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Introduction

Female Body Image and the Politics of
Appearance in Contemporary India

SRIRUPA CHATTERJEE

literature and culture is long overdue. Since the politics of feminine
appearance (across ages, classes, geographic regions, castes, sexual iden-

tities, and physical abilities, among others) represented in literature and pop-
ular culture has hardly received the critical and intellectual attention it de-
serves, our edited collection attempts to initiate a theoretically informed
conversation on female body image and self-identity within contemporary
neoliberal India’s cultural paradigms.' In this book we therefore examine
female body image vis-a-vis the politics of beauty, keeping in mind a few crit-
ical points. First, notwithstanding the biological essentialism associated with
the term “female,” we use it because, as a category, it includes people from all
ages, communities, classes, body types, and sexual orientations and expressions
who identify themselves as female. Second, while the politics of an ideal body
image in the present times affects all genders, it is the female gender across the
global spectrum that continues to be the most vulnerable target of the poli-
tics of appearance. And finally, we believe that this book, even as it speaks
of female body image in India, will open up possible discursive paradigms
for addressing body image problems faced by other genders, ethnic groups,
and communities that have hitherto not received sufficient critical attention.
Notably, body image scholarship in the early twentieth century belonged
exclusively to the global West and to the domain of neuropathology, with a
focus on victims of the world wars who suffered grave wounds (or other in-
juries) and developed body dysmorphic disorders. It was Paul Schilder who

A scholarly commentary on female body image in contemporary Indian
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used his expertise in neurology to first discuss body image in the 1930s as a
physiological and sociocultural phenomenon.? Since then, much progress has
been made in this area, and as Thomas Cash and Linda Smolak point out in
Body Image: A Handbook of Science, Practice, and Prevention, the 1990s proved
to be the most significant decade in the development of body image studies
across global cultures. Simply put, body image today refers to one’s own per-
ceptions and beliefs toward one’s physical appearance and sexual attractive-
ness. These beliefs are in turn shaped by innumerous sociocultural forces,
both local and global, that one grows up with. If contemporary psychologists
and cognitive theorists view body image as an experience of embodiment that
often induces insecurities and anxieties with regard to one’s appearance, fem-
inists and body studies experts view it as a cultural imperative where “look-
ing good” becomes an integral part of a woman’s social and aesthetic capital.?

Hence, for contemporary Indian women, being normatively “beautiful,”
or having an ideal body image, largely refers to being young and able bodied,
having a fair, tall, and curvaceous but slim and athletic form with sharp facial
features and thick, lustrous hair. If this contemporary ideal developed large-
ly as a result of colonial influences on twentieth-century India, it was mas-
sively augmented through the 1990s by Western forces of globalization and
liberalization, the media and the Internet revolution, and a globally boom-
ing fitness, fashion, and aesthetic economy. Connecting the changing aes-
thetic contours of female embodiment to the opening up of the Indian mar-
ket to global influences, Radhika Parameswaran aptly points out that “the
tailoring of the government’s liberalization package to suit the interests of
multinationals” since the 1990s has “resulted in a shift in the emphasis of
national policies from socialist modernity . . . to capitalist modernity—pro-
moting the urban middle-class as a lucrative market for the sale of global
consumer culture.” Under such neoliberal paradigms, a purportedly well-
groomed body that subscribes to an ideal body image carries with it connota-
tions of upward social mobility, progress, and empowerment that are tell-
ingly supplied by the growing market of beauty, health, fitness, and fashion
products. Ideals of female body image in India today are therefore appropri-
ately modeled on globally dominant Eurocentric physical parameters whose
prescriptive requirements have left millions of women anxious, insecure, and
uncomfortable in their own skin.

Our book takes into account how the globally celebrated Eurocentric ide-
al of female body image has beleaguered Indian women since the beginning
of the twentieth century, but most palpably over the last thirty-odd years. It
also takes into account the fact that where Indian women and their embodi-
ment is concerned, issues such as “purity,” virginity, sexual abuse, fertility,
sexually transmitted diseases, menopause, aging, and malnutrition—to
name a few—have garnered scholarly attention for supposedly being “serious”
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enough. However, when it comes to discourses of millions of women languish-
ing under the everyday experience of beauty labor and the imperative of look-
ing normatively beautiful, there hardly exists any substantial scholarly in-
tervention. In fact, one of the most significant questions that inspires this
project is why are there so many intellectual deliberations on Indian wom-
en’s embodied experiences of poverty, lack of health care, casteism, domestic
violence, sexual threats, unemployment, and lack of sanitation in general but
none on the appearance bias that daily impacts their lives and fates in pow-
erful ways?® It is for this reason that while this book deeply acknowledges
and is informed by the contributions of many South Asian feminist intel-
lectuals and theorists for engaging powerfully with women’s condition and
their troubled experiences of embodiment,” it aims to pick up from where
most theoretical debates on Indian patriarchy, society, culture, economy, and
politics leave off. More precisely, this book seeks to theorize issues of body
image vis-a-vis Indian womanhood while connecting this to all other socio-
economic and cultural parameters.

Significantly, unlike Western intellectual traditions, where, since the ad-
vent of second-wave feminism, vastly diverse voices of feminist activists and
writers ranging from Betty Friedan to Susie Orbach, from Naomi Wolf to
Susan Bordo, from Esther D. Rothblum to Deborah L. Rhode, and from Sonya
Renee Taylor to Nina Kullrich have compellingly debunked the beauty im-
perative propagated by the combined intersectional forces of patriarchy, rac-
ism, capitalism, consumer culture, and technology for enslaving women,® in
India there hardly exists a unified body of scholarship contesting the cultural
hegemony of an ideal body image unleashes anxieties and trauma on wom-
en. Hence, while powerful voices of resistance against the beauty myth, fat
shaming, body shaming, colorism, ageism, and ableism abound in Western
intellectual and academic circles, such voices lack coherent and collective
theorizing as well as support within India. If the present project is an ear-
nest attempt at developing such a body of scholarship customized specifi-
cally for Indian women—who most definitely do not form a homogenous
category—it is also an endeavor to draw upon and diversify the arguments
put forth by Western scholars and theorists on women’s embodiment. Thus,
even as this book is keenly mindful of the fact that Western feminist schol-
arship on body image speaks to women living under very different geograph-
ic, economic, and cultural specifications, it nonetheless draws upon these
resistive voices because women’s vulnerability to discourses of beauty and
desirability is largely universal and as old as civilization itself. It is this ubig-
uity and immutability of the beauty imperative that this book seeks to ex-
amine and deconstruct. In sum, while this book is indebted to scholars both
from the global West and South Asia for vocalizing its take on Indian wom-
en’s embodiment, it is also driven by the ambition to outline the diverse,
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unique, and unheard voices of millions of women pining under discourses
of normative feminine appearance.

