sanstha in these kill-
ings. In an encounter with Sanatan
Sanstha, Patwardhan reveals the
true nature of the organization.
Though the organization may not
be directly engaged in violence,

its supporters often engage in
violence in the presence of passive
or castrated state apparatuses. It is
in this context what Zizek envisions
about violence become relevant.
According to Zizek, there are two
types of violence: subjective and
objective. Subjective violence is
easily perceptible. The violence
perpetrated by an angry mob is an
example of subjective violence. On
the other hand,objective violence
manifests in two forms: symbolic
and systemic. Symbolic violence

is manifested in discourses like
cultural productions, mass media,
art and literature. It is also related
to the use of language or the use

of particular registers, symbols or
images to express certain concepts
or ideologies. Systemic violence
isin inherent in the control of
government and it is subjectively
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invisible (11). A fascist regime
exercises all these forms of violence
using its apparatus. The assassina-
tions of Pansare and Dabholkar by
the Hindutva outfits are cases of
subjective violence by the fascist
regimes. Patwardhan exposes this
necropolitical dimension of the
Hindutva outfits in one of the docu-
mentary sublime moments/scenes
by confronting the spokesperson

of Sanatan Sanstha who made
aclarion call for violence during his
press conference by emerging from
behind the camera and foreground-
ing his identity as someone who
comes in the tradition of Dabholkar
and Pansare.

The documentary also fore-
grounds the rising Dalit resistance
movements in India against the
atrocities they face. Patwardhan
locates this query in the resistance
that emerges from the brutal
thrashings of Dalit cow skinners

in Una. By focusing on the mass
Dalit movements and emerging
Dalit leaders like Jignesh Mevani,
the documentary gives something
to hope for the peace lovers and
the exploited, irrespective of the
looming fascist regimes in the
country. Patwardhan also cri-
tiques“celebrated” visionaries and
oft quoted names in contemporary
politics like Chanakya by calling
him a “Machiavellian Brahmin,”
thereby decrypting the autocratic
and fascist dimensions in leaders
like him and those who use his
name. Patwardhan also contextu-
alizes the infamous episode of the
2016 student unrest which spread
like wildfire in universities follow-
ing the suicide of Rohith Vemula, a
research scholar at the University
of Hyderabad. Since Vemula was a
critic of casteism and a member of
Ambedkar Students’ Association
(ASA), he was targeted and denied
his monthly stipend by the univer-
sity administration. The film shows
how the fascist forces have revived
a parallel system of justice based
on the institutes of Manu which was
part of the colonial jurisprudence.
Reasonshows how Dalits, minori-
ties and women become victims
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a film by anand patwardhan

of violence under Modi’s regime.
Under Modi’s governance, the
Dalits, minorities and women have
suffered the most. The fascist sup-
porters’ intervention in university
campuses is part of an attempt to
deny education to the marginalized
of the marginalized. There have
been attempts to prevent certain
persons or groups from accessing
knowledge. Until the advent of mo-
dernity, this was done by creating
either certain types of mystique
around knowledge or social taboos
based on race, class or gender
about the persons to whom knowl-
edge could be shared. Thus, certain
persons and groups have been
driven to the margins of knowledge
systems.The construction of new
knowledge is an inclusive process
wherein marginalized persons or
groups previously excluded from
the power structures and hence
from society, culture and history
can be brought to the centre of the

power structures.The fascist forces
have disrupted the production of
knowledge on campuses to retard
the emancipatory politics of the
marginalized.

Patwardhan foresees deliberate
attempts to change the mindset of
the people to favour a theocratic
state through the saffronization

of education that begins with the
school curriculum.Though knowl-
edge has remained as an “informa-
tional commodity,” the fascist state
has moved from its position as “a
factor of opacity in the commercial-
ization of knowledge” to an active
regulator in the commodification of
knowledge (Lyotard 5). The exces-
sive stress on university-industry
collaboration points to this change.
The untoward incidents that have
recently occurred on campuses
point to a virtual enactment of the
varna (caste) system wherein the
sudras (Dalits) who occupy the low-
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est point on the caste hierarchy are
denied education and subsequent
emancipation.

Reason also details the incidents of
the racial politics of meat consti-
tuting cow vigilantismand mob
lynching of persons who alleged-

ly possessed/ate beef. The film
shows how these incidents are
direct consequences of cultural
elitism promoted by the fascist
forces. By exposing the prosperous
leather business, the film shows
the duplicity of the ideology of
cow vigilantism. Many exporters

of leather and its value-added
products are the sponsors of Sangh
Parivar organizations. They engage
the Muslim minorities and Dalits to
separate, clean and tan the skin of
cows and buffaloes. The film shows
how Mohammad Akhlag, a Muslim
man, becomes a victim of cow
vigilantism in Dadri, Uttar Pradesh.
He was killed by a mob on the sus-
picion of possessing cow meat. The
film takes the viewers into the bru-
tality of the incident by recounting
the memories ofAkhlag’s relatives.
Though cow vigilantes harass/

kill minorities for alleged eating

of beef, the film evinces how they
hardly care to protect the starving,
emaciated cows in goshalas of Ut-
tar Pradesh and other such places.

