











Ascendancy figures—leaders in the Irish nationalist movement—as not Irish.*® Despite
this, most Irish Catholics were pro-Union until the Easter 1916 Uprising, which was
brutally crushed by the British government. Popular support for partition occurred in
both South Asia and Ireland within a short period of time: the period between Jinnah’s
Lahore declaration and the partition of India was seven short years, and the sea-change of
public sentiment from pro-Union Ireland to an independent Ireland occurred within a
short time span—six years.

The Ulster Unionists themselves actually initiated the steps towards partition in
1912 in the protest against Home Rule from Dublin because they feared that it would
favor the Catholic South. In 1920, the Government of Ireland Act instituted two
parliaments in lIreland, one in Dublin that had authority over the South, and one in
Belfast, which administered the northeast of the island. This act effectively partitioned
the country two years prior to the actual partition of the country in 1922. The passions
fomented in the path to partition broke out in 1922 in the North in virulent anti-Catholic
brutality: 232 Catholics killed, 11,000 made jobless, 23,000 homeless, and 4,500
Catholic-owned shops and businesses destroyed. Many Catholics were forced to flee to
the South. The many who remained lived in a state that saw them as an internal threat to
security. No Protestants were killed because the state restricted Catholics from arming
themselves. Restriction from jobs and housing in an already poor economic climate and

subjection to state brutality were the seeds for the Troubles, which broke out in 1968. *°

'8 The Protestant Ascendancy had produced many of the leading nationalists.

19 John D. Brewer with Gareth I. Higgins, Anti-Catholicism in Northern Ireland
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Whereas the tragedy of India’s partition lay in the splitting apart of a shared
culture, the Irish partition—though traumatic for Catholics in the North—occurred along
“natural” lines; the Protestant settler community in the northeast of Ireland had seen itself
as different from the native population in terms of religion, culture and national affiliation
(the strong ties to the imperial power). In both partitions, there were members of the
minority community left on the wrong side of the dividing line. The difference between
the Indian Muslim and the Northern Irish Catholic in this regard is substantial. Many
Northern Irish Catholics do not see themselves as British, but as Irish, and hope that
Northern Ireland will be reunified with the Republic of Ireland. In contrast, Indian
Muslims—regardless of their feelings towards the Indian state—always have to prove
their Indianness, and that they are not “Muslim terrorists or Pakistani sympathizers.”?® In
later chapters, | will explore post-partition Indian, Northern Irish and Pakistani histories
in correlation with specific films, but I wanted to sketch out here the broad outlines of the
Irish and Indian partitions. Having provided the historical contextualization of the Irish
and South Asian partitions, | will now turn to Etienne Balibar’s thinking about the nation
form to understand how minorities” necessarily function as the boundary of the nation,
and then explore the particular roles that Irish Catholic and Indian Muslim minorities
play in British and Indian nationalisms.

The Nation-State and its Minorities
To rephrase Aamir Mulfti, this dissertation’s central question concerns how the

Northern Irish Catholic and Indian Muslim became a question for themselves and for

others in the triangulated political contexts of the Atlantic Archipelago and South Asia

2 \Wajahat Ali, “Indian Muslims: Defining their loyalty after the Mumbai attacks,” The Huffington Post 18
December 2008, 22 September 2013 <http://www.huffingtonpost.com/wajahat-ali/indian-muslims-
defining-t b_151320.html>.
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following partition.*> My understanding of the fundamental role that minorities play in
nation-states derives from Etienne Balibar’s thinking: he contends that the construction of
minorities, of internal outsiders, is a fundamental aspect of the nation form, which is a
“type of ‘social formation,’ that is, a mode of combination of economic and ideological
structures.”?? Balibar describes the nation-form’s nationalism as

the organic ideology that corresponds to the national institution, and this

institution rests upon the formulation of a rule of exclusion, of visible or invisible

“borders,” materialized in laws and practices. Exclusion—or at least unequal

(“preferential™) access to particular goods and rights depending on whether one is

a national or a foreigner, or belongs to the community or not—is thus the very

essence of the nation form. %

The nation-form and nationalist ideology are “articulated with a structural
violence, both institutional and spontaneous, visible and invisible.”** These exclusions
function along “axes of inequality” such as race, gender, ethnicity, religion, socio-
economic class, language, or caste, in addition to differentiating foreigners from
citizens.?® The process of minoritization “makes large numbers of people permanently
unsettled” and “potentially moveable.”?® Although there are obvious differences between

nationalisms that are more tolerant of minorities and openly xenophobic ones, Priya

Kumar suggests that there are significant continuities between the two discourses in that

2 Mufti 2007, 10.

22 Etienne Balibar, We the People of Europe?: Reflections on Transnational Citizenship (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2003),17.
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% Priya Kumar, Limiting Secularism: The Ethics of Coexistence in Indian Literature and Film
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 27.
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both are founded on a fundamental opposition towards minorities.?’ In order to be seen as
universal, liberal secular society needs to cast the minority as the “site of the local.”*®

The Northern Irish Catholic and the Indian Muslim occupy similar structural
positions, not simply within their own polities, but internationally within the triangulated
political contexts of the Atlantic Archipelago (Great Britain and Ireland) and South Asia
(Pakistan, Bangladesh and India). The Northern Irish Catholic and the Indian Muslim
trouble the political boundaries instituted by partition. The violence that began in 1968
and continued for the next thirty years—referred to as the Troubles—provoked various
responses within the Atlantic Archipelago. Within Northern Ireland, the Northern Irish
Catholic was the enemy within, always threatening the Northern Irish statelet with
insurrection. The British state’s claims of liberalism were compromised in support of the
devolved Northern Irish government’s sectarianism, and later through their direct actions
in the province during the Troubles. The subsequent vindication of the innocence of the
Guildford Four and the Birmingham Seven demonstrated how the emergency policies
developed to deal with the political situation in Northern Ireland were used against the
minority Irish community in mainland Britain.?® As Ireland sought to be integrated within
the European Union and European modernity, Irish attitudes towards the ongoing conflict
were viewed as a troubling reminder of a distant past that most wished to forget. The

Good Friday Agreement of 1998 ushered in a new era in Northern Irish politics, with a

recognition that there were two nationalisms within the statelet.

2l Kumar, 31.
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The minoritization of the Indian Muslim has called into question the South Asian
nation-states in different ways. Aamir Mufti has powerfully argued that what it means to
be Indian “has been brought to crisis by the question of Muslim identity, in which at
stake is the minoritization of language, culture and memory.”% With the establishment of
a secular Indian state and a Muslim Pakistan, Indian Muslims were placed in an
anomalous position. As Pakistan had been established as the “default homeland” of all
Muslims living in the Indian subcontinent, Indian Muslims’ claim to Indian citizenship
was rendered precarious. Urdu, which had been the lingua franca of large sections of
North India, became a “minority” language, associated with Pakistan and the minority
Indian Muslim community. In particular, Indian Muslim history was reduced to the
position of a community memory, whereas “national” history was the memory of the
majority community. In recent years, a Hindu right political movement has undermined
the Indian secular state by claiming India for Hindus, and has designated the Muslim
minority as the primary “foreign” group residing within India. The ramifications of the
rise of the Hindu right have been on a subcontinental scale. The destruction of the Babri
Masjid in 1992 was retaliated against in Lahore by an attack on a disused Hindu temple.
In 1998 Pakistan and India came to the brink of nuclear war. The widespread
discrimination against the Muslim community, and the genocide in Gujarat in 2002 in
particular, has encouraged some young Muslim men to turn to terrorism. On 26
November 2008, some Indian Muslims participated in the attack on Mumbai that had
been orchestrated by a Pakistani terrorist organization. In the following section, I will
situate the films analyzed in this dissertation within the wider cultural explorations of the

legacies of partition on post-partition Irish and South Asian societies.

% Mufti 2007, 7.
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Violence, Memory, History and Trauma
This dissertation concerns the outpouring of Irish and Indian partition-themed and

communal-violence-themed films in the 1990s and 2000s. Although the Irish partition
occurred in 1922, and that of British India in 1947, the return to the moment of partition
in Ireland and in India in the 1990s shared certain similarities, such as the collective self-
questioning of the relationship between the birth of the nation and present-day communal
violence, fatigue with the perceived failures of de Valeran and Nehruvian national
projects, and sudden economic growth that spurred vast social change.®* Though there
was growing cooperation between the British and Irish governments over Northern
Ireland, reaching its pinnacle in the Good Friday Agreement of 1998, India’s relationship
with Pakistan continued to deteriorate, with both countries coming to the brink of nuclear
war in 1998 and engaging in a land war in Kargil in 1999. In short, sudden economic and
social change, disillusionment with past political programs, and either ongoing communal
violence (the Troubles in Northern Ireland reached their thirty- year anniversary) or the
rise of a Hindu right campaign and resurgence of communal violence (in India), as well
as India’s fiftieth anniversary of Independence, propelled both Irish and Indian societies
respectively to question the ongoing impact of partition on contemporary society. Both
Indian and Irish societies engaged with the moment of partition as the moment of
nationalization, the time in which ruling classes seek to make particular elements of the
social and intellectual body representative of the “putative national community” as

such.®? At the forefront of this process of nationalization was the alignment of particular

%! president of Ireland Eamonn de Valera advocated an isolationist economic and socially conservative
Catholic program for Ireland. Prime minister Nehru, on the other hand, advocated a state policy of
secularism coupled with financial isolationism.

% pandey., 17.
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4 Meanwhile,

contemporary anti-Muslim Hindu right thuggery against Indian Muslims.
similar stories about Hindu transgressions are told in Pakistan.*’ Likewise, Irish, British
and Ulster Protestant history have similar narratives of the enemy’s perfidy and the
nation’s righteousness.

Moments of cataclysmic violence such as the Indian partition or the Irish Civil
War do not easily fit into pedagogical time. As mentioned, the Hindu right narrative has
created a Muslim trans-historical identity of rapaciousness and bestiality of which the
partition is a part. But readings of the partition and the Civil War can fall both within the
pedagogical and the performative. Whereas the pedagogical shores up national unity, the
performative disperses it. Performative time rewrites pedagogical time through “a process
of signification that must erase any prior or originary presence of the nation-people to
demonstrate the prodigious, living culture of the people as that continual process by
which the national life is redeemed and signified as a repeating and reproductive
process.”® Although Bhabha’s theory of performative time appears overwhelmingly
positive, its roots in Frantz Fanon’s theory of the generative power of anti-colonial
violence suggests how performative time disturbs and destabilizes national time.* The
films discussed in this dissertation demonstrate what happens when people do not or

cannot assimilate or be assimilated to the nationalist ideal. In the light of pedagogical

time, the figure of the minority is a terrifying aspect of the performative, functioning as a

% bid.
7 |bid., 14.
8 Bhabha, 297.

* Frantz Fanon, “On National Culture,” in Colonial Discourse/Postcolonial Theory. eds. Patrick Williams
and Laura Chrisman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 36-52.
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“traumatic return.” I argue that the films critique nation-building narratives by exploring
the discrepancy between the ideal equality existing among a nation-state’s citizens and
the realities of minorities’ existence.

As | mentioned earlier, | focus on the figure of the minority—and its position as
the object and instigator of violence—to illustrate how it is connected to both times of the
nation, with the repetition of traumatic narratives connected to pedagogical time’s
attempts to solidify the nation’s borders and boundaries and the performative time
undoing them. | show how the films’ self-reflexivity calls attention to how the
performative time of the nation undermines the pedagogical time’s illusions about the
national past. Through my analysis, | explore how the films perform what Edward Said
called a secular critique of nationalism.

The Saidian understanding of minorities and their position vis-a-vis the state
serves as a critical position that challenges the claims of the majority, and even the
majoritarian position within minority groups, such as in the treatment of women, children
and sexual minorities. This secular criticism is “aimed at the mutual determinations of
the religious and the national, at the unequal division of the field of national experience
into domains marked by religious difference.”*® This type of critique allows us to explore
how Irish and Indian religious-national majoritarian formations are legacies of the
deterritorialization of identity in the wake of partition. Secular criticism enables us to see
the power of nationalism by exposing the attractiveness of filiative forms of collectivity
and the aura surrounding the national symbolic.®* 1 view the Irish and South Asian

historical films I will compare as performing a kind of secular criticism of the nation-

0 Mufti 1998, 107.
5 bid.
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state. In the following section, | will explore how the films represent the traumatic effects
of nationalism on the nation through the appropriation and interpretation of trauma
cinema’s generic elements.

Explanation of Methodology

This dissertation will situate formal analyses of films in their historical and
industrial contexts. Through my formal analysis, | will try to show how cinematic texts
affect the viewer through attention to narrative, dialogues, cinematography and sound.
Formal analysis has to take the place of ethnographic research because significant time
had passed between many of the films’ releases and the period of my field research in
Ireland and India. Through formal analysis, | am trying to convey how the films try to
develop empathy for the victims of the majoritarian and state violence.

Differences in the Industrial Contexts
There are obvious differences between the small Anglophone Irish and British

film industries and the large “national” Hindi film industry. All of the Irish films under
consideration in this dissertation are international co-productions, usually made in part
with British monies. Many of the films receive state funding to promote images of
Ireland in refutation of the foreign stereotypes perpetuated by some influential American
and British films. In the British/Irish context, there is a close imbrication between
television and the motion picture industry; film personnel have spent many years of their
careers working in television, and films like Bloody Sunday and Five Minutes of Heaven
will often be shown on British television at the same time they are released in the
theaters. As a result of this dual appearance on television and the theaters, these films

have both a local identity as a “television event” as well as an international theatrical one.
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In a cinema landscape dominated by American films, television plays an important role
promoting local audiovisual cultures and promoting national identity.

In comparison with the British/Irish film context, Indian cinemas have a much
more powerful and pervasive influence. In India, there are many regional cinemas, but it
is the Hindi film industry’s proclaims that it represents the “nation.” For many years, the
Hindi film was characterized by a heterogeneous mode of production where the whole of

the film is “assembled from parts produced separately by specialists.”

Film songs’
popularity plays a large role in how successful a film is with the moviegoing audience.
Unlike the British and Irish film industries, Indian stars and stars’ families have
enormous influence in how characters are represented (see the discussion of Fiza in
Chapter 4). The Tamil and Pakistani films under consideration depart from this mode of
production. Kamal Haasan has a huge following in his native Tamil Nadu and exerts
significant control over his own films; for Hey!Ram, he wrote the screenplay and song
lyrics, choreographed song sequences and produced and directed the film. Likewise,
Sabiha Sumar co-wrote and directed Khamosh Pani and her producers (like the majority
of the film’s money) were European. Following theatrical release in India and abroad,
the films are in circulation on DVD, on the many Indian cable networks and on Internet
websites like Spuul.

Controversial South Asian cinema productions are seen as possible threats to the
state (See the discussion of Bombay in Chapter 3). An international co-production, the

Pakistani film Khamosh Pani has been banned in Pakistan. It has gained prominence

from its success on the international film circuit and is available on DVD. When

°2 Madhava Prasad, Ideology of the Hindi Film: A Historical Construction (New Delhi: Oxford University
Press, 2001) 31-32.




22

Hey!Ram was released in India, it was quickly pulled from theaters out of fears that it
would cause riots. It is now shown on Indian television, but in a highly censored form.

I have chosen to analyze these films for thematic reasons, not because of their
popularity at the box office. Some of the films, like Michael Collins, The Magdalene
Sisters and Bombay were box office successes, and all three were the center of heated
public discussions about their representations of history; thus, they would be central to
any discussion of influential popular historical films in the Irish or Indian context. The
other Irish/British films, Bloody Sunday and Five Minutes of Heaven, were released for
only a brief time in theaters in order to be eligible for the Oscars before televised on
British television. They did receive international recognition; both received awards at
Sundance, and Bloody Sunday won the top film award at the Berlin Film Festival. Their
artistic achievement is rooted in their unique production histories. Both films are
reconciliation projects; British and Irish state monies funded these co-productions whose
aims were to create bridges between communities. Bloody Sunday’s English director
worked with the local community to produce a film that represented their account of that
day to a British audience. Five Minutes of Heaven’s English screenwriter Guy Hibbert
interviewed both the former Protestant paramilitary soldier and the brother of the
Catholic man he killed to write a screenplay imagining what kind of reconciliation would
be possible between the two in the Northern Ireland of today. As | mentioned above,
Hey!Ram and Khamosh Pani’s box office performances suffered because of censorship
issues, but their compelling narratives and performances demand critical engagement.

Though Fiza performed moderately well at the box office, | am most interested in how
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this film uses popular Hindi film conventions to produce a radically unique representation
of Muslim youth in post-riot Bombay/Mumbai.

Summary of Dissertation Chapters

In this dissertation, 1 will compare key texts exploring central themes of post-
partition minority existence from the period 1994-2009: patriarchal-oriented national
narratives; atrocity films; and post-conflict narratives. In my comparison of these films, I
will explore how the minority figure critiques nationalism’s underlying religious
majoritarianism. In Chapter 1, I will engage with two films that return to the Irish and
the Indian nations’ founding and the violence that attended them. These two historical
films center on the “Fathers of the Nation” and their legacies. The Irish film Michael
Collins (Neil Jordan, Ireland/USA, 1996) focuses on the Great Man of History who is
shown single-handedly revolutionizing Irish guerrilla warfare and driving the British out
of Ireland. The violence that he cleverly deploys during the War of Independence turns
against him during the Irish Civil War. Hey!Ram (Kamal Haasan, India,1999) concerns
the devastating effects of the partition of India on one fictional character whose life
intertwines with that of Mahatma Gandhi. The two films attempt to locate the roots of
current sectarian and communal violence in the Irish War of Independence and Civil War
and the partition of British India. Michael Collins uses the Hollywood bio-pic to
rehabilitate the figure of the IRA man and to critique the Troubles’ film representations
(and the colonial discourses about Irish violence that animate them), and Hey!Ram uses
the Sanskrit epic Ramayana whose hero, the god Ram, was a central figure of the Hindu

right’s movement to claim India for the Hindu majority in the 1980s and 1990s. These
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two films present an apparently minoritarian critique of state narratives regarding
national history, but both ultimately produce a majoritarian view of events.

Chapter 2 addresses the effects of patriarchal religious majoritarianism on the
lives of women on the Indian subcontinent and the island of Ireland. Khamosh Pani
(Sahiba Sumar, Pakistan/France/Germany, 2004) and The Magdalene Sisters (Peter
Mullan, Great Britain/lreland, 2002) demonstrate how one of the effects of partition
along religious lines was that “good” female sexuality became a symbolic border of the
new post-colonial nations. The films are influenced by the documentary tradition—The
Magdalene Sisters’ narrative is based on the testimonies given in a British documentary,
Sex in a Cold Climate (Stephen Humphries, Great Britain, 1998), about the Magdalene
laundries—and Khamosh Pani is based on the filmmaker’s work with abducted women.
The Magdalene Sisters focuses on four female characters who are incarcerated in a
Church-run laundry where they have to wash linens to atone for their sins. One woman is
a rape victim, another had a child out of wedlock, one is mentally disabled, and the other
is “too pretty.” Khamosh Pani concerns the exposure of an abducted woman’s identity to
her fundamentalist son and his rejection of her in the wake of Zia ul-Haqg’s Islamization
project in 1979 that called for a purification of Pakistani culture and that made the
policing of women’s sexuality a rallying point for many Pakistanis.

In Chapter 3, | compare two films that visualize how violence transforms
communal and national space. In my comparison of Bloody Sunday (Paul Greengrass,
Great Britain/Ireland, 2002) and Bombay (Mani Ratnam, India, 1995), | will explore how
these two films visualize the destruction of the promise of nonviolent social change in

Northern Ireland and the Nehruvian ideal of a secular nation in India. Both of these films
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played seminal roles in their countries’ histories. Greengrass’s film was made with
British state money and broadcast on British television, as well as being released in
theaters to make a “local” memory a national one to commemorate the thirtieth
anniversary of Bloody Sunday. Bombay’s production history reveals the critical role that
the censor board played in constructing the film. Bloody Sunday draws from the British
docudrama tradition and concerns the Protestant MP who was a civil rights leader in the
1970s and an organizer of the nonviolent civil rights march that was fired on by the
British Army, killing 13 people. Bloody Sunday is similar to the Bombay riots insofar as
it was the end of the nonviolent civil rights movement and the beginning of the Troubles,
much as the Bombay riots signaled the end of state secularism in India. Bombay is a
fictional narrative about a Tamil Muslim woman married to a Tamil (Hindu) Brahmin
man, and their two children in Bombay. Though threatened with death at several times in
the narrative, the nuclear family emerges alive and as the symbol of the survival of
secular India in the wake of the riots.

Chapter 4 concerns two films that engage with the ongoing effects of violence on
families. Five Minutes of Heaven (Oliver Hirschbiegel, Great Britain/Ireland, 2009) and
Fiza (Khalid Mohammed, India, 2000) both represent the ongoing effects on the victims
of sectarian and communal violence. The two films grapple with the impossibility of
forgiveness between the victim and murderer, yet the necessity for some kind of
rapprochement for the sake of social healing. Five Minutes of Heaven dramatizes the
fictional reconciliation between two real life figures who will never meet. Joe Griffin has
vowed to kill Alistair, the Protestant paramilitary who killed his brother. Fiza concerns

Fiza, a Muslim girl who searches for her brother, Amaan, who disappeared during the
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Bombay riots. She finds him six years after the riots, when he has become part of a
secular jihad against communalism in India.® Both films explore the possibility of
forgiveness for people who have been involved in sectarian violence, and the way in

which sectarian violence destroys families.

%% The Muslim (most likely Pakistani-origin) holy war is not against Hindus, but against all government
officials and other people in power who exploit the poor and vulnerable. At the end of the film, the group
leader sends Amaan to assassinate a Hindu and a Muslim communal leaders because of their ruthless
exploitation of communal feelings to garner power for themselves.
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CHAPTER 1
THE DOUBLE TIME OF PATRIARCHAL NATIONALISM
IN MICHAEL COLLINS AND HEY!RAM

Introduction

The two historical films under consideration in this chapter, Neil Jordan’s
1996 film Michael Collins and Kamal Haasan’s 2000 film Hey!Ram, both represent the
violence that accompanied the creation of the nation state as an enduring legacy. The two
films attempt to locate the roots of current sectarian and communal violence in
cataclysmic historical events—the partition of British India and the Irish fight for
Independence and Civil War. Both are historical films, though Jordan’s biopic concerns
a “great man” of history who was instrumental in liberating Ireland from British
colonialism, while Kamal Haasan’s fictional protagonist is an ordinary man whose
abandonment of his plan to assassinate Mahatma Gandhi fails to influence the course of
history. The two films come out of disparate national cinema contexts: Neil Jordan’s
Irish film draws from both the Hollywood biopic and The Godfather, but also draws from
and critiques the British/Irish/American Troubles genre; Kamal Haasan’s film showcases
Hindi film stars and draws on Indian cinematic traditions while at the same time
incorporating international art film aesthetics. In my examination of Michael Collins and
Hey!Ram, | will demonstrate how they present an apparently “minoritarian” critique of
representations of the Troubles (Michael Collins) or the Indian partition (Hey!Ram).
Michael Collins presents the political reasons for the recourse to violence in the
Independence era in refutation of hegemonic British media representations of Irish
political violence as due to a racial proclivity towards violence. Hey!Ram performs two

different critiques of contemporary Indian secularism: Indian secularism’s inability to
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engage with the dangerous influence of partition memories on communal relations and
the Hindu right’s “righteous Hindu masculinity” as dependent on the victimization of
Muslims. In this chapter, | will argue that both films’ “minoritarian” critiques ultimately
produce a majoritarian representation of the historical events from an Irish nationalist and
upper-caste Hindu perspective, respectively.

Plot Summaries

As the Tamil Brahmin archaeologist Saket Ram, the Tamil cinema superstar
Kamal Haasan plays a fictional character who seeks to kill Mahatma Gandhi as revenge
for the murder of his wife in the Direct Action Day riots in Calcutta on August 16, 1946.
The film is divided between the present (Chennai in 1999) and the past (1946-1948), with
the temporal distinctions demarcated by the black and white (or sepia-tinted) film used
for the present and color film for the past. The frame narrative begins with Saket Ram’s
grandson, a novelist, giving the outlines of his new novel based on his grandfather’s life,
calling it a bio-fiction. The present of the film is December 6, 1999, the seventh
anniversary of the destruction of a sixteenth-century Muslim mosque in Ayodhya, Uttar
Pradesh. Philip Lutgendorf points out that the connection with Ayodhya and the
Ramayana is first made apparent through the name of the protagonist, Saket Ram, Saket
being an ancient name for Ayodhya.>* The grandson begins his grandfather’s story in
Mohenjo Daro, the birthplace of South Asian civilization, now located in Pakistan. He
and his closest friend, Amjad Khan, are excavating the site. Hearing about the Direct
Action Day riots in Calcutta, Saket Ram returns home to his new wife, a Bengali

schoolteacher, whom he has married without parental approval. Leaving his wife at

> Philip Lutgendorf, “Hey Ram,” Philip’s Fil-ums, n.d., 1 July 2012
<http://www.uiowa.edu/~incinema/HEYRAM.htmI|> .
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home while he goes for groceries, Saket Ram encounters a Sikh girl being chased by a
horde of Muslim men and saves her from it. When he returns to his apartment building,
Saket Ram finds that their tailor and his friends have killed the chokhidar (gatekeeper)
and are trying to break into his wife’s bedroom. Saket Ram is attacked and tied up as the
men rape his wife and he himself is threatened with rape. Saket Ram breaks free, but
fails to save his wife, whose throat has been slit. Desiring vengeance, Saket Ram goes to
the Muslim mohalla (neighborhood), Kkills his wife’s murderers, and witnesses revenge
killings of old men and children by Hindus and Sikhs. He meets a Hindu right ideologue,
Abhyankar, who is on the run from the police and who tells Saket Ram that it is Gandhi
who is to blame for riots. The narrative resumes six months later with the formerly clean-
shaven and Western clothed Saket Ram looking like a sadhu (holy man with a full beard
and traditional Indian clothing) and living at the family home in Madras (how Chennai).
He remarries a young woman named Mythili who is from a family of Gandhi supporters.
He becomes involved with Abhyankar’s work with a maharaja who is trying to devise a
plan to assassinate Gandhi. Chosen to kill the mahatma, Saket Ram leaves his wife and
family and goes to New Delhi. Trying to recover his missing gun, Saket Ram goes to
Chandhi Chowk and encounters his old friend, Amjad Khan. They together encounter a
group of Hindu right thugs who have heard there are Muslims hiding in a warehouse with
a huge cache of arms. The Muslims happen to be Amjad’s family, which is terrified of
attacks by Hindus. Though he at first renounces his friendship with Amjad and declares
his desire to kill Gandhi, Amjad’s demonstration of bravery and passionate secular
nationalism eventually brings Saket Ram back to sanity. Saket Ram then directs his

violence towards the Hindu right thugs who have attacked Amjad’s family’s warehouse
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and home. Unfortunately, Saket Ram cannot save Amjad and many of his male family
members from being killed. Saket Ram goes to see Gandhi to confess his sins, but Godse
kills the mahatma before he has the opportunity. In the contemporary narrative to which
the story returns several times, Saket Ram’s grandson and his doctor had attempted to
bring his grandfather to the hospital, but the police stopped the ambulance and forced
everyone to hide in a sewer excavation under a street until the fighting between Muslim
rioters and the police had ended. As his story has begun in a grave in Mohenjo Daro,
Saket Ram dies in the grave-like bunker. The film ends with Gandhi’s grandson and
Saket Ram’s grandson discovering the “real history” behind the apparently pacifist old
man’s apparent Gandhian principles.

Michael Collins begins with Collins’ second-in-command addressing the camera,
saying, “You have to remember him the way he was.....” He describes Collins’ greatness
as his anonymity, the way he cycled around Dublin unnoticed by the many who were
involved in trying to hunt him down. Yet, this Irish Everyman was able to drive the
British out of Ireland. After this, the film returns to the past, briefly depicting the failure
of the Easter 1916 Rebellion, where Collins declares that he will beat the British at their
own game. The film jumps forward six years to Collins’ release from a British jail for
involvement in the uprising, and he quickly reorganizes the IRA into a highly effective
guerrilla organization. He and his best friend, Harry Boland, fall in love with the same
girl, Kitty Kiernan. Eamonn de Valera, fearful that Collins and Boland together would
pose a threat to his power, brings Boland along with him on a tour of America to promote
the Irish cause. When De Valera and Boland return to Ireland, De Valera, to his dismay,

finds Collins as the head of the Independence movement, and Boland finds that Kitty has
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switched her affections from him to Collins. Collins proves himself to be a mastermind of
guerrilla warfare, recruiting spies from within Dublin Castle (the British military and
espionage headquarters) and strategically attacking British forces. Following the
cessation of the Anglo-Irish war, De Valera sends Collins to broker a treaty with the
British despite Collins’ protests that he does not possess the diplomatic skills needed for
this critical task. When Collins returns with a treaty that includes within it an Oath of
Allegiance to the British Crown, De Valera attacks Collins as betraying everything for
which they fought. The Irish Parliament, the Dail, splits between those who will accept
the treaty and those who will not. Boland turns against Collins. Civil war breaks out, and
Boland is killed. Haunted by guilt, Collins attempts reconciliation with De Valera. En
route to meet De Valera, Collins is killed on his wedding day in West Cork, where he
grew up. (The film insinuates that De Valera was involved in the plot to kill Collins).

Historical Context

The 1990s in Ireland and India were a period of intense socio-cultural-political
ferment. In Ireland, the celebration of Ireland’s phenomenal economic progress was
dimmed by a seemingly interminable thirty-year sectarian war in Northern Ireland. The
newfound wealth permitted the state funding of an indigenous cinema, and Irish films
were commissioned to challenge foreign cinematic portraits of the island—Hollywood’s
romantic vision of the Irish and Britain’s portrait of a lawless people. A central focus of
Irish cinema in the 1990s was the representation of the Troubles and the roots of the
conflict in the fight for Irish independence. Similarly, popular Hindi cinema in the 1990s
and 2000s represented for the first time the partition and communal conflict, subjects that

for decades had been largely taboo. Both cinemas began to explore aspects of national
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history that had long been avoided.

Indian nationalist historians and the state had attempted to represent partition
violence as an aberration in the country’s history and had been reluctant to engage with
its effects on post-partition Indian history, particularly how it shaped identity at the
individual, familial and communal levels. The rise of a virulent form of religious
nationalism based on the conception of hindutva, or “Hindu-ness,” arose in the 1980s due
to the impact of overlapping historical forces, including

the failure of official programs of the Nehru-Gandhi era to end economic
stagnation, ameliorate poverty, and assuage social iniquities; the specter of
separatist movements fueling the distrust of minority communities; resentments
about the ‘clientelist politics’ espoused by the Congress Party in pursuit of
demographic vote banks; and tension generated by a radical attempt to extend and
deepen affirmative action (the imbroglio of 1990 following efforts to
operationalize the recommendation of the Mandal Commission), which
strengthened the already widespread impression that the central government
served minority groups at the cost of majority, upper-caste Hindu interests.*®
With the liberalization of the Indian economy in 1991, globalization’s effects—the loss of
national sovereignty and growing income inequalities—created fissures in Indian
society.®® Bhaskar Sarkar has pointedly claimed that “the confounding entanglement of
liberalization and Hindu chauvinism has, so far, framed the Indian experience of
globalization.”’

One of the most visible phenomena of the Hindu chauvinism of that era was the

Ram Janmabhoomi movement whose aim was to destroy a sixteenth-century Muslim

*® Bhaskar Sarkar, Mourning the Nation (Durham: Duke University Press, 2009), 261. The Mandal
Commission in 1980 recommended seat reservation and quotas in government jobs and seats at universities
for lower castes. The Commission’s recommendations were greeted with widespread opposition by upper-
caste Indians. Reservations at a lower percentage had already been the policy.
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mosque that was supposed to have been built on the birthplace of the god Ram.*® On
December 6, 1992, the mosque was razed to the ground by Hindu activists. The riots that
ensued in Bombay, the most cosmopolitan of Indian cities, were seen as a symbol of the
death of a secular India. Internal pressures were also exacerbated by the ongoing
tensions with Muslim Pakistan throughout the 1990s and 2000s; in 1999, the two
countries fought a war in the Kargil region and had a nuclear stand-off in 2001 and 2003.
In 2001, Pakistan-based Laskhar-e-Taiba and Jaish-e-Mohammed terrorist groups
attacked the Indian Parliament building.*®

As a result of a highly communalized and anti-Pakistani atmosphere, Hindi
cinema had avoided negative representations of the Muslim community and direct
representations of the partition. Prior to the 1990s, there had a couple of films that were
released about the partition. In the 1950s, Naastik (I.S. Johar, India, 1954) concerned a
man who has lost faith in God and desires vengeance following the murder of his family
in the partition and Chhaliya (Manmohan Desali, India, 1960) dealt with the trials of an
abducted woman. In 1973, M.S. Saathyu created a masterpiece of the parallel cinema
movement, Garam Hawa, a sensitive portrait of a Muslim family’s increasing
marginalization following partition. In 1987, Govind Nihilani’s television series Tamas
(based on the novel by Bhisham Sahni) was shown on Doordarshan; the film graphically
represented the massacre of and exodus of Hindus and Sikhs from the new Pakistan.
Following the Bombay riots, this avoidance of partition and communal violence was

abandoned with the production of high-profile popular films such as Bombay (Mani

%8 |bid, 264.
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Ratnam, India, 1995) and Gadar (Anil Sharma, India, 2001).%° The 2001 blockbuster
Gadar included incendiary representations of Muslim atrocities toward the Hindu and
Sikh populace during the partition, including the gang rape of the hero’s sister. The
abandonment of informal and formal censorship of communal imagery during this period
reflects the Indian state’s own retrenchment from its secular policies.

Like Hey!Ram, Michael Collins also was produced in a period of cultural and
political ferment, though of a much more positive kind. As in the case of India, Ireland
was experiencing an economic explosion after decades of relative poverty. For the
Republic, the Troubles had been “background noise” as the country was consumed with a
series of economic, political and social crises during the 1970s and 1980s. During this
period, the country faced severe economic problems: public finances had been and
continued to remain in a disastrous state, the economy was stagnant, and the
government’s high spending economic policies intensified Ireland’s dire economic
situation. As a result, there was a constant changeover of governments and spiraling
inflation that resulted in the emigration of many lIrish citizens. In 1987, things began to
change with a program of tax and spending cuts that helped stabilize public finances and
served as the foundation for the economic growth during the 1990s and 2000s until the
collapse of the economy in 2008.%

The Celtic Tiger was a reversal of the past seventy years of Irish postcolonial

history: “virtually full employment, economic growth rates of close to 10 per cent a year,

80 Bhaskar Sarkar has persuasively argued that repressed partition memory was implicit in common themes
of separated brothers and families throughout the 1950s and 1960s.

%1 Neil Hegarty, The Story of Ireland: A History of the Irish People (Dublin: Thomas Dunne Books, 2013),
5199-5203, Kindle file.
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overflowing state coffers and levels of investment in the infrastructure of the state that
were undreamed of in previous decades.” ® Irish society’s long-held conservatism was
shaken by a number of social movements that led to the development of a more liberal
and progressive Ireland. First, in 1967, free secondary education was instituted. Secondly,
Ireland increased its links to Europe by entering the European Economic Community
(EEC) in 1973. Thirdly, popular challenges to Catholic-inflected social policy arose
concerning, among other issues, birth control and homosexuality. Homosexuality was
legalized in 1993 and divorce permitted in 1995. During the 1990s, the gradual easing of
the conflict in the North contributed to the feeling in the Republic that the island of
Ireland’s future would not be held back by the poverty and sectarian fighting that had
characterized the past thirty years.

The Anglo-Irish Agreement in 1984 established a “pan-Ireland dimension” to the
province’s governance. After decades of sectarian warfare, both sides came to realize
that the conflict was unwinnable. Thanks to the courageous steps taken by pacifist
Northern Irish nationalist leader and future Nobel Peace Prize winner John Hume to
engage Sinn Fein’s Jerry Adams in talks, the republican leader conceded that only
through the principle of consent, not violence, would Irish unity be achieved. In 1993,

British Prime Minister John Major declared that Britain had no “‘selfish strategic or

economic interest in Northern Ireland.’”®

The Irish government indicated that they
would relinquish claim to the entire island of Ireland. President Bill Clinton’s political
interventions hastened the gradual political thaw. In 1994, the IRA declared a ceasefire

(which was subsequently ended just as Michael Collins began filming in 1996). The

%2 |hid., 5250-5251.
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overall transformation of a deadlocked political situation dovetailed with the Republic’s
unprecedented economic prosperity.

As Hey!Ram reflects a darker historical moment in which it was produced, it is
the optimism of the emerging Celtic Tiger and the cessation of hostilities in the North
that inspires Michael Collins” engagement with the enduring legacy of the gun in Irish
politics. Likewise, as Hey!Ram reflects the cultural turn in the demonization of the
Muslim community, Michael Collins evidences a more critical inquiry into the conflict
in the North through an engagement with its historical foundations in the Anglo-Irish and
Civil Wars in 1919-1922 and 1923 respectively. It is also a mourning work for the
Ireland that could have been—a more open and optimistic place—that was destroyed
with the brutal Civil War and Collins’s death.

Michael Collins is a departure from the Troubles film genre in its engagement
with the historical background of the violent conflict in Northern Ireland. Neil Jordan’s
two previous Troubles-themed films, Angel (IRE/GB, 1982) and The Crying Game (GB,
1992), were typical of most Troubles films in their avoidance of any engagement in the
political realities of Northern Ireland. In his landmark study, “Images of Violence,” John
Hill argues that the Troubles film draws on centuries of colonial representations of the
Irish as an atavistically violent people (similar to contemporary Hindu nationalist
representations of Muslims).** Hill reads contemporary Troubles films’ dehistoricized
representations of Irish political violence as drawing from this long tradition. For
example, the Troubles genre’s ideology of race belies The Crying Game’s espousal of the

fluidity of national, gender and sexual identities, which is paralleled by a complete lack

8 John Hill, “Images of Violence,” in Cinema and Ireland, eds. Kevin Rockett, John Hill and Luke Gibbons
(London, Meuthen, 1987), 147-193.
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of interest in the political situation in Northern Ireland—the history that would tie
characters to particular national or ethnic affiliations.