Our edited volume therefore attempts to highlight the fact that while In-
dian women face distinct physical and mental challenges and experiences
during childhood, adolescence, menarche, turning sexually active, or entering
motherhood, menopause, and aging, all these stages are also intrinsically tied
to their appearance, which often defines their place in society. We primarily
view normative beauty as a matter of social value in line with Pierre Bour-
dieu’s theories on capital to argue that a woman adhering to an ideal body
image finds “credential” or “credit in the various senses of the word.” In India,
we therefore claim, the “volume of the social capital possessed” by norma-
tively good-looking women creates a “multiplier effect” and garners “sym-
bolic profits” to convert such women into “a rare, prestigious group™ such
that the beauty ideology secures promises of social and economic benefits for
them. While in no manner whatsoever do we claim that normatively beau-
tiful women have it all or are free from the troubles experienced by their so-
called unattractive counterparts, we definitely want to highlight the fact that
every Indian woman, from the very moment of initiation into cultural codes,
knows what beauty politics can do. They know that “beauty” refers to “bio-
power” and functions like “a discourse and concern about the vitality of the
body ... [and] the soul” and that it “can and does become an important site
of signification, power, and knowledge about how to live.”'° As already dis-
cussed, while a number of psychologists, anthropologists, and medical prac-
titioners have in the past examined how lived experiences of contemporary
Indian women are governed by the beauty imperative,' a systematic study
of this vexed issue as represented in contemporary Indian literature and cul-
ture is surprisingly missing.

Empirical and quantitative research (some of which is mentioned in end-
note 11) demonstrates that many Indian women and girls continuously grap-
ple with negative body perceptions owing to familial and sociocultural con-
ditioning as well as the messages they receive from popular culture and mass
media. Psychologists have recursively examined how a negative body image
can lead to self-doubt and anxiety along with self-objectification and self-
surveillance within an affected populace. In more serious cases, many wom-
en and girls develop eating disorders, such as anorexia nervosa and bulimia,
that can have fatal consequences. Empirical research also demonstrates that
Indian women, depending upon their purchasing power, are increasingly and
willingly undergoing invasive aesthetic procedures to obtain the ever-elusive
body ideal. Liposuctions, tummy tucks, lip jobs, rhinoplasty procedures, breast
augmentations, vaginal tightening, skin lightening, and laser hair removal,
among several others, are fads cultivated by many Indian women today. These
medical procedures have no doubt helped some women regain their physical
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abilities and self-esteem after accidents or illnesses altered their natural bod-
ies. And yet, for many regular women and girls, procedures that promise
achievable and everlasting beauty often go wrong, leading to devastating out-
comes. In addition to youthful, heterosexual, and able-bodied women, queer
and trans women, women with special physical abilities, and aging women
are often the most vulnerable targets of this overwhelmingly growing mar-
ket for health, fitness, and aesthetic procedures. Empirical data thus dem-
onstrates that a large proportion of Indian women and girls are in the thrall
of the contemporary aesthetic market, which, in turn, is bolstered by mass
media, consumerist ideologies, and health industries that together manipu-
late female body anxieties to create a powerful customer base.

With a keen awareness of the fact that ethnographers, empiricists, and
scientists have already addressed the reality of Indian women’s struggles with
body image, this book attempts an analysis of body image as a cultural dis-
course and takes into account literary and popular culture representations of
women across age groups, sexual identities, classes, castes, and bodily abilities,
among others. This does not imply that the present volume is indifferent to the
lived realities of Indian women; instead, it touches upon their experiences of
embodiment by examining fictional and not-fictional accounts of both regu-
lar and nonnormative female bodies with the help of literary works, autobiog-
raphies, memoirs, interviews, films, advertisements, and popular magazines.
The chapters in this book examine accounts of girls and women struggling
with body anxieties, fears of fitting in, body shaming, body surveillance, eat-
ing disorders, medically transformed bodies, and colorism and weightism.
Accordingly, this book—with the help of both fictional and factual narra-
tives—addresses the pressures of beautification experienced by tomboys, ag-
ing women, queer women, trans women, regular as well as celebrity mothers,
young girls, women with special abilities, and Dalit women, to name a few.
And in doing so, this book channelizes empirical and quantitative conversa-
tions on female body image toward the realm of cultural and theoretical anal-
ysis. More important, if, like existing quantitative and empirical studies, this
book views body image as a medical and psychological issue, it also substanti-
ates body image as a socially constructed ideology that has profound personal,
economic, and cultural repercussions on the lives of women and girls. While
some of the bodily experiences discussed here are real and others fictionalized,
all of them powerfully respond to and resist a culture that upholds norma-
tive beauty as a standard most Indian women are compelled to live up to. This
book, then, interrogates the issue of female body image not simply as an em-
pirical or medical construct but as a cultural discourse that both draws upon
and undercuts many women’s lived experiences with the politics of beauty.