Patwardhan emphasizes the
tendency in India to overlook
majority extremism and highlight
minority extremism. There are ter-
rorist groups associated with both
communities whose actions are
detrimental to national interests
and therefore condemnable. But
the fascist forces condemn only
minority’s terrorism. Patwardhan
refers to certain dubious cases of
deaths or implications of officers
related to the investigation of
majority terrorism. For example,
Hemant Karkare, the chief of the
Mumbai Anti-Terrorist Squad,
whoinvestigated the role of Hindu
extremists in bomb blasts, was
killed during the 2008 Mumbai
attacks. He was also heading the
investigation of the 2006 Malegaon
blasts, alleged to have been carried
out by the Hindu radical group
Akhand Bharat, in which the BJP
MP Pragya Singh Thakur is a prime
accused. Patwardhan speculates
whether Karkare’s death had any
connection with the investigation
of Malegaon blasts.

The film also shows how the Sangh
Parivar organizations have appro-
priated the history of the Indian
nation through saffronization. For
this, they have selectively used the
genealogical critique of national
history of India from the perspec-

56

tive of the RSS.In Michel Foucault’s
view, genealogy is at once a critique
and a resistance (142). The Sangh
Parivar has applied a genealogical
critique of national history of India
from the perspective of the RSS.
Patwardhan points to the recent at-
tempts to glorify V.D. Savarkar, the
pioneer of Hindu national philoso-
phy, as a hero of national struggle
by directly confronting bhakths and
make them speak their adoration
for Savarkar. Although Savarkar
was apologetic about his partic-
ipation in the freedom struggle

and was released from prison after
submitting a written apology, the
film shows the attempts of Sangh
Parivar to rehabilitate Savarkar
with the halo of a nationalist lead-
er. The BJP leaders have frequently
made disparaging remarks about
Jawaharlal Nehru, who is widely
considered the architect of modern
India. In the process of revisioning
national history, the Sangh Parivar
has reimaged many historical fig-
ures, glorifying some of them while
demeaning others.

Patwardhan meticulously dis-
cusses the well-planned scheme

to establish a nation based on
Hindutva ideology. Every fascist
regime operates on the principle of
hypernationalism where symbols,
images, places, figures and events
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connected to the making of a na-
tion are overemphasized. Accord-
ing to A.D. Smith, nationalism is the
“process of formation, or growth of
nations, a sentiment or conscious-
ness of belonging to the nation”
(5).Nationalism is constructed
through narratives or discourses.

In this context, history becomes a
hegemonic discourse appropriated
by the rulers to the detriment of the
subjects.The narratives of nation
create both space and identity

to represent the histories and
subjectivities of the rulers as well
as the subjects.But nationalism is
often cultivated indirectly through
the imposition of the views of the
rulers on the subjects. It is in this
context that Ernest Gellner regards
nationalism as a phenomenon
which “invents nation where they
do not exist” (48).The frequent in-
vocation of the gendered metaphor
of India, Bharat Mata, and unnec-
essary euphoria created with the
excessive use of national symbols
substantiate this fact.

The film in its last episodes focuses
on Gauri Lankesh’s assassination as
case of intrusion into the freedom
of the press guaranteed by the
constitution. Gauri Lankesh was a
journalist and political activist who
viewed Hinduism not as a religion
but as a system of hierarchy and
hegemony. Today, journalists and
social activists have been intimidat-
ed in their work.Their fundamental
rights have been threatened by

the fascist forces groomed by the
ruling political party. Thereis a
method in their threat to freedom
of speech and action. They con-
sistently challenge the horizontal
resistance offered by the Dalits,
students, minorities and women.
Social thinkers and media, who do
not conform to the Hindu national
ideology, have been particularly
targeted. In spite of their consistent
threats, the resistance to the major-
itarian Hindu nationalism is on the
rise. Patwardhan seems to convey
the optimistic note that despite the
tragic sacrifice of the rationalist in-
tellectuals, social thinkers, Dalit ac-
tivists and students, the unchecked

fascist efforts to transform into a
Hindu nation is not yet successful.
He calls upon Indians to exercise
reason in political choices and cul-
tivate social harmony, embracing
the true spirit of the constitution
and upholding the great tradition
of India.