Michael Collins differs sharply from Jordan’s earlier work in tone and in terms
of generic influences (historical film) in its engagement with the historical figure of
Michael Collins and his triple legacy of independence, partition and the IRA.® The
ground for the film’s production in Ireland had already been laid by an earlier film whose
approach suggested a shift in representations of Irish political violence. Prior to the
film’s release, an Irish television film on Collins starring Brendan Gleeson, The Treaty
(Jonathan Lewis, UK/IRE, 1992) depicted the Irish leader’s fraught discussions with the
British Prime Minister over the treaty that would grant Irish independence. This was a
significant attempt to locate the Irish political violence past and present as the outcome of
a historical event that was viewed by many at the time as a betrayal of the goals for which
many lrish people fought and died. Winner of the Golden Lion at the Venice Film
Festival in 1996, Michael Collins was Ireland’s biggest indigenous box office hit.
Likewise, Kamal Haasan’s Hey!Ram, drawing from the mythological and the historical
film genres, concerns a similar legacy of independence, partition and religious
nationalism. Though chosen to be India’s entry to the Oscars in 2000, the film performed
poorly at the box office because it was almost immediately pulled out of the theaters as
there was a concern that the film’s images would cause riots. Through their focus on
central characters, the films engage with the transformative power of violence and its

enduring legacy on the nation-state.

% peter Hart, Mick: The Real Michael Collins (New York/London: Penguin Books, 2005), 426.

% Ruth Barton, Irish National Cinema (London: Routledge, 2004), 140.
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Writing History

In my comparison of these two films, I will explore how the films write national
history by examining how their use of intertexuality reveals the time and the space of the
nation through a dialectic between the past and the present, the national, international and
regional. Michael Collins’ play of influences—the international (the biopic), the national
(the current interpretation of the Collins narrative), the regional (the triangulated political
situation of the Troubles)— push and pull against one another, presenting not only a
portrait of a historical figure but revealing the complex location of the nation in 1996. In
Hey!Ram, the dialectic between grandson’s fictionalized history of his grandfather’s life
and Saket Ram’s memories draws from the international (the historical films focusing on
trauma, especially Schindler’s List), the archaic (the holy epics of the Ramayana), and the
regional (the Tamil film).

Homi Bhabha likens the double-time of the nation—the inflection of the archaic
within the modern—to Freud’s uncanny when the “archaic emerges in the midst of
margins of modernity as a result of some psychic ambivalence or intellectual
uncertainty.”®” In Freudian terms, the uncanny marks the return of the repressed—in the
case of Michael Collins, the Republic’s roots in a bloody fight for independence and in
civil war, and in Hey!Ram, in partition and a murderous religious nationalism. Bhabha
says, “The 'double’ is the figure most frequently associated with this uncanny process of
the doubling, dividing and interchanging of the self.”®® In these two films, the nation is

doubled through character—De Valera stands for a repressive nationalism and Michael

" Homi Bhabha, “Dissemination: Time, Narrative and the Margins of the Modern Nation” in The
Blackwell Reader in Contemporary Social Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 213.

% Ibid.
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Collins for a passionate, inclusive nationalism in Michael Collins, and in Hey!Ram, Saket
Ram is doubly-doubled to both his own pre-partition and post-partition selves as well as
the post-partition Ram serving as an opposite to Mahatma Gandhi. In the two films, the
past and the present are both rendered strange and terrifying. In the comparative analysis
below, | will demonstrate how these texts elucidate how the nation is caught within
different temporalities. In my comparison of these two texts, we will discover how the
uncanny return of the past is refigured through aspects of contemporary culture. In his
theory of the time and space of the nation, Homi Bhabha views the nation time as caught
between the pedagogical aspects—its canonical history—and the performative in which
the people challenge any simple understanding of national culture as essentialized and
unchanging.®® In my comparison of these two films, I will explore how the two films’
pedagogical narratives are destabilized by the performative. Bhabha’s double time
allows us to understand the dialectical movement between the different times of the
nation that occur within these films.

Both Michael Collins and Hey!Ram fall under the category of historical films,
though Michael Collins derives from the Hollywood biopic and Hey!Ram from the Tamil
mythological. The historical film genre comprises dramatic feature films based on the
lives of historical figures such as Michael Collins, or in which a fictional plot is set
against a historical backdrop, such as Hey!Ram’s fictional protagonist’s experiences
during partition and his training to assassinate Mahatma Gandhi.” Both films share what

Robert Rosenstone has characterized as the quality of the “best” historical films—their

% |bid., 215.

" Robert Burgoyne, The Hollywood Historical Film (Oxford:Blackwell Publishing, 2008), 2.
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ability to “intersect with, comment upon and add something to the larger discourse of

history out of which they grow and to which they speak.”"*

A subgenre of the historical
film, the biopic focuses on an individual and his or her struggles as a reflection of the
time. The elements of the Hollywood biopic’s structure influence Michael Collins in
several ways. Michael Collins is an example of what George Custen termed an Idol of
Production, the biopic of someone whose contributions to society were significant.
Collins is the typical Great Man of History who has to overcome opposition to his goals,
both externally (the British) and internally (Eamonn de Valera).”> Most of Michael
Collins is in flashback, but like most biopics, Collins’ narrative begins in medias res
(following the end of the Easter Rebellion) when he declares, following the failure of the
Easter Rebellion, that he has discovered how to get the British—by beating them at their
own game! There is no depiction of Collins’ upbringing or his time in London where he
learned many of the administrative skills that would make him a formidable leader;
instead, the passionate Irish nationalist comes fully formed. To represent Collins’ natal
family would be to a certain extent redundant as Collins’ best friend, Harry Boland,
serves as a surrogate brother and Eamonn de Valera as a surrogate father. In his landmark
study of the Hollywood biopic, George Custen has argued that this narrative construction
allows the audience to conceive of the hero as self-made, “that most characteristic
American form of personality construction and a dominant mode of the nineteenth

173

century. In its transposition into the Irish context, this American trait is a sign of

™ Robert Rosenstone. History on Film/Film on History (Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall, 2006). 8.
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Collins’ modernity, enabling him to be a major force in the achievement of Irish freedom.
Collins’ best friend and fiancée give the viewers a sense of the great man’s “human” side
as well as his bona fides as a heterosexual male, in contrast to the effeminate and prudish
Eamonn de Valera, Collins’ onetime political father and later nemesis. The struggles with
de Valera and Boland symbolically represent what happened in Ireland during the Civil
War in which families were split between Republicans and Free Staters. Boland and
Collins’ fight over the same woman—Kitty Kiernan—also symbolizes their fight for
control of the nation.

The film is a departure from Jordan’s other works (which he has written himself)
in part because the film was largely funded with American money. The film built on the
momentum created by the phenomenal success of Schindler’s List (Steven Spielberg,
USA, 1994), which also starred Liam Neeson. A small Anglophone cinema, Irish
filmmakers have to speak an international (often Hollywood) cinematic language in order
to get funding and distribution, as well as to speak to the Irish filmgoer who mainly
watches American cinema.

The film’s intertexuality does not simply reflect economic considerations. The
film also draws from the gangster pic—specifically The Godfather—in order to
complicate British discourses criminalizing the IRA as “godfathers.” By drawing on film
noir and the gangster pic, Jordan uses the life of Collins to criticize the British state’s
representation of the IRA by elucidating the differences between Collins and Michael
Corleone, their attitudes towards violence and their goals. In the next section, I will
explore how the film engages with these particular influences, but at the moment I want

to point out how both films’ intertextuality directly comments on how state players such
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as the British state and Hindu right organizations have similarly used cultural texts to
demonize or delegitimize minority groups.

In comparison with Michael Collins’ Hollywood influences, Hey!Ram is a cross
between a historical film and a secularized mythological. As a historical film that
engages with Gandhi’s legacy, the film references moments in Gandhi’s life—
specifically his assassination—as well as the Calcutta riots of 1946 and the partition of
India. The film’s antihero, the character of Saket Ram, is a fictional character whose life
plays out against the traumas of the partition era and who becomes involved in a Hindu
right plan to kill Gandhi just as Nathuram Godse, the actual assassin, himself had been.
Like Michael Collins, the film uses performance, mise-en-scéne and historical re-creation
to present a believable history of the events for the viewer and give credence to the sense
that the fictional story of Saket Ram is an accurate historical reflection of the time. As
Michael Collins engages with Irish history through the appropriation of contemporary
British media discourses about Irish political violence, Hey!Ram uses the great Hindu
narrative, the Ramayana. The Ramayana had been used since the twelfth century to
categorize Islamic invaders into India as Ravana, a demon who steals Ram’s wife Sita
away from him.”* In the 1980s and the 1990s, the some Hindu right activists once again
used the Ramayana to scapegoat Muslims as invaders who had robbed Hindus of their
country as Ravana had abducted Sita from Ram. In his 1999 film, Kamal Haasan uses
the Ramayana to explore the effects of partition violence on the Hindu male psyche.

At the date of the film’s production, South India had not been as affected by

™ Vijay Mishra, “After Ayodhya: the sublime object of fundamentalism,” in_Bollywood Cinema: Temples
of Desire (New York: Routledge 2002), 207.
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Hindu-Muslim violence; the film’s Hindu-Muslim riot prophesies the spread of Hindu-
Muslim violence to Chennai (previously Madras), the capital of Tamil Nadu. The director
and star of the film, Kamal Haasan, is a superstar in the regional Tamil film industry. His
star text as an atheist who has rejected his lyengar Brahmin upbringing influenced the
reception of his performance as the film’s protagonist, Saket Ram. Haasan’s and his
character’s upper-caste subjectivities also put them at odds with South India’s anti-
Brahmin movement, placing them in a tenuous position in regard to post-Independence
South Indian history as well.

I have called the film a secular mythological as it draws from the popular
filmmaking tradition (in Tamil cinema as well as other regional Indian cinemas) of the
mythological in which the gods are depicted. | consider it a “secular” mythological in
part because of the star text of the writer-director, an avowed atheist, and the film’s
critical distance from the Ramayana. The film, however, draws from the Ramayana’s
tradition of being used as a socio-political critique. In the case of this film, Hey!Ram uses
this mythological to foreground the connections between the partition violence and
contemporary violence, in part because of the crucial role that a televised version of the
myth played in India in the 1980s. The dream sequences of a militant Saket Ram directly
cites the Ram Janmabhoomi posters of a militant Ram with his bow urging his followers
to build a temple to him in Ayodhya.

As previously mentioned, the Hindu right has used the Ramayana to fuel its
campaign for the return of a ram rajya, or reign of Ram, through the reclamation of
sacred Hindu sites and the expulsion of the demonic Muslim Other from India. This

binary between good and evil can be seen in Tamil filmmaker Mani Ratnam’s nationalist
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narratives’ division between terrorist/fundamentalist Others, often coded as Muslim, and
the urbane and secular Brahmins in Roja and Bombay. In opposition to Ratnam’s
binaries, Haasan collapses both the dharmik Ram and the demon Ravana into the
character of Saket Ram, and so erases the easy distinction between hero and villain. Both
Jordan and Haasan’s films’ main protagonists are tragic heroes, whose lives are shaped by
violence. Michael Collins” aim is to drive the British out of Ireland and Saket Ram’s to
kill the most powerful protector of Muslims, Mahatma Gandhi and to rid India of its
Muslim population. Both men see the two groups as invaders who are oppressing the
natives.

As Hey!Ram’s citation of the Ramayana serves to explore the way in which the
sacred text has been used in recent Indian history to demonize a minority, the film’s
regional location and use of the mythological also references current transformations
within Tamil society in its relationship to India. Though Ram is not a South Indian god,
but a North Indian one, the film concerns a Tamil Brahmin and foregrounds his
upbringing and family home in Chennai. The film’s historic specificity lies in its
depiction of an upper-caste Tamil milieu. In contrast to many popular Hindi films in
which the implicitly upper-caste North Indian Hindu male stands at the apex of Indian
society, Saket Ram stands at the center of the narrative, but his friends—North Indian
Muslim friend, Amjad, and the Sindhi businessman, Lalvani—are not reduced to
stereotypes. With partition, these friends become linked by violence, through the
decimation of their families and by (for some) feelings the nation has betrayed them. The
violence of the “North Indian events” of partition in the 1940s and the Ram

Janmabhoomi movement in the 1990s stretch southward, uniting the nation.
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The film’s pan-Indian outlook is part of the movement in the 1990s within Tamil
cinema of imagining “the idea of the nation beyond ethno-communal borders” of Tamil
Nadu, as epitomized by Mani Ratnam’s trilogy of films, Roja, Bombay and Dil Se. Like
these films, Hey!Ram puts Tamilians “within the discursive and representational
framework of the Indian nation.””® According to Selvaraj Velayutham, Tamil cinema in
the 1990s is notable for the way in which

the nation is constructed well beyond the older form of a Dravidian nation and

invites into the Tamil cinematic world 'other' narratives that make up the nation,

to constitute a much more heterogeneous, complex and contradictory form of the
national imaginary.’® The nation on screen is no longer simply bordered by and

through ethno-specificities but is much more in contest, where other narratives,

struggles and differences that make up the nation are brought to bear much more

forcefully to open what has been a closed semiotic of the nation in Tamil
H 77

cinema.

In short, this film’s perspective on the relationship between Tamil Nadu and
North India is firmly rooted in the development of 1990s Tamil cinema’s reconfigured
relationship to the nation. The times and spaces of the nation are split and unified in
terms of the way in which the Ramayana is being used to connect the different Indian
locations of today (2000) and India of 1946-1948. On one level, the film’s use of the
Ramayana—Saket Ram standing in for the Hindu community attacked by Muslims—is
used to forward a highly bigoted pedagogical narrative. The film’s own critical view of
Hindu right ideologues, including Saket Ram, pushes against this conception of the

nation. Likewise, the film undermines Indian secularist pedagogical narrative in the

characterization of Gandhi’s bromides of non-violence and secularism as the beliefs of a

" Selvaraj Velayutham, Tamil Cinema: The Cultural Politics of India’s other Film Industry (Media, Culture
and Social Change in Asia Series) (London: Taylor & Francis, 2009), 167, Kindle file.
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weak old man out of touch with the extraordinary suffering many have undergone. Yet
the pop inclusion of Hindi film superstar and Muslim actor Shah Rukh Khan, and his
character’s forceful and compelling belief in Indian secularism in the face of brutal
minoritization and betrayal by his best friend, demonstrates how the pedagogical here is
similar to how Bhabha characterizes the performative: the living essence of the people.
For viewers aware of Tamil cinema history, the film is a refutation of prior images of an
isolated Tamil consciousness and the anti-Brahminical strain in Tamil political history.
The film’s contradictions demonstrate that the performative does not always embody a
minoritarian energy, but, in this case, a minoritarian-majoritarian one. As in the Ratnam
films, it is the pan-Indian influence and importance of the caste system that unites Saket
Ram with Abhyankar and the Maharaja. The many-faceted character of Saket Ram
embodies both the pedagogical and performative times of the nation. In the following
section, | will explore in detail how the performative and the pedagogical times of the
nation are present in Michael Collins and Hey!Ram and show how the dialectic of the
play between them reveals the contested spaces of the two nations in the 1990s.

The Pedagogical and the Performative in Michael Collins and Hey!Ram

The two films show the play of double time of the nation through narrative
construction, cinematography and intertextuality. Michael Collins’s play between the
pedagogical and performative times of the nation is evidence of Ireland’s own
triangulated location—a postcolonial nation contending with the ongoing British control
of the North and British and American hegemony in Ireland. In the 1980s and 1990s, the
frustration many felt with the closed, hermetic Ireland of the previous generation had led

people to consider what kind of Ireland would have emerged had Michael Collins lived
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and played a role in the shaping of the new country. Thus, we can say that the previous
pedagogical time of the nation that had been De Valeran has, through cultural change,
become Collinsean. Hailed as the first indigenous Irish epic (though funded primarily
with Hollywood money), Michael Collins is representative of pedagogical time in that the
character of Collins serves to remind the Irish filmgoing public of the promises of the
revolutionary movement and to mourn that idea of Ireland which is perceived as failing to
come to fruition.”® Collins stands as a symbol for that lost promise. Significantly,
minoritarian voices, such as Irish Catholic Unionists (those wanting to remain part of
Britain) or Ulster Protestants, are reduced to cameo roles of policemen who try to
suppress the IRA. The film has no sympathetic Unionist characters. In addition, all other
republican points of view—though they may have represented majority opinion at the
time, but diverge from Collins’—are discredited.

The second key pedagogical narrative time against which the film projects itself is
the British stereotype of Irish political violence. Michael Collins is a very different kind
of representation of an Irish revolutionary. Whereas many of the Troubles films would
fall into the thriller genre, Michael Collins is a Hollywood bio-pic depicting the rise and
tragic early death of the savior of Ireland. The film valorizes Collins as it attempts to
grapple with the legacy of political violence on the island of Ireland, and utilizes the
Hollywood biopic in order to rehabilitate the figure of the IRA man. Significantly, it
does this through a critical reexamination of the British government and media’s citation
of a celebrated American film as a means of criminalizing Irish political violence.

I want to bring in an example from Michael Collins to demonstrate what the

pedagogical time versus performative time of the nation would mean in the triangulated
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political context of Britain/Northern Ireland/Ireland. As | mentioned earlier, the influence
of American culture is pervasive throughout Great Britain and Ireland, and has become a
kind of lingua franca between the different cultures. In regard to how American film
references have been appropriated to characterize the conflict in the North, Martin
McLoone points out that British ministers, throughout the 1970s and 1980s, referred to
the Hollywood film The Godfather to criminalize the IRA by referring to them as
“godfathers of violence.” McLoone identifies this as a recent development in the long
history of dehistoricizing Irish political violence as simple gangsterism. "

Neil Jordan, as scriptwriter and director, appropriates The Godfather to both
connect and to critique the ways in which Michael Collins and Michael Corleone
resemble each other. As The Godfather demonstrates how the corruption of the Mafia is
a mirror to that of “legitimate” business and government, so the violence of a
paramilitary organization mirrors that of the state’s military. In a conversation with his
best friend Harry Boland, Collins says that he has only taken up violence as a last resort
in order to bring Ireland peace. He explains why he hates the British:

I hate them, not for their race, not for their brutality. 1 hate them because

they’ve left us no way out. | hate whoever put a gun in young Vinnie

Burns’ hands, and | know it is me. And | hate myself for it. | hate them for

making hate necessary, and I’ll do what | have to to end it.

There are two important aspects of this dialogue that serve as a preface to the
Bloody Sunday sequence. The first is that it is an example of Jordan’s use of dialogue to

explain the necessity of violence in the colonial world—a world so corrupt, so violent,

that there was no way out other than through the violence. Luke Gibbons has pointed to

™ Martin McLoone, Irish Film: The Emergence of a Contemporary Cinema (London: British Film Institute,
2000), 62.
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the mise-en-scene—the prevalent use of shadows and fog as symbolic of the colonial
world as a moral cesspool.®® But the image must be explained as it itself does not convey
what is meant, particularly when the film goes against the grain of the Troubles film
genre, British media narratives, and the long colonial history of representations of
Irishness as inherently violent. Secondly, the sequence demonstrates Collins’ self-
awareness of his own role in the creation of violence, but accepts it as a necessary evil as
he believes that the British have left them no other means to achieve independence.

In returning to the IRA’s roots in the freedom struggle of the early twentieth
century, Jordan is moving away from the Troubles genre (usually set in the period
between 1968-1998) to the historical film subgenre about the founding of a nation. Jordan
and Irish and British filmgoers knew that this violence would not end with the foundation
of the Irish Free State, but in civil war. Jordan cites The Godfather’s baptism sequence in
his depiction of Bloody Sunday, in which Collins has the Cairo Gang annihilated, and the
British retaliate by opening fire on spectators at a GAA match at Croke Park.?* The film
depicts the events of Collins’ decisive strike against the British intelligence service that
resulted in the British retaliating at Croke Park and murdering one of Collins’ chief

8 In the film, Collins orders the assassinations of this

operatives within Dublin Castle.
team of spies in order to prevent further attacks on the IRA and preserve the anonymity of
his spies within the Castle. I will compare the Bloody Sunday sequence from Michael

Collins with The Godfather sequence it cites to show how Jordan uses it to shatter

8 |_uke Gibbons, “Framing history: Neil Jordan’s Michael Collins,” History Ireland (Spring 1997): 47-51.

8 The Gaelic Athletic Association was a major part of the Irish nationalist movement, through its support
of Irish sports such as hurling and Gaelic football, as well as Irish music, literature and dance.

82 Hart, 241-242.
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previous representations of the IRA as bloodthirsty and devoid of moral qualms about the
use of violence.

The Bloody Sunday sequence in Michael Collins is structured like the
Godfather baptism sequence. Both sequences use parallelism to contrast scenes of
violence with the “godfathers” who have orchestrated the killings. In The Godfather,
Michael Corleone is acting as his nephew’s and namesake’s godfather at the baby’s
baptism. The baptism and the murder scenes are connected through the use of a sound
bridge of the priest intoning the rite of baptism in Latin. As the priest proceeds through
the rite, the assassins are shown preparing to kill—one dresses as a policeman, another
walks up the stairs, and one gets a shave at a barber shop. There is a contrast between the
ornate, mysterious and archaic ritual at the church and the assassins’ quotidian
tasks. When the priest asks in English whether Michael Corleone, speaking for his
godson, renounces Satan, the scene is intercut with images of Corleone’s henchmen
assassinating the heads of rival Mafia families. The sequence’s use of parallelism
contrasts the solemn demeanor of Michael Corleone and the horror of the act of murder—
the shocked look of one man as he is killed, the use of horror film organ music
accompanying a victim’s tumbling down the stairs after he has been shot, and the oozing
blood from the eye of another man after being shot in the eye. In this sequence, Michael
Corleone is baptized in his enemies’ blood and becomes the Godfather of a Mafia family.

The sequence symbolically demonstrates Corleone’s character development
during the film: Corleone’s Sicilian criminal side finally triumphs over his law-abiding
American secular side. The man who wanted to live a wholly legitimate, American life,

who was not involved in the family business, who viewed the Mafia with distaste, has
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succumbed to his roots. British colonial critiques of Irish demands for independence had
likewise argued that the Irish were naturally violent and would always succumb to this
aspect of their personality. In his citation of The Godfather, Jordan makes clear that for
neither Collins nor his IRA men is violence “natural.” In a word, Collins is the anti-
Corleone, but the Bloody Sunday sequence is a baptism in blood for the IRA and the Irish
nation.

The citation of The Godfather sequence not only shows the difference between
the two characters, but also the similarities. The Cairo sequence uses a similar
counterpoint between an almost ritualized nationalist dialogue and the scenes of the
assassinations. In the Bloody Sunday sequence, Collins has the Cairo Gang, a group of
top British intelligence agents, executed by his men. As in The Godfather, the action is
intercut between the hotel room in which Collins and his fiancée, Kitty Kiernan, are
hiding and the murder scenes. As in the baptism sequence, there is an obvious dichotomy
between the scene at the hotel and the scenes of murder. For example, through the mise-
en-scéne, Kitty and Michael appear in silhouette, with Kitty lying on the bed, with her
hands folded across her heart, and Collins standing over a bouquet of roses on a table.
The hotel room is large and the physical distance between them visualizes the emotional
distance between them as well.

This sequence uses the silhouettes of Kitty and Collins to emphasize the
archetypal aspect of Kitty’s dialogue, with Collins cast as lover of the nation, fighting for
his beloved. At once he is not only the historical figure Michael Collins, but also the icon
of the Irish freedom fighter. It is Collins the man’s anxiety and guilt which problematize

the character’s easy absorption into a romantic narrative at the beginning of the sequence.
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As the sequence progresses, however, Collins responds to Kitty’s romantic dialogues,
growing more sure and determined in his responses. Through the call and response
between the two lovers, Michael Collins grows into the assumed role as lover of the
nation.

Instead of the Latin rite, Kitty and Michael use the language of romance to
refer to the killings that are taking place. For example, Kitty refers to the IRA
assassinations as “love notes” and describes Collins’ men as “delivering bouquets.” The
awkward, stilted scene at the hotel is contrasted by images of brutal violence. As in The
Godfather, Kitty’s questions provide a sound bridge, which links her questions in an
overtly ironic way with the images. For example, as Kitty’s voice-over asks if Collins
included a love note “with the flowers,” a man emerges out of the shadows of the early
dawn fog and breaks a restaurant’s plate glass window to machine gun three men eating
breakfast.

Whereas the scene in the hotel is stilted and awkward, the alternating scenes of
Collins” men carrying out his orders are powerful. Unlike the killings in The Godfather,
they are longer, emphasizing the passage of time. The IRA is comprised of young,
inexperienced men who outwardly manifest Collins’ own guilt and anxiety. As opposed to
the coolly professional killers in The Godfather, Michael Collins’ emphasizes some of the
young IRA men’s reluctance to kill. But, whether the IRA man has qualms about killing
or is determined to assassinate the target, the assassination sequences create sympathy
with the murderers, not the victims. For example, one IRA man has to kill a member of
the Cairo gang when he is at his most vulnerable—while taking a bath. At the image’s

foreground the young man’s arm shakes, unable to pull the trigger at his target in the
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bath. His partner, standing watch at the other end of the hall, comes rushing forward
screaming, “Do it! Just do it!” The young man shoots at the last moment, followed by a
reaction shot of the Cairo man lying shot in his bath.

Though depicting horrifying acts of violence, these sequences try to maintain
sympathy with the IRA men. When the film does show the execution of one British
operative, it is because he has used a woman as a human shield in order to deceive and
then kill his attackers. Claiming that she is his wife, the Englishman plays on their sense
of decency by asking for her to be removed from the room before they execute him (in
contrast to The Godfather, where assassins kill one gangster and his mistress in bed.). As
the woman is taken away, the British agent grabs his gun and fires at a couple of the IRA
men, Killing one. The remaining IRA men return fire, killing him. The sequence
juxtaposes the honorability of the IRA with the duplicity of the British agent.

In both sequences, the IRA men and the mob men reflect their
bosses’ temperaments. Collins himself appears to experience all that his boys are
experiencing. The Bloody Sunday sequence emphasizes that for all involved, murder is a
difficult choice of last resort. It also involves “civilians” such as the character of Rosie,
a maid and sister of one of the IRA men, through whose assistance the Cairo Gang chief
is assassinated. Though she aids the IRA, Rosie is a horrified witness to the
assassination. By the assassinations’ conclusion, Collins himself has been coaxed by
Kitty into creating a nationalist manifesto to justify the violence. Whereas Michael
Corleone’s rejection of evil in the baptismal rite is in obvious contrast to what he has
ordered, Michael Collins’ speech shows him arguing for the murders as a necessary

means to achieve the nation’s freedom. Although he refuses to use the coy language that
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Kitty employs, Collins does speak in highly romantic terms that are undermined by the
violence depicted. In the final murder, Collins’ voice over and the cinematography
together subordinate the murder scene’s pathos to the nationalist narrative. Collins’ men
have arrived in St. Stephen’s Park and have surprised a Cairo man doing his morning
exercises. They order him to his knees, saying, “Say your prayers.” As the Cairo man
recites the Twenty-third Psalm, the camera circles around him in a 360-degree tracking
shot. Gradually, Collins’ voice drowns out the doomed man’s last prayer, with the
nationalist rhetoric, “Give us our own country back, to grow in, to love.” The effacement
of the dying Englishman’s prayer by Collins’ voice is paralleled by the camera work
which pulls away from a close-up of the terrified Englishman to a low angle close-up of
the looming IRA soldier’s emotionless face. Although the scenes depicting the murders
allow for an image and sound text that undermines Kitty and Collins’ romantic and
remarkably abstract rhetoric, in the end, Collins’ argument for the necessity of political
violence has to shut out other voices. This silencing—or the voice of history superseding
the spectacle of violence—is dependent on our not witnessing directly the material effects
of this rhetoric.

Following the last assassination, Collins lies collapsed on the bed, with Kitty’s
head on his shoulder, facing the camera, holding the rose. Collins seems physically
spent, post-coital. Through the violence, Collins’ union with the nation has been
achieved. In this case, Collins is again different from Corleone. Whereas Corleone does
not appear affected by the murders, Collins displays a range of emotions, from anxious to
guilt-ridden to resolute to emotionally and physically depleted. In my view, the film cites

The Godfather to explicate the difference between gangsterism and political violence. As
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I have mentioned, the sequence has to restrict any kind of audience sympathy with the
murdered men and build it with the young IRA men who have moral qualms about
murder (unlike the Cairo Gang) and have chosen the gun as a last resort. Otherwise, the
audience would question the legitimacy of the argument that violence was the only means
by which Ireland could be liberated, or see the IRA and the Cairo Gang as equally
morally decrepit.

This sequence embodies the double time of the nation in complex ways. There
are several historical moments at play—the events in 1920, The Godfather’s release in
Britain and Ireland in the 1970s, the British state’s media campaign against the IRA
throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the memories of assassinations during the thirty-year
war, and, finally, Irish nationalism’s legacy—that all inform the reading of this sequence.
Through The Godfather citation, the viewer’s memory toggles between the British media
campaign’s pedagogical narrative of political violence and Irish nationalism’s
pedagogical narrative justifying it. As a postcolonial critique, we could argue that The
Godfather citation and deconstruction within the film operates as a performative narrative
challenging the British state’s brutality in Northern Ireland that made, for many, political
violence the only adequate response after internment, Bloody Sunday and the collapse of
the Sunningdale Agreement.®® In its linking of the Troubles with the earlier Troubles
(1919-1921), the film sequence operates within both the pedagogical and performative
times of the nation; the pedagogical is the depiction of Irish history as an ongoing fight

against the evils of British colonialism, and the performative is a critique of the self-

8 The December 1973 Sunningdale Agreement offered a power sharing Northern Irish Executive and a
cross-border Council of Ireland which gave the Republic’s Dail ministers a collaborative and advisory role.
A precursor to the Good Friday Agreement, it was met with fierce loyalist opposition and the Agreement
collapsed in May 1974.
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serving romantic nationalism used to justify the evil done in the name of Irish freedom.
The film’s major occlusion—the many Irish Catholic Unionists who desired to have
Ireland remain part of Britain—exposes the film’s pedagogical narrative bent.®*

Whereas Michael Collins looks back in its utilization of major American film’s
associations, Hey!Ram looks forward in its use of Computer Generated Images (CGlI
technology) in figuring the performative and pedagogical times of the nation. In his
review of Hey!Ram, Philip Lutgendorf has suggested that the film represents “a nation
struggling with its memories [of the partition] in the poisoned atmosphere of religious
identity politics that have bred renewed hatred, fear, and violence.” ® Whereas Michael
Collins fits within the Hollywood biopic mold, presenting a totalizing view of the
historical period, Kamal Haasan’s Hey!Ram fits within certain European and Indian art
cinema paradigms in its openly self-reflexive narrative to elucidate how our
understanding of history is a multilayered collection of different narratives. Hey!Ram
uses the intertext of the Ramayana to interrogate the impact of violence on majoritarian
male subjectivity. Like Michael Collins, the film uses a flashback structure. Hey!Ram
deals with three temporal moments—the present that is set during a “fictional” riot, the
past which concerns a fictional character’s plot to kill Gandhi that intersects with the real-
life assassin Godse’s own plan, and the mythic past of Ram’s exile which is
renarrativized as a partition revenge narrative. In his strident critique of the film, Ravi
Vasudevan argues that Hey!'Ram’s use of CGI invites the spectator to view history as a

game with various possible alternative outcomes. According to Vasudevan, the film’s

8 Sebastian Barry has excavated this minority perspective in his novels The Long, Long Way (2005) and
The Whereabouts of Eneas McNulty (1998) and his play, The Steward of Christendom (1995).

% Lutgendorf.
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deployment of CGI encourages

us (at least temporarily) to disengage from a relationship to history as

something grounded in materially defined socio-political

experience...Hey!Ram renders cinema and history as manipulable, as open to
the play of desire which is in the active process of constitution.®®

Contrary to Vasudevan’s opinion, | argue that Haasan uses Computer Generated
Imagery to foreground the role that fantasy structures play in conceptions of history,
particularly violent histories that are, by their very nature, beyond apprehension. The
mobilization of Hindu right wing iconography in the following sequence suggests the
way in which contemporary communal conflict unlocks repressed Hindu right fantasies
in the mind of an apparently committed Gandhian. At this point in the film, the
grandson’s bio-fictional narrative of his grandfather’s life has ended, and the “narrator” of
this sequence is not clearly marked. The sequence begins in the middle of a Hindu-
Muslim riot in Chennai. En route to the hospital, the dying Saket Ram’s ambulance is
stopped by riot police, and Saket Ram has had to be placed in a bunker for safety.

The sequence draws on both extratextual and intertextual references that
underscore the film’s ambiguous and ambivalent representation of the relationship
between religious iconography, communal violence and historical memory. The
sequence begins with a reference to the little girl in the red coat in Steven
Spielberg’s Schindler’s List; the riot’s red-colored fires connect it with the film’s “color”
text of partition violence, suggesting how the violence of the partition has seeped into the

present. The meaning of this reference is ambiguous. Does this extratexual reference

draw a parallel between the European Holocaust and the partition?

8 Ravi Vasudevan, “Another history rises to the surface: melodrama in the age of digital simulation,”
Economic and Political Weekly, 13 July 2002, 7 December 2004
<http://www.epw.org.in/showArticles.php?root=2002&leaf=07 &filename=4688&filetype=html >.
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The track and crane movement down into the bunker ends in a close-up of
Saket Ram’s face which recalls the dissolve that linked the grandson’s beginning of his
bio-fictional narrative of his grandfather’s life in the first sequence of the film. In both
sequences, a sound bridge links the present to the past. In the first sequence, the spoken
word “Pakistan” bridges the close-up of Ram to a dissolve onto a skull found in a grave
at Mohenjo Daro. The dissolve’s return to the birthplace of South Asian civilization is
linked to an unearthing of repressed partition memories. Significantly, the supposed
birthplace of Indian civilization is located outside the political borders of the post-
partition Indian nation state. The physical trace of ancient India is a lure in suggesting
that it is a return to the roots of present conflict. The sequence, however, has been
explicitly coded as the visualization of the grandson’s fiction about his grandfather’s life.
The skull offers no truths about the past, but can only serve as a narrative prop.

In the second dissolve, the soldier’s cry of “FIRE” initiates a return to a
“mythic” past drawn from 1990s Hindu right wing iconography from the Ayodhya
campaign. Unlike the first sequence which was coded as the grandson’s fiction, the
camera zoom into the eye of Saket Ram suggests that the riot’s atmosphere—perhaps the
sound of the cry of the Muslim rioters shouting “Allah-Hu-Akbar’—has unlocked Saket
Ram’s repressed attraction to the Hindu right’s ideology. In the digital image, Saket Ram
stands fast against the “hot windstorm” that envelops him. In literature, partition violence
was often likened to a hot wind, which passed through India.®” This is a particularly
ironic image as the narrative has represented Saket Ram as physically and mentally weak.

During his wife’s rape, Ram is tied up and molested by a lower-class Muslim, failing to

8 The Sathyu’s art film refers to this trope in its title, Garam Hawa (Hot Wind).
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save his wife from rape and murder. Following the rape and murder of his first wife and
his near-rape, Saket Ram descends into a madness tied to religious fanaticism. Ravi
Vasudevan has argued that the extended representation of Aparna’s rape, in addition to
the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) figure, Abhyankar, and the Sindhi
businessman, Lalvani’s, narratives of Muslim rape and murder of their female family
members, adds to the power of the Hindu sense of grievance and desire for vengeance.®®
Whereas Michael Collins and the rest of the Republican movement were middle-class
Catholics, the majority religion in Ireland, Saket Ram is a Brahmin, a privileged minority
within Hinduism’s hierarchical structure. In its representation of the Indian partition, the
memory of partition is not only of a Hindu Indian, but an elite sub-minority within the
Hindu community, an lyengar Brahmin. It is thus a minority of a minority that both
represents India and comes to symbolically defend India against the enemy within—the
Muslim community.

Thus, the two images are a return to two different fictionalized pasts—in an
earlier image, it is the Indus River civilization as the “idealized India” millennia before
the advent of colonialism and communalism, while here it is the Hindu right’s
mythologization of Hindu fortitude against the Muslim Other. What is unsettling is the
film’s suggestion that beneath the facade of a Gandhian lurks a Hindu right ideologue; the
two are opposite sides of the same coin. In this temporal passage from Hollywood to
Hindu right wing iconography, Hey!Ram suggests that both the prophesy of the future
and the archeology of memory are mediated through fantasy structures. Hey!Ram

suggests that the approach to the historical real is through what Linda Williams calls the

® |bid. The RSS is a Hindu-right organization. Nautharam Godse, who killed Gandhi, was a member.
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interplay between different “strategies of fiction for the approach of relative truths.”®°

Before | engage with another CGI sequence from Hey!Ram, | first want to take a
detour through Michael Collins because this film apparently does not violate the
indexical relationship of sign to referent that Hey!Ram does. | will be looking at how Neil
Jordan foregrounds narrative strategies in his representation of history. The relevant
sequence is of archival newsreel footage announcing the arrival of the Black and Tans to
Ireland. The Black and Tans, or Auxiliaries, as they were officially called, are infamous
in nationalist history for their brutality. In the first image, LIoyd George is reviewing the
troops. The second image is of an intertitle, and the camera POV appears to be of a
spectator at a movie theater. One of the striking aspects of this sequence is that it is a
point of view shot that does not appear to belong to any characters in the film, but that of
the film spectator herself. The point of view shot draws the spectator into the position of
a filmgoer in 1920 Dublin who is being told about the government’s actions to bring
order to Ireland. The intertitle reads, “A new force of His Majesty’s arrives in
Ireland.” The subsequent image is of Edward Carson, a Unionist leader. The last
intertitle’s rhetoric—concerning the Black and Tans’ order “to rid the Troubled Land of
terror’—plays on the tropes of fiction film depictions of the Troubles as well as news
media representations of the conflict in Northern Ireland, suggesting that British
propaganda established from an early period the “media memory” of the conflict. Kevin

Rockett, the preeminent scholar of early Irish film, pointed out to me that this footage is a

8 Linda Williams, “Mirrors without memories: truth, history and The Thin Blue Line,” in Documenting the
Documentary: Close Readings of Documentary, ed. Barry David Keith and Jeannette Sloniowski (Detroit:
Wayne State University Press), 393.
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compilation of early and later newsreels of the Black and Tans.*® The newsreel footage
thus is not what an Irish filmgoer would have seen prior to the arrival of the Auxiliaries,
but coincides more with the contemporary Irish filmgoers” media memory of the period,
of the iconic imagery associated with the Auxiliaries in the cultural imaginary. The
intertitles’ rhetoric seemed to him more stylized in comparison to the newsreels of the
day. The sequence may be making a historicist move in relating the legacy of fiction film
and media stereotypes of 1996 to the way in which these images would have been
narrativized in 1920. Thus, this use of the newsreel is less a mirror onto the past than a
foregrounding of certain contemporary narratives about the conflict in Northern Ireland
as fiction in order to dislodge the hold that these narratives have on the spectator. As with
the Bloody Sunday sequence, this sequence can be seen as acting performatively by using
archival footage as an example of how the British state’s narrative about Irish political
violence whitewashes its own duplicitous and illegal behavior. At the same time, by
showing inflammatory images of the infamous Black and Tans, the film gives an Irish
nationalist pedagogical critique of the unchanging nature of the British state’s lies about
its actions in Ireland. In contrast to Michael Collins’ use of the indexical referent to give
historical credence to its representation of the events, Hey!Ram avoids it.