Where theoretically nuanced discussions on female body image in neo-
liberal India are concerned, there exist very few but rather significant voic-
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es. For instance, Radhika E. Parameswaran has addressed the beauty impera-
tive in essays such as “Global Beauty Queens in Post-Liberalization India”
(2006), “Immortal Comics, Epidermal Politics: Representations of Gender
and Colorism in India” (2009), and “Shaming the Nation on Public Affairs
Television: Barkha Dutt Tackles Colorism on We the People” (2015) to point
out how a market-driven agenda defines women’s appearance in the present
day. Shailendra Kumar Singh has published works such as “Destigmatiza-
tion of the Fat Female Body” to discuss fat shaming and body positivity in
Indian films and once again connect these to neoliberal conditions. Simi-
larly, Jyotsna Vaid has a compelling take on skin lightness in “Fair Enough?
Color and the Commodification of Self in Indian Matrimonials,” which was
published in Evelyn Nakano Genn’s edited volume titled Shades of Differ-
ence: Why Skin Color Matters (2012), and Catriona Mitchell brought out an
edited volume entitled Walking Toward Ourselves: Indian Women Tell Their
Stories (2016) that discusses, among various other topics, the multifarious ways
lookism impacts contemporary Indian women. Very recently, Nina Kullrich,
in Skin Colour Politics: Whiteness and Beauty in India (2022), presented a pow-
erful take on the preference of whiteness in India while connecting this prob-
lem to the nation’s colonial past and its transnational present to finally claim
that colorist biases in the country have deep-rooted indigenous and social
significations. Finally, researcher Manisha Kalidas Kapadia’s dissertation,
“Body Image in Indian Women as Influenced by the Indian Media,” is an
example of research studies that focus on women’s body image and the influ-
ence of visual cultures on them. Such studies, however, have been both sparse
and sporadic. This is true despite the fact that since the early 1990s, global-
ized beauty discourses that augment concepts of an ideal body image have
powerfully dominated India’s aesthetic imagination. Parameswaran has in-
vestigated such cultural transformations by turning to Anita Anand’s The
Beauty Game to claim that “from 1996 to 2000 . . . there was a 25 percent
growth in the cosmetics and personal care sectors, and the size of the 2000
cosmetics market was estimated to be about $160 million.”* In the same es-
say, Parameswaran also adds that “Revlon, Maybelline, Oriflame, Avon, and
L’Oreal have begun to compete for a share of the surplus income in middle-
class Indian women’s purses.”" Even with such facts in place, not many South
Asian scholars have attempted to connect the beauty conundrum with In-
dia’s current socioeconomic status. Be that as it may, what cannot be denied
is that the business of beauty and body image in neoliberal India has grown
strong roots within both the nation’s cultural consciousness as well as its
women'’s psyches over the last three decades. Our collection therefore is a
book-length intervention that not only augments academic discourses on
female body image but also inaugurates a much-needed cultural debate on
the injunctions of lookism, colorism, weightism, ableism, and ageism, among
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others, that in the present millennium beleaguer Indian women from vari-
ous walks of life.

This volume, then, is cognizant of the fact that although normative ide-
als of beauty and femininity have always shaped (and shamed) women’s bod-
ies in India, it is in fact the liberalization of the 1990s that opened the flood-
gate of beauty expectations through the propagation of a consumer culture.
Since the developed Western nations dominate economics and culture glob-
ally, and since many developing nations such as India have had a long his-
tory of colonial rule, such legacies, along with the contemporary forces of
media and market, join hands to create an unshakable hegemony where beau-
ty politics in India is concerned. Accordingly, a body ideal influenced by nor-
mative European and American constructs is upheld as the gold standard
for Indian women as well. Since the 1990s, this image has been championed
by international beauty, health, and fashion industries, which began to make
inroads into India with globalization. Also since the 1990s, international beau-
ty pageants won by Indian models (from Sushmita Sen to Manushi Chillar)
altered the expectations of female beauty for large groups of indigenous peo-
ple."* The bodies of “beauty queens” became not only desirable but also seem-
ingly attainable through rigorous disciplining and beautification according
to the propaganda from mass media and the Internet. Furthermore, since
the 1990s, the film industry, which had always played a huge role in creating
and perpetuating the nation’s aesthetic ideals, started to uphold Eurocentric
norms by casting female actors who were athletic, slim, and invariably fair
and tall. With the coming of the new millennium, one increasingly encoun-
ters Bollywood film actresses who are tall, slim, and “Barbie doll” like while
also being as close to the notorious “size zero” as possible. Over the years, then,
Indian women, with their various shades of brown skin, genetically hard-
wired voluptuousness, and ethnically defined body heights, have been view-
ing this westernized body as an ideal one and often believe that in attaining
it, they can find both acceptance and liberation.”

Since the genetic makeup of a vast majority of Indian women makes im-
possible the achievability of the ideal body that is constantly circulated and
celebrated in various media, its scopophilic nature and impact makes more
and more Indian women susceptible to self-scrutiny, body insecurity, and body
anxiety today than ever before.' In addition, obtaining the so-called right
weight, the ideal skin color, or an overall “attractive” appearance remains a
chimera for most women. This is because the purportedly feminine and beau-
tiful Indian body may suddenly be stigmatized as an ugly one if it simply puts
on weight, gets tanned, undergoes childbirth, grows old, or is maimed or dis-
figured by accidents or illness, in addition to many other natural changes that
can occur through one’s lifetime. Parameters defining so-called attractive and
unattractive bodies therefore do not function as a binary but work on an aes-
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thetic continuum. And slight changes across the spectrum of acceptable and
unacceptable appearance impact most women profoundly and can rob them
of their confidence in a healthy self-image. It is this unsteady self-image—
engendered by an omnipresent and ever-threatening beauty politics—among
millions of Indian women that this book seeks to both reveal and reform.