Conclusion

Patwardhan has introduced mul-
tiple episodes of fascist scheming
and violence in Reason. These epi-
sodes portray explicit violations of
human rights. Fascism is a type of
internal colonialism maintained by
physical violence, which is justified
by epistemic violence. The planning
and execution of fascist violence
constitute a paradigm shift in
Indian politics. Even the founding
principles of the constitution are
under threat. The independence

of judiciary is under cloud. The
opposition parties are ignored even
in the parliament. The title “Rea-
son” suggests thus the immediate
necessity to cultivate reason and
rationality at a moment in Indian
history when the word “intellec-
tual” is used as an abuse. As a
practitioner of documentary form,
Patwardhan emphasizes Levinas’s
concept of the human as guided

by reason which he has imaged in
his latest documentary. Reason is
Patwardhan’s desperate warning
to the Indian people against the
immanence of fascism: ‘fascism is
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at our doorsteps. It is a do or die sit-
uation. We have to resist and fight
fascism or yield and perish’.

Works Cited

Arendt, Hannah. On Violence. Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, 1970.

- - -. The Origins of Totalitarianism.
Schocken Books, 1951.

Eco, Umberto. “Ur-Fascism.”The New
York Review of Books (June 22, 1995),

ppl-9

www.nybooks.com/articles/1856

Foucault, Michel. Language, Count-
er-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and
Interviews by Michel Foucault, edited by
D.F. Bouchard. Basil Blackwell, 1977.

- - -, The Order of Things: An Archaelogy
of the Human Sciences. Routledge, 1970.

Gellner, Ernest. Nations and National-
ism. 2"%edn. Blackwell, 2006.

Jenkins, Keith and Alan Munslow. Re-
thinking History. Routledge, 1991.

Levinas, Emmanule. Entre nous; Think-
ing-of-the-Other, translated by Michael
B. Smith and Barbara Harshav. Colum-
bia University Press, 1998.

Patwardhan, Anand, director. Reason
(Vivek). Documentary, 2018. 240 mts.

Smith, A.D. Nationalism: Key Concepts.
Polity Press, 2001. Zizek, Slavoj. Vio-
lence: Six Sideways Reflection. Picador,
2008.



THAPPAD

A SLAP ON THE FACE OF

PATRIARCHY

_Dr. Seetha
\IEVELUTLE]S
NSS College Pandalam

Areport published by The Times of
India (Oct 5, 2020) explains that it

is not rape but domestic violence

is the top crime against women in
India. Of the total 4.5 lakh crimes
against women registered by the
national Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB) during 2019, 1.26 lakh were
that of domestic violence. As the re-
port suggests domestic violence is
asilent killer, ubiquitous in all most
all Indian families. It is very difficult
to pin point it simply because it
mostly happens inside the privacy

of a home and often go unreported.
Zimmerman observes :- “Domestic
violence is a burden on numerous
sectors of the social system and
quietly, yet dramatically, affects the
development of a nation... batter-
ers cost nations fortunes in terms of
law enforcement, health care, lost
labor and general progress in de-
velopment. These costs do not only
affect the present generation; what
begins as an assault by one person
on another, reverberates through
the family and the community into



the future”. (Zimmerman:1994)

Itis for this reason that the premise
of the 2020 Hindi movie Thappad
becomes all the more relevant. The
movie Thappad is a tight slap on
the face of patriarchy, which makes
it loud and clear that marriage does
not entitle husbands or men to slap
or abuse women; it does not stop
there; it establishes that you cannot
expect the woman to ignore it as
just another day in her life. More
than anybody else Anubhav Sinha’s
role as the director cum producer
of the movie needs to be appreci-
ated for his relentless vision on the
agency of women in our society.
Anubhav Sinha along with co-writer
Mrunmayee Lagoo Waikul has
created a critically acclaimed movie
portraying domestic violence from
the perspective of a housewife,
whose world comes to a standstill
after her husband, played by Pavail
Gulati, slaps her at a party. About
the movie Mrunmayee Lagoo
Waikul says “both the protagonists
in the film are victims of their own
conditioning, but she wanted Taap-
see Pannu’’s Amrita, a traditional
upper middle-class housewife, to
be empowered enough to recog-
nise the wrong”.( Panchamatia,
Outlook: 2 March 2020) It is exactly
this age old conditioning that
teaches women to keep silent at
the face of abuse or molestation is
what is foregrounded in the movie.
Sinha’s 2 hour- 21 minutes-long
social drama, is tailor- made for
the Indian society that rarely
talks about the emotional and
psychological consequences of
domestic violence on women. It
is similarly a tight slap on all of
us who were complacent all this
while on issues related to the
bumpy roads of misogyny every
woman or wife takes to please
everyday!