As | have argued, Hey!'Ram is an upper-caste Hindu minoritarian critique of the
perceived failures of the secular state to achieve its ideals, its failure to deal with the
"Muslim threat” and for bringing religion into politics. The focus of these critiques and
the embodiment of this failure is the figure of Gandhi. As a historical film, Hey!Ram is

striking in its avoidance of the use of the archive which is generally used to support the

% Kevin Rockett, Message to author, 10 March 2005, E-mail.
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truth claims of the film. Instead, the film uses a CGI sequence in which Ram, under the
effects of an opiate, connects the anti-Muslim Maharaja who wants to kill Gandhi with
the figure of his dead wife. In this sequence, Saket Ram is visiting the Maharaja at his
palace during the Dusshera festival (which commemorates Ram’s killing of Ravana) and
has ingested an opiate. Brought down into the Maharaja’s underground lair, which is
adorned with Nazi paraphernalia and a portrait of Hitler, Ram hallucinates during the
Maharaja’s speech laying out the plan to kill Gandhi.

Ravi Vasudevan has argued that the film uses a video game format to encourage
the viewer to think that he can change history, even if the film ultimately resorts to
typical narrative closure. In the first such sequence, the Raja morphs into Saket Ram’s
dead wife Aparna, whose image (as Vasudevan suggests), invokes both Vivekananda, and
a modern militant Sadhavi—the allusion is to female BJP ideologues like Uma
Bharati.”* But she is also the symbol of Muslim male perfidy and the rape of Hindu
women. The Hindu right has invoked partition narratives as "proof” of Muslim evil and
the need to protect Hindu women through the expulsion or genocide of the Indian Muslim
community. In the second CGI image, the Mahatma drops seeds, and the saplings
immediately grow into a huge cactus plant. Swarnavel Pillai has argued that this image
can be read as Gandhi as the father of the nation, planting the seed of religion into Indian
politics.”? Growing in a desert area where nothing else can flourish, the cactus tree rises
up and covers the film frame, not allowing anything else to be seen. The third image is of

a worried Gandhi looking into the camera with a chakra and the Islamic symbol of the

% \Vasudevan 2002.

% Swarnavel Eswaran Pillai, “Kamal Haasan’s Hey!Ram: The Catharsis of Kamalahaasan,” n.d., Microsoft
Word file.
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crescent moon in the background. The chakra and the crescent moon are both symbols of
Gandbhi's ideals for India—a place where Muslims would be safe and of the agrarian ram
rajya that he had hoped would come into being. The three monkeys that also appear —
the trio who see, hear and speak no evil—can be read as Gandhi's willful avoidance of the
ramifications of bringing religion into politics. The writing table and the newspapers on it
are symbols of how Gandhi propagated his ideas (which took root as the basis of
nationalist ideology). Ram shoots the image and so kills Gandhi (represented by the
actor playing him in the film, Naseeruddin Shah, and not an archival image of the
historical figure) and annihilates everything he represents. In the fourth image, the
connection (already made visible in the mise-en-scene) between the Hindu right and
national socialism (and thus the genocide of Jews and Muslims) is made through the
Hindu swastika turning into a Nazi swastika turning into a lotus. In this sequence, a
Hindu identity is connected to National Socialism (and the Holocaust), which then turns
into the lotus, a Hindu symbol and the political symbol of the BJP.

In its distance from the archive, the film sequence works in several ways. To a
certain degree, the film relies on CGI in order to collapse time and, through metaphor, to
demonstrate what Gandhi's influence has wrought in Indian politics. It is only through
metaphor that the film can—through a few images and in a short space of time—
communicate what it needs to about what it views as Gandhi's dangerous influence on
Indian politics. But | also read the refusal to use the archive as a sign of the film's own
highly subversive and anti-nationalist bent. The film perhaps resists censorship by not
using Gandhi's image as it annihilates the image of Gandhi. The film distances itself

from history by depicting this man's visions of Gandhi as the recollections by a dying



64

man of when he was on drugs fifty years previously.

Whereas Michael Collins wants to demonstrate "what actually happened"”
through its narrative, Hey!Ram wants to reveal the worldview of a particular community
as a “nightmare.” Although not grounded in “material reality,” the sequence captures the
dream world of a particular community. As with Michael Collins, the historical truth of
the event was never captured on film, and so has to be recreated, imagined. But the
subversive and literally “iconoclastic” aspect of the sequence suggests how certain sacred
images (Gandhi himself) cannot be violated. Unlike the Irish film’s sequences that |
have discussed, this sequence criticizes Gandhi for sowing the seeds of much of
postcolonial India’s problems. The flow of images into each other does not so much
suggest the double-time of the nation, but the growth of one element—a secular
nationalism grounded in a Hindu worldview that results in both Gandhi’s annihilation and
the emergence of the Hindu right in the 1990s.

In my view, Michael Collins and Hey!Ram are both self-reflexive in order to
explicate how national histories are constructed. Although both pose as minoritarian
critiques in different ways (a postcolonial nation’s critique of the former colonizer’s
stereotypes; an upper-caste minority perspective on “national” history), the films both
ultimately promote a majoritarian perspective. The two films' use of or avoidance of the
archive demonstrates the iconic power of the audiovisual archive and of the audience’s
investment in particular images as contributing to self-understanding. The immediate
effect on the Irish audience of the image of the Auxiliaries reveals how Irish national
identity was shaped by British state violence and how British narratives about Irish

violence continue to have effects on Irish politics today. In Hey!Ram's avoidance of the
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use of Gandhi's image, we can see that it is still too dangerous to violate Gandhi's image,
yet the film locates his religious nationalism—and his blindness to its effects—as the
locus of religious violence in India today.
Conclusion

These two films portray the origin of the nation from a majoritarian standpoint—
patriarchal and hegemonic. In my engagement with their intertexuality, | have sought to
explore how these two films have critiqued central cultural texts that have been used to
narrativize and encourage contemporary political or religious violence. Further, through
this intextuality, the films show how the traumas of the past have returned to haunt the
nation. In Michael Collins, Neil Jordan turns to Collins and the fight for Irish
independence to critique British media representations of the conflict in Northern Ireland
and their own whitewashing of their actions on the island in the past and present. In an
attempt to distance itself from the Troubles film genre, Michael Collins depicts the use of
violence as a last, but necessary, resort. In a significant change from many Troubles
films, neither assassins nor their leaders are without moral qualms about murder, but the
film stresses it is the violence of the colonial world that makes this choice the only choice
these men have. The film demonstrates that the use of political violence is transformative
and uncontrollable. The use of political violence did not end with Independence, but
instigated the Civil War and continues to this day in Northern Ireland.

Whereas Michael Collins is ambivalent about violence, Saket Ram in Hey!Ram
presents a seductive portrait of a Hindu male martial identity. The films both rely on
representations of the enemy’s violence—the British Army’s retaliation for the Bloody

Sunday assassinations in Michael Collins and the rape and murder of Aparna in
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Hey!Ram—to justify that violence. Whereas Collins and Ram eventually reveal moral
qualms about their murderous acts, their enemies do not. Through the films’
intertexuality, 1 have sought to demonstrate how the time and space of the nation
vacillates between the past and the present. In Michael Collins, the implicit references to
Northern Ireland suggest that the Anglo-lrish war never ended, but has continued in
different forms till the moment of production in 1994. Hey!Ram’s complex narrative
structure and CGI sequences explore how the communal violence of today is intimately
connected with that of the partition, and how the Gandhian influence has split between
the secular nationalism he espoused and the implicit religious basis of that nationalism
that has been foregrounded in the Hindu right movements of the 1980s and 1990s. Both
films share a wounded majoritarian nationalism, which the following chapters will
critigue. Having drawn a map of the time and spaces of patriarchal nationalism, in the
chapters that follow, I will complicate this double-time from gendered and minority

perspectives that highlight the ongoing effects of partition violence on the nation.
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CHAPTER 2:

BREAKING THE SILENCE: NATIONALISM, RELIGIOUS IDENTITY, VIOLENCE

AND WOMEN IN KHAMOSH PANI and THE MAGDALENE SISTERS
Introduction

In the previous chapter, | argued that two films, Hey!Ram and Michael Collins,
represent the national, meaning that male actions, fears and fantasies symbolize the
nation. By contrast, women in these films symbolize what was lost in the partition
(Aparna) or civil war (Kitty Kiernan). The films considered in this chapter, the Pakistani
film Khamosh Pani (Sabiha Sumar, Pakistan, 2004) and the Irish film The Magdalene
Sisters (Peter Mullan, UK/IRE, 2002), concern repressed histories of atrocity towards
women that was an aspect of the two nations’ religious nationalisms. In this chapter, |
will argue that partition along religious lines created theocracies in Ireland and Pakistan.
Communal, religious and national identities became aligned with *“good” female
sexuality. Khamosh Pani and The Magdalene Sisters demonstrate that one of the effects
of partition along religious lines was that “good” female sexuality were a symbolic
border of the new postcolonial nations. As a result, women whose sexuality was seen as
“bad” were cast out of society. Though female sexuality is policed in all societies, in this
chapter 1 will demonstrate how one of the legacies of partition was the intensified
correlation between national identity and female sexuality. In the context of partition-era
South Asia and heightened religious nationalism of Zia’s Pakistan and post-independence
Ireland, a central focus of state policy (and community concern) was the rigid policing of
female sexuality. Khamosh Pani concerns the intertwined impact of memories of
partition and the rise of Zia ul-Haqg’s Islamization movement in 1979 on one abducted

woman. The Magdalene Sisters has a smaller historical scope—1964-1968, more than
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forty years after Irish independence—and deals with women who were sentenced to work
in the Magdalen laundry system in Ireland for life to atone for their sexual sins. The
laundry system’s operation in postpartition Ireland was an outcome of Ireland’s religious
nationalism. As with Pakistan’s Islamization movement, the Irish state’s collusion with
the Catholic Church was an attempt to “purify” the nation by removing deviant elements
and to ensure that Ireland became the Catholic country envisioned in the Constitution.
The film explores how Irish ideas about female sexuality were influenced and supported
by different cultural forces, including Hollywood hegemony and precolonial Christian
traditions. Likewise, Khamosh Pani shows that ideas about female sexuality were similar
among the different South Asian religious traditions (Sikh, Hindu and Muslim) and that
ul-Hag’s movement built on them. In its focus on a “pure” Muslim identity, the
Islamization movement arouses communal passions not seen since partition. In my
comparison of these two films, 1 will show how partition reified cultural and religious
conceptions of female sexuality as Irish or Pakistani, and how, as a result, the Pakistani
and Irish states both viewed the policing of women’s sexualities as a key element in the
maintenance of both societies.

Plot Summaries

The Irish-Scottish film The Magdalene Sisters is a fictionalization of the
narratives of four former Magdalenes given in the documentary Sex In A Cold Climate
(Stephen Humphries, UK, 1998). The film takes place between 1964 and 1968 in Ireland
and chronicles the lives of four young “penitents” serving in a Magdalen laundry outside
of Dublin. The film has four protagonists: Margaret, who was raped by her cousin and

sent away to the laundries so that her family would not be shamed by news of her rape;
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Bernadette, an orphan who is considered too pretty and thus likely to become pregnant
out of wedlock; Patricia, who gave birth to a son out of wedlock; and Crispina, a mentally
disabled young woman who gave birth out of wedlock and who is sexually abused by a
monsignor, Father Fitzroy. When she publically accuses him, she is sent to an insane
asylum where her health and mental state deteriorate rapidly, resulting in her early death.
The film demonstrates how the nuns attempt to crush the girls mentally and emotionally
as a part of the regime at the laundry. By the end of the film, all the girls have left the
laundry, either by fraternal intervention (Margaret), escape (Bernadette and Patricia) or
confinement to an insane asylum (Crispina), but all are damaged by their experiences
there.

Khamosh Pani is the fictional narrative of one abducted woman, Ayesha, a widow
who lives in Charkhi, Pakistan, in 1979, with her teenage son, Salim, her pride and joy.
Prior to partition, Ayesha was Veero, a Sikh girl. During the partition, when her father
forced every female in his family to drown herself in the village well to save their own
and the family’s honor, Veero ran away and was captured by a group of Muslim men.
One of the abductors volunteered to marry Veero, and on her marriage she converted to
Islam and was named Ayesha. At the commencement of the narrative, the film shows
Ayesha as integrated into village society, giving Koran lessons to little girls. Two events
expose her “polluted” identity. In 1979, General Zia’s Islamization project, along with
the war in Afghanistan, politicizes the sleepy rural village. In its wake, a fundamentalist
Islam is seen as an essential element of Pakistani patriotism. In the quest for purification,
all those who are not truly and fully Muslim are considered enemies. The unemployed

Salim joins a group of fundamentalists in order to gain standing in the community. In the
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midst of this movement, Pakistan opens its borders to Sikh pilgrims, one of whom makes
his way to Charkhi to find his lost sister, Veero. When he finally meets Ayesha, he asks
her to come to India with him to visit their dying father, who has requested to see her.
Ayesha rejects this request. The brother’s search for Veero alerts the town to Ayesha’s
polluted identity, and the town ostracizes her. When Ayesha refuses Salim’s request that
she stand in the town square and declare that she is a Muslim, Salim renounces his ties to
Ayesha. In despair, Ayesha kills herself. The film ends in 2004 with Salim a spokesman
for a fundamentalist political party in Pakistan.

Historical Background

Both of these historical films reflect on religious nationalism’s pernicious effects
by focusing on women who were scapegoated by society because of their aberrant
sexualities. Khamosh Pani is inflected by two historical moments—first by the partition
of India and then by Zia ul-Hag’s Islamization program. During the partition of India,
many women of all communities were raped, mutilated and killed. “The violence of the

Partition,” the anthropologist Veena Das has written, “‘was unique in the metamorphosis
it achieved between the idea of appropriating a territory as nation in appropriating the
body of women as territory.”% Khamosh Pani concerns the life of one abducted woman.
Seemingly more terrible than her abduction is her feeling of betrayal by her father, who
had wanted her to kill herself as the other female members of her family had done rather
than let the family be dishonored by her rape by Muslims. The film narrative visualizes

what occurred to large numbers of women who were forced to commit suicide or were

killed by their families in order “to avoid sexual violence against them, to preserve

% Veena Das, “Language and Body: Transactions in the Constructions of Pain,” Daedalus 125:1 (1996): 83.
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chastity and protect individual, family and community ‘honour’.”* These familial and
communal fears about contamination were replicated at the Indian state level by fears of
national defilement by the presence of so many Muslim women in India.

Following Independence, the Indian and Pakistani governments entered into the
Inter-Dominion Agreement, which set out the steps to take for the search and recovery of
abducted women for each country, and for their return to their families and natal
communities.® The Indian Abducted Persons (Recovery and Restoration) Act of 1949
recognized all women living with men outside of their community as “abducted,” and all
such intercommunity relationships as “illegitimate.” Priya Kumar notes that the secular
Indian state stripped these adult women of “every right of citizenship, including the writ
of habeas corpus.”®® Without the ability to choose whether to stay or to go, women were
abducted once again—this time by agents of the state and returned to their “native”
country.

Unlike the Indian government, the Pakistani government had been reluctant to aid
in the repatriation and rehabilitation of Muslim women. It was only after pressure from
Pakistani women’s social welfare groups and the Indian state that the Pakistani
government finally acted. Ayesha Jalal notes, however, that by April 1949 when 50,000
women had already been retrieved, “the social barriers to their resettlement had still to be

surmounted.”®” As in India, social conditioning, not state policy, was the decisive factor

% Ritu Menon and Kamala Bhasin, Borders and Boundaries: How Women Experienced the Partition of
India (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1998), 516-517, Kindle file.

% Kumar,146.
% Ibid., 148.

% Ayesha Jalal, “The convenience of subservience: women and the state of Pakistan,” in Women, Islam
and the State, ed. Deniz Kandiyoti (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991), 88.
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determining the success of the rehabilitation program.®® Whereas many family narratives
celebrate the martyred daughters, sisters and wives who gave up their lives to preserve
community honor, there is a “shroud of silence” surrounding the women who were
restored to their families or who stayed with their abductors.” 1t is this social reality that
is Ayesha’s; once the “shroud of silence” about her past is torn, Ayesha becomes a
pariah.

Crucially, both states failed to consider the ramifications of repatriating abducted
women who had already given birth or were pregnant with their abductors’ children.
Many women tried to escape the recovery missions because they knew that they would
probably not be welcomed home, as their natal communities would view them as defiled
and polluted. Instead, they chose to live “fragmented” lives with their abductors.*® For a
character like Ayesha, whose father had wanted to save the family honor by forcing his
daughter to commit suicide, returning to her natal family is outside of the realm of
possibility. So she marries her abductor, converts to Islam and is integrated into the
community until the time when a growing Islamic movement views her as not Muslim
enough.

This concern with keeping Pakistan pure would, decades later, return as the
impetus behind President Zia ul-Hag’s Islamization campaign. Though Pakistan had
officially been an Islamic state since the 1950s, it was Zia who sought to make Pakistani

government and culture truly Islamic by reorganizing many secular institutions in order

% Ibid.
% Kumar, 148.

1% Ipid.
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to conform to his advisors’ conception of Islam and by rewriting the Constitution to

h.101

bring it into line with the shar’ia When Zia saw that the religious basis of his

movement swayed few, he played the “women’s card” to legitimize his regime with

religious parties and much of the population.'®

Recognizing that many men were
disturbed by the growing visibility of women in public life, Zia promised to protect the
sanctity of the chador (the veil) and the chardivari (the home), the two potent symbols of
women’s honor and the traditional family.’® Ayesha Jalal argues that most Pakistani
men, disturbed and alienated by the shifting gender boundaries in the public realm,
“could be relied upon to back state policies aimed at reinforcing patriarchal structures of
authority within the family.” **

Zia’s program focused on influencing women’s behavior through the law,
education and the labor market. The Hudood Ordinance of 1979 gave “legal sanction to
sexual discrimination” in confusing the distinction between adultery and rape.'® Unless
a rapist confessed to the crime, it would require four “good” men to accuse the rapist of
the crime. If an unmarried woman became pregnant due to a rape, she would be found
guilty of adultery. The main victims of the Ordinance were women from the poorest
strata of Pakistani society because wealthier Pakistani classes could protect their women

from public exposure. Women’s organizations were hampered in their attempts to

challenge the Ordinance by needing to reiterate their loyalty to Islam and the state,

191 Jalal, 100-101.
192 1bid., 101.
1% Ibid., 102-103.
1% Ibid., 104.

105 1hid., 102.
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because challenging the state in secular terms would be seen as both un-Islamic and anti-
Pakistani.'®

In Khamosh Pani, newly-arrived Muslim activists from the city target anyone
who appears less than orthodox as un-Islamic and a traitor. In the background, radio and
television programs inflame audience fears that India will attack Pakistan and demand
that Pakistanis purify state and society in order to become a true Islamic republic. As a
lower-middle-class widow with no extended family to protect her, Ayesha and her
“impure” history become easy targets of the activists’ aggressions, and people shun her
lest her impurity contaminate them as well. History repeats itself; as Ayesha’s natal
family abandoned her because she would eventually be defiled, her son and friends shun
her because of her “impure” identity. In postcolonial Ireland, good female sexuality was
also seen as a sign of national strength and purity and was rigidly policed.

The Magdalen Laundries were part of Ireland’s “architecture of containment
which encompassed an array of interdependent institutions: industrial and reformatory
schools, mother and baby homes, adoption agencies, and Magdalen asylums, among
others.”*" The women in the laundries were no longer under the supervision of the state,
but were wholly given up to the control and supervision of the Catholic Church in
Ireland. The laundries were run by Roman Catholic female religious orders and

incarcerated women whose sexualities were deemed threatening by their families or

106 1hid., 104.
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communities.'%

Established to reform prostitutes in the Victorian era, the laundries’
purview expanded significantly in postcolonial Ireland to include unmarried mothers,
sexually active single women and rape victims. These women experienced physical and
psychic torture and served as slaves, providing unpaid labor to pay for their “sins.”*%
They were incarcerated for a “deliberately” unspecified duration, which sometimes ended
only with the woman’s death.*® By the time the last Magdalen laundry shut its doors in
1996, an estimated 30,000 women had passed through the system.*** The Irish women
who were sent away by their families or by the authorities to work in the laundries were
not able to contest their incarceration in any court. *** Only a letter written by a male
member of her family could release a woman from incarceration.

Although the laundries were part of a worldwide Catholic system of laundries for
fallen women (which also had its counterparts in Protestant Britain), the laundries’
unsupervised existence is a symptom of the special place that the Roman Catholic Church
played in postcolonial Irish society. Catholicism had already played a major role in the
definition of Irishness during the anticolonial movement in the nineteenth century. The
imbrication of religion, nationalism and economy in the north (industrial Ulster British-

Protestant) and in the south (rural Irish Catholic) divided Ireland, eventually leading to

the partition of the island. The elevation of Catholicism to (practically) the law of the

198 jonathan Murray, “Convents or Cowboys? Millenial Scottish and Irish film industries and imaginaries in
The Magdalene Sisters,” National Cinema and Beyond: Studies in Irish Film 1, eds. Kevin Rockett and
John Hill (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2004), 152.

109 1hid.
10 1hid.
U hid.

"2 1pid.



76

land, and the omnipotent power the Catholic Church possessed, had negative effects on
the position of Irish women vis-a-vis the state and lIrish society. Following the 1937
Constitution in which the role of the Irish woman was confined to that of wife and
mother, the state took legal measures to constrain women to adhere to the national ethos
and punish those who deviated from it.** In the wake of partition and a civil war, church
and state worked together to create a homogeneous society by closing off “internal
challenges and contradictions even as they represented society as pure and untainted by
external corruption.”** One of those internal contradictions was sexual behavior.
Ireland’s church-state relationship effectively “criminalized sexual relations outside of
marriage and thereby inscribed moral purity into the project of national identity
formation.”**> As a result, the state criminalized single mothers and their children, as
well as victims of rape, incest and pedophilia; they were “indiscriminately marked as
aberrant and deemed deserving of scorn and punishment.”**® As in Zia’s Pakistan, men
were treated leniently and women were punished.'*” Because the state had to promote
itself as a “pure” Catholic nation, it repressed sexual crimes; as a result, sexual abuse was

“collapsed into the disembodied discourse of sexual morality.”*'® James Smith contends
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that the discourse of sexual immorality “enabled, even as it was perceived to threaten,
postindependent Ireland’s nativist national imaginary.”**

In both South Asia and Ireland, the drive to purify the nation occurred at two
levels: first, the state took measures to either quarantine (Ireland) or repatriate (India,
Pakistan) sexually deviant women; second, at the local level, families and communities
shunned the women as polluted and polluting. Veena Das’ observation about the
abducted women could be applied to the Magdalenes as well: such women “may be said
to be occupying a zone between two deaths, rather than between life and death.”*?° I do
not want to conflate the Irish and South Asian situations, as there is an obvious difference
between the mass violence of the partition and the state-supported practice of
incarcerating women in the Magdalene laundries. The similarity between the two lies in
the perceived connection between national “security” and female sexuality; in South Asia
and Ireland, abducted women and the Magdalenes were seen as threatening to the nation.
In the case of the abducted women, their border-crossing identities were seen as
threatening to the newly-created nations. Likewise, female sexuality was seen as
threatening to the inward, antimodern, middle-class and staunchly Catholic postcolonial
Ireland. The partition had hardened the relationship between religion and national
identity in both countries. As in India and Pakistan, the Irish government took away
women’s right of habeus corpus in the life-long incarceration in the laundries.

Neither abducted women nor Magdalenes were able to speak publicly about their

experiences. Whereas South Asian communal memory valorizes the women who

"9 Ipid., 3.

120 Bas, 77. The two deaths to which she refers are the silent death, which is the social “bad death” without
kin support, and the second is the “good death,” in which the death is lamented by the family.
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committed suicide or were killed by family members rather than be raped, there is a
collective silence around the survivors, and their pain is unacknowledged. Even the
abducted women who were allowed to return to their natal homes were not permitted to
speak about their experiences. Irish women who eventually left the laundries discovered
that no one wanted to hear the stories of abuse that they suffered. To have been
incarcerated in the laundries in the first place meant that they were “fallen.” They were
ignored, and the institutional power of the Church was such that criticisms against the
system were exceedingly difficult to make. Kumar’s incisive comment about the female
victims of mass violence in the partition applies to the survivors of the Magdalene
laundries as well: “It seems as if the silence around women’s experiences of violence is

key to the social contract....”**

In the following section, I will show how both films’
productions were driven by a similar compulsion to witness what these forgotten women
endured.

Historical and Production Contexts

Both directors, Peter Mullan and Sahiba Sumar, wanted to create films that
testified to the traumas these women endured, though Mullan found himself in a much
more culturally receptive situation than did Sumar. Throughout the 1990s and 2000s in
Ireland, a seemingly continuous onslaught of revelations of Church scandals involving
adultery, pedophilia, and child abuse, and their cover-ups by the hierarchy, shook Irish
society.’”? Added to the mix, 1990s Ireland was undergoing enormous social and

economic changes, becoming a richer, more secular and multicultural nation. Having

121 umar, 149.

122 Harvey O’Brien, Real Ireland: The Evolution of Ireland in Documentary Film (New York: Manchester
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experienced decades of emigration because of the country’s dismal economy, the wealthy
new lIrish society had a confidence that it had previously lacked. This economic
confidence and disgust with the Church hierarchy’s actions together fueled the look back
to recent Irish history in such films as The Magdalene Sisters and Neil Jordan’s The
Butcher Boy (1997), two fiction films that explore the imbrication between sexuality,
social class and society’s support of the Roman Catholic Church’s punitive “reformatory”
institutions.

In Ireland and Britain, there was a focus on the Magdalenes in the media. In
addition to Sex in a Cold Climate, in 2002 Irish director Aisling Walsh created a
docudrama on the Laundries called Sinners for BBC Northern Ireland. The recently
founded Irish Film Board sought to fund projects that explored Irishness beyond the
stereotypical “Troubles” narrative or romantic fantasies like Waking Ned Devine (Kirk
Jones, UK/IRE/FR/USA, 1998), and contributed to the funding of The Magdalene
Sisters.  When released in 2002, The Magdalene Sisters became the top-grossing

domestic film that year.'?®

In the decade since the film was released, The Magdalene
Sisters has been cited as one of the major cultural events that has pushed the plight of the
former Magdalenes to public consciousness.***

The Magdalene Sisters’ impact contributed to the opening up of Irish culture and
an engagement with repressed histories. Although the Catholic Church in Ireland has

apologized and given compensation to the victims of sexual abuse in the industrial

schools, it has not done the same for the former Magdalenes, and the state has been

12 Murray, 151.
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similarly reluctant to admit how its agents supported it. In 2001, the Irish government
acknowledged that the Magdalenes were victims of abuse, but argued that what happened
to them was outside of their remit. The government for years resisted numerous requests
for an inquiry, or to compensate the former Magdalenes, arguing that the state “did not
refer individuals, nor was it complicit in referring individuals to the laundries.”**®> The
advocacy group Justice for Magdalenes” move to take the case to the United Nations’
Committee Against Torture finally forced the Irish government to begin a statuary
inquiry into state involvement in the Laundries.”®® The McAleese Report on the
Laundries, which was released in February, 2013, found there was “significant state
involvement” in the incarceration of thousands of girls and women in the Laundries,
which ran until 1996.**” When he presented the report to the Dail, the Prime Minister,
Enda Kenny, failed to offer a full apology for the actions of the state, which angered
former Magdalenes.*?®

While the text’s narrative events and character experiences are drawn from the
British documentary on the Magdalene laundries, Sex In A Cold Climate (1997), many of
these are narratively and generically codified according to Hollywood conventions,

d'129

reflecting Hollywood’s hegemonic position in both Britain and Irelan Jonathan

Murray has likened it to the Hollywood prison film genre, particularly The Shawshank
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Redemption (Frank Darabont, USA, 1994). In that film, the lead character was
wrongfully imprisoned and abused as are the incarcerated Magdalenes. A semi-fiction
film, The Magadelene Sisters relies on character stereotypes: the saucy, rebellious girl;
the serious girl; the sweet young mother; the mentally disabled girl; and their sadistic
persecutors.™ The film claims a certain representativeness of the Magdalen experience,
though many Magdalenes never left the Laundries. The film’s conclusion does not share
the American film’s sentimentality; the majority of the Magdalene escapees were
destroyed by their experiences. In their failure to have “normal” heterosexual relations
culminating in a life-long marriage—one woman never marries, the other marries three
times—the film validates the Hollywood classical film’s depiction of the heterosexual

1 In his citation of the American

marriage as the culmination of a “good” narrative.™
prison film, Peter Mullan attempted to inscribe local Irish histories into a cinematic
metanarrative. Narratively and stylistically, the film is a departure from Peter Mullan’s
earlier (and very successful) Orphans, which blended British social realism and European
magical realism. By using a hegemonic format, Mullan’s film was able to reach a
broader international audience. The Magdalene Sisters performed well in both Ireland
and Britain where the film’s combination of Hollywood genre elements and topical
subject matter made the film popular with filmgoers.*

Unlike The Magdalene Sisters, which performed well in Ireland, Khamosh Pani

has never been released in Pakistan publicly for legal reasons. It has, however, received
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numerous international awards, including the Golden Leopard at the Locarno
International Film Festival. As previously mentioned, Sahiba Sumar, a New Delhi-based
Pakistani feminist documentarian, turned to making a fiction film when she found that no
abducted woman would speak on camera about her experiences. The film belongs to the
genre of partition films that were produced in the 1990s and the 2000s. Unlike Hindi
cinema’s other films that deal with abducted women like Gadar (Anil Sharma, India,
2001) or Pinjar (Chandra Prakash Dwivedi, India/Pakistan, 2003), the film eschews
Hindi cinema’s demonization of Muslim men as barbaric and backward. Like the
cinematic adaptation of Anita Pritam’s novel, Pinjar, the film uses the character of an
abducted woman to show the devastation of the partition and the particular statelessness
of the gendered victims of sexual communal violence. The film differs from the latter
film in eschewing the overt Manichean polarities of Hindi film melodrama, though it uses
some of the narrative strategies used in partition and “Muslim minoritarian films.”**
The latter is Priya Kumar’s nomenclature for a group of films that represent a Muslim
minoritarian perspective that includes Mammo (Shyam Benegal, India, 1994) and Fiza
(Khalid Mohammed, India, 2000). Khamosh Pani’s acting style and documentary
attention to the details of the everyday situate the film in the art cinema tradition. Asina
Hindi film, the “bad guys” are without redeeming characteristics: the misogynistic
activists from Lahore who force a son to abandon his mother and a hypocritical landlord
who brings fundamentalist Muslim activists to the town and also has a tawaif, or
courtesan, perform a dance at a family wedding. As The Magdalene Sisters’s mixed
genealogy (Hollywood hegemony’s influence and the deep ties between British and Irish

cinemas) demonstrates how the “national” is a problematic term, Khamosh Pani’s
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referencing of Hindi cinema conventions to convey the statelessness of a particular South
Asian woman demonstrates the enduring narrative, cultural and artistic links between the
two countries.

Implicit in my comparison of a “popular” film with a modernist one is a concern
with how trauma is represented, and how that trauma represents a particular moment of
national history. In the case of the films under consideration in this chapter, I will
examine how the abjection of trauma is represented, and how it affects people at the
individual and the social level. I will demonstrate how The Magdalene Sisters creates
identification with the abjected figures by showing that the Magdalene laundries were not
in fact used to rehabilitate women, but were similar to Nazi Germany’s concentration
camps that justified the physical and psychological abuse on the basis that the victims
were subhuman. The British-Irish shared history of the Magdalenes is situated within a
particular European context of atrocities towards minorities. Khamosh Pani connects the
plight of abducted women with South Asian partition narratives. Despite their formal
differences, these two films are counternarratives, aligning spectatorial identification with
the nation’s outcasts.

Theoretical Contexts
As in many of the films discussed in this dissertation, Khamosh Pani and The

Magdalene Sisters interweave narratives of individual and social trauma. By individual
trauma, | am referring to psychological trauma as an event that damages an individual’s
psyche. According to Dori Laub, M.D., one of the central aspects of trauma is that it is
experienced belatedly, haunting the speaker. Unable to repress or control these
memories, the subject finds her life overpowered by them. The “key” to mastering these

events is through putting the speaker’s experience into narrative form. By being able to
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narrate what occurred, the subject is finally able to experience the event.’** Given the
cultures of both Ireland and South Asia, women were not able to speak of what happened
to them. Speaking for the women, the films show how the women’s traumas are deeply
interconnected with those of Irish and Pakistani cultures.

Both films show how these women’s individual traumas are examples of both
nations’ social traumas. Social trauma refers to collective suffering of a people. It is
primarily a second-generation phenomenon, populated with collective narratives, not
actual individual memories.*® Social trauma concerns not only traumatic national and
historical events that are remembered, but also the willful repression of other events, such
as the abducted women or the Magdalenes. These films challenge the social resistance
that “elides the trauma (through the deliberate forgetting and reiteration of the fantasy of
unity)....”**® The social trauma of partition manifests itself in a desire for a society
purified of all elements that remind it of its multireligious past in South Asia or a
perceived deviance from a national ideal in Ireland.*®
The films both represent the process of the women’s abjection from society.

According to the anthropologist Mary Douglas and the psychoanalytic theorist Julia

Kristeva, abjection is central to the maintenance of any society.*® In her study of purity

34 Dori Laub, “Bearing witness or the viscissitudes of listening,” in Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in
Literature, Psychoanalysis and History,” eds. Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, (New York/London:
Routlege, 1991), 57-74.

1% Sarkar, 12.

" Ibid., 13.

37 In the Hindu right movement of the 1980s and 1990s, the recitation of narratives of Muslim men raping
Hindu and Sikh women was an example of one of the ways in which social trauma is used to demonize the

minority population.

138 The use of Western theories in a non-European context raises the question of appropriateness. Though
Douglas refers to the South Asian context regarding purity issues (including female sexuality), Kristeva’s
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rituals, Douglas determined that elements considered “dirty” in society reveal an
underlying social structure that considers that element to be out of place.*® For example,
whereas holiness is adherence to divine order, its opposite—sinful actions or spaces—are
those that deviate from that order.**® The power of pollution relates to its public character

and its relationship to an idea of social order.**

Douglas’ observation that pollution
occurs only in situations where the lines of “social or cosmic structure are really clear”
explains why these new postcolonial states, Pakistan and Ireland, whose legitimacy was
in question fell back on majoritarian and traditional conceptions of order.**? When the
boundaries of society are disrespected, there is a threat to the societal structure.'*®* One
of the key areas of social organization in both South Asia and Ireland is female sexuality,
which is a symbolic boundary of the community and thus the nation. Douglas’
observation that all margins or boundaries are dangerous because their alteration disturbs
“fundamental experience” serves to explain the societal panic concerning female

sexuality and the punitive treatment of women whose sexuality is seen as polluted.

According to Douglas, there are four kinds of social pollution: danger pressing on

work is rooted in a Judeo-Christian monotheistic binary between self and other. | argue that her work helps
to explain Ayesha’s experience of abjection and Pakistani Muslim and Indian society’s rejection of her.
Further, Ayesha as either a Sikh or as a Muslim follows monotheistic religious traditions.

139 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: an Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London, Arc
Paperbacks, 1984 (1966), 35. University of lowa e-library. March 2011
<http://site.ebrary.com.proxy.lib.uiowa.edu/lib/uiowa/docDetail.action?docID=5001403>.
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external boundaries; danger transgressing the internal lines of the system; danger in the
margins of the lines; danger from internal contradiction.**

Referring to Douglas’ work on pollution rites and Freud’s suggestion that
civilization is founded on incest taboos, Kristeva argues that a subject is constituted as
part of society through the abjection or expulsion of ‘impure’ matter.”** According to
Douglas, nothing is “filthy” in itself, but becomes so through its expulsion from a
boundary to a (bodily) margin, such as “spittle, blood, milk, urine, faeces or tears.” It is
abjected matter’s “composite” or “ambiguous” identity and its troubling the boundary
between inside and outside that “disturbs identity, system, order.”**® Kristeva calls
abjection the belief that this “border matter” perpetually threatens the subject with
annihilation. The subject, when “weary of fruitless attempts to identify with something on
the outside, finds the impossible within; when it finds that the impossible constitutes its

1147

very being, that is nothing other than abject. As society is structured around the

expulsion of the abject and constant vigilance against its return, the socially marginal
becomes symbolically central.**®
Douglas’ and Kristeva’s work is helpful to my project for several reasons. In the

study of colonial and postcolonial societies, we can see that abjection was a crucial part

of colonial (and postcolonial) ideologies that played a major part in forming and defining

1 Ibid.
pid.
148 1hid.

Y7 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: an Essay on Abjection, tr. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1982), 69.