While reading both literary narratives of the body, our volume is informed
by the fact that twentieth-century literature ranging from Tagore’s The Home
and the World to Manto’s “Bad-surati,” from Premchand’s “Sati” to Markan-
dya’s Two Virgins, and from Karnad’s Hayavadana to Roys’s The God of Small
Things have variously explored the constructions of normative female beau-
ty within the Indian context. It needs to be remembered here that within the
Indian imagination, normative bodily appearance has traditionally been
backed by powerful cultural myths and legacies, and the writers mentioned
here have recursively critiqued these norms even as they are deeply informed
by them. Hence, if corpulence—even while being viewed as a marker of pros-
perity—has been a symbol of greed and laziness,"” dark skin tones have his-
torically symbolized marginalized castes and classes and therefore are as-
sociated with moral/emotional flaws.”® A differently abled body, likewise,
while drawing people’s pity, is seen as a karmic retribution for one’s sins,"
while an aging body, even as it is respected, is also rejected for its decay and
infertility.”” Notably, the highly acclaimed literary texts mentioned here in-
sightfully underscore these values and the injustices of appearance bias in
twentieth-century India while they speak of female embodiment. Adding to
these voices, we note how a more contemporary group of popular Indian writ-
ers in English with their “chick lit” novels have taken to addressing beauty
politics from a globalized and postmillennial vantage point. Names in this
category include Vrushali Telang, Devapriya Roy, Suchi Singh Kalra, and Sa-
mah Visaria, whose Can’t Die for Size Zero (2010), The Weight Loss Club: The
Curious Experiments of Nancy Housing Cooperative (2013), I Am Big. So What!?
(2016), and Encounters of a Fat Bride (2017), respectively, have vigorously ques-
tioned normative definitions of “perfect” female bodies and a culturally con-
structed discourse of “wellness” and self-actualization by giving the center
stage to their fat or purportedly unattractive female protagonists. While these
novels—sometimes doubling up as self-help manuals—foreground matters
of choice and freedom for the modern Indian woman, they also implicitly
portray how dietary and exercise regimes, along with dictates from the fash-
ion and cosmetic industry, undercut female agency and autonomy. More im-
portant, such works of fiction endorse resistance to body shaming and en-
courage body positivity by demonstrating how their big or so-called ugly
women protagonists fight deep-rooted body biases prevalent both in the
outside world and within their own minds.
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Like literature, Indian films, too, have responded variously to the nor-
mative ideals of femininity, including body image. We note how many main-
stream Hindi films of the twentieth century, ranging from Saudagar of the
1970s to Naseeb Apna Apna in the 1980s to Kuch Kuch Hota Hai of the late
1990s along with Vivah in early 2000s, have depicted how beauty politics and
women’s body image issues are intertwined, where, if the purportedly ugly
woman is shamed for her lack of aesthetic capital, the conventionally beau-
tiful woman is often objectified and unduly sexualized for her so-called bio-
power. Ironically, then, these films depict women’s conflicted relation with
bodily appearance, which even now continues to be one of the most signifi-
cant parameters for judging the worth of many Indian women. While it keeps
such cinematic narratives in mind, our project is also informed by cultural
transformations that have happened in the recent past when the hegemony
of the “perfect” body has been challenged by Hindi films such as Dum Laga
Ke Haisha, Shaandaar, Ujda Chaman, and Bala and regional Indian cinema
such as Shunyo e Bukey or Empty Canvas, Size Zero, Thamasha, Kakshi: Am-
minippilla, and Varane Avashyamund, among others. Presenting a fresh and
subversive take on dominant ideals of body image, these new age films have
variously attempted to overthrow the tyranny of body shaming and hailed
female embodiment in its various natural manifestations.

Significantly, like films that provide a visual medium for their audiences,
discourses on beauty politics, body shaming, and body positivity are recur-
sively published by many Indian fashion and fitness magazines that, in turn,
boast largely of a female reader base. Examples of these include Women’s
Health, Cosmopolitan, Women’s Era, Women Fitness, and Health Care, whose
cover stories and headlines, while apparently addressing themes of wellness
and body maintenance, also implicitly market technologized strategies of look-
ing “good” and therefore feeling “good.” The photoshopped and airbrushed
images of men and women in these magazines uphold certain prescriptive
norms of physical appearance and end up selling discourses on public health
and consumption choices that convert many women (and men) into compli-
ant consumers of products and services that promise them “good” looks and
subsequently self-actualization. While this is true of many health and fash-
ion magazines, it is also true that some publications, such as Vogue and Fe-
mina, have been variously promoting body positivity. These voices are in-
terestingly being echoed by many Indian television serials, Internet series,
advertisements, and social media posts that have both responded to and cri-
tiqued normative body image concepts by vigorously celebrating aging, non-
normative gender identities, various shades of skin color, and different body
weights and shapes, among others, and therefore added to globally growing
instances of body positivity and body acceptance.
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Despite growing voices that celebrate inclusivity, body image discourses
in neoliberal and globalized India have taken a disturbingly complex form
that affects many women in deeply personal ways. As mentioned previously,
this problem is gradually but surely being opposed from various sensitized
social segments within the nation. The beauty narrative, however, continues
to control the nation’s popular imagination, and an all-pervasive appearance
bias impacts millions of women even today. The fact therefore remains that
in India, there exists a beauty parlor and a gym in every nook and corner,
and one constantly comes across billboards and advertisements for invasive/
medical procedures that can help one look “good.” No doubt these avenues
provide sustenance and employment to many, and yet they also end up bol-
stering the ever-elusive construct of an ideal body image. Predictably, many
women—depending upon their socioeconomic capacities—are increasingly
engaging in invasive and expensive beauty and fitness procedures in their real
and virtual lives to live up to prescriptive body expectations. From finding
acceptance within their own family and community to negotiating the mar-
riage market, and very often while entering the job market, women hailing
from diverse classes, castes, and communities are expected to check certain
boxes where their height, weight, physical features, and skin color, among oth-
ers, are concerned. Unfortunately, as existing research demonstrates, these
problems have not been analyzed as grave cultural issues and the sporadi-
cally existing movements of resistance against them have not been clearly
vocalized, especially within scholarly debates.

Informed by such cultural and economic paradigms, this edited volume
focuses on globalized India by arguing that liberalization—which was a wa-
tershed moment of consumer culture—accentuated the nation’s obsession
with physical appearance. This collection identifies and investigates various
cultural sites that have disseminated, perpetuated, and also undercut the
discourse of an ideal female body image in India, such as literature, popular
literature, print media, magazines, mainstream Bollywood, regional cine-
ma, the Internet, advertisements, and social media, among others. Further,
it locates the multiple jeopardies that variously marginalize women, espe-
cially with regard to embodiment, and appropriately engages with the beauty
politics that is faced by Dalit women, women with alternate sexual identities,
and women with differently abled bodies to demonstrate how these women
are compelled to fight perceptions, discrimination, prejudice, and violence
while navigating through the ideals of a normative heterosexual body im-
age on a daily basis. While most of the chapters in this volume underscore
how Indian women suffer under normative and prescriptive ideas of body
and beauty, some hinge toward the discourse of body positivity in cultural
texts and contexts as well.
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This book is thematically divided into five sections, each of which address-
es the problem of female body image through a specific critical lens. The first
section of this book initiates a narrative analysis of bodies purportedly in-
habiting societal margins and then moves on to examine representations of
as well as resistances to the construction of the body beautiful by contem-
porary Indian women authors. The next section dwells on how female bodies
that have been variously disabled, disfigured, or maimed are treated within
Indian culture and how media such as literature and films respond to the
crisis-ridden embodiment of women with special abilities or alternate body
types. The project then moves on to a section on cinematic discourses sur-
rounding female body image, and by underscoring the popular appeal of
cinema vis-a-vis depiction of female bodies, it demonstrates how the injus-
tices of appearance discrimination define the hegemonic beauty norms for
women, both on screen and in real life. Carrying forward the discussion on
female body image and its ramifications within popular culture, the final sec-
tion in this book examines both case studies and real-life narratives of wom-
en’s embodied experiences generated by advertisement, media, celebrity
guidebooks, and even tomboys, who together represent the complex amal-
gam of forces that at the same time reinstate and resist the celebratory rhet-
oric surrounding an ideal female body image. In conclusion, this project both
outlines and examines the various problems that impede the development
of a body positive movement in India while also focusing on how such en-
abling movements are gradually gaining strength and popularity in both real
and virtual platforms across the nation.