The story revolves around an upper
middle class family settled in Delhi.
At a party thrown to celebrate
Vikram’s departure to London as
part of promotion is the scene of
‘conflict’ in an otherwise monot-
onous domestic life of Amrita.

Vikram’s (husband) stress-fuelled
slap at a party provides an apt
platform for discussion for the
deep rooted misogyny in Indian
family system often thrived

upon the notion that the family’s
honour rests upon the hands of
women, a married woman in this
context. Rather than apologising
or attempting to realize Amrita’s
humiliation or changed state

of mind, Vikram and his family
justifies his anger and expects
Amrita to reassure him on his lost
opportunity. This is what the movie
brings into perspective, how Indian
society demands women to be
sexually submissive, all enduring
others rather than people of any
substance.

Movie takes sides; with a hus-
band and family who justifies
the act which he considers as a

‘casual thappad’ because he was
angry and woman who stands
tall for her rights and agency in
times of dilemma. The character
Amrita played by Taapsee Pannu
is portrayed as a woman whose life
revolves around the regular Indian
household chores at her husband’s
house such as checking mother-
in-law’s (Azmi) blood sugar levels,
managing the kitchen, escorting
her husband Vikram to the car,

and as a lovable wife handing over
his wallet and packed lunch. Itis
not right if we accept as true that
Amrita has completely embraced
her monotonous routine, in fact she
cherishes the dream of becoming a
dancer and like those uncountable
women in our society, marriage
made that full stop to her dream.
When we hear the word ‘feminism’,
the majority of men and equally
women feel threatened. “We don’t



mind things like the welfare of
women, but feminism is a problem”
is a usual comment by many. It is
true that feminism makes people
uncomfortable because it is a
movement which questions the
‘sanctity’ of the home, questions
our own belief, attitude, behaviour
patterns, our religion and our
values.

The most promising element of the
movie is the fact that it brilliantly
demonstrates how the institution
of patriarchy is handed down from
one generation to another, and
how women especially mothers
are the most ardent devotees of it.
In India, marriage and patriarchy
go hand in hand. The institution of
marriage is considered as the most
important in one’s life, especially
for awoman as if one’s existence is
void and has no value if they don’t
get married. It has always been

an unavoidable and inevitable
stage in a woman'’s life. For many
Indian families, it is more like a
social necessity and pride to get
married which in most cases end
up in cutting short education of
women. And when a man turns out
incompatible with the woman after
marriage, as portrayed in Thappad,
family simply expects the woman
to “adjust” and forces her to see it

as her only destiny. It is because
concept of marriage in Indian fam-
ilies is always considered sacred.
But sadly, as the report mentioned
in the beginning points out, we all
know that the meaning of mar-
riage in India is so deeply rooted in
patriarchy and gender inequality,
at different levels and it largely de-
prives women of both self-esteem
and agency.

Other women characters are equal-
ly well defined like lawyer (Sarao),
Amrita’s mother ( Ratna Pathak
Shah) and mother-in-law (Tanvi
Azmi), and brother’s girl-friend (
Naila Grewal) most importantly, the
maid (Geetika Vidya Ohlyan), who
is regularly beaten by her drunken
husband, has finally learnt to tackle
it. All these women characters,
complex or otherwise, share their
views Amrita on the ‘thappad’,
whether to break away from the
institution of marriage or to stay
close to it. All these characters

are realistic to the core thereby
adding to the smooth sail of the
narrative to the inevitable; Amrita’s
father (Kumud Mishra) remains very
supportive and extends a complete
emotional or psychological support
to her whereas it is missing from
her husband even when things
were going right. About this intense
father-daughter duo actor Taapsee

Pannu herself has written on her
instagram page:- “Being daddy’s
girlis what made things easy and
difficult for Amrita. The fact she
always thought her life partner will
be someone like her father got her
expectations soar high but when
they crashed, he was there to hold
her from falling”.

In the process of negotiating the
physical as well as mental trauma,
Amrita was ‘proven’ a mentally
sick person in front of the court.
Towards the climax, Amrita opens
up her inner feelings with her entire
family as audience around her. The
scene is her baby shower and she’s
in her husband’s house only for rit-
ual ceremony, even as the divorce
papers are being filed and in the
process. In the climax of the movie,
Amrita and her husband moves
towards divorce. Vikram tries to
convince her that he has quit his
offer abroad and wants to get her
back. Thappad criticizes an age old
tradition, the tradition of hitting

or abusing women in the name of
permanence in marriage. Itis not
only a movie that is concerned with
the position of women in Indian
society, it is movie told from the
perspective of a wife. Thappad
questions the existing dominant
structures and showcases how it

is built upon contradictions. There
is no doubt that Thappad is a path
breaking narrative that offers
nothing but hope to hundreds of
women trapped in the cycle of
violence within marriage.
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