148 peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (London: Meuthen, 1986),
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colonial and postcolonial societies. Literary critic Anne McClintock argues that abjection
is a “formative aspect of modern industrial imperialism,” in which “certain groups are
expelled and obliged to inhabit the impossible edges of modernity: the slum, the ghetto,
the garret, the brothel.”**® The abject peoples of modernity are those who “industrial
imperialism rejects but cannot do without: slaves, prostitutes, the colonized, domestic
workers, the insane, the unemployed.”**® The areas in which the abject live, such as the
Arab Casbah, the Irish slum, the Indian “native area,” the mental asylum, the Jewish
ghetto, and the red light district, are “policed with vigor.”*>* These abject peoples return
“to haunt modernity as its constitutive, inner repudiation: the rejected from which one

does not part.”**?

As postcolonial histories, these films depict different cultural and
individual psychological processes of abjection of “polluted” peoples as impacted by
various native religious, colonial and nationalist ideologies. The film characters
experience trauma as abjection, as either the “traumatic return” of memories of abduction
and rape (Khamosh Pani) or the process of incorporation of society’s perceptions (The
Magdalene Sisters). There is a difference in how the two films initially portray abjection,
with The Magdalene Sisters focusing at the outset on the abhorrence of female sexuality
as the enemy of Irish society, whereas Khamosh Pani at first demonstrates how a member

of a village community, apparently beloved and “at home” with her neighbors, carries

within her horrifying memories of the partition, though later she experiences social

19 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Context ( New York:
Routledge, 1995), 72.
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ostracism. In the following section, I will compare how these two films represent the
respective film characters’ experiences of abjection.

Gender, Sexuality and the Nation

In the rest of this chapter, I will compare how these two films represent the
violent effects of the two respective nation’s theocratic ideologies on the lives of women
and the communities and families to which they belong. In Khamosh Pani’s establishing
sequence, the film reveals an apparent rural village idyll: a long shot of two female
friends hanging laundry on a roof; a close-up of a woman’s hands making chappattis, and
a shot/reverse shot sequence of a mother teasing her young son. In this establishing
sequence, the film introduces us to an apparently happy woman, Ayesha, content and
secure in her relationships. The opening sequence suggests that Ayesha is happy in her
life in Charkhi.

Many films begin with the depiction of a paradise soon to be lost, but Khamosh
Pani establishes from the beginning of the film that this happiness is built on a repression
of the past. When the neighbor’s girl asks why Ayesha never goes to the well, a shadow
falls over Ayesha’s face. There follows a flashback sequence, with a sepia-toned black
and white image, of a group of children running circles around the village well, with the
sounds of their laughter distorted. Ayesha’s voice is overheard saying, “Summer days in
1947 seemed so much hotter. We ran.” As the children run away from the well, out of the
shot, the sound of a train running along tracks is heard. There follows a shot of a girl
running barefoot over which Ayesha’s voice is heard to ask, “How could we know it
would be forever?” The sound of the train acts as a sound bridge to the next sequence of

a snow globe being turned over, with snow swirling around, gradually falling to reveal
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the Eiffel Tower in the globe. There is a cut to a medium shot of Ayesha standing behind
Salim, who is now revealed as the one toying with the globe.

In this dense and rich sequence, the film suggests the way in which the past runs
like a current under the surface of the present. The image collapses time, from the girls
running around the well, to the shot (repeated throughout the film) of a girl’s salwar-clad
legs running in sequence with the sound of the train’s wheels running down the tracks.
For South Asian viewers, trains are a symbol of the trauma of the partition as they were a
means of escape for refugees, but they were often attacked by mobs of Hindus and Sikhs
on the Indian side or Muslims on the Pakistani side, desiring to rape and kill the people
on board. In many of the films and literature dealing with partition, such as Train To
Pakistan (the 1956 novel by Khushwant Singh and the 1998 British-Indian film
adaptation by Pamela Rooks) or Gadar (Anil Sharma, IN, 2001) the trains are the key
signifiers of the horrors of the time. The sound track thus strongly indicates that
Ayesha’s reason for not going to the well has to do with partition violence, and that what
she is still running from is the memory of the partition. The sound of the train is not only
in sync with the girl’s movement, but also suggests a psychological state of flight and
disturbance. The subsequent shot of the upside down globe is a further enigma. It can be
read as operating on several levels: first, the globe stands as a symbol of Ayesha’s
internal state; second, “as a world turned upside down,” the globe serves as a metaphor
for the impact of the rise of Islamic fundamentalism and its connection to the unfinished
business of the partition on the town later in the film; and third, the snow globe’s Eiffel
Tower, as a seemingly incongruous element in the scene, suggests the inexplicability, the

foreignness, the uncanniness of the relationship of the traumatic fragments to the
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everyday. In an insightful essay on the film, Pavrita Sundar argues that the film brings
““us face to face with the unheimlich [uncanny].”*** “Uncanny” is a psychoanalytic term
meaning unhomely, the rendering of whatever was familiar as unfamiliar. The term has
been taken up in postcolonial studies to explore the feeling of being unmoored from one’s
home, or in the case of the Saidian secularist perspective, the critical dislodging of
majority nationalism’s forms of living “at home” or “in place.” *** In Khamosh Pani, the
relationship to the everyday—seen in such mundane activities as going to the well for
water and banal objects such as the snow globe—becomes mysterious and frightening.
The opening sequence is unheimlich in its demonstration of a traumatic past’s
destabilizing influence on the present. It is Ayesha’s abject history that is the root cause
of her sense of displacement in her own country, and of fundamentalist Islam’s growth in
Charkhi. The most apparently “at home” member of the community—Ayesha aunty,
Koran teacher, favorite neighbor, beloved by everyone—daily struggles with a sense of
her own unhomeliness even when the village appears to have forgotten her past as an
abducted Sikh girl.

The Magdalene Sisters also demonstrates how past cultural events project
themselves on to the present and future. Unlike Khamosh Pani, which during its first
brief sequences depicts a happy, contented village life only to destabilize and disorient
the viewer’s sense of this world, The Magdalene Sisters plunges the viewer into a

misogynistic rural world that is strange and alien to the viewer from the outset. This

153 pavitra Sundar, “Silence and the uncanny: Partition in the soundtrack of Khamosh Pani,” South Asian
Popular Culture 8:3 (October 2010): 286, JSTOR, 11 February 2012, <www.jstor.org/search>. In this
essay, Sundar gives an insightful analysis of another “uncanny” moment in the film created through editing
and sound.
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uncanny tone is established through the film’s opening sequence in which a priest sings a
ballad whose theme concerns the punishment of a woman who was the innocent victim of
incest at a family wedding. The ballad, “The Well Below the Valley,” concerns a woman
who is damned for being sexually abused by male members of her family. The ballad is
based on the New Testament narrative of Christ’s meeting the Woman of Samaria at the
well. Jonathan Murray reads the song as articulating “the logic of female salvation
through traumatic penitence for the ‘sin’ of falling victim to male abuse.”™ The
sequence is organized according to close-up shots that alternate between the priest, the
bodhran (the Irish drum the priest is playing in the sequence and a metonymy of Irish
culture) and close-ups of the women in the audience. In the song, the woman refuses to
give herself sexually to a passing stranger, claiming she is a virgin. The man challenges
her, saying that she has six children, which her brother, uncle and father have fathered.
The children have all been killed to conceal the sin of incest. The stranger curses her to a
life of penitence (“you’ll be a seven years ringing the bell”) and an afterlife of damnation
(“seven years burning in hell”). James Smith argues that the ballad’s final line, which is
the woman’s response to her damnation “I’ll be seven years a-ringing the bell / But the
lord above may save my soul / From burning in hell” is telling as “it encodes the trope of
female deliverance, but deliverance available only to victims of male sexual violence
who passively endure punishment and penance.”**® The camera’s selective look (only at
single women, from young girls to clearly post-menopausal older women) presents the

women as a community who are united by their potential to sin. Though Smith

SMurray, 158.
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comments that such a song, given its content, would never be sung at a festive occasion
like a wedding, the song is used not for “realistic” purposes, but to represent the “native
cultural discourse that legitimates the barbarism of Margaret’s immediate ostracism and
incarceration and the silent communal acquiescence in this.”*>" The ballad foreshadows
what will happen to Margaret, much as the flashback sequence and voice-over in
Khamosh Pani suggests how Ayesha’s traumatic memories puncture her present.

The most striking aspect of the sequence is the hypersexualized representation of
the priest. As the song reaches a crescendo depicting the woman’s acceptance of
penitence and damnation, the priest appears to reach an orgasmic state. The sequence
connects a particular (male) sexual satisfaction and religious-political power through
female abjection. The hierarchy’s power comes from the policing of female sexuality.
The priest singer will later arrange for Margaret to be incarcerated in a laundry, and he
foreshadows the sexual abuser of Crispina, a young laundry inmate. This abuser is a
monsignor who takes advantage of his position to routinely molest a mentally challenged
young Magdalene. Beyond character analysis, the powerful sexual overtones of this
sequence suggest that postcolonial Ireland’s culture was built on a reification of
“traditional” ideas about female sexuality and their connection with Irish nationalism.

Although the sequence powerfully depicts local traditional culture as being the
root of this particular evil, Jonathan Murray points out that this was a Scottish ballad and
that, by citing it, Peter Mullan, a Glaswegian Scot of Irish descent, points to the shared
culture between Ireland and Scotland, where the laundries also operated. The sequence,
however, in its use of the trappings of Irishness—the bodhran, the shot of the priest’s

rosary hanging next to a glass of whiskey—to a certain degree locates the laundries’

7 Ibid.
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existence as coming from particularly Irish ideas about punishment of deviant female
sexualities. As previously mentioned, representations of Ireland have largely fallen into
two categories. The first type are films that romanticize Ireland, epitomized by the
American film The Quiet Man (John Ford, USA, 1952), which depicts Ireland as a
bucolic world filled with charming, eccentric characters. The second are the films that
depict Ireland as a violent land—the Troubles films that depict Irish political violence as
inherent to Irish character and beyond rationalization. In my view, The Magdalene
Sisters draws from both genres, depicting a rigorously antimodern world filled with
violence. As | will discuss later, the film’s recourse to horror film tropes of the bad
mother in the characters of the sisters who run the laundries ultimately blames a deviant
female sexuality—celibate women’s fear of female sexuality—for the laundries’
existence.

The editing and cinematography in the film’s first sequence emphasize that the
women at the reception are those to whom the song is addressed. They are united by what
they are not—sexually violated and socially abjected. In the following sequence, Kevin
rapes his cousin Margaret. The “lesson” that was taught through the song is enacted in the
following sequence. After Margaret’s rape, the shot sequence shifts from one that focuses
entirely on the female wedding guests to focus on the male figures at the reception who
will condemn Margaret for being raped.

Following her rape by her cousin, Margaret returns to the dancing and confides in
her female cousin what has happened. In this public space, this painful and private story
is passed around from Margaret’s cousin to Margaret’s father, Kevin, Kevin’s father and

the parish priest. The sequence contrasts the apparent happiness of the wedding
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celebration and the scandalous narrative that threatens to expose the family to the entire
community. As opposed to the sequence prior to Margaret’s rape, the mise-én-scene is
much more dynamic, with dancers moving in and out of the frame, at times obscuring the
camera’s view of the main characters, and, crucially, Margaret’s point of view of what is
being said and decided. The wedding music drowns out conversations, leaving the
audience to guess at what precisely is said. The music in the sequence also appears to be
an unvarying loop, which only contrasts with the rapid transformations of family
relationships occurring before the camera.

The sequence focalizes on Margaret’s powerlessness and passivity as the men in
her family judge her. She does not confront Kevin publically, nor does she go to her
father or her mother about what has just happened. Margaret remains rooted in her seat,
humiliation and growing anxiety visible on her face as the female cousin first confronts
Kevin, then his father and then Margaret’s father. Instead of Margaret’s father coming to
his daughter, he meets with the parish priest; Kevin, his father, Margaret’s father and the
priest all go behind a wooden partition. Through the slit in the partition, they point at
Margaret, almost as if they were spying on her. Finally, Kevin and his father emerge from
behind he partition, with Kevin’s father’s hand on his son’s shoulder. Throughout this
sequence, Kevin’s father has literally stood behind him as his reputation reflects on the
family honor. Margaret’s mother, sitting with relatives at a table, clearly sees that
something terrible has happened between Margaret and Kevin, but does not go to either
her daughter or husband. The discussion only occurs between men in the family and the
priest. The priest and Margaret’s father are framed two-shot close-up, whispering to each

other intently. The look of hopefulness on Margaret’s face quickly becomes
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disappointment and resignation as there is a cut to a close-up of the father’s face, which
radiates hatred for his daughter and serves as the judgment on Margaret’s face.

The most striking aspect of this sequence, of course, is the fact that none of the
dialogues are heard between the men. Instead, the “cultural” text of the wedding
celebration music drowns out whatever is being discussed. Margaret’s revelation of her
story to her female cousin, and the very different gendered reactions to it, reveals the
ways in which misogynistic attitudes towards women and female sexuality turns even
fathers and uncles against members of their own family. Margaret is not a person, a
cousin or a daughter. In her rape, she has passed beyond the kinship structure and
becomes abjected. While her rapist is questioned about his behavior, no one asks
Margaret for her side of the story. We experience Margaret’s father’s look of pure hatred
at his daughter, and see in the reaction shot (which significantly is not a point of view of
anyone in the assembly but appears to be an ‘objective’ camera shot, and so does not
make Margaret the object of anyone’s look after the rape) Margaret’s own helplessness to
do anything on her behalf once her father has condemned her.

The film uses “traditional” cultural texts to quickly explain the cultural attitudes
towards female sexuality. In this film, the look of hatred of the father towards his
daughter reveals the material effects that the priest’s song initiates. The interplay
between song and image suggests that the worst fate that could befall a woman is being
seen as what the song describes: a fallen woman. Through the use of various media texts,
the film presents us with a first-hand understanding of a culture. Through the passage of
narrative time, we come to see how the song’s call interpellates everyone, from the

hypersexualized priest who appears to reach a height of sexual pleasure singing about the
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fallen woman’s sufferings to the men in Margaret’s family who band together in their
condemnation of Margaret as a “fallen woman” and a stain on the family. The result is
that the spectator is absorbed into the scene, not from the position of the male members
of the family but from the perspective of the innocent rape victim. By choosing a Scottish
song, as previously mentioned, the film demonstrates how particular conceptions of
female sexuality were a transcultural phenomenon.

As a point of contrast, in one of Khamosh Pani’s early sequences, a symbol of the
idyllic village life is the performance of a wedding song at the zamindar’s home. In a
call and response of a ribald wedding song, the women in the zenana call out to the
assembled men outside, and then men laughingly respond until, led by a charming
middle-aged barber, the men “invade” the women’s space. As opposed to the wedding
song in The Magdalene Sisters, this wedding song is a sign of how traditional culture has
within it positive elements which celebrate an emotional connection and respect between
the genders and gives women a voice. The fundamentalist activists, wishing to return
Pakistan to a pure state, will condemn such traditional cultural displays as un-Islamic.
Significantly, Ayesha’s son, Salim, who is an enthusiastic participant in the singing,
eventually will abandon his girlfriend and mother, and the open-hearted barber will be
censured for welcoming the Sikh pilgrims to the village.

The Magdalene Sisters and Khamosh Pani share a similar view of how patriarchal
societal values and structures negatively influence men’s treatment of women in their
own families. In both films, families turn away from their daughters and mothers when
they are perceived to be no longer pure. In one crucial scene, Margaret’s escape from the

laundry is interrupted when a father, played by Peter Mullan, brings his daughter back to
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the laundry after she had fled home after escaping from it. He cries out that his daughter,
who had a child out of wedlock, “destroyed” her mother and himself by her behavior.
Appearing out of his mind with self-loathing and hatred for his daughter, Mullan portrays
a man destroyed by patriarchal ideas about female sexuality. Similarly, Salim, Ayesha’s
son, must turn against his mother unless he wishes to be contaminated by her. Sumar and
Mullan’s films both make clear that men are as much imprisoned by patriarchal
discourses about female purity as are women.

In Khamosh Pani, patriarchal ideas about female purity determine key moments
in Ayesha’s life. The first occurs during partition when her father orders the women in his
family to kill themselves to save the family honor. The second happens when Ayesha’s
younger brother returns to Pakistan to request that Ayesha return with him to grant his
father’s dying wish that he see his daughter before he dies. The third is Salim’s
renunciation of his mother because of her refusal to proclaim publically that she is a
Muslim and to renounce her Sikh roots.

Though the young actor playing Salim portrays him as an immature young man
who enjoys the newfound status he has acquired through his relations with the activists,
Salim’s choice is one that even a more mature young man would find hard to face: he has
to choose between a social death with his mother or a social acceptance that requires him
to uphold the boundaries of society by renouncing his mother, as well as his romantic
relationship with Zubeidaa, which is considered “modern” and un-Islamic by his new
friends. Far more than The Magdalene Sisters, Khamosh Pani explores the historical
pressures exerted on Salim to commit an unthinkable act. As mentioned, the village of

Charkhi becomes transformed by local, national and international events. General Zia
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blamed Pakistan’s economic and social ills on the incomplete project of Pakistan’s
Islamization. As Shahnaz Khan points out, General Zia’s Islamization policies were
enabled and supported by American and Saudi Arabian money, which was being sent to
Pakistan to support the training of anti-Soviet Afghan jihadists.™® This money supports
the political activists from Lahore who offer Salim a means of improving his station in
life. As a poor young man, Salim has few economic opportunities in Charkhi, other than
to work as a farm laborer for the zamindar. Salim’s Muslim credentials are called into
question, however, when Ayesha’s brother arrives in Charkhi and the news about
Ayesha’s history as an abducted woman is revealed; both the fundamentalists and the
town question Salim’s identity as a true Muslim.

In the film, Salim is transformed from a dreamy flute-playing young man in love
with a spirited, independent girl named Zubeidaa to a political reactionary who sees the
activists from Lahore as offering him a future. He has strong relationships with his
mother and his girlfriend, but the influence of the political activists causes him to
distance himself from both. In a key sequence at the village mosque following the
revelation of Ayesha’s past, Salim sits in a circle with his activist friends, and they
discuss his options. The sequence begins in a long shot, with a slow track around the
group until the camera frames Salim and Rashid, with Rashid behind Salim, saying that
Ayesha’s history will be a problem, despite Salim’s protests that his mother “did nothing
wrong” and that there are “thousands” of children—offspring of abducted women—Iike
himself in Pakistan. The camera movement emphasizes Salim’s membership within a

particular community, and the final shot of Rashid and Salim underscores how Rashid

158 Shahnaz Khan, “Floating on Silent Waters: Religion, Nationalism and Dislocated Women in Khamosh
Pani,” Meridians 9:2 (2009): 135, JSTOR, 2 February 2012, <www.jstor.org/search>.
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literally is the voice behind him, whispering in Salim’s ear, egging him on to prove
himself to his new friends. On Rashid’s demand for “proof,” the image cuts to a long
shot, as the members get up and leave Salim alone in the mosque. The shot visualizes
Salim’s isolation and reveals something profound about places of worship. Although he
is still within the mosque, the shot reveals that it is the community worshippers within the
building that charges the space with a sacred power, and a deserted mosque, at this
moment, offers few spiritual consolations.**®

Following the departure of the group from the mosque, Salim’s relationship with
his mother and his position within the community changes. Ayesha’s pollution literally
isolates Salim physically and emotionally from both his mother and the rest of the
community. This isolation is first visualized through the interaction between Salim and
his best friend following the departure of the political activists from the mosque. In
response to Salim’s plaintive cry, “What kind of proof?”, Salim’s best friend returns,
standing in the mosque doorway as Salim remains seated cross-legged on the floor. Seen
in silhouette, Salim’s friend says that only with a firm commitment from Salim and his
mother will the group stand with them. The image sets up the literal physical and
emotional distance between both Salim and his mother and Charkhi at large. Caught
between his mother’s silence and the village’s ostracization of his mother and himself,
Salim has become a social pariah. Following the prayers at the mosque, Salim stands

with flyers to hand out. In a long shot, Salim stands waiting for someone to come to him

159 For this same reason, it is not until the Sikhs arrive in Charkhi and worship at the gurudwara that that
particular space—ignored for years following partition—suddenly becomes charged as a negative space for
the local Muslims; it is the space’s connection as a site for religious gatherings that give it such power.
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and everyone passes him by. There is a close-up of Salim, the pained expression on his
face revealing the effects of his social isolation.

Subsequently, Salim tells Ayesha the group’s demands: to go into the village
square and declare that she is a Muslim, accept Islam and reject false beliefs. Ayesha says
nothing, choosing not to acknowledge her son’s request, even when he says, “That’s the
truth anyway. Say something.” Salim’s exhortations try to move his mother out of this
troubled and troubling state. This one-sided conversation is revealing about what kind of
speech Ayesha is allowed to make in Zia’s Pakistan. Ayesha’s silence has enabled her to
exist in the ambiguous border area which she inhabits—neither Muslim nor Sikh, neither
Pakistani nor Indian. When Ayesha finally does speak about her past to her brother, she
can no longer live and commits suicide. In South Asia, the talking cure is not available to
women, as being part of the community demands a kind of repression of certain events,
such as rape.'®

In contrast to The Magdalene Sisters, the film demonstrates what would happen to
the polluted women’s families and friends should they not reject them as well. The film
powerfully shows that the village shuns Salim because as Ayesha is polluted, so is her
progeny. In order to purify himself in the eyes of society, Salim must become more
Muslim than anyone else, and in this historical moment, that means he must become a
hater of all “infidels.” As Ayesha refuses to denounce her Sikh identity, Salim rejects his
mother.  Salim’s relationship with Zubeidaa ends because, as a love match, it is un-
Islamic, and because Zubeidaa herself rejects her lover’s reactionary politics.

In comparison with Ayesha’s individual trauma about which she must remain

silent to survive, the film shows the Lahore activists and the Sikh pilgrims using the
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figure of the abducted woman to further their own cause or validate their identity. The
film shows Rashid calculatedly using partition memories to shore up support for Zia’s
policies and to mask their use of violence. He is canny in his use of bullying tactics,
accusing the genial barber of cowardice and a lack of patriotism for being welcoming to
the Sikh guests and for his joking criticisms of the government. The film shows how,
gradually, through his threats Rashid is able to turn Charkhi from a quiet, peaceful village
into an openly communalistic one in which groups of men threaten Sikh pilgrims and
ostracize Muslims like Salim and his mother. As Shahaz Khan comments, the film’s
strength lies in its presentation of “a politicized Islam and its connection to communalism
not as a given but as a process.”*®*

The film implicitly compares Rashid, and other fundamentalist activists, with the
returning Sikh pilgrims. We can easily see in the character of Rashid how social trauma
is a second-generation phenomenon that is used to promote a regressive political agenda
that uses fear and hate to marginalize foreigners and minorities. Rashid whips up
communal tensions by spreading the rumor that the returning Sikhs want to abduct
Charkhi’s women. In the case of the Sikh pilgrims, first-generation survivors of the
partition, the return to their lost homeland initiates a defense of what they didn’t leave
behind—their women. As much as Rashid’s campaign is desperate to erase all signs of a
prepartition multireligious Charkhi, so too are some of the older Sikhs willing to forget so
that they can believe that the Sikh community remains whole, purified of all
contamination. To refer to James Smith’s insight about the threat of sexual immorality

posed to Ireland in the 1920s, the threat of the Other’s abduction of the nation’s women
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“enabled, even as it was perceived to threaten” Pakistani Muslim and Indian Sikh
imaginaries.

The second point of comparison between the two films is the way in which social
pollution affects women’s relationships with one another. During the sequence in which
Margaret’s fate is being debated by the priest, her father and her uncle, there are repeated
close-ups of an older woman, clearly Margaret’s mother, who sees something is wrong
and who looks in Margaret’s direction and then in her husband’s. She seems
uncomfortable and aware that something terrible has happened. The silent mother, who
sees everything, but does and says nothing, suggests the way in which patriarchal society
was supported by the silent acquiescence or open support of the women in the
community. Her visible discomfort suggests that she already knows what decision her
husband will make. When the priest comes to pick Margaret up and bring her to the
laundry, there is a close-up shot of the mother looking out the window, with the priest’s
car reflected in it. As the car drives away, Margaret’s brother is heard calling out, “Ma,
where is Margaret going?” Her shudder in response to her son’s question bespeaks her
silent but tacit acceptance of Margaret’s punishment. Obviously, the mother’s betrayal of
her own daughter is more horrifying than a neighbor’s of his neighbor.

Khamosh Pani shows the similar effects of Ayesha’s social pollution on her
friendship with her good friend Shabbo. Although it was at her instigation that her
husband told Ayesha’s brother where Ayesha lived—thus revealing to the village
Ayesha’s identity as an abducted woman—once the village ostracizes Ayesha, Shabbo
does not want to be seen with her good friend publicly, even disinviting her to her

daughter’s wedding. Likewise, Allabi, a neighbor who has for years had retrieved water
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from the well for Ayesha, now refuses to continue to do so on her husband’s orders. This
act forces Ayesha to return to the place where her mother and sisters killed themselves,
and there her brother, Jaswant, confronts her with a demand to return to India to visit her
father on his deathbed. This confrontation provides the event that culminates in Rashid’s
deployment of social trauma to expel the foreigners from Charkhi. Ayesha’s social
isolation forces her to accept that she can no longer repress memories of the partition.
Khamosh Pani makes clear that Ayesha’s decision to commit suicide is a rational act,
determined by social forces beyond her control. Ayesha had been able to contain her
traumatic memories and delight in the joys of her present circumstances—her son and her
friends—but having once lost them, chooses death over isolation.

Significantly, it is in the wake of Ayesha’s social isolation that we are presented
with a fuller, if still fragmented, recollection of her abduction. The memory focuses on
Ayesha’s refusal to kill herself and her subsequent abduction. Following Allabi’s refusal,
Ayesha goes to the well. There is a POV shot of the well, one that we have seen many
times. The non-diegetic sound of a woman singing an alaap is heard, along with the
adult Ayesha’s voice heard repeating “not me, not me.” The image cuts to a close-up of
Ayesha, looking down into the well, absorbed in what she is seeing. Ayesha’s voice
serves as a sound bridge over sepia-toned images from the past of young women jumping
into the well. A man is standing nearby, and his voice praying is heard over the woman
singing and Ayesha repeating, “not me.” There is a close-up of the young Ayesha,
standing where she is now, looking down into the well. The young Ayesha says, “Not
me, father.” The younger brother, Jaswant, runs to his father saying that the Muslims are

here, and an elder male relative begs the father to hurry up with the suicides. The young
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Ayesha/Veero takes advantage of this moment of confusion to run away. The camera
pans from a close-up of little Jaswant clinging to his father to the father’s bespectacled
face as he watches Veero run away. Veero is shown in a medium long shot, running
away, as her little brother follows behind. As Veero runs out of the frame, Jaswant grabs
the locket hanging around her neck. The little boy calls out her name, and there is a cut to
a medium shot of Veero standing above the well, looking down, as the adult male voice
of Veero’s little brother, Jaswant, calls her name once more. As Ayesha raises her gaze
to look up, we again see her salwar-clad legs running, over which the sound of the train
running down the track is heard. There is a cut to a medium close-up of her back, and
suddenly three men appear and drag her down a ravine. There is a cut to present-day
Charkhi, with Zubeidaa walking up out of a ravine and quickly walking towards Ayesha,
but she slowly stops as we hear Ayesha’s voice challenging her brother. Her father, who
had her mother and sister killed, now wants his daughter to come home to see him before
he dies. In a shot/reverse shot sequence, Ayesha scoffs at Jaswant’s request. The brother
clearly remembered his elder sister, preserving her locket. Still, Ayesha mocks her
brother’s request, arguing that her father’s seeing her while on his deathbed will not give
the old man peace.

What will happen when he sees me alive? Alive and a Muslim? Will he go to his

Sikh heaven? And what is left for me? A Sikh or a Muslim heaven? You were

happy to live your life thinking | was dead. I’'m alive; | made my own life,

without you. Now this is my life and my home. Go away, leave me as | am.

In the flashback sequence and the subsequent interaction between Ayesha and
Jaswant, we come to understand the many facets of Ayesha’s traumatic choice. In

choosing to live, Ayesha is a bad daughter, a bad Sikh. Further, in choosing to marry her

abductor and convert to Islam, she further damns herself in the eyes of her family and the
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Sikh community. Indeed, Ayesha’s own remarks suggest that she herself acknowledges
that there is no place for her in the afterlife; though a Muslim, she has not been able to
forsake her Sikh identity, while she is simultaneously not a good enough Sikh to reject
conversion; moreover, she is not a “good” woman in either tradition in her choosing
defilement over a “good death.” Whereas narratives of historical loss and continued
suffering have provided both Pakistani Muslims and Indian Sikhs with a sense of unity,
Ayesha’s split identity—and her failure to fully inhabit either—presents us with a sense
of her placelessness in postcolonial South Asian societies.

This placelessness can be understood as a kind of melancholia. David Eng has
argued that Freud’s conception of melancholia can be helpfully used to understand
minority and postcolonial identities. Unable to sever attachments to the lost object, the
melancholic becomes haunted by it.*** In the end, the loss becomes incorporated into the
ego and the *ego is created through an originary loss predicated on melancholic
incorporation and identification.”*®® So, not only is Ayesha’s ego founded on the loss of
family and community, but these identifications include as well ideas about good
womanhood. Ayesha’s ego is based on both the loss of who she was and her failure to
fulfill the requirements of “good” Sikh womanhood. This melancholic sense of self is
accompanied by an incomplete incorporation of a Muslim identity. When she rejects her
brother’s request to return to India, Ayesha rejects as well that part of herself. When the

village and her son both reject her position as a member of the community and loving

192 David L. Eng, “Melancholia in the Late Twentieth Century,” Signs, 25:4 (Summer 2000): 1277, JSTOR,
2 June 2011, <www.jstor.org/search> .
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mother, respectively, Ayesha is rejected not only by society and family, but loses that
part of herself. Ayesha is in a psychological no-man’s-land.

The Magdalene Sisters depicts the ways in which the girls learn to incorporate
society’s perception of their abjected state. Margaret’s or Patricia’s fathers never speak,
but it is the female religious characters in the film who speak for them, who are the
voices of moral authority as well as the agents by which the women come to incorporate
society’s views of themselves through their physical and emotional abuse. In The
Magdalene Sisters, the primary antagonist is Sister Bridget, who runs the laundry and
who is the face of a demonic Irish pathology towards these fallen women; Sister Bridget
is twisted by fear of sex and greed for money.

The characterization of Sister Bridget is drawn straight from the Bad Mother of
the horror film genre. Barbara Creed has argued that ancient religious and historical
notions of abjection serve as the foundation of the definitions and construction of the
monstrous in the modern horror film.*** Traditional and modern conceptions of sexuality
are at the core of conceptions of monstrosity in cinema. For Irish society in the 1960s, the
girls are monstrous because of their sexuality. But to modern viewers, the film’s
antagonists, the nuns, are monstrous because of their fears of female sexuality. This fear,
and their own chastity, makes them unnatural. The character of Sister Bridget, in
particular, is an inversion of the good mother. Speaking in a sweet voice with a smile on
her lips, Sister Bridget abuses the girls in degrading sexual terms. She is an inversion of
what she is supposed to be—a kind and nurturing mother whose task in life is supposedly

the rehabilitation of the sinners under her care. Through the character of Sister Bridget,

164 Barbara Creed, The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, Psychoanalysis (New York: Routledge,
1993), 8.




107

the Ireland of the 1960s is depicted as tortured by ideas of good and bad sexualities.
Margaret’s bad father and Sister Bridget as the sadistic bad mother are both products of
Irish culture’s pathological fears about female sexuality.

The citation of the horror film’s bad mother is, to James Smith’s mind,
problematic, as it solely blames the nuns for the Laundries and does not place the
laundries within the capitalist and cultural systems of which they were a part. Smith
finds the depiction of Sister Bridget as monstrous problematic because it enables a
reading that ultimately locates the blame for the girls’ abuse in the nun’s “aberrant
individuality” and thus evades a critique of the social, political, economic and cultural

forces “implicated in the abuse of the penitents.”*®

Although 1 agree with Smith’s
reading for the most part, | would argue that Smith fails to see how the film visually links
these girls’ abjection with the service of economic ends.

In two key sequences, Mullan explores how the degradation of women and
Catholicism’s penitential aspects serve capitalistic aims. Sister Bridget’s sadism is
depicted as serving a particular goal: the breaking down of the penitents’ individuality
and spirit so that they will serve the Laundries without complaint. In a visually violent
sequence, Bernadette is apprehended trying to escape from the laundry. Through hand-
held camera work and elliptical editing, the film represents the violent struggle between
three nuns to capture and forcibly seat Bernadette on a chair as Sister Bridget shaves her
head. On the audio track, sounds of struggle and Bernadette’s cries are heard, and a
series of cuts show the three nuns trying to hold down a struggling Bernadette. Once

Bernadette has been seated, there is a series of alternating close-ups of Sister Bridget

cutting chunks of Bernadette’s hair as blood begins to run down Bernadette’s face. There

165 gmith, 151.
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is then a cut to a water bowl filled with bloody water and bloodied cotton swabs.
Offscreen, Sister Bridget’s sad and tender voice is heard, “Open your eyes, girl. Open
them.” There is an extreme close-up of Bernadette’s right eye flickering open. Her
eyelids are caked in blood. Sister Bridget’s image is seen reflected in Bernadette’s eye.

I want you to see yourself as you really are. Now that your vanity’s gone and

your arrogance defeated, you’re free. Free to choose between right and wrong,

good and evil. So now you must look deep into your soul, find that which is pure
and decent and offer it up to God.

From the moment Bernadette opens her eye, Sister Bridget’s image is seen as
being reflected in it. Sister Bridget’s ideal penitent is one whose sense of self has been
destroyed, and into which Sister Bridget’s own words and ideals take root. The camera
incrementally zooms into Bernadette’s eye so that Sister Bridget’s reflection becomes the
center of the image, with Bernadette’s blue eye receding into the background as its serves
as the screen onto which Sister Bridget’s image appears. Bernadette’s blood-rimmed
eyelids are at the far edges of the frame. The sequence symbolizes how Bernadette comes
to incorporate Sister Bernadette’s image of her as a fallen woman.

As Sister Bridget concludes, “Then, and only then, will you find salvation,” the
image cuts to a shot of Sister Bridget on the left side of the frame, looking at the
offscreen Bernadette, whose bloodied face and shorn hair are shown reflected in the hand
mirror held up, alongside Sister Bridget’s face, in the right side of the image. There is a
cut to a close-up of Bernadette’s reflection in the mirror. It is not a point-of-view shot,
but a semisubjective shot; we are seeing along with the stunned Bernadette her
transformation into something almost inhuman. There is a dissolve to the wheel turned by

one of the Magdalenes to power the laundry. There is another dissolve into a closer shot

of the laundry wheel, as we see another wheel gear behind it. In my view, this shot
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represents the end goal of the nuns’ sadism; it was a necessary means of breaking down
and creating workers who would serve the laundries throughout their lives.

Throughout the film, Mullan connects the girls’ abjection with the laundry’s
economy, suggesting that the women have to be continually abjected so as to ensure that
free labor will exist. In the opening sequence at the laundry, Sister Bridget’s voice-over is
laid over a montage of images of penitents working intercut with extreme close-ups of
her fingers counting money. Sister Bridget’s narrative about dirty souls and the need for
penitence and hard work is heard over images of anonymous factory workers slaving in
the laundry. In a later sequence, Mullan uses an audio match to link the sound of the
laundry dryers (recently blessed by Father Fitzroy, the rapist) with the sound of the naked
girls jogging in place for a session in which the nuns humiliate them by judging their
bodies. The audio match gives reason for the abuse by linking the individual narrative
with the larger socio-economic realities. These sequences reinforce the idea that the
vigilant enforcement and maintenance of the abjection of these women literally powered

the laundries, and so served to make the religious orders that ran the laundries wealthy.

The spectrality of Sister Bridget’s image in the torture sequence is a metaphor for
the way in which the girls incorporate the bars of the laundry within themselves. In one
sequence, Margaret spies an open door at the back of the laundry’s garden, and sees her
chance for escape and walks through it. There is a slow pan of her POV looking out
across the countryside, the first time she has been able to see outside of the laundry in
years. When she stops a passing car, the driver, a young man in his twenties, flirts with
her. Margaret suddenly cannot speak. The man realizes that she is a Magdalen, and says

that “loonies” were now being admitted to the laundry as well. The young man’s “come



110

on” to Margaret has rendered her mute. After he drives off, there is a cut to an image of
Margaret framed standing outside the door of the garden. The framing suggests that
Margaret is psychologically locked within the frame of the laundry, even as she stands on
the outside. Because we have witnessed Bernadette’s introjection of Sister Bridget’s
humiliation of her, we know how her abjection renders Margaret incapable of fleeing.

Like Ayesha, both women do not fully incorporate society’s views of them.
Bernadette hates the nuns and their brutality and, together with Rose, stages an audacious
and successful escape. Although Bernadatte and Margaret at the end of the film are both
“free,” neither are able to free themselves psychologically from the effects of their
experiences in the laundry—Margaret by never marrying and Bernadette by marrying and
divorcing three times.

Conclusion
In this chapter, | have sought to explore how The Magdalene Sisters and Khamosh

Pani testify to past atrocities and the limits and boundaries of national belonging. Both
films serve to speak for the Magdalenes and abducted women, respectively, because
neither group could speak easily (or at all) about their sufferings. The two films came out
of two different cultural movements, and in the case of The Magdalene Sisters, played a
role in correcting the historical record, raising public awareness and pushing the powers
that be to acknowledge the wrong that was done to these women. Both these films share
a similar focus: how the connection between good female sexuality, religion and
nationalism has violent effects on individual women, their families and society as a
whole. Both films also explore how this pathological fear doesn’t simply rise up, but is
manipulated by the politicians so that it can be exploited for political or economic ends.