The first section of this book, titled “Bodies on the Margins: ‘Othering,
Hegemonic Beauty Norms, and Female Bodies,” contains two chapters, one
by Nishat Haider and one by Tanupriya and Aratrika Bose. If Haider’s
“Imag(in)ing the Dalit Woman: Body Image and Identity in Bama’s Sangati”
dwells upon the novel Sangati (2005) by Faustina Mary Fatima Rani, a.k.a.
Bama, to foreground Tamil Dalit women’s struggle with body image and their
relationship with the “lived body” by drawing upon Merleau-Ponty’s discus-
sion on embodied consciousness, it also harnesses the sensual spirit and the
oral and textual traditions that define issues such as beauty, sexuality, men-
arche, and aging for Dalit women. Haider evaluates how body image can be
a feminist project to highlight the troubled embodied experiences of Dalit
women wherein physical appearance gets entwined with psychology, econom-
ics, and issues of class and caste. With the help of body and gender studies
experts, Haider examines how memory and experience are fused within the
materiality of Dalit female bodies and how gender, bodily appearance, and
skin color together relegate such bodies to societal margins. Likewise, Tanu-
priya and Aratrika Bose, in “Bodies at Surveillance: Appearance, Social Con-
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trol, and Female Body Image in India’s Postmillennial Lesbian and Trans Nar-
ratives,” focus on works such as Manju Kapoor’s A Married Woman (2002),
Abha Dawesar’s Babyji (2005), A. Revathi’s The Truth about Me: A Hijra Life
Story (2010), and Manobi Bandyopadhyay’s A Gift of Goddess Laxmi (2017)
to address the problem of body image for women inhabiting societal mar-
gins, such as lesbians and those with transgender bodies. The authors of this
chapter examine how women with nonnormative bodies negotiate survival
within conditions obsessed with heteronormative female bodies and ideals
of beauty. By drawing upon psychologists, queer theorists, and body studies
scholars, Tanupriya and Bose argue that “not feminine enough” bodies of
lesbian and trans women experience anxiety, in between-ness, and disso-
nance while also becoming traumatized sites of political control. Finally, if
this chapter, with the help of both fiction and autobiography, explains how
homophobia and transphobia govern the bodies and self-image of many In-
dian women with nonnormative sexual identities, it also presents a clarion
call toward body positivity through a collective acceptance of lesbian and
trans bodies with all their distinct attributes.

The second section of this book is titled “Reflections on Beauty Politics:
Gender and Body Image in the Works of Contemporary Indian Women Writ-
ers.” Developing on the fiction and nonfiction examined in the first section,
this section offers a close reading of works by Indian women writers and intel-
lectuals who, over the last few decades, have powerfully critiqued a pressing
need among women to appear normatively beautiful. This section therefore
begins with Swatie’s “Writing Woman / Woman Writing: Shashi Deshpande
and the Aesthetics of the Female Body,” which engages with Shashi Desh-
pande’s short stories, such as “Why a Robin?,” “The First Lady,” and “The In-
trusion,” with a specific focus on female body image. Delving deep into the
complexities of mother-daughter relations, aging bodies, and domestic vio-
lence, this chapter connects women’s appearance with their self-identity, so-
cial acceptability, sexual desirability, and marital relationships to ultimately
uncover how a commodity culture creates and governs female embodiment.
If Swatie, in this chapter, presents Deshpande as an intellectual responding
to India’s neoliberal experiences, she also presents the writer’s feminist sen-
timents as precursors to the female body image discourse that globally gained
momentum through the 1990s. The next chapter in this section is Shubhra
Ray’s “Manjula Padmanabhan and the Question of Problematizing Embod-
ied Gender Identity: A Reading of Getting There.” By arguing that the body
is not just a biological reality but also a discursive construct, Ray deploys the-
ories on body image to claim that in neoliberal and globalized India, wom-
en are expected to adhere to prescriptive norms of appearance, failing which
they experience painful instances of body shaming. Ray connects these as-
sertions with Padmanabhan’s memoir, where the writer grapples with her
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own so-called physical inadequacies, her body weight, and her distaste for
the institution of marriage, which, in turn, puts a heavy burden on women
to look conventionally beautiful. Ray highlights the contemporaneity and
relevance of Getting There for addressing how the embodied subjectivity of
Indian women often inhibits them from unconditionally accepting their nat-
ural bodily selves. The final chapter in this section is Annika Taneja’s “Fu-
ture Forms: Female Body Image in Indian Dystopian Fiction,” which exam-
ines three works of Indian science fiction, namely, Harvest (1997) by Manjula
Padmanabhan, The Lesson (2015) by Sowmya Rajendran, and Clone (2019)
by Priya S. Chabria. Taneja’s chapter begins by outlining globally prevalent
debates on female body image and how Indian women, too, are subject to
dictates of prescriptive beauty. Taneja then proceeds to examine women’s
corporeality within fictional futures where she demonstrates how socioeco-
nomic and transnational forces governing embodiment merge with technol-
ogy to remodel women’s bodily aesthetics. By delving into fictional dystopias
that variously symbolize present-day India in the three novels, Taneja fi-
nally celebrates women who reclaim their bodies from the clutches of an
overarching beauty myth to craft alternate and empowering forms of em-
bodiment.