Whereas Sumar’s film explores how fundamentalist activists calculatedly use a woman
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without an extended family, money or a husband as a scapegoat to garner public support
for their initiatives, Mullan’s film depicts how the Catholic Church exploited cultural
ideas about female sexuality to use the Magdalenes as unpaid labor. In Pakistan and
Ireland, Zia’s program and the Church’s actions were supported by the state and the
public. The Magdalene Sisters and Khamosh Pani complement one another in that the
Scottish/Irish film focuses on the experience of abjection during the traumatic event
whereas the Pakistani film focuses on how the memory of her abjection forever displaces
Ayesha from her own existence. Through Ayesha’s story, we know that the former
Magdalenes’ experiences of abjection will live on within them long after they have left

the laundry.
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CHAPTER 3:
SPACE AND VIOLENCE IN BOMBAY AND BLOODY SUNDAY

Introduction

Paul Greengrass’ Bloody Sunday (UK/IRE, 2002) and Mani Ratnam’s Bombay
(IN, 1995) share a similar ambition: to present the definitive portrait of a key moment of
historical transformation that effectively ended the promise of nonviolent social change
(Northern Ireland) and the Nehruvian ideal of a secular nation (India). In so doing, they
attempt to represent the sufferings inflicted on the victims and rectify the ruptured
relations between particular communities and the state. Paul Greengrass’ Bloody Sunday
concerns British state paratroopers firing on and killing thirteen unarmed civil rights
marchers in January 1972, and Mani Ratnam’s Bombay deals with the riots in Bombay
from December 1992 to January 1993 in response to the demolition of the Babri Masjid
in Ayodhya, UP on December 6, 1992. The fight concerning the “definitive” account of
what happened—who died, and who was to blame—impacts issues of national identity. |
will focus on the two films’ similar areas of exploration: 1) the visualization of these
watershed historical moments as violent struggles over the signification of national space;
2) the crucial role of the sound track in the resignification of space by violence; and 3)
the attempt to definitively document history and produce empathy for the victims of state
and communal violence (through recourse to historical reenactment, documentary
techniques and character-driven narratives) in an attempt to rectify the historical record
and create empathy for the victims. In my sketch of the films’ production histories, | will
show how the films’ narratives reflect the current political climates in their respective
engagements with national history. Although this chapter would appear to be a

counterpoint to the previous chapter concerning repressed gendered histories of atrocity,
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this chapter continues to engage with minoritarian perspectives of public atrocities and
the British and Indian states’ respective efforts to repress the truth of what occurred.
Plot Summary

Both Bloody Sunday and Bombay feature an intercommunal or “mixed” couple,
though this element plays a much larger role in Bombay. In Bloody Sunday, Ivan Cooper
is a Protestant MP who is a leading figure in the Northern Irish Civil Rights Association
(NICRA) and one of the march organizers. He is dating a Catholic woman, Frances.
Cooper claims that he is involved in politics and the civil rights movement in the hopes
that his relationship with Frances will one day be “normal” in a postsectarian Northern
Ireland.

The choice to use the character of Ivan Cooper to focalize the narrative is a
decided shift away from most Troubles films as he changes popular British and American
preconceptions concerning Irish nationalists as being exclusively Catholic. As a Northern
Irish Protestant leader in the nonviolent and nonsectarian civil rights movement, lvan
Cooper is a minority within the largely Catholic movement. In his support of the
movement, Cooper is a minority within the Protestant community. His activism in a
nonsectarian organization is in stark contrast to his father’s involvement with a Protestant
paramilitary organization. In his unique minority identity, Ivan Cooper embodies the
dashed possibilities of the civil rights movement—of the realization of a nonsectarian
Northern Ireland. Aileen Blaney points out that the film’s portrayal of Ivan Cooper’s
prominence in the movement is a fictionalization; the historical Ivan Cooper did not

enjoy the influence that the film portrays him as having.®® In 2002, however, Cooper is

166 Allison Blaney, “Remembering Historical Trauma in Paul Greengrass’ Bloody Sunday,” History &
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a more palatable historical figure compared to the more controversial (radical) Catholic
nationalist figures such as Bernadette Devlin and Eamonn McCann, who would be
alienating to a Unionist viewership.'®” Bloody Sunday is one of the few Troubles films to
focus on an Ulster Protestant character, with the exception of Nothing Personal
(Thaddeus O’Sullivan, UK/IRE, 1995) or Resurrection Man (Marc Evans, UK, 1998),
which depict the Protestant paramilitaries’ brutality. The character’s identification with
NICRA also keeps within a tradition of British filmmaking that has valorized the Irish
nationalist movement to the extent that Unionism is relegated to offscreen status. The
film’s use of the Cooper figure serves to embody the historical truth of “the reality of
intercommunal cooperation before the Troubles and its desirability in a contemporary

context.” 68

As use of the Cooper figure can be seen as demonstrating more clearly
NICRA’s cross-community appeal, the relegation of controversial figures like Devlin and
McCann to the background can be viewed as a kind of historical forgetting for the sake of
“intercommunal cooperation both in the spirit of reconciliation and in the interests of
political pragmatism.”*°

Cooper’s British antagonist is Major General Ford, who is adamantly against the
civil rights march and is in Derry to crack down hard on the civil rights movement, which
is viewed as a front for the IRA. Though the march organizers acquiesce to the
government’s demands to keep the parade route within the Catholic section of Derry,

Army Headquarters send in One Parachute Regiment to pick up marchers. In the

Bogside, members of One Para brutally beat a number of marchers and shoot and Kkill

187 |bid.
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thirteen of them.’™® One of the victims is Gerry Donaghy, a fifteen-year-old boy who
was trying to run for cover. Following the atrocities, soldiers are shown planting a bomb
on Gerry’s body, and members of One Para lie before an Army inquiry that they stopped
firing after cease-fire was called. The film ends with young men joining the IRA, and the
civil rights movement crushed by the violence of Bloody Sunday.

The “love across boundaries” Hindu-Muslim romance animates the relationship in
Bombay, and the transgressive nature of the pairing provides the first third of the film
with its narrative impetus. As in Ratnam’s earlier Roja, the actor Arvind Swarmy stands
in for the director’s ideal Hindu protagonist—the educated, “secular,” upper-caste Hindu.
Like Ivan, he has separated himself from his father’s sectarian creed—a devout upper-
caste Hinduism closely aligned with anti-Muslim sentiments. The effect of Shekhar’s
and Shaila’s love convulses the tiny Tamil village in which they live. From the
beginning, we learn that the stakes are high for such transgressive behavior. When they
elope, Shaila and Shekhar effectively break ties with their families. Although the
intercommunal romance is not a new theme in Hindi cinema, the film shows how the
threat of “mixing” the two communities acts as a catalyst for the Hindu patriarch’s
involvement in the Ram Janmabhoomi movement.

The family is threatened with dissolution during both the December and January
riots. In the December riots, the Muslim community reacts violently to the destruction of
the Babri Masjid. Shaila and Shekhar’s children, both boys, are on a city street when a
riot breaks out and are attacked by a group of men. Just as one of the men is going to

burn the boys alive, Shekhar arrives and attacks the man, saving his sons, but then the

170 The Bogside is the name for the majority Catholic neighborhood outside Derry city walls, and was the
site of many of the events associated with the Troubles.
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family finds itself fired upon by the police who are shooting into a crowd
indiscriminately. Following the December riots, Shekhar’s father and Shaila Bano’s
parents arrive in Bombay concerned whether their children are still alive. In Bombay, the
fathers continue their communal sparring which serves as an amusing counterpoint to the
terrifying communal atmosphere. On 5 January 1993, riots again break out in Bombay
following the murders of two maathadi workers in Dongri. In the riots, Shaila’s parents
and Shekhar’s father are killed and the boys are separated from Shaila and Skehhar. The
boys then become separated from each other, one finding refuge with a hijra and the
other with a Muslim girl named Shaila Bano. The violence ends when members of both
communities tell their coreligionists to stop fighting. Following the cessation of violence,
the boys are reunited with their parents. Hindus and Muslims clasp hands as a sign of
reconciliation. Below | will briefly sketch out the respective historical background with
which each film engages.

Historical Background

In Northern Ireland following partition, Northern lIrish Protestants had a two-
thirds population majority, with Catholics making up the remaining third.*"* Knowing
that they did not have the full backing of Britain, and insecure about the sizeable and
overwhelmingly nationalist Catholic minority, the Protestant Unionist community
consolidated its power by excluding Catholics from jobs and housing. Although the
Northern Irish government was in theory subordinate to Parliament in London, the reality

was that Westminster left Northern Ireland alone, thus allowing the whole system of

! David McKittrick and David McVea, Making Sense of the Troubles (London: Penguin Books, 2001), 5.
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discrimination against Catholics to go unchecked.’’? Two respected authorities on the
region, David McKittrick and David McVea, make it clear that though Northern Ireland
was not Nazi Germany, the province was governed by a system of “institutionalized
partiality,” with no avenues for address of grievances and no oversight of the Unionist
machine.’”® Though Catholics were not actively persecuted by the authorities nor
deported to the south, they were routinely regarded as second-class citizens and as
“intrinsically dangerous to the state.”*™ According to McKittrick and McVea, “the
government system put in place in the 1920s is one of the keys to explaining the later
troubles, since there was such extraordinary continuity in its workings over the decades,
and since the outbreak of the troubles was so directly related to it.”*"

A key element in the functioning of the sectarian state was the Orange Order, an
umbrella organization that united Protestants of different sects, geography, social class
and political outlook. An ethnic-religious organization that promoted Ulster
Protestantism, it was frequently accused of being racist and supremacist in its ideology.
The Orange Order took its name from William of Orange, who vanquished Catholic
James Il and his native Irish forces at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. This story
symbolized the superiority of Ulster Protestants over Irish Catholics, and the battle was

commemorated yearly during marching season (July-August). In postpartition Northern

Ireland, these parades were a “ritual of state.”*’® They were frequently accompanied by
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anti-Catholic violence that was viewed as a form of historical reenactment.*’” Nationalist
or republican marches were either banned or placed under severe restrictions. Inspired by
the American civil rights and European student marches, the Northern Irish civil rights
and nationalist organizations transformed an indigenous practice associated with ethno-
nationalist supremacy to one that promoted civil rights for all. The Northern Irish
government viewed the civil rights marches as expressions of Irish nationalism and as
attempts to destabilize the government, and as such they were seen as a threat to law and
order. 1™

The period 1968 to 1971 was seminal in the development of the Troubles. The
Catholic community began to march for civil rights. These marches were met with
violence by the state and the Protestant community. As the civil rights movement grew
during the late 1960s and 1970s, so did the occurrences of intercommunal violence and
the emergence of paramilitary violence, such as in the October 1968 march in Derry.!™
When the organizers proceeded with the banned march, the Royal Ulster Constabulary
“spectacularly overreacted, using water cannons and batons on an obviously peaceful
group of marchers.”*®® The media images of the events were broadcast to the wider
world, and the effect was to drum up wider support in the Catholic community for the

movement. In 1969, the B Specials attacked the marchers at Burntollet Bridge near
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Derry, and again the images were broadcast to the wider world.*®* Despite concerns that
a march celebrating Protestant supremacy would further exacerbate tensions in Derry, the
government allowed for the Apprentice Boys of Derry to hold its annual march in
1969.'%2 A skirmish that broke out between Protestants and Catholics developed into an
uprising known as the Battle of the Bogside.'®® The battle went on for four days, during
which the police lost control of a large part of the city. From 1969 to 1972, the death toll
rose as the government failed to control the situation. With the police force exhausted, the
army was called in to police Northern Ireland.

On 30 January 1972, the Northern Irish Civil Rights Association organized a
march against internment through the Bogside area in Derry City to protest an initiative
adopted in August 1971 by the Northern Irish government, with the full support of
Westminster, to imprison without trial people suspected of paramilitary-related activities.
The policy of internment had been used a number of times during Northern Ireland's
history. It had been reintroduced on Monday, 9 August 1971 and continued to be in use
until Friday, 5 December 1975. The policy was a “disastrous mistake” as it targeted the
Catholic population while it blatantly ignored Protestant paramilitary violence.®* Of the

1,981 people detained during this period, 1,874 were Catholic/Republican, while 107

181 The B Specials were a sectarian police force formed prior to partition. They were disbanded in response
to their actions in handling the 1969 riots.

182 1n 1689, the thirteen apprentice boys of Londonderry shut the gates of the walled city to save it from
being captured by James II’s army. To James II’s threat, “Surrender or Die,” the people of Derry
responded, “No Surrender!” Though half the population of the city died from starvation or starvation-
related diseases during the siege, they did not surrender. The triumph of Ulster Protestantism in the Siege of
Derry is celebrated every July.

183 The Bogside is a Catholic enclave close to the city center.

184 “|Internment—Summary of Main Events,” CAIN Web Service, n.d., 27 November 2011,
<http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/events/intern/sum.htm>.
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were Protestant/Loyalist.*® In addition, the evidence on which arrests were made was
“crucially flawed,” and many of those who were arrested were later released because they
had not been involved in any paramilitary activities.’® The internees were subject to
“experimental” forms of torture. The European Court of Human Rights found the
treatment of some of the detainees to be “inhuman and degrading.”*®" As a result, the
SDLP, the leading Catholic political party at the time, quit the Northern Irish parliament
in protest, and both civil unrest and the level of IRA violence “surged.”*® The Stormont
government and Westminster opposed the march, and an elite British Army force, the
One Parachute Regiment, was deployed to prevent the marchers from reaching the city
center. Sent into the Bogside on an arrest operation, One Para shot thirteen men dead,
most receiving single gunshots to the head and chest. Another thirteen were wounded,
with one later dying of his injuries. Whereas the soldiers of One Para claimed that they
shot only after being fired upon, witness statements contradicted this defense.*®°

The British government established the Widgery Inquiry to investigate the events
of that day. The Inquiry concluded without obtaining a single conviction against a
soldier or commanding officer, and the English Lord Chief Justice, Lord Widgery,
described the loss of life as an unfortunate by-product of a volatile security situation.'*

The Irish press criticized the decision as a whitewash, and, for Irish nationalists and

185 Ibid.
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republicans, Widgery’s commendation of the bravery and quick thinking of the members
of One Para betrayed a blatant bias in favor of the British military.*®* In the following
decades, the British government refused repeated requests for new inquiries into Bloody
Sunday. In the light of new ballistic, medical and witness evidence, and the pressure of
the Irish government, Prime Minister Tony Blair called for a new inquiry into Bloody
Sunday on 29 January 1998. The new inquiry, the Saville Inquiry, gathered the many
eyewitness accounts of the day that had been excluded by the original inquiry. In total,
the Inquiry received 2,500 statements from people, 922 of whom it called on to give oral
evidence. The duration and cost of the Inquiry (195 million British pounds) was the
subject of criticism in Britain. On 15 June 2010, the Saville Inquiry released its findings,
stating that those killed were innocent of any wrongdoing and that the paratroopers lost
control and lied about their actions afterwards. In his speech before Parliament to release
the findings of the Inquiry, Prime Minister David Cameron called the killings “unjustified
and unjustifiable” and said that he was “deeply sorry.”*

As in the case of Bloody Sunday in Northern Ireland, the destruction of the Babri
Masjid and the Bombay riots occurred at a time of great social change in India. The rise
of Hindu majoritarian politics was an aspect of the many regional challenges to Indian
central authority in the 1980s.'%* The failure of the Nehru-Gandhi governments’

economic and social programs to end economic stagnation, decrease poverty, and lessen

social inequalities resulted in the loss of faith in secularism and socialism. In order to
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shore up its support from the regional parties, the central government adopted an
“implicit...religiously based majoritarianism.”*** This move enabled powerful Hindu
right organizations, such as the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS) and the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), to emerge as powerful forces on the
Indian political scene.’®® As the Orange Order’s espousal of anti-Catholic prejudice
helped to surmount the divisions within the Protestant community, the rise of a Hindu
nationalism served to deflect attention “from the significant loss of national sovereignty
and the burgeoning income inequalities resulting from the embrace of globalization.”*%
When the implementation of reservations for backward castes recommended by
the Mandal Commission threatened to divide the Hindu community by caste, BJP leader
L.K. Advani undertook a rath yatra (chariot journey) to Ayodhya, which critics called a
“riot yatra” in reference to the number of riots that broke out along the route.’¥’
(Bombay specifically refers to Advani’s yatra.) Hindu right activists had claimed that the
sixteenth-century masjid was built on the ruins of the god Ram’s birthplace. In seeking to
replace the masjid with a temple, the Hindu nationalists claimed to symbolically
recapture India from the Muslim invaders. It was Rajiv Gandhi’s supposedly secular
Congress Party that caved in to Hindu right organizations’ demands and allowed the first

bricks of the Ram Temple to be laid near the masjid. With the BJP in control of the UP

government, the kar sevaks were able to tear down the Babri Masjid with tacit
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government sanction. The destruction of the masjid on 6 December 1992 set off attacks
against the Muslim minority community throughout India.

As Bombay had long been popularly considered immune from the communal riots
that had some other parts of India, the riots there signified the collapse of both a
cosmopolitan Bombay and the dream of a secular India. The major player in the
transformation of Bombay from a cosmopolitan city to a Maharastiran Hindu stronghold
was the Shiv Sena (Army of Shiva). Sikata Banerjee argues that the Shiv Sena’s brutal
aggressiveness and canny use of Hindu right ideology made it popular among the
Maharastrian Hindu majority who were overwhelmed by Bombay’s political and
economic crises. The Muslims became an easy scapegoat for intractable problems.*®

The riots took place in two phases: the December 1992 phase, lasting for five
days to a week, and the January 1993 phase, which occurred between 6 and 20 January
1993.'%° The Sri Krishna Commission found that the riots following 6 December were "a
spontaneous reaction of leaderless and incensed Muslim mobs, which commenced as
peaceful protest but soon degenerated" into violence.?® The commission blamed Hindus
for provoking violence through "celebration rallies, inciting slogans and rasta rokos (road
blocks during demonstrations), which were...organised most by Shiv Sainiks (Shiv Sena

activists), and marginally by Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) activists."?*

19 Sikata Banerjee, “Political Secularization and the Future of Secular Democracy in India: the Case of
Maharashtra,” Asian Survey, vol. 38, no. 10 (1998), 907-927, JSTOR, 22 February 2012
<www.jstor.org/search>. Over half of Bombay’s population lives in unlivable slums; deindustrialization
had led to massive unemployment and a city government incapable of governing effectively.

1% R. Padmanabhan, “The Shiv Sena Indicted,” Frontline, 15 — 28 August1998, 20 October 2011
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200 |hid.

% Ibid.


http://www.jstor.org/search
http://frontlineonnet.com/fl1517/15170200.htm

124

Following the cessation of the first round of rioting, the Hindu communal
organizations and media stoked anti-Muslim sentiment and brought it to a “fever
pitch.”?%% In particular, maha artis (big Hindu religious rituals) were organized to protest
“the namaz on the streets and the calling of azaans from masjids.”?%® In short, they were
an attempt to claim local spaces as Hindu, and like the Protestant marching processions,
were used as a means of inciting violence against minorities. According to the
commission, "Some of the maha artis were later used as occasions for delivering
communally inciting speeches; and the crowds dispersing from the maha arti indulged in
damage, looting and arson of Muslim establishments...."*** As in Northern Ireland, these
events were able to occur because of the state’s protection. As the police deemed the
maha artis merely a religious activity, the artis were exempt from the operation of orders
prohibiting assembly. The police deferred the decision regarding their appropriateness to
Bombay’s Chief Minister, who “failed to act promptly and effectively and give clear
directives.”?® The underlying issue is that neither the police nor the Chief Minister was
willing to take on Bal Thackeray and his Shiv Sena, which essentially ran Bombay and
were the organizers of the demonstrations.

The commission found that the Shiv Sena fomented and organized the second
phase of the riots, beginning on 6 January. The Shiv Sena promoted the idea that
Muslims were behind the murders of two maathadi workers, though the maathadis

themselves did not view the killings as communally motivated. The Commission found
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the Shiv Sena guilty of taking a leading role in attacking Muslims and Muslim-owned
properties. The Commission also concluded that the entire Shiv Sainik hierarchy was
involved in the organization and execution of the anti-Muslim pogrom, from low-level
branch chiefs all the way to Bal Thackeray, who “like a veteran general,
commanded...Shiv Sainiks to retaliate by organised attacks against Muslims."*® The
Commission also found evidence of the police being guilty of deep-seated anti-Muslim
biases; of the 900 people killed during the riots, the police killed 356.

Anthropologist Chandana Mathur has argued that there are significant
resemblances between Ulster Protestant Unionism and the Hindu right: both are
majoritarian movements that emerged under British colonization; both demonstrate a
siege mind-set; both have in recent years used violence towards minorities; both make
aggressive claims over social space in similar ways; and both ideologies are frequently
mistaken to be enactments of ancient enmities though they are guided by contemporary

realities.?%’

Both the Shiv Sena today and the Orange Order until recently had been
“woven into [the] daily life” of the Bombay Hindu and Northern Irish Protestant
communities, respectively, and their effects on daily life in Hindu and Protestant
communities were as profound as they were pervasive.’® Mathur points out the key
difference between Northern Irish Catholic and Protestant communities as opposed to

Indian Hindu and Muslim communities is the degree to which the Northern Irish

communities are segregated from one another. Protestant and Catholic children are
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educated separately from an early age, play different sports and “aspire to the citizenship
of two different nations,” whereas Hindu and Muslim communities are intermixed.
Though Muslims consider themselves Indians, many in the Hindu community view them
as fifth columnists whose loyalties lie with Pakistan. These two historical films’
narratives were influenced by and reflected the contemporary political realities in Britain
and Bombay.

Production Backgrounds

The return to Bloody Sunday was part of a “regeneration of historical

° In Northern

consciousness” about the Troubles following the 1994 IRA ceasefire.”
Ireland, previously taboo subjects were now open to inquiry. Bloody Sunday’s production
benefitted from the climate of inquiry into previously repressed subjects. The Bloody
Sunday commemorative march, which had been co-opted by Sinn Fein and transformed
into a militant and pro-violence themed march, returned to its roots in commemorating
both the violence that day and the nonviolent aims of the movement. Bloody Sunday was
produced and released during the Saville Inquiry’s investigations and was a collaborative
project between the filmmakers, members of the Derry community, who served in a
consultative capacity in the preproduction stages and as extras during many of the
sequences, and professional soldiers.?*°

In January 2002, Britain’s ITV broadcast Bloody Sunday to commemorate the

thirtieth anniversary of Bloody Sunday, when soldiers of the First Parachute Regiment

killed thirteen civil rights marchers and mortally wounded another on 30 January 1972 in

29 Blaney, 117.
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Derry, Northern Ireland. A rival production, Sunday (Charles McDougall, UK/IRE,
2002) was also broadcast on British television at the same time.?! Though Bloody
Sunday was only briefly in theaters, the film was considered a success on the basis of its

212 \Winner of an award at Sundance and

narrative power and realistic documentary style.
the Golden Bear at the Berlin Film Festval in 2002, Bloody Sunday departs from the
majority of Troubles films which have relied on the stereotype of the atavistically violent
Irishman which both John Hill and Martin McLoone argue has served to absolve the
British state from responsibility for the violence.?®* The film represents the First
Parachute Regiment’s actions that day in Derry and the subsequent Widgery Inquiry that
exculpated them from all wrongdoing as a turning point in contemporary Northern Irish
history that effectively destroyed the Northern Irish nonviolent civil rights movement and
revived the Irish Republican Army.

The film’s different influences (both formal and funding-related) and its
intervention into a national debate about military responsibility for Bloody Sunday drew
attacks from certain quarters of the London press. The film was criticized on the
following grounds: the potentially explosive content of the film, it was argued, could
negatively affect the peace process in Northern Ireland; British public monies were being

used to produce Bloody Sunday, characterized as having an “Irish nationalist” view of

events, which might adversely affect the publicly-funded Saville Inquiry; and Bloody

211 Aythored by noted television writer Jimmy McGovern, the film has a broader focus, depicting a
collusion by different members of the British state to lay the blame on the marchers.

212 Martin McLoone, “Bloody Sunday” Cineaste 27:4 (October 2002): 42.
213 John Hill, “Images of Violence,” Cinema and Ireland, eds. Rockett, Kevin and John Hill and Luke
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Sunday’s foreign funding (Irish film director Jim Sheridan’s production company Hell’s
Kitchen and Bord Scannan na hEireann/Irish Film Board co-produced the film with ITV)
called into question the film’s national identity and allegiances.?* In their border
policing of “dangerous” influences in national cinema, the criticisms indicate a firm
belief that a “national cinema” should shore up myths of the nation, not critique them.
The film’s representation of the conflict draws a connection between the way in which
the British establishment and army saw the civil rights marchers and how the Northern
Irish Catholic community was represented in the news media.

Like Bloody Sunday, Bombay was produced during the time when a high- level
inquiry into the atrocities was ongoing. The film was both a box office success as well as
the center of debate regarding its representation of the riots. The major difference in the
two films’ production histories is the intense involvement of the Censor Board and the
Shiv Sena’s leader, Bal Thackeray, in the censorship of certain aspects of Bombay.
Lalitha Gopalan argues that the Hindu right had a profound impact on all negotiations
between producers and the state in the 1990s, “in what can only be characterized as a
slow erosion of civil society, most evident in the dismantling of the legitimate process of
statecraft, which was superseded either by the military and the state police forces or by

vigilantes.”?*®

It took the star power of Hindi film actor Amitabh Bachchan to placate
Thackeray. Bachchan was not a disinterested observer; his film distribution company,

Amitabh Bachchan Corporation Limited (ABCL) had bought the distribution rights and

2¥Martin Fletcher, “Open Wound,” The Times 19 January 2002: 29; Unnamed Author, “Bloody Sunday
films are part of the whole truth,” Independent 13 January 2002: 26; Alexander Walker, “Monstrous
wounds of Ulster,” Evening Standard 9 January 2002: 20.
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the negatives to the Hindi version of the film. Although Bachchan couldn’t do anything
in terms of pleading the film’s cause with the Censor Board, he did arrange for a private
screening for Thackeray. On viewing the character representing himself seeing the
violence and repenting for it, Thackeray demanded that this part of the film be excised
because it lacked a factual basis. Thackeray argued that he had nothing to repent for
because “they”—Muslims—started the violence. Thackeray contended:

This is totally wrong. | never repented. Why should I repent? We didn’t start the

violence. If you look carefully at the film, you will find that it is all there. The

burning of the house in Jogeshwari. We had no choice but to retaliate. So how can

you show me repenting?*°

Ratnam excluded the mournful voice-over that accompanied the image of the
Shiv Sena leader stand-in shaking his head in regret. Gopalan concludes that the
filmmaker capitulated to the Shiv Sena leader as he was acting as the “ex officio Board of
Censors.”?" In her reading, what was decided on was a peculiar compromise between
insisting, on the one hand, that the film is a fictional re-creation of the riots and, on the
other, that it is an accurate historical representation of them.?*® This issue about the close
relationship between what is represented on screen and the historical record drives this
dissertation. Though I agree with Gopalan, Vasudevan and other critics who are horrified
by Thackeray’s censorship power over this film and others, | do think that Thackeray’s
challenge was understandable because the Shakti Samaj was clearly a stand-in for the

Shiv Sena, and the Tinu Anand character was clearly Bal Thackeray. The original

representation espoused an alternative history in which the genocidal Shiv Sena leader
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repented. The film’s particular location—as the first popular film to engage with the
riots—had the potential to shape public memory about the riots, and Thackeray did not
want his behavior to be falsely depicted advocating for repentance and reconciliation.
Ratnam also acquiesced to the Censor Board’s recommendations, rather than
attempt to challenge them. The recommendations were meant to protect the police from
accusations of using excessive force and partiality, and the cuts “implied that the
Muslims’ reactions to the demolishing of the Babri Masjid was unwarranted.”** In a
discussion of the Censor Board’s concerns, Vasudevan has argued the moves by the
Censor Board and the subsequent arguments in the press about the impact of images
expressed a concern that the Indian filmgoer would take the image itself for reality.?*
This was the same concern that animated certain British critics’ responses to Bloody
Sunday. Having outlined the historical and film production histories, I will now turn to a
comparative analysis of these two historical films’ similar themes, beginning with an
engagement with how Bloody Sunday and Bombay represent how violence resignifies

national space.

Mapping the Films

The films’ representations of how space becomes resignified are key to their
legitimacy as historical films, as well as to their minoritarian critique of nationalist

hegemonies. Like most atrocity films, Bloody Sunday and Bombay’s realist aesthetics are
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oriented by two questions: “What happened?” and “What does it teach us?”?** In these
films, the “where” the atrocities happened is crucially important, not simply to establish
the facticity of the representation of the historical past, but also to show how the
resignification of space through violence altered national identities.

Both Bloody Sunday and Bombay concern the violent reaction towards attempts to
resignify “sacred” space. Although the Northern Irish civil rights marches were intended
to invoke the American civil rights movement, the “non-secular” signification of social
space in Northern Ireland profoundly impacted the way in which these marches were
understood. In Ulster, to march was to assert territorial sectarian claims to the land.
Allen Feldman argues, “Protests meant to agitate for civil rights, civil space and an
ethnically neutral jural subject were received as assertions of ethnicity by both their

supporters and opponents.”?%

In Feldman’s reading, for NICRA to march in
Derry/Londonderry, a city of significant importance in Unionist/Loyalist histories, would
be interpreted as an attempt to reterritorialize it for a Catholic Irish nationalist agenda. In
a place where marches were displays of Ulster Protestant domination, even NICRA’s
“secular” march challenging the discriminatory practices of the Protestant state would be
seen as an attempt to signify space as “Irish” as opposed to “Ulster Protestant.” These
marches—both civil rights and Protestant—were profoundly powerful because of the

presentness of the historical past in Northern Irish space. Feldman contends that in

Northern Irish space “the past takes objectified form in the immediacy of spatial

22! Michael Rothberg, Traumatic Realism: The Demands of Holocaust Representation (Minneapolis:
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cognition.”??® For decades, space in Derry/Londonderry had been signified by marches
celebrating the heroism of the Apprentice Boys who saved Londonderry and the rest of
Ireland from Catholic James Il and his forces. Beginning with the Troubles in 1968,
space in Derry/Londonderry became resignified by Troubles violence. The film Bloody
Sunday demonstrates how in the Troubles, “space itself functioned as a mnemonic
artefact that stored repertoires of historical narrative and collective action.”?** Because of
the two communities living in the same area, space was weighted with conflicting
narratives due to the “complex interplay” of the microterritorial constructs such as the
community, the neighborhood and the parade route. United Ireland and British Ulster’s
different histories are objectified in “spatial cognition.”** Feldman’s contention that both
communities’ use of history to “repress historicity” was the “central ideological
mechanism in Northern Ireland” correlates to Bhaskar Sarkar’s observation about the
Hindu right’s view of Indian history as the ongoing history of Muslim oppression of
Hindus.?°

Mani Ratnam’s Bombay and Paul Greengrass’ Bloody Sunday show how “there is
a convergence in the materialization of history in spatial constructs and the resort to
material transformations of the social order through topographical violence.”?* I will
develop Feldman’s understanding of spatial symbolics in relation to Ayodhya in the

following section, but I want here to build on Feldman’s insights regarding Northern

223 |bid., 27.
224 |bid.
2% |bid.
226 |bid., 18.

21 |hid., 27.



133

Ireland in conjunction with Satish Deshpande’s understanding of Ayodhya as a Hindu
heterotopia. Both Feldman and Deshpande’s central metaphor is the map, or more
precisely, the colonial map. Both understand that maps have a narrative, which
Deshpande takes even further in arguing that maps articulate a morality. Whereas
Feldman’s understanding of the map is weighted by an often-bloody past—of who did
what to whom where—Deshpande emphasizes how colonial maps articulate colonial
desire for the other. The Northern Irish map is equally about a settler colony’s desire for
possession of territory; a connection with the motherland; and a disconnection from the
rest of the island (“No Surrender”). The Northern lIrish colonial map is imbued with
longing, pride, alienation and fear of loss of territory. These desires and fears structure
the map and give it meaning.

In the 1980s, the Ram Janmabhoomi movement was a struggle to sacralize the
map of secular India. In the postcolonial period, the Nehruvian government had
attempted to drive religion to the margins and draw a secular map of economic and
national development. The Hindutva movement of the 1980s and 1990s was a resurgent
Hinduism that came back to claim India as a sacred Hindu space. The “other” of this
sacred Hindu map was the Muslim minority, who were blamed for taking the country
from the Hindus from the twelfth century onward. Bombay charts how the rise of the
Hindu right wing movement to destroy the Babri Masjid transformed secular
cosmopolitan Bombay. Both the Orange Order and the Hindu right attempt to claim
public space with mass communal or religious observances.  This ideological work

transformed Londonderry and Ayodhya into heterotopias.
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Using a Foucauldian concept, Satish Deshpande has argued that the Babri
Masjid/Ayodhya was a heterotopia, a space that is material but which also points to a
utopia. Unlike utopias, which are unreal spaces and “sites with no place,” heterotopias
have a fixed address. In Deshpande’s view, they

mediate, in mirror-like fashion, between utopias and individual subjects. In other

words, heterotopias enable—incite, compel, invite—people to see themselves

reflected in some utopia. They function as an ideological hinge, linking social
subjects (people) with a possible political-moral identity (utopia) that they could
assume (inhabit).?*®

Both Ayodhya and Londonderry serve as charismatic sites of ethnic/religious
identification. Ayodhya and Londonderry’s identities as heterotopias are embedded in
their colonial histories. In both countries, colonialism and imperialism established a
“spatial order and a territorial ideology which [were] then selectively used by an

"229 |n the case of Ireland,

emergent nationalism to fashion its own spatial strategies.
there were two spatial strategies—a nationalist one which saw all of Ireland as a nation,
and an Orange map that was restricted to six counties in the North. The map included the
city of Londonderry, which despite having a majority nationalist population (and thus
should have been part of the Free State) was maneuvered into the Northern Irish map
because of its “sacred” identity in Ulster history. The marches and pageants surrounding
the commemoration of the Siege of Derry was and is a means for Ulster Protestants to
celebrate how their forebears held out against James Il and so saved the rest of Britain

from popery. Londonderry is a heterotopia of an idealized Ulster Protestant community,

steadfast against Catholic Ireland and victorious. The clash of the two heterotopias in
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the film is met by a third, the British state’s, which sees the area as a part of the United
Kingdom.
The heterotopia offers thousands of people “a social identity as the inhabitants of

230 I contrast with

the utopia that it projects,” as either a kar sevak or an Orangeman.
Ayodhya as heterotopia, Bloody Sunday in Derry became one of the sites associated with
the outbreak of the Troubles and the death of the dream of a particular utopia, that of a
nonsectarian Northern Ireland and the possibility of a different—nonsectarian—history
than the one that occurred. The march changed significantly in purpose in the 1980s and
1990s. In the 1980s Sinn Fein held “militant and pro-violence” commemorative marches
that were poorly attended, but with the end of the Troubles, the IRA ceasefire, and the
twentieth anniversary of the event in 1992, the marches promoted nonviolence.?* With
the cessation of violence, these marches commemorated the tragedy of the past,
demanding acknowledgement of the atrocities committed by the state and a commitment
to the civil rights movement’s dream of a nonsectarian Northern Ireland. Both films
represent the violence that occurs in the construction and destruction of heterotopias. For
many Indians, the destruction of the Babri Masjid was the destruction of India as a
secular nation—another Indian heterotopia. Likewise, the Protestant community saw the
civil rights movement as a threat to Londonderry’s and (as a whole) Northern Ireland’s

existence as an Ulster Protestant heterotopia, while Bloody Sunday was the destruction of

nonsectarian Northern Ireland. The film’s narratives perform similar ideological work. In
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both films, the representation of how violence changed both Derry and Bombay,
respectively, is crucial to their projects of moving beyond sectarian hatreds.

As with the map, these cinematic narratives have an underlying morality that has
dictated their writing. Hayden White argues that all historical writing, even “secular”
histories, are marked by the need to espouse a moral ideal.”** He contends, “The demand
for closure in historical accounts is a demand for moral meaning, a demand that the

sequence of real events be assessed as to their significance as elements in a moral

12233

drama. He poses this provocative question: “Could we ever narrativize without

morality?” | wish to quote at length White’s argument as it relates directly to the
ideological work done by both films.
White argues:

If every fully realized story, however we define that conceptually elusive entity, is
a kind of allegory, points to a moral, or endows events, whether real or imaginary,
with a significance that they do not possess as a mere sequence, then it seems
possible to conclude that every historical narrative has as its latent or manifest
purpose to moralize the events of which it treats. Where there is ambivalence
regarding the status of the legal system, which is the form in which he is enjoined
to achieve a full humanity, the ground on which any closure of a story one might
wish to tell about a past, whether it be a public or a private past, is lacking. And
this suggests that narrativity, certainly in factual storytelling and probably in
fictional storytelling as well, is intimately related to, if not the function of, the
impulse to moralize reality, that is, to identify it with the social system that is the
source of any morality that we can imagine.?*

Both of these films represent events that have been popularly understood as
turning points in both nations’ histories. Bloody Sunday is not simply about a group of

paratroopers who gunned down unarmed civilians, nor is Bombay about a series of riots

2 Hayden White, “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality,” Critical Inquiry 7: 1
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in Bombay in 1992 and 1993. These events are seen as paradigmatic moments of
cataclysmic social change. The films represent the destruction of a secular India and the
possibility of a secular Northern Irish future. Both films show how the state and its laws
are compromised by their explicit subvention by sectarian interests. In both cases, an
explicitly sectarian identity has superceded a nonsectarian national identity. In both
films, the protagonist’s narrative represents the failure of the state and its corruption by
sectarian politics. Bloody Sunday’s lvan Cooper disintegrates on screen. When he is first
seen, he is a commanding leader of NICRA, but following the march, he is physically and
psychologically depleted by guilt for the marchers’ deaths. In his last scene in the film,
Cooper gives his final speech to the British government at a press conference following
the atrocities:

I just want to say this to the British Government.... You know what you've just

done, don't you? You've destroyed the civil rights movement, and you've given

the IRA the biggest victory it will ever have. All over this city tonight, young
men... boys will be joining the IRA, and you will reap a whirlwind.

It is the typical big speech that the film’s hero is supposed to give. But it is also a
deathbed speech, of a kind, as it marks the last time Cooper will be speaking both in a
role as a civil rights leader and for the movement itself, as the British government has
effectively crushed it. In this speech, he acknowledges that the British government has
effectively barred the path to peaceful protest, and then he falls silent. He can barely walk
after the press conference announcing the deaths of thirteen marchers. His Catholic
girlfriend practically has to carry him out of the room. With Ivan Cooper’s descent into

silence and implied impotence, the film represents the disappearance of a subject because

there is no rule of law that enables its representation.?*> A similar threat of disappearance

25 hid., 17.
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occurs in Bombay. We hear this in Shekhar’s cry, denying his identity as a Hindu and
proclaiming his identity as “Indian” as that which defines him, but it is one that is not
heard within the space of the film. Ravi Vasudevan has argued impressively about the
complicated issues regarding the position of Indianness within the film as embodied in
the character of Shekhar. Although young and “modern,” Skekhar stands for the old
upper-caste and upper-class Hindu cosmopolitan elite, whose secure place in society is
being swept away by the rise of genocidal ethno-religious politics. In his refutation of his
friend’s interpellation of Shekhar about his identity as a Hindu, Shekhar cries, “I am
nothing; I am only Indian!” Vasudevan contends that Shekhar’s ideal Indianness is
contradictory: on the one hand Shekhar’s Indianness is an identity that transcends all
other identities (regional and religious), but it is crucially also an absence of identities.?*®
In my view, Shekhar can claim an all-encompassing Indian identity because of his
position at the top of the Indian caste structure, and the fact that he appears to be without
religious identity is itself the mark of a Hindu upper-caste hegemony. In the wake of the
Bombay riots, this identity is no longer available. Shekhar becomes filled with self-
loathing since to be a Hindu is no longer to be a member of a secular, cosmopolitan elite
(as opposed to the overly religious, irrational Muslim minority), but to be a member of a
murderous religious-ethnic group. In an excruciating climax, Shekhar douses himself
with gasoline, inviting his coreligionists to set him alight instead, his desire for self-

annihilation having reached its apogee.”*’ In a nightmare scenario in which Shekhar has

236 \/asudevan 2001, 204-207.

237 \Jasudevan connects Shekhar’s attempt at self-immolation to Tamil separatists in Sri Lanka and to the
protestors of the Mandal commission’s suggestions. In addition, in Roja, the protagonist throws himself on
a burning Indian flag set alight by Kashmiri separatists.



139

lost everything—father, children, economic security and social status—Shekhar’s
spectacle demonstrates a desire to negate oneself publicly, to exonerate oneself of the
taint of identity.”?*® Following Shekhar’s offer of self-sacrifice, the narrative turns away
from violence. Both communities reject violence and reconcile, coming together to build
a new Bombay, but this unity is outside of the state, as the film has shown the state
perpetrating violence (police shooting unarmed citizens) as well as incapable of stopping
it. Hope for the future in Bombay lies outside of the state, with people successfully
urging their coreligionists to abandon violence, and Shekhar and Shaila Bano reunited
with their children. The film’s hope for India’s future is one that is located within
intercommunity amity and in the private space of the home. It is calling for a
reconceptualization of what it means to be Indian. The similarity here between the film
and Bloody Sunday is the pathos that both characters experience—their own impossibility
of effecting change and their alienation from their own religious-political identities.

Both of these films are notable for the way in which they have depicted the
violence of the majority towards minority groups. Ravi Vasudevan points out in his
seminal essay on Bombay that the film, despite its overall anti-Muslim bias, is a landmark
in Hindi cinema for its representation of the “fearsome Hindu.”?*® Likewise, Bloody
Sunday is one of the few Troubles films that confront the British state’s brutal actions in
Northern Ireland. Bloody Sunday’s narrative of a military operation that killed unarmed

civilians rewrites the traditional narrative which explained lIrish political violence as a

238 \/asudevan 2001, 206.
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12240 In

result of the Irish community’s being “counter to [the state’s] laws of civility.
their rewriting of national myths, the films depict the costs of secular states’ capitulation
to sectarian interests on both majority and minority communities. Having explored the
way in which the films visualize the impact of violence on national space, | will now turn
to the crucial role that the sound tracks play in suggesting how national space becomes

resignified by violence.

Space and Violence, or What Cannot be Represented

In this section, I will compare the representations of two events most associated
with Ayodhya and Derry as heterotopias: the destruction of the Babri Masjid and the
murder of NICRA march steward Barney McGuigan. The two violent events are
metonymies for the heterotopia of a Hindu India and the heterotopia of a deferred non-
sectarian Northern Ireland.” Both sequences’ aesthetics are governed by a censorship of
the event itself: the Indian censors did not allow for documentary images of the Masjid
to be shown for fear that these images would instigate more violent protests over the
masjid’s destruction and the government’s role in it, while in the murder of McGuigan,
the event is not shown directly, but through the effects that it has on the witnesses.?**
Both films instead take recourse to the human voice to mobilize affect and so
communicate the truth of the event. In this section, I will compare how the sound track is
used to communicate the horror of the events represented.

The “witness of the crying voice” is heard repeatedly during both films, released

by repeated acts of violation in the transformation of social space from one signification

0 David Lloyd, “Violence and the Constitution of the Novel,” Anamolous States. Irish Writing and the
Post-Colonial Moment. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), 127.

241 \/asudevan 2001, 195, 197.
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to another. In her pioneering work on trauma, Cathy Caruth analyzes Tasso’s story of
Tancred and Clorinda, in which a knight accidentally kills his beloved as she is disguised
in enemy armor. Sometime later, he and his army find themselves lost in an enchanted
forest where Tancred slashes a tree. From the tree he hears his beloved’s voice cry out in
pain. Caruth understands this story to be a metaphor for traumatic experience, the
“unknowing, injurious repetition and the crying voice” which speaks to its “unassimilated
nature—the way in which it was not known in the first instance.”*** The voice speaks not
only to the reality of the event but also to the way the violence of the event cannot be
known, or, within the realities of state censorship, cannot be communicated.?*?

I have referred to Caruth’s reading because both films’ sound track shows how
“mapping” a heterotopia is not simply a visual act, but an auditory one. Before | begin
my analysis of the representation of the destruction of the Babri Masjid, | will analyze a
sequence in which the aural tropes that will be heard during the Babri Masjid sequence
arise for the first time. Following her marriage, Shaila confronts both traditional anti-
Muslim attitudes and their intensified version in the wake of Advani’s rath yatra. In the
city of Bombay, Shaila Bano faces a social space co-opted by a virulent Hindu right
ideology. When she arrives at Shekhar’s apartment building as his bride, the Hindu
landlady tells Shaila Bano that her presence will defile the building and leave her unable
to say her prayers. Even in secular Bombay, traditional Hindu ideas about purity

dominate private space and provide a natural impetus to exclude Muslims from Hindu

space. A desire to eliminate Muslims from Hindu space—the nation itself—is visualized

242 Cathy Caruth, “Introduction: The Wound and the Voice,” Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative
and History, (Baltimore/London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 72. Kindle file.

3 |bid., 125. There are similarities between the abducted women who due to social sanctions cannot speak

about their experiences and South Asian artists and filmmakers who cannot directly represent atrocities.
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in the following sequence where Shaila Bano witnesses the progress of the rath yatra
down a Bombay street. In the sequence, on the day after her marriage, Shaila Bano’s
voice is heard in a voice over as she walks to post a letter to her mother. In the voice
over, Shaila Bano, whom we see dressed in a sari and walking down a Bombay street,
tells her mother of her marriage to Shekhar, but mourns the absence of religious and
communal traditions, or even the presence of family, to sanctify the union. Shaila Bano
blends into her surroundings, nothing visibly marking her as a Muslim woman. In a
close-up, she puts the letter to her mother in a mailbox. As Shaila Bano turns around, the
sound of men’s voices chanting “Jai Jai Ram” is repeatedly heard, growing louder and
louder on the sound track. Shaila Bano’s face turns fearful as she draws her sari’s pallu
over her head as if to make herself invisible and to shield herself from the sounds. There
is a long shot of a band of chanting men in saffron-colored clothing marching down the
Bombay street. The diegetic sound is layered with two levels of non-diegetic sound, one
of a man’s voice crying out, the other of the discordant sound as the yatra passes by.
There are alternating shots between Shaila framed in a close-up as the marchers pass in
front of her and a low angle shot showing her dwarfed by the yatra itself, in which there
is a prominent banner displaying an image of the Warrior God Ram. The close-ups of
Shaila’s horrified face and the discordant sounds of a man crying out (which will be
repeated during the destruction of the Babri Masjid) link Shaila’s feelings of fear and
intense vulnerability with the larger Indian Muslim community that is significantly
gendered as male.

The effect on Shaila is striking. She took the landlady’s contempt as a matter of

course. She in fact courted it by proudly announcing her name, though her husband was
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signaling to her not to reveal her religious identity. The expression on Shaila’s face
suggests that the rath yatra is a different experience of minoritization, dangerously out of
the normal order of things. Though Bombay has been lauded as the most cosmopolitan
of Indian cities, Shaila’s first experiences alone in a public space in Bombay are
threatening. The shift between Shaila’s internal monologue to the multilayered non-
diegetic sound text signals the moment when Shaila’s story is connected to the larger
narrative of the dispossession and humiliation of the Muslim community of which the
Babri Masjid’s destruction will be the symbol.

I have analyzed this sequence because aural tropes that appear in it are heard
again during the representation of the destruction of the Babri Masjid and the riot
sequences that follow; they are resignified with each iteration. In the rath yatra
sequence, the visible representation of a vulnerable Muslim female experience of
minoritization is juxtaposed with the aural representation of a Muslim male voice of pain.
The resignification of a city street as a pathway to Ayodhya—its transformation into a
heterotopia—elicits a cry of pain. This cry is heard again during the representation of the
destruction of the Babri Masjid. The Censor Board did not allow for documentary
images of the destruction of the masjid, so the film relies on images of the masjid prior to
its destruction and newspaper headlines reporting the kar sevaks’ destruction of the Babri
Masjid. Although the film has been visually restricted from depicting the violence, the
sound text connects the destruction with the earlier rath yatra sequence. Visually, the
sequence alternates between long shots of the masjid, seen first in the distance, then
through medium shots through the fence of barbed wire surrounding it. This first image

of the masjid refers to the censorship debate surrounding the prohibition of documentary
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images of its destruction, but also conveys a sense that looking at the image is itself
forbidden. The image dissolves and the camera has traversed the wire and approaches the
masjid. Over the image of the masjid appears a superimposition of a Times of India
headline and of a Tamil paper reporting on the destruction of the masjid. The sound track
alternates between non-diegetic sounds of a percussive beat with men chanting,
representing the kar sevaks, and a lone male cry that was first heard when Shaila Bano
saw the rath yatra. The crying male voice anthropomorphizes the masjid as it appears to
be the voice of the masjid itself as its enemies besiege it. Two additional layers are added
to the sound track: first the sounds of pick axes hacking away at the masjid, and then of
crowds roaring their approval. As the camera approaches the masjid, tilting upwards
towards the dome, the sounds of the male crying, the drums and the roar of the crowd
grow louder, and the English language newspaper headline swirls round in a 360-degree
turn, suggesting the chaos of the event and the hatred and terror unleashed by it. As there
is a fadeout from the outside of the masjid to the inside of it, there is a tilt up toward the
ceiling of the masjid dome, and the image zooms into the photograph of the kar sevaks on
the roof of the masjid, while on the sound track the sound of pick axes cutting into rock is
heard. The image of the masjid fades out until there is only the image of the newspapers.
The English language newspaper headlines identify the perpetrators as Hindu right
activists. This highly abstract sequence communicates several things at once. It
compresses time through non-diegetic sounds and allows us to experience the effect of
the destruction of the masjid. The sequence thematizes the forbidden nature of looking at
the masjid: the masjid seen through barbed wire; the superimposition of the newspaper

headlines on the masjid itself that prophesy its death; the entrance into the masjid itself at
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the moment of its death (the sound of the pick axes). Though we return to images of the
masjid prior to its destruction, the sound track and newspaper images remind us that what
we are looking at is already destroyed. The sequence picks up the theme of a
geographical space animated by the spirit of a people. In their attempt to claim a street or
destroy a masjid in their construction of a Ram Raj (Lord Ram’s regime), the kar sevaks
destroy a preexisting one: a secular India that is intimately connected to the plight of the
Muslim minority.

In the next section, | will analyze how the destruction of the masjid affects
Bombay’s male Muslim community, but | want to turn here to Bloody Sunday’s re-
creation of one of the moments that symbolized the atrocities for the wider world—the
murder of a march steward, Barney McGuigan, who, though he had been waving a white
handkerchief over his head, was shot in the head as he tried to come to the aid of a fellow
marcher. Barney McGuigan was a forty-one-year-old father of six, and by profession a
factory foreman. One of the most famous images from Bloody Sunday was McGuigan’s
dead body covered with a white NICRA banner. It symbolized the Army’s brutal
crackdown on the civil rights movement and its complete disregard for the law. The
dynamics of the sequence are significantly different from those of the masjid’s
destruction, but both the masjid’s destruction and McGuigan’s murder operate as
metonymies of the brutal attack on Indian secularism and Northern Irish Catholic civil
rights, respectively. In both sequences, the crying voice signifies the transformation of
space by violence.

The focus of this sequence is the murder of Barney McGuigan and its aftermath.

Bloody Sunday draws on cinema verité in its replication of a fly-on-the-wall documentary
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style. The sequence opens with a medium shot of a steward crawling along on the
ground. “Look at that steward there!” cries Ivan. The camera zooms back to show Ivan’s
girlfriend Frances turn around and look to Ivan, crying “No!” The camera appears to be
held by a fellow marcher, who is hiding with Ivan Cooper and Frances behind a lorry.
Throughout this sequence, the camera has a subjective gaze; it stands alongside Ivan at
every moment and at times appears disoriented by the violence, with the frame suddenly
going out of focus. Terrified of being shot themselves should they become visible to the
unseen sniper, lvan, Frances and the cameraperson are helpless witnesses to the violence
around them. The cries of the witnesses come from the inability to do anything out of
fear of being shot themselves. There is a cut to a medium shot of the crawling steward,
who is suddenly shot, with a reaction shot of Ivan’s face turning around in horror. His
face moves out of the frame and we can see a long shot—slightly out of focus—of
another steward, Barney McGuigan, standing near a phone box, pointing to the wounded
steward. The phone box is next to an apartment complex entrance where approximately
twenty people are hiding from the sniper. Ivan and the cameraman are about thirty feet
diagonally across from Barney and the crowd. The camera simulates a sense of
disorientation; the image goes out of focus as the camera pans right to show the crowd
hiding along the apartment building wall and pointing to the wounded steward on the
right side of the frame. There is a long shot of Barney leaving his post at the phone box
and walking toward the man. A young woman rushes up to Barney and tries to pull him
back. On the sound track, Bernadette and lvan cry out “Barney, no! Get back!” The
camera pans right to show Frances in close-up. Frances is pictured in profile, her head

pressed against Ivan, who has his hand on the top of her head. She cannot bring herself
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to look at what will happen next. She knows, as does Ivan, that to go into the open is an
act of suicide. But how could Barney simply stand there and do nothing for the fallen
steward? There is a long shot of Barney, who has pulled free of the girl’s grip, holding up
the white handkerchief, followed by a two shot close-up of Ivan and Frances showing
Ivan getting up and Frances pleading with him to stay by her side. We can see for the
first time that Frances and Ivan have been hiding behind the front of a lorry, and there is a
large open space between the lorry and the apartment building. Several people cry out,
“lvan! lvan!” as the camera follows Ivan as he runs to the hull of a burnt out car directly
in front of the apartment building where McGuigan is standing. Ivan runs while
crouching slightly, crying out to McGuigan, waving his arms, “No! Get back! Get back!”
The camera does not always hold Ivan within the frame; he runs out of it, only to appear
at the edges of the left side of the frame as the camera has panned slightly to the right to
show McGuigan at the right side of the frame. By creating the impression that the
cameraperson is a spectator who is running with Ivan and is not always capable of
focusing on him, the film produces a reality effect, implying that this film is not a
docudrama but documentary footage of Bloody Sunday. The camera moves to the left,
behind the wildly gesticulating Ivan, who is frantically calling to Barney to “Get down.”
Though Ivan knows that Barney’s actions are suicidal (in the preceding sequence another
man was shot trying to aid a fallen marcher), he too is compelled to put himself in harm’s
way to aid a fellow marcher; in short, his actions mirror McGuigan’s. Positioned behind
Ivan’s head, the camera shows Barney standing ten feet in front of Ivan, standing in
profile. He is waving a white handkerchief above his head, and holding up his other hand

above his head. He is clearly unarmed. As lvan begins to get up, his head obscures the



148

camera’s vision of Barney. Suddenly there is a sharp, piercing rifle shot that cuts through
the cries of Ivan and other bystanders begging Barney to go to safety, and we glimpse
Barney collapsing to the ground. Hearing the shot, Ivan stands up and then ducks down.
The onlookers respond with horrified cries.

The most notable aspect of this sequence is the curious reluctance to show the
killing that became emblematic of the atrocities. Is it perhaps, though a re-creation, a
hesitation to participate in a kind of voyeurism that fetishizes death sequences? By not
showing the event, the camera thwarts our desires and instead focuses our attention on
the impact of the murder on the witnesses. Following the shooting, the camera records the
aftermath: the close-up shots of the medic’s bloodied hands covering Bernie’s head and a
lone young woman’s howls of pain as she kneels before McGuigan’s body, which
replicates archetypes of female mourning. Cooper himself, who had during the first half
of the film seemed full of vigor and purpose, is depleted, spent, and wandering around in
shock. Most striking of all is the sound text. Aside from the girl’s crying, there is an
eerie silence on the sound track. Prior to the murder, there were dozens of voices crying
out to Ivan and McGuigan to come back to shelter. Everyone, except for the girl, has
been silenced by the murder. The sequence ends with Bernie’s body covered with a white
flag, symbolizing within the scene the end of the nonviolent civil rights movement in
Northern Ireland.

Unlike the destruction of the Babri Masjid, this sequence uses only diegetic
voices that are connected with particular bodies, vulnerable, cowering, both female and
male. There is nothing stylized or melodic about these cries. As any gaze on the masjid

occurs with the knowledge that what we see, what we gaze at, no longer exists, anyone
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who knows about Bloody Sunday most likely is aware of Barney McGuigan’s murder.
The viewer hears the desperate cries to McGuigan with the knowledge that he is always
already dead. But where the sequence differs from the Babri Masjid sequence is the
pathos created through dramatic reenactment. The lvan Cooper character stands in for
the desire to change history—if only Barney had listened to lvan! The wailing that
follows is exhausted, and is an aural parallel to Ivan’s own dazed wandering. It is the
human voices that direct the viewer’s attention to the effects of Bloody Sunday on the
people of Derry: the desire to change history and avert catastrophe, and the knowledge
that such a desire is an impossibility. The Bogside was forever transformed by the events
of Bloody Sunday. Though the estates where the shootings took place have been torn
down, Derry will always be associated with violence: Bloody Sunday, the Battle of the
Bogside and Free Derry—the sites of the struggles between the British state and the
people of the Bogside. These violent events have forever shaped Derry and its identity
on the island of Ireland.

I want to conclude this section with the analysis of two sequences from Bombay
that bring together elements explored in this section: the crying voice, the subjective
camera and the abstract representations of violence. As | have mentioned, Bloody
Sunday does not engage with Unionist Ulster Protestant subjectivities, but Bombay
provocatively puts the viewer in the position of the aggrieved Hindu majority in the
representations of attacks on the Hindu community. Whereas Bloody Sunday rigorously
attempted to deflect voyeurism in images of violence, Lalitha Gopalan has pointed out

that the camera in Bombay acts as an aggressor in two key sequences in which Hindus are
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murdered.?** In the murder of the maathadi workers in Dongri on 5 January 1993, the
camera moves through an empty warehouse and into an alleyway where it focuses on a
sleepy man who is stumbling towards the wall to urinate. The camera rushes up to him,
and he turns around screaming. Lalitha Gopalan likens this shot to similar shots in horror
films from Peeping Tom (1960) to Scream (1992). In this sequence, and in the later
sequence depicting the setting fire to a house in Jogeshwari clearly marked as Hindu by
the swastika on the door, the camera takes on the perspective of the attacker. During that
fire scene, the film cuts to a shot from within the Hindu home and a paralyzed girl with
her arms outstretched calls to her parents for help. The film then cuts to a long shot
outside of the home, showing three men dancing in jubilation as the house goes up in
flames. Gopalan argues that in these sequences the film exposes our fascination with the
minutiae of violence.?”® | disagree with Gopalan here. Though Ratnam may use horror
film aesthetics, does he do so to make our horror at the act the more intense because we
are implicated in the murders of Hindus? The victims of the attacks in the
aforementioned classic horror films are female sexual objects who because of their
sexuality are both loathed and desired. There is a different dynamic that occurs in these
sequences depicting the murders of a lower-class male and the paralyzed young girl.
Does the film employ the use of a POV because the murders of Hindus are made more
visceral, and thus more revolting? Does our sense of anger and desire for vengeance
increase because of it? The long shot of the celebrating arsonists is apparently an
objective shot and we can observe—with horror—their joy over the murder of a Hindu

family. In these two sequences, the film depicts in a horrifying way two of the atrocities

%4 Gopalan, 60-61.
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associated with the Bombay riots, and recollected by their signifying place names—
Dongri and Jogeshwari. As opposed to the visceral representations of these events, the
Hindu retaliations for them are represented at a remove.

Representations of Hindu attacks on Muslim businesses are presented at a
physical and emotional distance. Following the subjective position of the attacker of the
maathadi worker, the film cuts to an objective position, showing the effects of the murder
on the city of Bombay. The film cuts to an overhead shot of the bodies on the ground
with men running to the bodies as we hear the female voice of a Hindi news announcer
on the state radio who says two people have been killed, but the murderers have not been
identified. On the sound track a non-diegetic male scream is heard, linking it with the
scream heard during the December riot. The cry is not the mournful cry heard during the
destruction of the masjid, but a scream of intense physical pain. This scream appears to
be that of the Hindu community, besieged by the Muslim populace in the wake of the
destruction of the masjid. At a distance of thirty feet above the ground, the camera shows
a Shakti Samaj activist in the alley standing next to the slain bodies. Vigorously pointing
at the bodies, he works the surrounding male crowd up to a frenzy where they suddenly
leave the bodies and seek vengeance for their deaths. Given that the camera is physically
distant from the action, it is incapable of recording how the Shakti Samaj activist is using
these murders to incite violence towards the Muslim community. Instead, the sound
track focuses on the difference between the reportage of the different news agencies—the
state radio and the BBC— of the event.

As the sequence representing the destruction of the Babri Masjid had to rely on a

sound track of the masjid’s demise and the ensuing riots, this sequence also relies on
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foreign and state radio reports to document how the outbreak of the second wave of riots
was reported. The male voice of an English BBC announcer informs the listener that
violence has once again broken out in the city as the crowd, holding lathis and seeking
vengeance, runs from the bodies. The announcer then states that Muslim establishments
and businesses are being attacked. The film cuts to newspapers being printed at the
newspaper office. As the English voice reports that while the police contend that the
deaths were due to interunion rivalry, the union leaders themselves say that Muslims
were behind the attacks. The English voice dies out as the female Hindi news announcer
informs the populace that steps are being taken to ensure peace as Shekhar picks up a
newspaper that says in a bold headline, “Bombay Burns.” The two voices, one female
and Hindi speaking, the other British and male, suggest two different perspectives on the
events. The state radio’s female Hindi announcer simply informs us that workers have
been killed, but not who is responsible. The audio is juxtaposed with the image of the
Shakti Samaj activist pointing to the bodies and indicating (we assume) that it was the
Muslims who are guilty of the murders. Later, the Hindi announcer will request that the
listener remain calm and assure that the police are taking the appropriate steps. In both
situations—controlling the spread of the news of the murderers and preventing the
outbreak of riots—the state is ineffectual. The shift to Shekhar’s English language
newspaper printing office, following the BBC announcement, is a shift from the working-
class slum where the murders took place to the newspaper meant for the English-
speaking middle-class which witnesses the events and will be engulfed by them (as will

Shekhar and Shaila).
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Is it significant that the ineffectual state is vocalized by a female voice, and a
more truthful account is an English, “foreign” one associated with the English- medium-
school-educated middleclass? The film itself censors the real ideological work that is
being done by the Shakti Samaj and the complicity of the Bombay government in it. The
film also does not represent the violence that the incensed Hindus go off to commit after
having seen the slain bodies and heard the activist’s speech. Both the film and the radio
announcers are at an emotional remove from anti-Muslim violence—committed by the
poor against the poor—that occurs offscreen. The ideological work of the Hindu right to
foment violence against Muslims in India is seen obliquely, from a distance. In
comparison with Bloody Sunday, in which the Army is shown planting evidence and
General Ford is heard giving deliberate misinformation about the events that day, this
sequence suggests a chasm between what is happening and what is reported. These
horrifying narratives are the reverse side of the heterotopia—of Britain as a place of law
and order; of Bombay’s emerging identity as a Hindu city; and of Ayodhya as the symbol
of a Hindu nation. In the final section, | will explore how these two films use members
of the majority community (Bombay, Bloody Sunday) or the state (Bloody Sunday) to
serve as witnesses to communal and state atrocities. Their high cultural status (Shekhar
the Brahmin, Ivan the Protestant MP) or roles as an agent of the security forces (Soldier
027) give their experiences a validity that they would not possess if they were members
of the minority community.

The Primal Scene and the Atrocity Film
In the historical events of Bloody Sunday and the Bombay riots, agents of the

state were accused of (and later found guilty of) shooting unarmed civilians who were

members of the minority community. In the case of Bloody Sunday, NICRA’s assertion
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that they had a right to protest government actions in public was decreed an illegal act
and was brutally attacked by the state. In Bombay, the police attack members of the
Muslim minority who are rioting in protest of the destruction of the Babri Masjid. In
their violent attack on non-Muslims and then the police, Muslims attempt to claim public
space for themselves, and brutally attack any non-Muslims who venture into it, or try to
instill order.

In their attempt to give a definitive account of the atrocities, to tell us who did
what to whom, the films open themselves up to the critique that they offer “an immediate
and unmediated access to the past” to the extent that they “usurp the place of the actual
event[s]” and violate the taboo against representation of the “unrepresentable.”®*® The
modernist bias against realist cinematic representations has been formalized in response
to Holocaust cinema. Critics have charged “the incomprehensible is both trivialized and
sensationalized through its forced containment within standard procedures of reference
and understanding.”®*" The particular compulsions of popular cinema—a “linear
narrative driven by character motivation, compositional unity and the eventual resolution
of all enigmas™—paper over the aporia of atrocity.?*® It is by violating the mores against
the unrepresentable—creating mimetic representations of reality, using character-driven
narratives—that insert themselves into public memory by giving an affective narrative of
the events.

In my view, the modernist criticism of realism fails to engage with why such a

realist narrative is needed. To refer to Hayden White again, what these narratives offer

246 Hansen, 301.
247 Sarkar, 22.

%8 Hansen, 298.
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are moral judgments on the events of history, and a sense of closure that “reality” denies
them. Bloody Sunday is a belated response to decades of government misinformation
about its actions on Bloody Sunday. | have already discussed the ways in which Bombay
had been censored by both the government and Bal Thackeray, and how the film’s own
anti-Muslim bias must be taken into account when viewing the text. The film’s
characterization of the riots as two equally powerful groups attacking each other is a
misrepresentation of the events in crucial ways: the Muslims are an oppressed minority;
and the riots were largely anti-Muslim pogroms. Bombay’s sins do not lie so much in its
deployment of aspects of cinematic realism, but in its bias against the Muslim minority
and its exculpation of the government, Thackeray, the Hindu right and members of the
Hindu community for the roles they played in the persecution of Indian Muslims.

In this section, I will compare how the two films represent state violence on the
populace by exploring the key role that character focalization plays in our understanding
of what happened to whom. The goal of Bloody Sunday is to correct decades of
misinformation by “setting the record straight” about the events of that day. During the
march, the British military and the Derry marchers are engaged in a violent dance with
one another with the British provoking first, and some marchers retaliating. The presence
of the British army in the Catholic section of Derry had already increased tensions in that
part of the city. The changing of the march route, and the obvious threat of Army snipers
on the walls, enrage some of the marchers. When one of the snipers fires on two
marchers, wounding an old man and killing a teenage boy, many marchers retaliate by

throwing rocks. This gives the military high command the excuse to send the Paras into
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the Bogside. The film clearly shows that instead of preventing violence, the actions of the
British Army that day at every turn creates a more violent situation.

Like the rest of the film, Bloody Sunday’s representation of the Paras’ gunning
down of marchers in Glenfada Park imitates the “washed-out colours” and the “grainy
texture of black-and-white news footage” in an attempt to “replicate the feel of the actual
news footage of the events that is indelibly imprinted on the consciousness of an entire

generation of people in Ireland and Britain.”?*

Robin Wilson has argued that the
majority of British reporting of the conflict is from the squaddie’s eye level, so “fostering
a partisan perspective in which the army was indeed ‘no real part of the trouble,” but
[merely] reacting stoically to the inflammatory Irish with a restraint no other force would
show.”?° By drawing on the textualization of the conflict in the British media, the film
connects how the British army saw the marchers to the way in which the Northern Irish
Catholic nationalist community and the conflict has been represented in the British
imagination. The film’s cinema verité aesthetics challenge the British documentary
tradition. From its beginnings in the Empire Marketing Board, the British documentary
realist tradition became “one of the major builders of a centralized consensus in

Britain.”?!

This film utilizes the cinema verité style to question how British media has
constructed the Troubles to produce consensus about the conflict and the innocence of the
British military’s actions therein. In Bloody Sunday, the use of cinema verité works in the

renegotiation of British national identity in the wake of devolution, the Northern Irish

9 Martin McLoone, “Bloody Sunday,” Cineaste 27:4 (2002): 42.

250 Robin Wilson, “DD Papers: the media and intrastate conflict in Northern Ireland,” Democratic
Dialogue, n.d, 26 January 2004, <http://www.democraticdialogue.org/working/media.htm>.

! David Martin-Jones, “Orphans, a Work of Minor Cinema from Post-Devolutionary Scotland,” Journal of
British Cinema and Television 1:2 (2004): 264.
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Peace Process and the Saville Inquiry. The film returns to the primal scene of the
Troubles and the Northern Irish nationalist and British establishments’ conflicting
understandings of the event.

Homi Bhabha has argued that “primal scenes illustrate [...]that looking/hearing/
reading as sites of subjectification in colonial discourse are evidence of the importance of
the visual and auditory imaginary for the histories of societies.”?** In its return to the
historical moment which transformed the way in which the Northern Irish nationalist
community and the British Establishment saw each other, the film foregrounds the ways
in which the marchers and the paratroopers perceived each other that day, and how these
perceptions were related to positions of power and submission. Through a focus on the
cinematic writing of the conflict, the film underscores how this primal scene was
mediated by the press representations of the conflict.

The film’s atrocity sequences are preceded by sequences that explore the
dynamics that precipitated the conflicts in Derry. Bloody Sunday depicts the struggle
between the Army’s colonialist/sectarian mentality and the civil rights marchers’
idealism. The scenes at the headquarters—with the large map of the Bogside on the wall
and the upper-class English Army officers’ disparaging remarks about the natives—place
Bloody Sunday firmly within the tradition of the colonial film. By drawing on this genre,
Bloody Sunday draws a connection between the British state’s governing practices in
Northern Ireland and its past actions in its former colonies in Africa and South Asia. The
film’s use of a cinema verité style here serves the purpose of giving the viewer the sense

of being a “fly on the wall” who is able to perceive the interpersonal dynamics at play

2 Homi Bhabha, “The other question: stereotype, discrimination and the discourse of colonialism,” The
Location of Culture (Routledge: New York, 1994), 76.
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that day at British Army headquarters and their disastrous effects in the Bogside in Derry.
Embodying the British establishment position is the character of General Major Ford,
who is a colonial stereotype of the patronizing and paternalistic British officer who
sweeps into Derry in a helicopter to instill “law and order” among the “hooligans” and
bring an end to the “Londonderry Rebellion.” The British character actor who plays Ford,
Tim Pigott-Smith, is probably most famous for his role in the hugely popular British
television miniseries The Jewel In The Crown (1982), in which he played a racist,
closeted gay British police officer in the 1940s in India. For viewers familiar with the
miniseries, Pigott-Smith’s casting links the colonial situation (and brutal treatment of the
natives in India) with that in Northern Ireland.

In his first sequence in the film, General Ford appears to be the quintessential
upper-class English Army officer whose contemptuous view of the natives circumscribes
his understanding of the march. Explaining the Establishment line about the situation in
Northern Ireland, Ford says to the men at headquarters (and to the audience): “On the one
hand you have Catholics pushing for all sorts of reforms, with the IRA behind it. And on
the other, you have the Protestants who don’t want to give an inch.” He later comments,
“We can’t afford to offend the Protestant majority, because they have all the guns for one
thing (laugh).” In his private conversations with subordinates, Ford bluntly expresses the
dismissive Westminster attitudes towards the civil rights movement, as well as the
underlying fear that the Protestant majority will take up arms against the British state if
they should not support the continuing sectarian policies of the Unionist government.

Though offscreen, the Protestant majority plays a major role in the Northern Irish



159

political dynamic, with the British Army hierarchy needing to curry favor with them lest
they turn against the British state.

In her excellent essay on the film, Aileen Blaney argues that the historical Major
General Ford was the face associated with the Army’s actions that day thanks to a widely
disseminated interview that he gave immediately following the atrocities. She writes,
“His face personified the British Army’s disregard for Catholic life in Derry that day and
the state’s effort to cover up the army’s responsibility for the loss of innocent life.”*** In
her discussion of Ford’s press conference before the march, she notes that the character’s
statements and the acute remembrance of Ford’s statements during and after the massacre
produce a doubling or double-voicing between the character and the historical referent at
the time of the film’s premiere because of the renewed criticisms of Ford’s actions that
day.?®* Extradiegetic criticisms of Ford’s behavior double voice Ford’s expressions of
sectarian bigotry.

In the scenes focusing on the squaddies prior to the atrocities, the film shows an
angry group of young men, fed up with the attacks on them in Northern Ireland and
desiring vengeance.”®  The sequences visualize their sense of isolation and
claustrophobic confinement that in turn feeds their feelings of fury and desire for
revenge. The squaddies are first presented to the viewer in a POV shot looking out a
window from within an army truck. As the truck passes into the Bogside, there is graffiti

on the wall saying, “BRITS OUT.” The film cuts to a close-up of Soldier 027, the

sympathetic young radio operator, who looks tense and nervous as the truck enters into

%53 Blaney, 121.
%4 |bid., 122.

2 A slang term for a member of the British infantry.
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Catholic Derry. He and the rest of the Paras are entering into hostile, enemy territory, not
a British city. The first shot establishes the squaddies’ narrow, circumscribed perceptions
of Northern Ireland and their claustrophobic existence there. In a subsequent scene, the
squaddies stand behind a wall waiting for their orders. As they talk about being “spat on
and shot at” and wanting to “teach a lesson” on their last tour, close-ups of Soldier 027
show him looking increasingly ill at ease with his comrades’ growing hostility towards
the marchers. The soldiers recount recent IRA killings of British soldiers and disparage
the civil rights march as a front for the IRA. Penned in this confined area, they are
frustrated when headquarters repeatedly delays their entry into the Bogside. The longer
they wait, the greater their frustrations become. When they finally get the orders to go
into the Bogside to pick up some of the “Derry Young Hooligans” throwing rocks, arrest
them and bring them back to headquarters, they immediately begin attacking marchers,
hitting some in the head with their rifle butts.

In a fourteen-shot sequence in Bloody Sunday in which the soldiers from the First
Parachute Regiment begin to shoot marchers on the barricades, the cinematography and
editing are strikingly different from those in the McGuigan murder sequence. In that
sequence, the camera is a subjective one, the POV of a particular character in the march,
such as a journalist who was shadowing Ivan Cooper that day. In this sequence, there are
objective and semisubjective shots. The sequence begins with a medium long shot of a
soldier standing behind a wall, with the unit commander’s voice offscreen crying. “He’s
got a weapon!” followed by a cut to a long shot of a teenaged boy, with no weapon
apparently visible, falling behind the barricades. The temporal lag (of a second) between

the aural description of what is seen and the subsequent image sets up the viewer to
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expect to see a gunman, only to have this expectation subverted. The ambiguous status
of the long shot questions whether it is a “subjective” point of view and thus possibly
“false” (and if it is, whose fantasy perception was it?), or whether it is “objective,” and
thus true, contradicting what the commander says that he sees. The shot inserts itself into
the event, casting doubt on both the commander’s and the squaddies’ points of view.
These three shots suggest that, in this enactment of the “primal scene/seen,” the
commander and the soldiers themselves are positioned in a regime that sees all Derry
inhabitants—from rock throwing youths to white kerchief waving middle-aged men—as
gun-toting targets.

Following these three shots, there is a cut to the other side of the barricade
showing a boy lying wounded and a frantic boy crouched near him. It is uncertain
whether it is the boy who has just been shot in the previous image, as his face is not in the
frame. This shot is followed by a close-up shot of Ivan Cooper telling someone offscreen
that the soldiers are shooting live bullets. There is intercutting between the terrified
marchers hiding from being shot by the Paras, and tight medium shots of the Paras firing.
As these shots of the soldiers are not followed by shots of what they are firing at, the
spectator’s access to the soldiers’ point of view is restricted. Similarly, the images of the
marchers do not show what they see. Significantly, the viewer’s sense of the
geographical positions of the soldiers, Ivan Cooper and the other marchers is severely
distorted because of the assemblage of restrictive medium shots and the absence of an
establishing shot. Although the scene cuts between the two groups, the editing and

framing severely limit the spectator’s grasp of the scene and thus refuse a sense of
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complete comprehension of what is happening, giving a sense of what it was like to be
one of the marchers who did not know exactly from where they could be attacked.

At shot eleven, the sequence takes a turn when the radio operator (Para 027), the
“Good Brit,” asserts that he cannot find a “target” and asks at what the soldiers are
shooting. There is then a cut to a medium shot of the soldier standing next to Para 027
who shoots, followed by the second long shot of the barricade showing another unarmed
boy falling back, picked off by the bullet, as Bernadette Devlin is heard to exclaim
offscreen, “They are just picking children off the barricade!” In these shots, there are
three “spectators”—the objective camera image, that of Para 027 (the “Good Brit”) and
that of the female marcher. Para 027 and Devlin, however, read the scene according to
their backgrounds—he as a trained soldier and she as a member of the community. Para
027 reads the scene negatively—there are no “targets”— whereas Devlin (the maternal
voice) asserts that she sees “children,” emphasizing the innocence of the teenaged
victims. (These teenagers, referred to as “Derry Young Hooligans” at headquarters, were
the targets of the arrest operation that One Parachute Regiment was supposed to have
undertaken.) As the voice and the image coincide, it is as if the voice speaks the truth of
the image, when the commander’s reading of the first long shot was apparently incorrect.
Since the British soldier has already asserted there are no targets, however, the spectator
has been encouraged to believe Devlin’s reading.