The third section of this volume, titled “Alternate Beauties? Disabled and
Disfigured Female Bodies in Contemporary Indian Literature and Culture,”
borrows from feminist theory, body image scholarship, and disability studies
to discuss how women with special abilities and alternate corporeal identi-
ties are often marginalized and stigmatized in India. It contains two chapters,
one by Anurima Chanda and one by Samrita Sinha, that together problema-
tize and conflate discourses of ableism and an ideal body image to underscore
the vexed experiences of women with alternate abilities, body deformities,
or bodies altered by disease and/or accident. Chanda’s chapter is titled “Fit-
ting In When Your Body Does Not: Young Girl Characters with Disabilities
in Contemporary Indian English Fiction for Children” and examines two
contemporary young adult Indian English novels—Leela Gour Broome’s Flute
in the Forest (2010) and Devika Rangachari’s Queen of Ice (2014)—that por-
tray girl characters with alternate physical abilities. Chanda’s chapter argues
that hegemonic discourses surrounding women'’s beauty and sexual desirabil-
ity have serious and detrimental effects on differently abled girl children who
inevitably grow up with a sense of shame toward their bodies, which, in turn,
become the primary site of their identity formation. Chanda hails these nov-
els for unapologetically celebrating impaired bodies, a strategy that, she argues,
undercuts dominant beauty standards by generating an “oppositional gaze”
that instead of focusing on the deformity highlights the functionality and
appeal of differently abled bodies. Like Chanda, Sinha, in her chapter enti-
tled “Pathologies of ‘Body Fictions A Comparative Study of Margarita with
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a Straw and Kuch Bheege Alfaaz,” treats two cinematic narratives on alter-
nately abled and nonnormative female bodies as counterdiscourses to dom-
inant beauty norms. Informed by body image scholarship and psychoana-
lytic theories, Sinha discusses how women with disabilities or disfigurements
are labeled abhorrent and dysfunctional and are systemically marginalized
by society. Hence, Sinha examines how a queer young woman suffering from
cerebral palsy in Margarita with a Straw and a young vivacious woman grap-
pling with leukoderma in Kuch Bheege Alfaaz suffer body dysmorphic dis-
orders and eventually subvert body ideals that celebrate ableist discourses
of body aesthetics. In sum, if Sinha’s chapter demonstrates how films as a
visual media are powerful means to sensitize the larger culture about issues
of aesthetics vis-a-vis disability, it also sets the stage for the next section, which
powerfully captures the power of cinema in generating cultural messages on
beauty politics.

The fourth section of this book, titled “Scopophilic Cultures: Female Body
Image in Contemporary Indian Cinema,” contains two chapters by Shailen-
dra Kumar Singh that deal with Indian mainstream as well as regional cin-
ema and its engagement with women’s bodily aesthetics. A scholar of feminist
body studies and media studies, Singh aptly challenges the various appear-
ance-based injustices both practiced and propagated by commercial Indian
cinema. In his chapter titled “Unjust Gradations of Fairness: Gender, Looks,
and Colorism in Postmillennial Hindi Cinema,” Singh examines India’s fas-
cination with and privileging of light skin tones by demonstrating how dark
skin, which was earlier attributed to villains and vamps in Hindi cinema, has
gradually come to be linked with the urban underclass and rural populace,
symbolizing a lack of progress and opportunity. In this chapter, Singh exam-
ines two postmillennial Hindi films, namely, Udta Punjab (2016) and Bala
(2019), where the dark-skinned female protagonist is either made to repre-
sent an impoverished rural India or within urban settings is made to fight a
humiliating battle toward self-acceptance. In all, by proving how dark-skinned
Indian women suffer enormous body shaming and social discrimination
both on screen and in real life, this chapter highlights how contemporary
Hindi cinema—even with its sporadic attempts at body positivity—is often
guilty of failing to attribute cultural goodness and sexual desirability to dark
skin. Singh’s second chapter in this section, titled “Fetishism, Scopophilia,
and the Fat Actresses of Bhojpuri Cinema,” investigates regional Indian cin-
ema to claim how representations of the fat female body engender an eroti-
cized and disparaging ideology of embodiment while catering to certain types
of audiences. Singh argues that in no way is the fat female body represented
in Bhojpuri cinema a rebellion against the weightism that dominates Bolly-
wood but instead is a vulgar fetish consumed voraciously by the voyeuristic
male gaze of the regional audience. Bemoaning the misuse of the subversive
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potential of regional cinema in countering fat shaming, Singh claims that
commercially successful Bhojpuri films, instead of creating enabling body
discourses, end up pathologically eroticizing fat female corporeality.
Adding to debates on visual media surrounding womanhood and beauty
politics as discussed in the fourth section, the fifth and final section of this
book, entitled “Neoliberal Cultures and Female Body Image in Indian Ad-
vertisements and Popular Media,” focuses on different kinds of visual cul-
tures, such as advertisements and celebrity guidebooks as well as films and
real-life case studies, to examine the problem of female body image in con-
temporary India. It begins with “Gender, Body Image, and the Aspirational
Middle-Class Imaginary of Indian Advertising” by Kavita Daiya, Sukshma
Vedere, and Turni Chakrabarti, who investigate female body image in con-
temporary Indian advertising produced between 2010 and 2020. Daiya et al.
begin with a critically informed analysis of the advertising of skin-care prod-
ucts since the 1990s to argue that discourses on body normativity are prop-
agated by the many Indian commercials that in turn are influenced by colorist
and racist biases. The authors then turn their attention to jewelry commer-
cials from the present millennium to demonstrate that while these ads no
longer focus on conventions of familial prosperity and instead try to high-
light the bride’s individuality, they still remain trapped within heteronorma-
tive patriarchal values where issues of women’s appearance and career choice/
mobility are concerned. In the final section of this chapter, Daiya et al. ex-
amine matrimonial advertisements in Hindi digital media. By drawing upon
the works of South Asian feminist scholars, the authors explore problems of
body image and colorism in wedding advertisements to claim that while
these ads superficially endorse women’s empowerment and nuclear families,
in truth they remain trapped within conventional paradigms of appearance
and gender power politics. In the hope to augment feminist voices and activ-
ism, Daiya et al. conclude their chapter by stating that capital, technology,
and gender oppressions come together in Indian commercials to bespeak the
injustices propagated by the hegemony of an ideal body image that needs to
be vocally countered. The next chapter in this section furthers the critique
of normative embodiment by taking into account Indian women celebrities
as well as other women who struggle hard to live up to the beauty imperative
as they go through various phases of life, including motherhood. In “Unpack-
ing Compliances and Resistances in the Indian Yummy Mummy,” Sucha-
rita Sarkar makes a compelling argument on the globally celebrated, media-
generated, and disturbingly problematic construct of the “yummy mummy,”
with a focus on Indian mothers and their caregiving practices. Reading the
construct of the yummy mummy as both a neoliberal extension of patriar-
chal motherhood as well as a globally hailed discourse on empowered moth-
ering, Sarkar claims that this construct—endorsed by both celebrities and
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popular culture—compels many mothers to discipline and control their bod-
ies to live up to normative beauty standards that have come to define moth-
erhood. Deploying tropes of self-improvement, claims Sarkar, the yuammy
mummy concept in reality pushes many Indian women to suffer body dys-
morphic disorders, anxiety, and fatphobia upon entering motherhood. As a
result, adds Sarkar, such women undertake harmful body and beauty regimes
and even surgical procedures hoping to achieve makeovers that apparently
promise a more fulfilling and glamorous life. Simply put, Sarkar’s chapter
adds to the much-needed debate on mothering practices and maternal bod-
ies that remain in thrall to an ideal body image in contemporary India. The
third and final chapter in this section is ““Hey! She’s a Bro!: Tomboys, Body
Image, and Desire in India” by Ketaki Chowkhani. Delving into real-life case
studies of women with nonnormative bodies, Chowkhani argues that for di-
verging from heteronormative female embodiment and its conventional aes-
thetics, tomboys in India make a marginalized category and suffer both dis-
crimination and humiliation, especially with regard to social acceptance and
romantic relationships. By drawing upon autoethnographies of tomboys, Bol-
lywood cinema, and popular culture, Chowkhani argues that tomboys—or,
more specifically, heterosexual tomboys—powerfully undercut contempo-
rary hegemonic discourses on femininity, body image, sexual desire, and het-
eronormativity. In sum, Chowkhani’s chapter adds to categories of women’s
nonnormative corporeality and their experiences of body anxieties and hence
provides a fitting closure to this book’s discussions on Indian women vis-a-
vis beauty politics.

With the twelve chapters outlined so far, this book initiates a critical con-
versation on the politics of appearance that defines the lives of many Indian
women in the present. More important, while this book attempts to address
female embodiment across class, caste, communities, body types, age groups,
and sexual identities, among others, it by no means claims to encompass
Indian womanhood and its embodied experiences in all their various forms
and guises. Instead, this book concludes with the hope that more debates and
discussions will emerge to address women’s embodiment from the point it
leaves off and that these debates will go a long way with both academics and
activists, who can together sensitize a larger culture toward body inclusiv-
ity. We also hope that these debates will grow in mass and momentum over
the years so that it is not only the female body image that gains attention but
also that the body image issues that plague men, adolescents, older adults,
people with alternate sexual identities, and people with alternate physical abil-
ities, among others, find the acknowledgment they rightfully deserve. That
said, this book is also mindful of the body positive movement that is glob-
ally gaining recognition and hence concludes with a note on how body in-
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clusivity is gradually taking shape in India. The fact that appearance discrim-
ination and beauty politics are not going unquestioned but are being identified,
examined, and challenged by certain quarters, however small and sporadic,
is a welcome change, and this book aspires to add to such voices.

To sum up: given the significance of the body image discourse in contem-
porary India, and given the fact that it affects women at almost visceral levels,
our edited collection brings together contributions from experts on literary
analysis, film analysis, gender and sexuality studies, young adult literature,
disability studies, caste scholarship, motherhood studies, gerontology, and
body image studies with a focus on Indian literature and popular culture.
Further, by viewing how fair skin, slimness, and tallness along with youth-
fulness, able-bodiedness, and agility are all viewed as desirable physical traits
for Indian women, and how these traits affect the self-image of women across
all age groups, castes, classes, and sexual and physical orientations, this vol-
ume seeks to initiate a debate on the appearance bias that is deeply entrenched
in India’s cultural consciousness. In addition, we hope that the book’s inter-
vention on popular culture depictions of technically advanced aesthetic pro-
cedures that many Indians are increasingly investing in—sometimes at the
cost of their own physical and mental well-being—goes on to sensitize read-
ers toward concepts of choice and autonomy as they think of body styling and
alterations. All in all, this volume aspires to critique the hegemony of a “per-
fect” body that drives many women not just toward insecurity but also often
toward self-harm. In conclusion, then, this book hopes to generate sensitivity
and awareness toward body positivity that endorses healthy and happy bodies
and minds while also rejecting the tyranny of a globally accepted prescriptive
body image. As editors, we firmly believe that it is high time such a volume
was published to not only add to body image scholarship but also to promote
awareness and advocacy toward body positivity and body inclusivity in India.

NOTES

1. C. P. Chandrasekhar describes the advent of Indian neoliberalism in the following
words: “India’s tryst with neoliberalism—the economic framework that preaches market
fundamentalism but uses the state to engineer a redistribution of income and assets in
favour of finance capital and big business—is routinely traced to 1991.” See Chandrasekhar,
“Indian Neoliberalism.”

2. For more details, see the introduction by Cash and Smolak in Body Image.

3. Lookism, beauty norms, and appearance-based discrimination when viewed as out-
comes of Bourdieu’s cultural and social capital (as discussed later in this introduction)
provide deep and insightful paradigms of female embodiment. See also Chakravarty, “Re-
flections on the Body Beautiful”; Hakim, “Erotic Capital”; Anderson et al., “Aesthetic
Capital”; and Hamermesh and Biddle, “Beauty and the Labor Market,” for discussion on
similar lines.
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4. Parameswaran, “Global Queens, National Celebrities,” 348.

5. See how effects of globally dominant discourses on embodiment affect women in
Bartky, “Foucault, Femininity.” Irene Diamond and Lee Quinby (Boston, MA: Northeast-
ern University Press, 1997); and Liebelt, Bollinger, and Vierke, eds., Beauty and the Norm.
In contrast with these arguments, Nancy Etcoff presents a persuasive hypothesis while
defending the beauty ideal in Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty (2000) to claim
that humans are biologically hardwired and culturally conditioned to be attracted to cer-
tain bodily attributes, which is why the beauty ideal continues to define human worth in
profound and immutable ways. Positions such as Etcoff’s have predictably been problema-
tized and contested by feminists who want women’s bodies to be accepted and cherished
for their naturalness and not be subject to patriarchal and consumerist interventions.