Following Para 027’s assertion that there are no “targets,” there is a splintering of
vision within the group. Soon after, Colonel Wilford orders the soldiers shooting to take
only aimed shots (the implication being that he realizes that his soldiers have been

shooting randomly). When the soldiers chase the fleeing marchers, Para 027 and others
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shout out the call for a ceasefire that goes unheard or ignored by the soldiers who open
fire on the marchers. As the soldiers come around the wall to face an open courtyard,
fleeing marchers, who are on the other side of the courtyard, frantically run across from
left to right trying to get out of the courtyard. There the soldiers open fire on the fleeing
marchers. We are aligned with Soldier 027’s confusion and anger that there were no
“targets.” As opposed to the earlier shots which were almost claustrophobic in their sense
of restriction, this is an open long shot in which we can see the soldiers standing directly
in front of the camera and the unarmed, terrified marchers running along the courtyard
from left to right about twenty-five feet from the soldiers. The switch from restricted to
open shot parallels a similar psychological effect in the soldiers: they let loose and open
fire on the marchers. While it is the “Good Brit” whose vision of events is most closely
aligned with the objective camera and the view of the marchers, his fellow Paras compel
him to lie; his testimony is heard at the end of the film supporting the unit’s version of
events. The sequence suggests the way in which the “individual” perspective is repressed
by the state’s vision. This vision will become the official narrative account of the events
of Bloody Sunday and will influence the British state’s and media’s readings of the
Troubles.

There is an ethical question concerning the film’s obstruction of the soldiers’
point of view. In the film, the majority of One Para are denied interiority, so the viewer
is left to guess what drives them to kill innocent victims. In this, there is a similarity to
the way in which the terrorists are represented in Greengrass’ later film, United 93 (USA,
2006). In that film, the character to whom we are granted the most access is the terrorist

who has last-minute second thoughts about his mission. In Bloody Sunday, Soldier 027
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focalizes what was then a minority perspective but now, thirty years later, is the popular
left-liberal position on Bloody Sunday. In this film and in United 93, the moral order is
recuperated through the exclusion of perspectives that deviate from it. The “good guys”
on the British/Unionist side may be weak or young and untrained; for these reasons, all
are in the minority. But it is this minority perspective (that is now a popular idea) on the
events that day—that there is something deeply wrong from the very beginning of the
operation—that must prevail in order for atonement to occur and for the moral order to be
restored.

Whereas Bloody Sunday attempts to show the British state at war with a Catholic
minority peaceably agitating for civil rights, Bombay overwhelmingly blames the male
Muslim minority for the violence of the December riots, depicting the police blindly
retaliating with a shoot-to-kill policy. In her reading of the gaze in the December and
January riots, Lalitha Gopalan argues that the camera is “nonsectarian” in the December
riots as opposed to the more openly communalistic gaze in the January riots.*®® Though
there is an *“objective” camera in the December riots, the camera depicts an enraged
Muslim male populace targeting every non-Muslim to come into their path, and showing
a particular brutality towards the police. The sequence following the destruction of the
masjid opens with an almost operatic image, of a Muslim man with a sword in hand
crying out in pain “Ya Allah” as other Muslims are seen behind him wreaking damage on
neighborhood vegetable stalls and stores. The image operates iconically; it does not
depict a particular character’s subjectivity, but is a representation of Muslim male rage
unleashed by the destruction of the masjid. This image is followed by images of Muslim

men charging down alleyways bent on violence, chasing after Hindu men and women,

8 Gopalan, 63.
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setting fire to cars and vegetable stands. The non-diegetic music throughout this section,
with repeated blaring trumpets rising up the musical scale, conveys the relentlessness of
the violence. The scenes show the literal conflagration of violence—visualized with
burning police vans, bikes and cars making up the mise-en-scéne. If the rath yatra
sequence depicted the violent transformation of a secular public space into a sacred one
as the yatra made its way to Ayodhya, then this sequence depicts the violence of the
Babri Masjid’s destruction reversing direction and going down the same path from
whence the yatra came: the streets of urban, secular Bombay. Although I wholeheartedly
agree with Vasudevan’s criticisms of the film’s depiction of a violent Muslim minority, I
also think that there is a significant mirroring of the rath yatra sequence here that
suggests that the Hindu right has “reaped a whirlwind,” to borrow from Bloody
Sunday.?’

Like the police in Bloody Sunday, the police in Bombay are shown having a
circumscribed view of their antagonists; the film depicts the police’s first view of the
rioting areas through the window of a police van that is then broken by rioters. The film
cuts to a long shot from outside the van and tracks to the right as a rioter pulls the driver
out of the van and begins to attack him. In my view, this sequence demonstrates how the
camera is not “nonsectarian” as Gopalan has claimed, but in fact positions us from the
police’s perspective from the beginning. The film then cuts to a medium shot of a
policeman calling for the rioters to stop fighting people, but Muslim men silence him by
attacking him. The overall impression of these shots is of a brutal Muslim populace

taking its aggression out on the innocent and viciously attacking those who try to impose

%7 This mirroring has happened previously in the sequences when Shekhar’s father on two separate
occasions invades Shaila’s home to threaten or harass Shaila’s father, who responds with a threat of
physical violence.
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law and order. In response, the police form a firing squad and shoot into rioting crowds
to retaliate for the murders of policemen.

As in Bloody Sunday, the police fire on unarmed civilians, many of whom are
clearly Muslim. The gendered symbol of the Muslim innocents killed by the police is a
burga-clad woman who is shot in the back as she tries to escape with her young daughter
from police fire. Shekhar and Shaila Bano’s sons, Kamal and Bashir, find themselves
swept up in a riot’s outbreak. Trying to find their way home, the boys find themselves
caught between communal genocide on one side and police aggression on the other when
masked men grab them, demanding to know whether they are Hindu or Muslim. Terrified
and confused, the boys at first cannot answer. The camera simulates their confusion,
jerking left and right as the attackers shake the boys and try to determine their religious
identities: “Hindu? Muslim?” When the boys truthfully answer, “Both,” as they have
been raised within both traditions, the men pour gasoline over their crying faces. The
tension in the sequence reaches a fever pitch; what could be more terrible than seeing
these children burned alive? Unlike Bloody Sunday, in which Ivan Cooper cannot save
Barney McGuigan, Bombay follows a melodramatic plotline allowing Shekhar to save his
children in the nick of time from being set alight. As a symbol of the failed nonviolent
civil rights movement, Cooper’s inability to prevent the violence is a sign of his
impotence as a leader. Shekhar’s ability to preserve the lives of his “secular” children
symbolizes the fight of secular India to preserve itself in spite of the war between the
police and the Muslim community. It is also, of course, the difference between “fact”
and “fiction.” Nothing and no one would have been able to stop the Paras from killing the

marchers, but in Bombay, Shekhar can repeatedly throw himself into harm’s way and
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come out unscathed. The narrative demands that he must, as he represents the hopes for
the future of secular India.

It is part of the film’s politics that these Hindu-Muslim boys witness some of the
worst atrocities represented in the film, and ones that are significantly committed by
Hindus against Muslims. In the January riots, separated from their parents, the boys
helplessly watch as Hindu rioters surround a Muslim family in a taxi and pour gasoline
over it and set it alight. There is an alternating shot of the boys watching the spectacle of
a woman in burga inside the car crying out for help. The film cuts to inside the cab. The
cab’s occupants are made frantic by the heat of the fire and are desperate to get out. The
camera pans fast right and left as if it too is terrified and confused by the flames. The
“objective” long shot of the car is intercut with the boys watching and the subsequent
subjective camera shot within the car. Is the subjective shot from the perspective of the
Muslim victims within the car, or is it that of the boys who watch and imagine what it is
to be inside the car but cannot intervene on behalf of the victims? The cinematography
and editing mirror those used to depict the attack on the police van, suggesting an
equivalence between the suffering of the police and that of the cab’s occupants. The
striking difference is of course the presence of the boys who watch the gruesome event.
Like the Protestant Ivan Cooper, they are “unbiased” witnesses, but their extreme youth
adds an additional level of pathos. Is Cooper and the boys’ witnessing necessary for us to
feel something for the fates of these minorities? No such “subjective” point of view is
necessary during the depiction of the attack on the police. The film then cuts to a shot of
an empty police jeep exploding, which substitutes for the explosion of the taxi filled with

the Muslim family. The exploding police jeep symbolically stands in for both the
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ethically unrepresentable image of the destruction of the Muslim family and the complete
failure of the state, which has left families vulnerable to destruction by genocidal forces
and is involved in a cover-up about their own failure to come to people’s aid.

Like Bloody Sunday, Bombay calls attention to the police’s misinformation about
the number killed during the riots. Following the riots, Shekhar in his role as journalist
challenges a police spokesman about the numbers the police admit to having killed (56)
and the number he has determined were killed (226), most of whom were “innocents.”
An obvious point of difference between the two films is that in Bloody Sunday, the Army
is shown planting evidence on dead bodies, coordinating statements to the press and lying
before internal Army inquiries. Given the historical distance from the event and the
current political climate surrounding the Troubles, the makers of Bloody Sunday were
able to be openly critical about the Army’s actions without concern for censorship.
Bombay, on the other hand, was made shortly after the events, and those in power in 1992
were still in power in 1995. So Shekhar backtracks, saying that he knows that the police
save lives as they saved those of his family and himself, despite the fact that as soon as
Shekhar stops the masked men from setting his children alight, the police line opens fire
on the rioters and Shekhar and his family.

Bombay and Bloody Sunday use character focalization to garner our sympathy for
the victims of state violence and to challenge the state’s own accounts of its actions. In
the Bloody Sunday and the Bombay atrocity sequences, the films alternate between
subjective and objective shots, but to very different ends. In the case of Bloody Sunday,
the objective shots insert themselves into the commentary on the scene between Colonel

Wilford, Soldier 027 and Bernadette Devlin. It is Devlin’s commentary in particular that
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references what will be the local recollection of the Army’s actions that day: the brutal
killing of children on the streets of Derry. Though Bombay’s narrative will let the police
off the hook for reckless (if not communal) behavior, the boys” POV shots and their fate
during the riots—of anti-Muslim and state violence— offsets, to a degree, the film’s
Hindu majoritarian representation of the riots.
Conclusion

Bloody Sunday and Bombay both attempt to provide the definitive account of the
atrocities and urge the necessity of justice for the victims (Bloody Sunday) or communal
reconciliation (Bombay). This issue—to do justice to the victims by speaking on behalf
of those who cannot speak for themselves, by correcting the historical record and by
challenging nationalism’s violence towards those who do not fit within its boundaries—
animates the films engaged with in this dissertation. To substantiate its depiction of the
state’s brutality and mendacity, Bloody Sunday uses a member of the majority
community, a Protestant, as well as an agent of the state, a soldier, to serve as witnesses
to the minority marchers’ innocence. In doing so, the film indicates how minority groups’
experiences are inherently delegitimized by their position vis-a-vis the state and that any
justice afforded to them is dependent on the aid of the majority community. Whereas
Bloody Sunday exposes the Northern Irish Protestant and British hierarchies’ violence
towards minorities, Bombay’s account of the historical event is compromised by its need
to support an upper-caste Hindu secular nationalism that depends on the positioning of
the Indian Muslim male as its violent other. Like Hey!Ram, Bombay’s condemnation of a
violent Hindu nationalism is undermined by an infatuation with the same hatreds. In my

view, Bombay fails critically in its avowed purpose to do justice to the living and the
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dead and thus fails as an historical account of the event. The film, however, reflects the
time at which it was made. Produced only two years after the riots, Bombay reflects the
transformed Indian political landscape after the destruction of the Babri Masjid: the
decline of a Nehruvian secularism, the entrenchment of an implicit Hindu national
identity, and religious majoritarian political parties’ death grip on state institutions. In
contrast, Bloody Sunday’s account of British state actions that day is only possible
because of the Good Friday Agreement and Britain’s gradual disentanglement from
Northern Ireland, thus affording a more fair view of events that occurred thirty years
before. In the following chapter, I will continue to engage with the issues that these films

have raised—the necessity for and limits of justice—in postconflict situations.
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CHAPTER 4:
HISTORIES OF VIOLENCE AND POSSIBILITIES FOR RECONCILIATION
IN FIVE MINUTES OF HEAVEN AND FIZA
Introduction

In my comparison of the British-Irish and French co-production Five Minutes Of
Heaven (Oliver Hirschbiegel, UK/IRE/FR, 2009) and the popular Hindi film Fiza (Khalid
Mohammed, IN, 2000), | will explore: 1) how these two films manifest the ongoing
effects of violence on families and communities; 2) the therapeutic importance of societal
reconciliation between victim and murderer for individual and societal healing, and/or the
necessity of an interlocutor who can hear and acknowledge the victim’s suffering; and 3)
the foundational role of a political environment that allows for reconciliation to take
place. Both films testify to repression of histories of violence in Northern Irish and
Indian societies. A post-Good Friday film, Five Minutes of Heaven suggests that the
postconflict culture ultimately represses narratives of the ongoing effects of Troubles
violence on victims and perpetrators alike. Another kind of societal repression is going
on in Mumbai in 1999—memories about the horrors of the riots of 1992-1993 and the
state and society’s involvement in the disappearance of Muslim men.

These two films’ narrative foci differ due to the political situation in which both
films were produced. Fiza shows two contrasting Muslim perspectives—secularist and
militant—on the position of the Muslim community following the 1992-1993 riots in
Bombay, considered a watershed moment in Indian history. The film is seminal in its
focalization on a female feminist secular Muslim character and her struggle to
reconstitute her fractured family in a virulently anti-Muslim climate. The eponymous

heroine, Fiza, forcefully challenges both Hindu and Muslim communal leaders to live up
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to India’s secular ideals, and becomes a national spokesperson for the families of the
disappeared and a secular India. Fiza discovers that her arguments fail to overcome her
brother’s disaffection with the Indian state or dissuade him from being involved with
antistate violence. The film’s narrative concerns these two warring ideologies—
constitutional secularism and its others, communal and jihadist violence. The European
co-production Five Minutes Of Heaven focuses on the relationship between Protestants
and Catholics in postconflict Northern Ireland in its staging of a fictional meeting
between two real-life figures: Alistair Little, a former Protestant paramilitary, and Joe
Griffin, the brother of the man whom Allistair killed. Again, the film is strikingly different
from most Troubles films in its focalization of a militant Protestant subjectivity.
Although the conflict is represented as being “over,” the intense segregation between the
republican and loyalist communities suggests that the effects of the thirty-year war will
continue to be felt long into the future.
Plot Summary

Five Minutes Of Heaven concerns the fictional meeting between two real-life
figures: Alistair Little, a former Protestant paramilitary who at the age of seventeen killed
nineteen-year-old Catholic Jim Griffin, in retaliation for an IRA killing of a Protestant
man; and Joe Griffin, Jim Griffin’s younger brother. The first part of the film concerns
Alistair’s leading the planning and execution of Jim Griffin’s murder. Little is portrayed
as eager to Kkill Griffin—whom he does not know—in order to become a “made man”
within the organization and earn his community’s approbation. After Alistair comes up
to the house and shoots Jim through the living room window, Alistair discovers that he

has been watched by the eight-year old Joe Griffin, who had been standing outside the
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house. After a long look at the horrified and mute child, Alistair turns and runs away. Joe
walks into the house and sees his brother slowly bleeding to death from his many
wounds. Joe is subsequently shown sitting in a car outside the hospital. In the
background of the shot, his mother leaves the hospital, and as she approaches the car, she
rushes towards it, flings open the car door and begins beating her son and crying, “You
killed him! You could have saved him!” The film’s narrative resumes thirty-three years
later with Joe in a chauffeured car being delivered to a taping of his reconciliation with
his brother’s murderer. In the car ride, Joe has flashbacks to the murder and his mother’s
terrible anger towards him following it. Joe broods on the fact that he works in the local
egg carton factory while his brother’s murderer leads an apparently glamorous life
working as an advisor/facilitator in postconflict societies around the world. Whereas Joe
is agitated and deeply ill, Alistair seems composed and polished. In the meeting facility,
we discover that while Alistair is being prepared to meet Joe, Joe himself is waiting in
another room, hysterical with anger, and plans to kill Little. At the last moment, thanks
to an offhand comment by a female Russian TV gofer, he aborts his plan and returns
home. In the second half of the film, it is revealed that beneath Alistair’s apparent
composure, he is daily haunted by the memory of young Joe’s mute stare at him
following the murder of his brother. Little, having waited so long for some kind of
absolution from Joe, goes to see him in their hometown even though he knows that Joe
wanted to kill him at the meeting. They have a violent confrontation at Joe’s abandoned
childhood home, the end of which is their spectacular fall from the top story window onto
the pavement below. Surprisingly, both survive the fall. A bruised Alistair tells Joe to

forget him and focus on his family life. Joe joins a support group and is finally able to
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talk about his pain. The film ends with Joe calling Alistair to say, simply, “We’re
finished.”

Fiza begins with a prologue that presents a happy family about to be ripped apart.
Son Amaan, mother Nishat Bi and daughter Fiza enjoy a screening of Bobby on TV.
When the rest of the family is asleep, Amaan joins his friends who are concerned about
Muslims being attacked in the city. Soon they are caught up in a riot; Nishat Bi and Fiza
are awakened and see Amaan attacked and then fleeing into the darkness. The film’s
narrative recommences six years later in 1999; Bombay is now called Mumbai and
Amaan is still missing. The mother is haunted by her son’s absence, but Fiza soldiers on,
a recent college graduate who is more concerned about her future than about the past.
One day, she thinks she sees her brother on the streets of Mumbai. Inspired by the return
of this ghostly vision, Fiza writes an article exhorting the Indian public to do something
about those who disappeared during the riots. The article receives a lot of media
attention, in both the Indian press and on television. Hindu and Muslim communal
leaders, respectively, attempt to woo her to become a spokesperson for their party. Fiza
lectures each leader about their communalism as a betrayal of Indian secularism and as
deeply damaging to Indian society. On a tip from her boyfriend, Fiza goes off to
Rajasthan where she finds her brother, who has been fighting with a jihadist group.
Amaan tells her how a jihadist group whose fight is against Indian state oppression of
minorities recruited him. Fiza begs Amaan to return to Mumbai, and he agrees. After the
celebrations following his return, Amaan finds that he is unemployable and haunted by
his memories of the riots. He decides to return to the terrorist group. Provoked by the

sight of neighborhood thugs beating up an innocent man, Amaan attacks them. In
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retaliation, they inform on him to the police for his actions during the riots (The Hindu
thugs also publicly killed people during the riots but were never charged—an implicit
commentary about Indian justice after the riots). As the police arrest him, Amaan takes
one of the policemen’s guns and fires on his informers, who are threatening to rape Fiza;
he then flees from the police. Afterwards, a despondent Nishat Bi kills herself. The
terrorist group’s leader orders Amaan to kill the Hindu and Muslim communal leaders
and tells the other jihadists to kill Amaan after the assassinations. After he shoots the two
leaders, Amaan discovers that his comrades intend to kill him, and he kills them first.
Fiza finds her brother, who begs her to kill him before the police get to him. In agreement
with his wishes, she kills him. Fiza is then seen praying, dreaming of her mother and
brother at the Muslim dargah, the Haji Ali. The film ends with Fiza’s prayer, “God, give
me strength.”

Production Background

Five Minutes Of Heaven is a European co-production; it has funding from Pathé,
Northern Irish Screen, and the Bord Scannan na hEireann/the Irish Film Board; and it has
a Dutch producer, a German director and an English screenwriter. The two stars are
well-known Northern Irish actors, the Protestant James Nesbitt, a popular television and
film actor, and the Catholic Liam Neeson, a Hollywood star. As with Bloody Sunday, it
was first aired on television (BBC2), was intended for worldwide theatrical release, and
had its American premier at Sundance, where it received the Directing Award and the
World Cinema Screenwriting Award in 2009. The film was based on the screenwriter,
Guy Hibbert’s, extensive interviews with the real-life figures Alistair Little and Joe

Griffin. In real life, the two men have never met. It was Joe Griffin’s vow to kill Little
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so he could get “five minutes of heaven” that inspired the title and the imagined
reconciliation.

The film refers to two key international events. First, the film is profoundly
influenced by the example of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission. The
film’s narrative explores the ethical implications of a series of staged reconciliations
between murderers and the victims’ families that aired in Northern Ireland in 2006 in a
program called “Facing the Truth.” Loosely following the format of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (but having no legal ramifications, unlike the South African
predecessor), murderers would have to tell the truth about the killings to the victims’
families and sincerely ask for forgiveness. Heading the tribunal was Desmond Tutu, who
was assisted by Harvard University’s Donna Hicks, an expert in conflict resolution, and
Lesley Bilinda, whose husband was killed in the 1994 Rwandan genocide.*®

The second international event was 9/11. The German director claims the film’s
relevance lies in its “universal” theme: the confrontation between two different cultures.
He argues that it is “[tlhe confrontation between the Islamic and Western capitalist
worlds, and two different cultures backing two sets of values....”?° In my view, the
director’s facile comparison is based on his dehistoricization of both the Northern Irish
Troubles and “Islam” and the “West.” Inadvertently, the director compares two
traditionally misrepresented entities: the Northern Irish conflict and “Islam.” In the film,

Alistair conflates his own involvement in paramilitary action with the rise of Islamic

militancy. In spite of being a generally subtle and sophisticated film, it makes a play for

258 John O’Kane and Janette Ballard, “Face to Face with the Past,” BBC News 3 Mar. 2006, 14 April 2012
<http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/4758802.stm> .

% Martin Blaney, “Edge of Heaven.” Screen International 23 Jan. 2009. LexisNexis, 11 May 2012
<http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.uiowa.edu/hottopics/Inacademic/?verb=sr&csi=355078>.
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its own “international” relevance by connecting a past, local conflict with a
contemporary, global one. The opposition between two apparently disparate contexts
elides the great similarities between the Catholic and Protestant communities in Northern
Ireland in order to make a local, recent conflict relevant to a non-Irish filmgoing public.
By contrast, the local Northern Irish press’s reaction to the film’s casting gives clues to
how the film engages with local identity politics after the Good Friday Agreement.

The press coverage largely focused on the legacy of the Troubles by focusing on
the two stars’ lives growing up in Northern Ireland—particularly on the life of the
working-class Catholic Liam Neeson, who was more directly affected by the Troubles
than was the middle-class Protestant James Nesbitt. Both The Belfast Telegraph and The
News Letter (largely Unionist/Loyalist readership) mentioned that Neeson commented
that the two actors jokingly called each other ethnic slurs associated with the religion of
the character they were playing, with the Catholic Neeson calling the Protestant Nesbitt a
“Taig” (a derogatory epithet for Catholics). It is perhaps a mark of how shocking it is to
switch identities that The News Letter had this as the title of the article about the film:
“Stars Change Sides for Troubles Films.”® Although the actors could make light of the
ethnic prejudices with which they grew up, the centrality of the issue for The Belfast
News Letter suggests that “identity switching,” or “changing loyalties,” is a disconcerting
event

Fiza’s production also was impacted by the identity switching issue. At the time,
the Hindu Hrithik Roshan, who has since become one of Hindi cinema’s most popular

stars, had just become a megastar with thousands of schoolgirls all across the

260 «Stars Change Sides for Troubles Film,” The News Letter 21 February 2009, 13 March 2013
<http://www.newsletter.co.uk/news/local/stars-change-sides-for-troubles-film-1-1881770 >.
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subcontinent his devoted fans. Some people were very upset when they saw him playing
a Muslim because he is a Hindu, though the top three Hindi film actors since the 1990s
have been Muslim actors who nearly always play Hindu characters without comment.
Though he was willing to play a Muslim, Hrithik Roshan and his father were concerned
about what the terrorist role would do to the actor’s image, so the director had to make
the terrorist group into a kind of “lala-land—a vigilante group™®®* According to the film’s
director, Khalid Mohammed, there “was a lot of censorship,” by producers, the Roshans
and the state.?®® Though not a hit when released in India, the director Khalid Mohammed
was pleased with its moderately successful performance. ** Though the film was not
popular in the theaters, | have chosen to engage with this film because of its seminal
position representing a feminist Muslim perspective as a “normal” Indian identity, its
defense of Indian secularism, and its engagement with a deeply alienated and traumatized
male Muslim perspective.

Historical context

Fiza and Five Minutes of Heaven concern the impacts of two important historical
events and their aftermath: for Fiza, the Bombay riots and for Five Minutes of Heaven,
the release of paramiliatary combatants as a condition of the Good Friday Agreement.
Both concern the impact (or importance) of the law in postconflict societies. In 1998, the
Northern Irish Good Friday Agreement created a power-sharing government between

Protestants and Catholics. One of the Good Friday Agreement’s provisions was the

261 priya Kumar, “An interview with Khalid Mohammed,” Framework 47:2 (Fall 2006): 117, ProjectMuse,
2 March 2011, <http:// https://muse.jhu.edu/seach>.
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granting of amnesty to paramilitary prisoners who had committed crimes prior to 1998
for the sake of societal healing. Five Minutes of Heaven’s Alistair Little was released
early for his crimes under this provision. Understandably, the victims® families and
people on both sides were deeply upset by the granting of amnesty to the prisoners.

As opposed to the near parity existing between the Catholic and Protestant
populations in Northern Ireland, in India, Muslims make up only twelve percent of the
population and are dependent particularly on the state’s intervention. India’s Muslims
suffer discrimination in many areas of life, most crucially in the areas of jobs and
education. In short, the Indian context in 1999 bears closer relation to Northern Ireland
in the 1970s, when Catholics were a dispossessed minority unfairly targeted by the police
and the state. Whereas Five Minutes of Heaven concerns the difficulties with the
compromises of state-sponsored reconciliation among apparently “equal” communities,
Fiza concerns a situation in which members of the state—politicians and police
officers—who were guilty of crimes during the riots went free, and Muslims were living
an increasingly untenable minority existence in Mumbai. Fiza refers to the Sri Krishna
report in which the judicial inquiry found Bal Thackeray and the Bombay police guilty of
crimes for which they were never prosecuted, and it is this moral and legal vacuum in
which Fiza launches her crusade.

As | have mentioned, Five Minutes Of Heaven is a departure from many Troubles
films in its engagement with a Protestant paramilitary subjectivity and a particular
historical reality—that Protestant paramilitaries killed over one thousand civilians, mostly

Catholic, during the Troubles.”® The Protestant paramilitary man is represented in the

%4 McKittrick and McVea, 3.
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film by two different Troubles films characters: the first is the prologue’s balaclava-

1:%%° the second

wearing gung-ho teenager who wants to prove his manhood by his first kil
is the guilt-weary murderer, Alistair, who seeks some kind of reconciliation with the
family member of the man he killed (as seen in Cal and The Crying Game). Like other
Troubles films, the film grapples with the possibility of finding a solution to a difficult
political situation by offering narrative resolution.

As Five Minutes Of Heaven is a departure from the Troubles film, Fiza is a
landmark in the depiction of representations of Muslims in Hindi cinema. The Hindi film
universe is populated with minority characters who exist to shore up the centrality of the
upper-caste North Indian Hindu male. The most visible would be the Muslim: the
perpetually Quran-reading Muslim; the burga-clad Muslim woman; and the tawaif
(courtesan). Through dress, behavior, speech and appearance, Muslims are clearly
defined in opposition to the normal Hindu male. Though there have been films that have
focused on Muslim experiences—the Muslim social, for example—those films depicted
Muslim culture as Other in its exoticness and served to consolidate the preeminence of
the Hindu as the “normal” Indian identity.?®

As | discussed in the previous chapter, prior to the release of Bombay in 1995,
there was a restriction against representing popular prejudices about Muslims (that they
were violent, backward, overly religious as a group) on screen. With Bombay, this

changed. Priya Kumar has pointed out that post-Kargil war, there was a spate of Hindi

films in which the bad Pakistani was posited against the good Indian Muslim (Sarfarosh

%5 One of the few Troubles films that focus on Protestants, Thaddeus O’Sullivan’s Nothing Personal,
actually has this as narrative, though the boy chickens out of membership in the paramilitary group.

266 Kumar, 180.
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and Refugee). Kumar has cogently argued that the “disquiet around the figure of the
Indian Muslim takes the form of a split between the ‘good’ Indian Muslim who is made
to ritually swear allegiance to the nation and the ‘evil’ Pakistani other who is clearly
established as the enemy who dares to challenge Indian sovereignty.”?®” It is against this
background that the Muslim minoritarian film has emerged.

The most important aspect of the Muslim minoritarian film is the emphasis on
Muslims’ normalcy—uwith their religious identity being simply a part of who they are—
while at the same time depicting their precarious state in contemporary India. Recent
minoritarian films include Shyam Benegal’s trilogy of Mammo (1994), Zubeidaa (2001),
and Sardari Begum (1996), Khalid Mohammed’s Fiza (1999), Mahesh Bhatt’s Zakhm
(1998) and Saeed Akhtar Mirza’s Naseem (1995). There are several key differences
between the Muslim minoritarian film and the Troubles film. In many of these Troubles
films, it is a given that the Catholics do not belong nor do they want to belong to the
Union. (Significantly, Joe Griffin’s political affiliations are never discussed in the film.)
In the case of the Muslim minoritarian film—or even a film like Sarfarosh—there are
Muslim characters who assert their belonging to the Indian nation. Fiza’s galvanizing
arguments in defense of India’s secular ideals to Hindu and Muslim communal leaders,
and to the Indian public about the responsibilities of the state to its people, make the film
different from Troubles films. The similarity between the Troubles’ films and Fiza is the
Troubles’ films focus on the precarious position of young Catholic men who were viewed
as potential terrorists. In Fiza, Amaan does not see the state as offering him justice nor
the majority community as offering him a place to live and prosper, because he is seen as

an enemy of the state.
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In her own reading of the film, Priya Kumar has argued that Fiza is part of a new
genre, the vigilante-terrorist film that includes Maachis (Gulzar, India, 1996), Mission
Kashmir (Vinu Vidhu Chopra, India, 2000) and Dil Se (Mani Ratnam, India, 1998). As
opposed to terrorist films in which the terrorist group is the Other of the Indian nation and
must be destroyed—as in Pukar (Boney Kapoor, India, 2002), Sarfarosh (John Mathew
Mathan, India, 1999) and Roja (Mani Rathnam, India, 1992)— the vigilante-terrorist film
concerns a protagonist who represents a minority group oppressed by the state and who
acts on behalf of his or her group.?®® The films draw from the earlier vigilante films of
revenge that are similarly structured around a cause-and-effect cycle of oppression and
revenge, of which Amitabh Bachchan’s vigilante films are the most obvious examples.
But whereas those films focused on an individual acting to avenge something that had
been done to him, these films show a character acting on behalf of the injustices done to
his community. In the following section, | will explore how Fiza and Five Minutes of
Heaven use narrative genre to testify about the impossibility of resolution and societal
healing in postconflict situations.

Testimonial Films

Both Fiza and Five Minutes of Heaven are testimonial films about the traumatic
impact of large-scale ethnic violence. The films testify to—bear witness or “render
public’—issues that the larger populace would like to ignore, namely the fact that the
Troubles and the Bombay riots are not over, as their effects continue to be felt in myriad

ways by the people wre impacted—both directly and indirectly—by the violence.?® Five
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Minutes of Heaven concerns a public act of witnessing following the cessation of military
conflict. As mentioned in the previous chapter, following the Good Friday agreement,
Northern Irish and British societies were more open in their exploration of the effects of
the Troubles on the people of Northern Ireland. At the same time, however, the
collective push to forgive and forget failed to truly take into account that many people
still suffer from their experiences during that period. In contrast, the Mumbai of 2000,
when Fiza was produced, was not a postconflict society. Indian society’s repression of
the recent past is part of the ongoing institutional and communal violence towards the
Muslim community.

Both these films use semi- or wholly fictional narratives to testify to fractured
societies, and both narratives focus on the traumatized subject’s search for an interlocutor
who can hear their story.?”® They both stress the importance of there being a “common
idiom” between the one who testifies and the one who receives the testimony.?”* Amaan,
Joe and Alistair all search for someone who can hear their testimony. Five Minutes of
Heaven’s central irony is that the only one who truly understands Joe is Alistair, whereas
Fiza’s is that a woman who speaks for the forgotten cannot hear her brother’s pain until
the final moment.

In both films, the act of testimony plays a crucial role in the redemption of the

main characters: Amaan and Alistair have to testify to the crimes they have committed in

2% The area of trauma studies is vast. The following texts have informed my understanding of trauma and
cinema and literature: Jill Bennett, Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma and Contemporary Art (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2005); Cathy Caruth, Trauma: Explorations in Memory (London: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1995); Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature,
Psychoanalysis, and History (London: Routledge, 1992); Ruth Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2000).
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the hopes of being forgiven and able to reenter society. Alistair has been forgiven for his
actions by the state as part of the “pragmatic policies of reconciliation” that are closely
tied to a process of remembrance and the “work of mourning,” but amnesty is not the
same as forgiveness.?’? The film shows that the state cannot grant forgiveness to the
accused, as it is only the victim himself who can forgive, and it is only through the
victim’s forgiveness of the perpetrator that a true national reconciliation could be
possible. Through his activist work, Alistair tries to expiate his sins, but he can never
accomplish it. Though amnesty may give larger society the freedom to think there is a
dividing line between the violent past and the postconflict present, state-sponsored
amnesty causes pain to individuals such as Joe by publicly repressing the deep suffering
he and his family experienced. Though amnesty granted Alistair freedom, he himself is
haunted because of this amnesty’s compromised nature.

Whereas Five Minutes of Heaven focuses on the two men almost to the exclusion
of the rest of Northern Irish society, Fiza’s wider scope reflects the impossibility of
forgiveness or amnesty in a society that is immersed in communal conflict and the
oppression of religious minorities. Unlike Alistair, Amaan cannot even superficially
reenter society because the state is in continued denial about its own actions during that
period and its ongoing oppression of the Muslim community. Though he would like to
leave the past behind, his experiences during the riots and afterwards, the ongoing
animosity towards the Muslim community, and his own family’s inability to understand
his pain alienate and isolate Amaan. In the film, it becomes clear that Amaan and Fiza do
not share a common idiom. Fiza’s commitment to a secular India and focus on the future

differs radically from Amaan’s experience of communalism, which does not allow him to
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believe in secularism; he is unable to have hope in the future because he is mired in the
past. In the following section, I will explore how the two films use the voice and the
breaking of the fourth wall to testify to the audience.

The Voice and the Look

Five Minutes Of Heaven and Fiza foreground themselves as acts of testimony
through the use of voice-over and breaking the fourth wall. Both films begin with a
character claiming authority on the past. In Five Minutes Of Heaven, over a montage of
archival footage of the Troubles, Liam Neeson’s voice explains the siege mentality that
Protestants had during that period.

“For me to talk about the man I’ve become, you need to know about the man |
was. | was fourteen when | joined the Tartan Gangs and | was fifteen when I
joined the UVF, the Ulster VVolunteer Force.”

(On the screen the close-up of a shirtless young man staring wide-eyed into the
camera appears. As the voice is of that of middle-aged Liam Neeson, we assume
that this image is a presentation of the speaker at seventeen.)

“At that time, don’t forget there were riots in the streets every week, petrol bombs
every day.”
(An archival footage of a young boy of thirteen throwing a bomb)

“And that was just in our town”
(cut to petrol bomb falling next to an army vehicle).

“When you got home and switched on the TV”

(a high angle shot of a police vehicle going through the streets as youths on both
sides of the streets rush forward to pelt it with rocks, followed by an image of a
police officer standing in a pool of fire which he jumps out of),

“you could see that it was every other town as well,”

(an image of a bomb going off in a building, followed by another image of an
immense building consumed by flames, with one small fire hose trying to douse
the raging fire within the building)

“and it was like we were under siege”
(followed by another image of an IRA funeral).

“Fathers and brothers of friends were being killed in the streets”
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(a long shot of a body covered with a sheet at the end of a long alleyway, with a
quick zoom to a medium long shot of the men standing around the body, but their
casual behavior suggests that this is not the first time a body of a neighbor has
been found in their streets).

“The feelin” was that we were all in this together and we have to do something

(two images of dead bodies, one being wheeled into an ambulance, the other

covered by plastic covering).

“We’re all in this together”

(an image of a young woman gesturing angrily as a youth lying on the ground is

pulled to the sidewalk by the security forces)

“and we all have to do something” (image of a Loyalist parade, the camera

focusing first on a UVF placard, with a drawing of a UVF male volunteer under

which is written “For God and Ulster,” then on the young boys and girls waving

Union Jacks. There then follows a shocking image of masked members of the UVF

with members of the British Army, obviously working in collaboration with each

other, there is then a long shot of an army vehicle, and then the image of a

wounded man dragging himself towards the camera. Throughout this sequence,

there has been the ticking of a clock in the background.)

As | have previously mentioned, the most striking aspect of this section is that it
puts forward an Ulster Protestant view of the Troubles, a point-of-view that guides our
interpretation of the images. The technological aspects of the sound track lead us to
invest in the speaker’s point of view. First, there is the effect of the reverbless voice-
over. Michel Chion has argued that close-miking creates a sense of intimacy with the
speaker because we do not sense distance between the voice and our ear. As the voice is
marked by “dryness,” or absence of reverb in the voice, we cannot locate it as coming
from a particular place and so presume it must be from a space “unto itself.” The result is
that this voice “resonates within us as our own” and has an “embracing and complicit

quality.”?”® In this sequence, this sense of complicity leads us to trust the voice. The

archival footage connects the narrative about the vulnerability of the Protestant

"% Michel Chion, The Voice in Cinema, trans. Claudia Gorbman (New York: Columbia University Press,
1999), 51.
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community to the attacks on the state. The voice-over and the images have a dialogic
relationship with each other. The images serve as evidence to what Alistair is testifying,
but the voice-over also colors our understanding of those images. For example, the
image of the police van being pelted by people is seen as an attack on the Protestant
community, not as the agents of the state trespassing into a Catholic neighborhood (which
clearly sees the Army presence in the neighborhood as a violation). The images of the
burning buildings substantiate the voice-over’s feeling of a situation out of control and of
the necessity of something being done to control the conflagration of civil unrest.

There are two shocking images over which there is no voice-over. The
collaboration between the British Army and Protestant paramilitaries was an open secret
during the 1970s to 1990s. During the 1990s, there were a series of revelations about the
close cooperation between the British security services and the Protestant paramilitaries,
most prominently in the murder of civil rights lawyer Pat Finucane.?” In this sequence,
the uncommented upon image of the UDA soldiers with the British Army also show that
the Protestants had an unfair advantage during the early years of the Troubles (Unlike the
IRA, the UDA and UVF were not banned during the early-to-mid 1970s and collaborated
with the British Army.). The final image of the montage sequence is of an injured man,
dragging himself towards the camera. There is no voice-over for this image. Instead, the
previous voice-overs have set up the context for the audience to react to the wounded

man’s imploring look. The clip’s extended duration and the absence of a voice-over

274 pat Finucane was a Belfast lawyer who had successfully challenged the British state over its
incarceration policies at the European Court of Human Rights. He was killed by loyalist paramilitaries in
1989. In December 2012, the De Silva report concluded that there were high levels of collusion between
the British state and the loyalist paramilitaries. Prime Minister David Cameron issued an apology.
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distinguishes it from the rest of the prologue. The image serves as the conclusion of his
argument that “something needed to be done.”

Five Minutes Of Heaven’s voice-over is anomalous because 1) the voice-over is
not associated with the Troubles film genre; and 2) the voice is that of a Protestant
Loyalist character. As previously mentioned, the Troubles film genre generally occludes
the existence of the Protestant community of Northern Ireland. In these two sequences,
the interplay between the voice and the look engages viewer sympathies with the lead
character prior to the narrative’s beginning. The voice-over narrative, however, also
works to distance the listener from the first part of the cinematic narrative because we
know—from the voice’s weary tone—that the speaker no longer holds this point of view.
The wounded man’s look foreshadows the role that other looks play in the film—that of
the young Joe Griffin at Alistair and of Joe’s mother at young Joe—on the perpetrators or
witnesses of violence.

The wounded man’s look is succeeded by a close-up of young Alistair looking
directly into the camera. He is shirtless in his bathroom, getting ready for his first kill.
This breaking of the fourth wall distances the viewer, in part because of the discrepancy
between the voice-over’s maturity and its use of the past tense that implies that there has
been a journey from this moment. The image we see of the young man clearly shows
him as unformed, not a hard man of twenty-five, but an insipid young man of seventeen
with soft features and a gangly frame. Through the radical juxtaposition of the voice-over
with the image of the wounded man and the image of young Alistair, we the audience ask
ourselves how could this boy adequately respond to the wounded man’s look? Whereas

the wounded man was pulling himself towards a camera, Alistair is blankly looking at
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himself in the mirror. The young Alistair is caught between childhood and the promise of
a violent adulthood (he hides the gun in a shoebox filled with kids toys under his bed and
posters of Bruce Lee and Belfast football great, George Best, on the bedroom walls). The
murder will allow him to gain what he feels he lacks—manhood—and shore up the
Protestant community against their losses in the Troubles.

This opening section plays with the back and forth between the two
temporalities—the voice of the man that colors the raw presentness of the conflict
captured in those fleeting images. To a certain degree, the voice attempts to constrain the
images, but there are moments when a viewer’s knowledge might challenge the voice-
over’s recollection of historical events or when the voice-over does not explain or justify
the image (such as the image of the Army with the paramilitaries). But the knowing
middle-aged voice also negatively influences our confrontation with young Alistair’s
direct look. In contrast to the older, mature voice, the face that looks at us appears soft,
unformed, embryonic. We soon discover that his murder of Jim Griffin comes not from a
desire to protect his community, but from a desire to become a man by earning the
adulation of the community and the approbation of the unseen paramilitary leader-father
figure.

Fiza also begins with a voice-over, a woman’s voice over the image of a beautiful
young man. The voice is filled with warmth and describes him as “my brother.” The
sound quality of the voice appears as if it is at some distance from the microphone, as if it
comes to us from the end of a tunnel. There is a correlation between the reverb in the
voice—appearing to come to us from a physical distance—and the verb tense used, the

past. The voice is that of a young woman, filled with warmth, humor and nostalgia. She
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describes her brother, Amaan, who is identified as a charming young man, talented
artistically, hardworking and mischievous. This is a very different voice than the voice of
the onscreen character of Fiza who blames her brother for disappearing during the riots
and abandoning his family and girlfriend.

Fiza’s voice-over is unusual as voice-overs are not common in Hindi cinema, and
in the notable occasions when they do appear, they are of the Voice of God variety, with
narrative omniscience. The most notable example is that of the male voice in Mughal-E-
Azam (K. Asif, IN, 1960) who is the voice of Hindustan. That voice is characterized by a
tremendous reverb that makes the voice sound monumental. In the case in Fiza, the
voice-over’s reverb situates it in the past, and the fond, loving gendered voice-over is
characterized by a slight fatigue. Fiza’s voice—despite the reverb—is intimate and
embracing. Her voice pulls the viewer in to admire her brother.

The images of Amaan are similarly romantic. Amaan is seen against a black
background, smiling, turning around in a 360. The obvious reason for this sequence is
that it is an opportunity to gaze upon the “star,” Hrithik Roshan, and be given his
darshan. His mugging for the camera, and his caricaturish reactions to artistic failure
(crunching up paper and throwing it over his head) on one level serves as an opportunity
for him to be “cute” for his young female audience, who, it is assumed, finds this
behavior enchanting. But this is also a vision of Amaan without context, presenting him
in a “pure” environment. In other words, it is a weirdly “reverbless” image untainted by
context—which in 1991 in Bombay (or in 1999 in India) would be that a young Muslim

man would be potentially threatening to the Hindu majority.
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The voice and the out-of-context image work together in a peculiar way. Amaan
is almost presented as if he were a dream in his sister’s testimony. The lack of context
and the cartoonish behavior of Roshan before the camera calls into question the veracity
of Fiza’s testimony. As | have discussed, historical films’ truth claims rest on their
historical detail, but this testimonial sequence takes place in a weirdly contextless space.
The visual depiction is of an innocence based on emotional and intellectual immaturity
(foreshadowing Roshan’s performance in Koi Mil Gaya[Rakesh Roshan, IN, 2003] as a
cognitively impaired young man and Shah Rukh Khan in My Name Is Khan [Karan
Johar, IN, 2010] as an Indian Muslim man with Aspberger’s Syndrome). Further, the
testimonial voice is not true to the character of Fiza either—the fond, adoring voice bears
little resemblance to the character seen in the Mumbai of 1999, who has been hardened
by the role as her mother’s caretaker in the wake of her brother’s disappearance.
Whereas Five Minutes of Heaven’s opening voice-over serves to document the mentality
of young Protestant men like Alistair, Fiza’s is inviting but distancing; though Fiza’s
voice’s warmth compliments her brother’s beauty and charm, neither appear to be
grounded in reality.

In the first sequence of the film—a flashback to 1992—the idyllic vision of the
past already shows that the heightened communal environment had corrupted Amaan’s
innocence. In the first sequence, mother, son and daughter are the picture of the happy
family, spending the evening together sitting in front of the camera (which is in the
position of the television set) watching Bobby. The sister rubs oil into her brother’s hair
and the mother, sister and brother all laugh at the film. Slowly, it becomes apparent that

there is a shadow cast on this apparently happy family scene: the mention of the ongoing
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riots in Bombay and Amaan’s evident identification with the beleaguered Muslim
community. Moments later, while his mother and sister are sleeping, he slips out of the
family apartment to join his friends and gets caught up in a riot.

In my view, Alistair’s voice-over at the beginning of Five Minutes Of Heaven
explains Amaan’s reaction to the events in Bombay. Like Alistair, Amaan is a young man
deeply angered by the attacks on his community and fired by a desire to “do something”
by joining with other young men and challenging anti-Muslim rioters. Prior to her finding
her brother in Rajasthan, Fiza blames Amaan for not being a good son and fiancé because
he disappeared that night. Fiza’s gendered point-of-view sees Amaan’s intimate bonds—
that of family—as primary, failing to see how Amaan’s Indian Muslim identity draws
him out of the family and towards a larger, communal identification. Significantly, Fiza
does not understand how Amaan’s position as a young Muslim male makes him a threat
to many Hindus and that he thus cannot only see himself as a son or brother; his sense of
kinship includes other young men like himself. In my view, the first two sequences
contrast Fiza’s nostalgic view of her brother and the reality—that Amaan was something
other than what his sister wanted or imagined him to be.

Both Five Minutes of Heaven and Fiza share characters that rely on internal
monologues. Whereas Alistair and Fiza publicly speak out about the conflict (Alistair
through his postconflict activist work and Fiza through her writing and subsequent
notoriety), Joe Griffin’s and Amaan’s alienation, despair or anger cannot be spoken aloud
because society wants both of them to forget their past and to move on (in the case of
Joe) or because their narratives are considered antinational (Amaan). Joe Griffin’s

internal monologue manifests his tortured thought processes—the rapid patter speech, his
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obviously distraught psyche, the constant replaying of his mother’s look of hatred
towards him following the murder of his brother—and his own desire for revenge.
Amaan requires an internal monologue because there is no one who can or is willing to
hear him. After Amaan has returned to Mumbai, he finds himself living an impossible
existence. Unable to find a job, and haunted by his past, Amaan is shot in a series of
mournful poses in an abandoned industrial site near the sea as his voice-over chronicles
his feeling of impotence and humiliation. As with Fiza’s voice-over, there is a small
amount of reverb. Whereas the reverb communicated Fiza’s nostalgia, here the slight
reverb works to sound as if the voice is coming from deep within Amaan. The use of
reverb here also distinguishes it from the reverbless dubbing of most of the dialogues.?”
There is a visual similarity here to the opening sequence in that this sequence is made of
up different stylized shots of Amaan, but this time he is shot in various anguished poses
in the decrepit industrial site. The images seem slightly abstract as they appear to be shot
in slow motion. The effect is that the images have an aestheticized quality, almost as if
they were shot for a magazine cover, which undercuts the sequence’s intended impact.
The reverb in the voice emphasizes Amaan’s great emotional distance from the
rest of society. In the first part of his monologue, he bemoans the fact that he is a burden
to his family. The mise-en-scene is to a certain degree “unreal” as it was never part of
Amaan’s daily life—he was never a laborer—but the space symbolizes his sense of
isolation and the position of young Muslim men in Mumbai at the time. As Amaan sits
next to a putrid waterway, there is a clear visual connection between the poisonous

surroundings and the corrosive effects of Mumbai’s communalism on the young man.

2> During this period of Hindi filmmaking, there had to be post-sync work done because there was too
much ambient noise on the set.
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The monologue serves as a sound bridge over images of Amaan as he returns to Murad
Khan’s apartment to recommit to the cause. As Amaan bemoans the way in which his
existence is compromised by communal politics, his voice turns resolute with the phrase,
“We won'’t let others suffer the tyranny we have suffered.”

In an interview with Priya Kumar, the film’s director Khalid Mohammed said that
he wanted to show what happened to young Muslim men isolated by society.
Mohammed said:

Yes, many people were missing; many of the community’s boys were being

misled into terrorism and other things. They have their own reasons, but were

basically humans. The state should take notice instead of felling them down with
bullets and forcing them to retaliate. Who knows where these people have gone?

What were they doing? One imagines the worst. It was a kind of cautionary story:

treat us like dogs and dogs bite back. At that point, it was very extreme. I’ve seen

things, which I couldn’t have imagined. 2"

In his monologue, the character attempts to explain his experiences and choices,
but his language has a strangely abstract quality when he begins to talk about the effects
of communalism on his existence. The monologue parallels the stylized cinematography.
Instead of specifically mentioning how he is a burden to his family because he can’t get a
job, he now says he is concerned with “the games of Caste and Religion.” Significantly,
the film does not represent the instances when he tries to get a job. He is not a character,
but a sociological type. Aside from the bullying behavior of the neighborhood thugs
towards Fiza and her family, the film does not represent directly how a generation of
Muslim men has been marginalized and has turned to terrorism as a result, but relies on a

voice-over to testify to what is not represented. In comparison with Five Minutes of

Heaven, whose dialogues describe in detail the emotional toll of violence, Fiza relies on

278 priya Kumar, Limiting Secularism: The Ethics of Coexistence in Indian Literature and Film,
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2008), 215.
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images of the male suffering figure and abstract dialogue to communicate Amaan’s pain
and precarious social position.

As Amaan cannot speak about his past because he is a wanted man and because of
larger society’s desire to repress the riots, neither Alistair nor Joe can speak about the
past that is alive for them because contemporary Northern Irish society would like to
think that the Troubles are past. Alistair appears to be a poster child for the new Northern
Ireland—a man who has redeemed himself and who contributes to society. In contrast,
Joe is trapped by his past. The film uses the ornate, stately home’s mise-en-scene to
highlight Joe’s obvious agitation, inappropriate remarks and internal monologue. Joe’s
nonstop chatter—and some slightly inappropriate comments—are out of place in the
overstuffed, genteel bedroom the program’s producers have him wait in until they are
ready to begin filming. As he is introduced to the crew, Joe sarcastically comments in a
voice-over: “Well, pal, here you are on the celebrity circuit of life’s victims. Men in love
with donkeys, twins stuck together by their bollocks, elephant women who can’t get out
of their chairs, and now you.” As the politicians try to use Fiza to their own ends, the
media exploits Joe and Alistair’s pain for “great television.” Fiza and Five Minutes of
Heaven both show that the one aspect that Indian and Northern Ireland cultures share is
that communal experiences are manipulated and exploited by politicians or the media for
votes or ratings.

It is only when he is alone, looking into a mirror, that Joe can be truly honest. In
a sequence that recalls the young Alistair’s gaze into the mirror prior to killing Jim
Griffin, Joe stares into the bathroom mirror. In this sequence, the camera is positioned

over Joe’s shoulder as he looks into the mirror. As opposed to the camera receiving the
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young Alistair’s direct look, the camera appears to almost spy on Joe and his inner
thoughts. In a voice-over, he says, “I can do handshakes, Michael [the producer], and |
can do victim. | can do handshakes and victim at the same time. But I’ve made a decision
on this one.” The camera pans down to his hand as it pulls a sheath out of his pocket. He
pulls a knife from the sheath. “Reconciliation, you have no idea. A handshake? For
killing my brother? For me taking the blame?” The film cuts to a close-up of his face as
he speaks loud. “Thirty-three years of that? What do you think I am, a joke?” He later
confesses to a young Russian woman working as a runner on the production that it would
be “five minutes of heaven” to kill Alistair. The accomplishment of his desire would be
brief—only five minutes—in contrast to the eternity he has lived with his mother’s blame
for his role in his brother’s death, or the decades afterward he would spend in jail for the
crime. Unlike the young Alistair, who stood before the mirror, imagining the applause he
would hear, Joe realizes that the object of desire is always elusive. The forty-something
year old Joe displays a self-awareness that the young Alistair lacked. Unlike Amaan’s
voice-over, Joe’s conversation with himself has an explicit goal. In these two moments
from Five Minutes, the look into a mirror prior to an act of violence symbolizes the
characters’ isolation and their desire to be freed from it. Like Joe’s, Amaan’s voice-over
voices his isolation and prefaces his crossing Murad Khan’s threshold and returning to
the jihad. Fiza and Five Minutes of Heaven both testify to how violence isolates the
victim and perpetrator and how both need an interlocutor who can hear their pain. I will
now explore how these films show how the act of hearing testimony transforms the

interlocutors, and the crucial role of the look.
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The Look and the Gaze

Both films accord central importance to the look and its relationship to trauma.
Both films depict the characters’ experience of violence as a break in the symbolic order.
According to Lacanian theory, the symbolic order is the structure that supports the visible
world. The violent events of Alistair’s murder of Joe’s brother and the Bombay riots
break down the symbolic order. This break in signification is the real that are the gaps in
ideology. The act of looking is key to the subject’s awareness of the lack inherent in the
symbolic order. In Lacanian theory, the gaze is the uncanny sense that the object of our
look is looking back at us. Any feeling of power we have as the seer is undone by our
realization of the gaze. Lacan argues that whereas the subject sees from only one point,
he or she is looked at from all sides by the gaze. Lacan argues that the gaze is that in our
vision “which slips, passes, is transmitted, from stage to stage, and is always to some
degree eluded in it.”?"’

In both films, there is a correspondence between the look and the gaze as a
character’s look forces another out of the social order. The gaze is the gap within the
subject’s seemingly omnipotent look.?”® The act of looking in this moment signifies a
rupture in the symbolic order. The gaze is associated with object petit a that acts to
trigger the subject’s desire. It is not an object but a lacuna in the visual field. It is in the

gap that our desire manifests itself in what we see. Todd McGowan writes, “What is

irreducible to our visual field is the way that our desire distorts that field, and this

277 Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis (London: Karnac Books, 2010
[1981]), 73, Kindle file.

%8 bid.
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distortion makes itself felt through the gaze as object.”®”® The gaze is the moment in
which the subject “loses its subjective privilege and becomes wholly embodied in the
object.”?®
Five Minutes Of Heaven visualizes breaks in the social structure through the
traumatic returns of look of one character at another—for Alistair, it is the look of young
Joe following his murder of Joe’s brother; for Joe, it is his mother’s look accusing him of
responsibility for his brother’s murder. These haunting looks force both characters out of
their secure place in the social order and send them on a pursuit of trying to recover what
they have lost. These looks—in which they are rendered powerless, incapacitated—
structure their vision of the world and their place in it. As these shots break the fourth
wall, these moments function as the gaze as we the film spectators are implicated within
the film.*®!

Growing up in Northern Ireland, the discourse had been *“us against them.” Before
the interviewer, Alistair describes his upbringing

It becomes only our story that matters, not their story, the Catholics. It’s only my

people being killed who are suffering and need looking after, Catholics being

killed—doesn’t enter your head. In my head, it was the just, the proper thing to

do [to kill Jim Griffin and other Catholics].

The look’s power only occurs retroactively, along with the “other voices” he
heard in prison. The film is devoid of Christian symbolism (aside from the secularized

push for “reconciliation” and Joe’s frequent reference to the “thirty-three years” since the

murder). The retroactive power of the look functions as the gaze, which is a moment of

2% Todd McGowan, The Real Gaze (Albany: State University of New York, 2007), 35.
% Ibid.

%1 Ibid.
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disturbance within the functioning of ideology. It is significant that Alistair’s awareness
of the gaze comes at the moment he sees the lack inherent in sectarianism. In the first
half of the film, Alistair serves as a therapist explaining to the viewer Joe’s tortured
psyche. In the second half, after the aborted meeting with Joe, Alistair is found at a
therapist’s office revealing his own inner turmoil. In a voice-over during a montage of
Alistair working in a therapy session with men who have been devastated by conflict,
Alistair reveals that his role as an activist is a performance. He is present to himself as an
object within the gaze.

In his present life, Alistair is apparently a valued member of society as a man who
has rehabilitated himself and used his experiences to help others. Though from a
working-class background, he is polished and easily interacts with the upper-class
television producers, unlike Joe Griffin, who feels and acts hopelessly out of place in the
former stately home where the television show is shot. Throughout the film, the shocked
look of young Joe flashes onscreen as the “ghost” that haunts Alistair. It is a sequence
depicting Alistair’s return to his old neighborhood that visualizes how Alistair has
become a disturbance within the field of vision. In a long shot, Alistair walks past a wall
decorated with a sectarian-themed mural. The image’s shallowness foregrounds Alistair’s
“out of placeness” in his hometown, and serves as a symbol of his distance from the
sectarian bonds of contemporary working-class Ulster. In the next sequence, in a bar
festooned with Loyalist paraphernalia, this psychological distance is verbalized in
Alistair’s voice-over, which describes the morally bankrupt paramilitary world; an old
mate who had once killed Catholics is now working as an enforcer “killing his own” on a

public housing estate.
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The most visceral shots are the repeated close-ups of young Joe’s shocked faced.
The young Joe is the Other, not in the sense of representing Alistair’s desire, but as a
visualization of a particular lack—an understanding of and a reverence for the
personhood of the man he killed. Significantly, the phantom is not the image of the dying
Jim, but of the witness whose terrified face betrays a cognizance of Alistair’s actions that
the killer himself did not possess at the time. The belatedness, of course, is one of the
key characteristics of the traumatic event. As | have previously mentioned, we are not
given an understanding of precisely when this act punctured Alistair’s murderous loyalist
ideology. The traumatic return as irony: the event that Alistair had hoped would make
him a “big man” in his community ultimately prevents him from ever belonging
anywhere.

Similarly, Joe is out of place because his mother blamed him for the death of his
brother. Joe’s traumatic flashbacks depict a mother deranged by grief. In Joe’s flashback
sequences, Joe’s mother attacks him physically and verbally for not doing anything to
stop the assassination. In the sequence where he is being chauffeured to the television
taping, Joe is framed in a tight close-up. During the car ride (in which he asks several
times to return home, but is refused on the television producers’ orders), he has several
flashbacks of his mother’s accusing look. The two flashbacks refer to interactions
between his mother and himself on the day of Joe’s funeral. Both are wearing black
funeral clothes. In a low angle shot in which Joe’s mother’s hand is directly in front of
the camera in a close-up, young Joe slowly, tentatively approaches his mother and
reaches out to touch her hand. She angrily pulls her hand away, and the film cuts to a

low angle shot of his mother yelling at her son. There is no diegetic sound, but we can
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understand that she is filled with hatred towards her son. If Joe’s look at Alistair
belatedly forces Alistair out of his place in society through his collapse of belief in the
fiction of violent Loyalism, Joe is forced out of the family unit and thus out of his place
in society.

Following the murder, Joe’s mother’s rejection of him is the traumatic event—the
originary moment of loss and exclusion—from which he continues to suffer.  His
mother’s brutal rejection following Jim’s murder destabilizes Joe. There is a second
flashback that also focuses on his mother’s hand. In the foreground of the image, the
mother’s hand shakily holds a teacup. Instead of offering her son a comforting cup of tea,
the mother offers him nothing. She is so physically overcome with anger towards her son
that she literally cannot hold a teacup calmly. We see Joe standing across the room from
her. The image cuts to a close-up of her crying face, “You could have stopped him. Why
didn’t you stop him?” The film cuts to a long shot as the mother grows angry, “You could
have stopped him!” After this sequence he asks the chauffeur to stop the car. He gets out,
distressed.

The film’s repetition of looks—both to dislodge and reconnect people into social
identities—quides the film’s movement. The film refuses in the end, however, a
reconciliatory face-to-face meeting between the two men to reconnect them to society.
Instead, it is the voice—Joe’s before a room of strangers and later speaking to Alistair—
that frees both to reenter society. Following an explosive fight between them, Alistair
bluntly confesses to Joe about the background of his brother’s murder: though Jim Griffin

was going to leave the factory anyway, Alistair killed him because he wanted to Kkill
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someone and earn the approbation of his community. As | mentioned, Alistair’s gift to
Joe is telling him to mentally finish with him and to focus on being a father to his girls.
Following Alistair’s testimony, Joe can finally speak aloud about his pain to a
room full of strangers—a support group. The dramatic testimony, of his dream for the
future of being a father his daughters would be proud of, comes out of him in a stuttering
fashion, concluding with the line: “That’s it, that’s it, well, that’s out, that’s out, that’s

out.” He literally expels his desire for the future. Joe reenters the symbolic order by
replacing his mother’s disgust with him as a son with the image of himself as a father
worthy of his daughters’ respect and affection. He replaces his mother’s rejecting look
with that of his young daughter looking hopefully towards him.

The film does not offer a face-to-face reconciliation with Alistair. Having been
able to tell his story among other survivors, Joe calls Alistair, who is crossing a street in
front of Belfast City Hall and is standing on an island as he takes the call. The mise-en-
scene—the island dividing the city thoroughfare—is a symbol for Alistair’s life and his
position in society—permanently in abeyance, in a no-man’s land. Caught on the street’s
island, Alistair listens as Joe simply says, “We’re finished.” Once he receives the
message, Alistair falls to his knees. He does a 360-degree turn, and the film cuts to an
overhead shot where Alistair is framed on the island standing among the passing
pedestrians until he joins them and walks offscreen. With the phone call, he is able to
rejoin his life, in which Joe Griffin will no longer play a role. The film ends before a

symbol of civic life—Belfast City Hall—and Alistair is able to disappear into a sea of

people, undistinguished by his history that has until now isolated him from any kind of
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community. As | will later discuss, it is another voice that ends Fiza’s story and that
draws her away from her involvement in society.

In Fiza, the look at the camera is strategically deployed throughout the film. I
would compare the opening shot of the “innocent” Amaan and the “real” Amaan—the
vulnerable young Muslim man and the traumatized jihadist. These images of Amaan can
be compared to the city (if not country-wide) images of Fiza broadcast on television
protesting the government and society’s neglect of the disappeared and their families.
The film is caught between these two looks—the film’s mourning for Amaan and his lost
innocence, and the forceful gaze of his sister exhorting Indians to live up to country’s
secular ideals. The film is also caught between Amaan’s remembrance of his expulsion
from society—when he is prized within the mob’s murderous look, and his invisibility
before the state (in the character of Inspector Ingle)—and his sister’s own movement
beyond this moment of trauma. At the beginning of the film, Amaan is caught within the
eye of the mob and is brutally attacked. From their apartment window, the mother and
sister see Amaan attacked. There is a shot-reverse-shot of the son looking desperately
towards his family and the women clutching each other and calling out to him. Desperate,
Amaan runs off into the night, not to be seen for another six years.

Unlike Joe Griffin, Fiza has relegated her brother and his disappearance to the
past. Surprisingly, Fiza expresses annoyance to Amaan’s former fiancée that he “left”
her at a time in the narrative when it would appear that he was most likely killed in the
riots. The fact that she is able to put the horror of Amaan’s disappearance in the past is
closely tied to her ability to speak for the families of the disappeared. The Hindu father

who begs outside of a temple is too blinded by grief and grievances to be able to act, but
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Fiza, who has mourned successfully and moved on with her life, can speak for him and
others. Like Alistair, Fiza serves as a mediating figure between the public and the
victims. Unlike Alistair, Fiza has not committed a violent act. She is not performing a
role when she speaks for the victims because she is within the symbolic order. Nor is she
destroyed like Jim Griffin’s family. Instead, Fiza is supremely in control of her personal
life with her mother and boyfriend, and, though a mere college graduate, is able to
articulate challenges to Hindu right views of history and counter Muslim communal
sensibilities with claims for a place for the Muslim minority as citizens of India. This is
not something Amaan can do, nor can Joe, as they are tortured by their pasts. Unlike
Alistair, who tells us that he is performing the role of a whole and functioning human
being at peace with his past, Fiza has truly moved beyond the traumatizing moment. Fiza
can speak for others’ pain because she is removed from it. A spectator, Fiza serves as a
mediator between the victims and Indian society.

As opposed to Joe and Alistair, whose remembrance of the past separates them
from society, Fiza’s acts of imagination enable her to connect with it. Priya Kumar has
written admiringly of Fiza’s courage, calling her a model of the self-reliant gendered
Muslim subject that Mohammed wants to promote in his films.?®> As | have mentioned,
Fiza’s closest corollary in Five Minutes Of Heaven is Alistair in that she can act as a
translator for the victims. But she is also emotionally distant from the events, in a way
that Alistair is not. Until the end of the film, when Fiza’s mother commits suicide and
Fiza herself acquiesces to killing her brother, she is emotionally distant, with little
sympathy for her mother’s pain and little understanding of her brother’s listlessness. She

is a forward-looking and deeply practical person. Though she hears her brother’s story

282 Kumar, 207.
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during the riots—how he is victimized because he is a Muslim male, murders a man who
has killed another man before his family’s eyes, and Kills a group of men who mistakenly
believe he has killed a little girl—Fiza remains removed from his narrative. The past for
her is simply the past, and Amaan has a duty to himself and his family to put it behind
him. But she fails to see how she is in the minority here as most people cannot forget the
riots. Further, Fiza’s gender and education isolate her from the brutality that Amaan
experiences.

Fiza’s role as witness progresses through several stages. First, she tries to connect
her brother’s disappearance with those of others who went missing during the riots by
secularizing her brother’s narrative and making his story paradigmatic of what happened
to many young men of all faiths during the riots. In trying to find out about her brother,
she bribes a corrupt police officer to tell her what happened. As policeman Ingle tells her
what occurred, Fiza’s empathy for her brother enables her to fill in the gaps in the
policeman’s testimony. After Ingle informs her that he dismissed Amaan’s pleas for help
with a racist remark, telling him to go to Pakistan, there is a shot of Amaan besieged by a
group of thugs who put a tire around his body and try to set it alight before a Muslim mob
in the distance runs towards Amaan’s attackers. Amaan then runs away from the battle
into the night. Ingle’s voice-over resumes to explain that a fellow police officer found an
injured boy on the street, but did nothing to help him. In this sequence, Fiza fantasizes
what could have happened to her brother—the mob, the tire and his disappearance. These
leaps of imagination and empathy propel Fiza to find other people like herself. Though
the Hindu father of a boy who disappeared during the riots verbally attacks her for being

a Muslim, Fiza counters his animosity with generosity and love, speaking for him and
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others, to the amnesiac Indian public, first through an article in a Mumbai newspaper and
then on television. In short, Fiza creates and popularizes an idiom for thinking and
speaking about the disappeared.

The second act of witnessing is Fiza’s own murder of her brother. From Amaan’s
return home, his violent past has followed him, ending with his murder of the
neighborhood thugs, his mother’s suicide and the assassination of the two communal
leaders. Fiza’s own ideological commitment to Indian society, and her own possibility for
some kind of belonging, is not offered to Amaan because of his history. At the end of the
film, Fiza acquiesces to her brother’s wishes to kill him because she knows that he will
most likely be “encountered” by the police and listens to his pleas to die with honor. Her
love for her brother, and her tie to him as kin, supersedes her status as citizen. This act of
violence isolates Fiza from society. In my view, the visual images of an isolated Fiza and
her recourse to religious language speaks to her isolation following the death of her entire
family.

The film ends with a final voice-over and offscreen voices that return us to the
film’s theme: the beleaguered Muslim community and the state’s indifference to it. In
the last sequence, after Fiza has killed her brother at his request, there is an image of
Amaan resting his head on his mother’s lap at the Haji Ali, finally at peace. This
sequence recalls an earlier sequence at the beginning of the film. There is a song
sequence about the Haji Ali, celebrating it as a place of worship for all religions in India
that also serves to show that it is a place where Nishat Bi and Amaan’s fiancée come to
pray for Amaan’s return. In one image, Nishat Bi, Amaan’s mother, imagines cradling

her son’s head in her arms as he snuggles against her. This image is recalled in the last
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sequence. Whereas the Haji Ali song sequence had celebrated a religiously syncretic
India, in this final shot, the dargah is a memorial for a dying Muslim community.

Though the Haji Ali is a real Mumbai location, the image appears to be set in the
afterlife and signifies Fiza’s impossible position in contemporary Mumbai. Following her
murder of her brother, there is a low angle shot of Amaan sleeping, finally at rest in his
mother’s arms. As Nishat Bi caresses her son, the mother’s voice is heard in a voice-over
saying to her daughter, “Come home soon. | worry about you.” This image is followed
by an image of Fiza saying her namaz, with her voice-over, “God, give me courage.”
The image of Fiza praying alone signifies her increasing marginalization as a member of
the Muslim community and her refuge in her faith as she now is an orphan. The two
voice-overs are apparently in conflict with one another. The mother’s voice-over
suggests Fiza’s own desire to end her increasingly isolated existence as both a Muslim
and a staunch secularist. But Fiza’s own voice overrides the lure of self-annihilation by
calling to Allah to give her strength to continue to fight for India and its secular ideals.
Although Fiza remains apparently steadfast, this final sequence does show that she has
incorporated a part of her brother’s alienation.

The final shot returns to one of the film’s opening sequences—to an analytic
close-up of the policewoman’s hand hitting the bell saying “No” to the woman’s question
and “Next.” The use of offscreen sound in these two images emphasizes the state’s lack
of interest in the fates of the disappeared or in their families’ suffering. The use of the
voice-over and offscreen dialogue in these last two images demonstrate the invisibility of

the Muslim community in India and the Muslim community’s slow but steady extinction.
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Conclusion

In my comparison of Fiza and Five Minutes of Heaven, | have explored the
crucial role that these two fiction films play in testifying to the ongoing effects of
violence in postconflict societies. Like the films analyzed in earlier chapters, these films
explore the impact of societal repression of histories of violence on the victims. In Five
Minutes of Heaven, despite the fact that the Troubles are “over,” the state-authorized
peace has not brought promised solace to the victims; instead it has increased their
suffering. Through the use of voice-over and cinematography, the film demonstrates how
the originary moment of violence thrusts victims (and perpetrators) out of society. It is
only through forgetting, if not forgiveness, and reattachment to a position within the
symbolic order (forsaking the role of son for that of father) that Joe can reenter society
and reenter the world. Through his recreation of a complete postconflict nuclear family,
Joe can forget the past and let Alistair go. The film suggests that at the microcosmic
level, individuals may be able to find solace in their families, but that, at the macro-level,
the nationalist/republican and unionist/loyalist communities will live side-by-side but
apart. In the Indian context, the Muslim community—as Indian secularism itself—
appears in Fiza to be dying in the wake of a violent religious nationalism that seeks its
extinction. Both films testify that religious nationalisms and their violence continue to

devastate families and societies long after the violence has ended.
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CONCLUSION

In December 2012, there were violent protests in Belfast over the decision to fly
the Union Jack over City Hall on designated days, instead of every day throughout the
year. As | write this conclusion in late September 2013, Special Envoy Richard Haass is
in Northern Ireland to find “consensus recommendations” regarding “the specific issues
of parades and protests; flags, symbols and emblems, and related matters; and the
past.”?® In postconflict Northern Ireland, ongoing political conflicts were intensified by
the 2008 global economic meltdown; economic hardship intensified simmering
resentments between the two communities.

In a post-Good Friday Northern Ireland, | believe that popular cinema has the
potential to create bridges between the two communities by promoting narratives in
which peaceful co-existence and cooperation between the two communities exist. As |
have discussed, most of the Irish-British co-productions have failed to represent Northern
Irish Unionist Protestant subjectivities; one Ulster Protestant professor mentioned to me
that the only Troubles film with which he connected was Five Minutes of Heaven. As |
pointed out, however, the film’s “happy ending” shows the two characters going on to
live their own lives in a rigidly segregated Northern Ireland. Two of the most prominent
films dealing with Irish history in the 2000s were both by British filmmakers—The Wind
that Shakes the Barley (Ken Loach, UK/Ireland, 2005) and Hunger (Steve McQueen,
UK/Ireland, 2008)—and focused on Irish republican perspectives in the war for

independence and the Troubles, respectively. As important as these films are, | believe

%83 Francess McDonnell, “Belfast briefing: Business world has a message for Richard Haass,” The Irish
Times 24 September 2013, 26 September 2013
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that popular films need to engage with the present state of society in Northern Ireland,
focusing on both groups equally, because Irish nationalist and Unionist narratives are, by
their nature, exclusionary. Works of the imagination such as literature and film can create
a space for people to imagine themselves to be other than how they have already been
identified. The only way to diminish the power of old republican or loyalist symbols is to
create equally powerful symbols promoting a Northern Irish culture. In short, I am calling
for these works to imagine a new kind of nationalism that moves beyond “either/or” to
“both/and.”

Likewise, “positive” representations promoting and reinvigorating the ideals of a
secular India are particularly needed in India now. Narendra Modi is the Bharatiya
Janata Party’s prime ministerial candidate in the 2014 national elections. Modi is also
blamed for having a hand in the state-sponsored attacks on Muslims in 2002 in Gujarat,
in which over 1,000 Muslims were Killed. There is currently concern in India about the
position of Muslims and other minorities in a Modi-ruled India. In September 2013, in
the Muzzaffarnagar district in the state of Uttar Pradesh, over thirty-eight people were
killed and over 1,000 people displaced in Hindu-Muslim riots. Religious violence is
expected to increase prior to the 2014 election in an India experiencing an economic
downturn.?® As the BJP used religious sectarianism during the 1990s during a period of
social and economic instability, it is likely that they will use the same ploy during the
campaign and, if they are elected to power, India’s secular policies will be further
endangered. The BJP will have in its arsenal powerful narratives to galvanize a frustrated

populace against minorities. Recent Hindi films such as Aamir (Raj Kumar Gupta, India,

284 Mustapha Mitra Mustapha, “India’s electoral politics reignites religious hatreds,” The New York Times
28 September 2013, 29 September 2013 <http://india.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/09/13/indias-electoral-
politics-reignites-religious-hatreds/>.
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2008) or Kurbaan (Renzil d’Silva, India, 2009) play into the popular prejudice that all
Muslims are terrorists. Global narratives of Islamic terrorism bolster Indian narratives
about Muslim violence. In such an atmosphere, the films | have discussed, as well as the
Muslim minoritarian film, will play an increasingly important role in shedding light on a
beleaguered community’s existence. Examples of how Hindi films can use the past to
promote secular ideals can be found in Rang De Basanti (Rakyesh Omprakash Mehra,
India, 2006), which uses a history of communal cooperation as the backdrop for a
present-day narrative, or Jodhaa-Akbar (Ashutosh Gowariker, India, 2008), which
celebrates a historical moment of communal harmony. The Censor Board will have to be
particularly alert to, and censoring of, anti-minority representations as they can contribute
to a communalized atmosphere.

In conclusion, | have argued that cinema has played an important role in rectifying
history, raising popular awareness about atrocity, and healing the wounds of the past in
both UK/Ireland and South Asia. As historical films can be critical of state and society
because they are indirectly critiquing the present, they offer a potentially safe means of
redrawing the lines of the nation and ethnic and religious identifications. Ideally, future
films will draw from history to show Irish and Indian audiences the way forward by

providing a more capacious framework to think of the nation.
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