6. This book draws the concept of appearance or beauty bias from Deborah L. Rhode,
The Beauty Bias, where the writer demands that discrimination based on one’s appear-
ance be treated as a social as well as legal offence. Rhode points out that “most people
believe that bias based on beauty is inconsequential, inevitable, or unobjectionable” (2).
Existing across cultures in a globalized albeit unequal world, “prevailing beauty stan-
dards,” explains Rhode, “privilege those with white-European features and the time and
money to invest in their appearance,” and she further argues that “women face greater
pressures than men to look attractive and pay greater penalties for falling short” (7). We
view appearance bias or beauty bias as a bias against women who do not befit prescriptive
definitions of beauty and attractiveness, specifications of which have been discussed pre-
viously in this introduction.

7. This book is broadly informed by theoretical works of South Asian scholars, includ-
ing Mankekar, Screening Culture; Chaudhuri, Refashioning India; Munshi, ed., Images of
the “Modern” Woman; Majumdar, Marriage and Modernity; Menon, Seeing Like a Fem-
inist; Thapan, Living the Body; Ghosh, Impaired Bodies; and Sangari and Vaid, eds., Recast-
ing Women, among many others, to substantiate its claims on the intersectionality of op-
pressive and delimiting forces that beleaguer Indian women and their embodiment.

8. See studies like Wolf, The Beauty Myth; Bordo, Unbearable Weight; Brumberg, The
Body Project; Peiss, Hope in a Jar; Huberman, Through Thick ¢ Thin; and Jones, Beauty
Imagined, for detailed and historicized discussions on how science, technology, and health
care have, over time, merged with market forces to craft a powerful culture of body main-
tenance and enhancement, especially for women.

9. Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,” 249.

10. Nguyen, “The Biopower of Beauty,” 364.

11. See, for example, Shroff and Thompson, “Body Image and Eating Disturbance”
Gupta et al., “Weight-Related Body Image Concerns”; Rekha and Maran, “Advertisement
Pressure”; Mendhekar et al., “Anorexia Nervosa”; Nagar and Virk, “The Struggle”; Vaid-
yanathan, Kuppili, and Menon, “Eating Disorders”; Garbett et al., “Cultural Adaptation”;
and Lewis-Smith et al., “Evaluating a Body Image,” as examples of psychological, medi-
cal, and empirical research on how real women are affected by the beauty ideal.

12. Parameswaran, “Global Beauty Queens,” 420.

13. Parameswaran, “Global Beauty Queens,” 420.

14. See Chatterjee and Rastogi, “The Changing Politics” and “Television Culture” for
discussion on how beauty labor in neoliberal India has changed and how these changes
are especially visible with the popular media of films and television.

15. See the general impact of globalization on women in neoliberal India in Chatterjee,
“Feminism, the False Consciousness”; and Pathak, “Presentable,” 314-329.
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16. Body image discourses and appearance bias that have existed in India over cen-
turies and have been examined by scholars are briefly touched upon in this introduction.
Significantly, however, most other works on this subject mainly take into account an em-
pirical and quantitative perspective with some inputs from philosophy and phenomenol-
ogy while examining matters of embodiment. In addition, an important book on this
matter is Dehejia and Paranjape, eds., Saundarya, but this book also focuses primarily
on Indian aesthetics and the concept of beauty in art rather than the issue of body image
as we understand it today.

17. See Praween Agrawal et al., “The Psychosocial Factors.”

18. See Parameswaran and Cardoza, “Immortal Comics”; and Kullrich, “In This
Country.”

19. Gupta, “How Hindus Cope.”

20. For stigma associated with the aging body, see Nussbaum’s “Ageing, Stigma, and
Disgust.”
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Imag(in)ing the Dalit Woman
Body Image and Identity in Bama’s Sangati

Ni1sHAT HAIDER

Introduction

Bama, the nom de plume of Faustina Mary Fatima Rani, is one of the first
Tamil Dalit women writers to be translated into English.! Foregrounding Tam-
il Dalit women’s everyday and lived experiences of their bodies in Bama’s San-
gati (2005), this chapter focuses on how Bama’s narrative imagines, frames,
and enunciates the notion of body image in the making of Dalit women sub-
jects. The setting of Bama’s narratives is Tamil Nadu, which is also the site
of the first vigorous anticaste movement, known as the Self-Respect Move-
ment (Suyamariyadai Iyakkam), led by E. V. Ramaswamy Periyar. Represent-
ing the Paraiyas, a subcaste within the Tamil Dalit community who con-
verted to Christianity, Bama looks, among many other issues, at body image
norms from caste and sociocultural perspectives in her feminist treatise, San-
gati. Here Bama describes the plight of Dalit women who face the oppression
by double patriarchies—discreet patriarchy of their own caste and an over-
lapping patriarchy of the upper caste. According to anthropologist Peggy
Reeves Sanday, “Body and society are reciprocal mirrors, each reflecting the
consequences of the other’s conscious wishes and repressed desires. It is
through the body image that human beings become not only self-aware but
socially aware” (1994, xi). In this chapter, I provide an evaluation of the use-
fulness and relative merits of body image for a Dalit feminist project that seeks
to understand and alleviate troubled embodied experiences. While looking
at body image norms through the lens of a sociocultural framework, I then
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explore the alternative vocabularies of Dalit woman’s embodiment in Bama’s
narratives to highlight the key elements of a potential new language for Dalit
body image. The chapter consists of three parts: part one deconstructs the
frame of body image as it intersects with the vectors of gender and caste while
foregrounding Sangati; part two discusses the familial, social, psychological,
and sexual aspects of Dalit body image; and part three addresses Bama’s sub-
version of the upper-caste semiotic codes and notions of propriety in order
to reclaim an appropriate language or vocabulary to represent the Dalit wom-
en’s body image and embodied subjectivity. Throughout this chapter I refer
to body image as a concept, as building blocks for discourse—not necessarily
deterministic, but constitutive of discourse in complicated and potentially
fluid ways. Here, body image is part of a broader sign of becoming a woman,
a lexicon of the body that is usually used in association with examinations
and arguments of beauty norms and ideals, body dissatisfaction or body sham-
ing, sexual desirability, and femininity that emerge from psychology, language
play, dialects, and linguistics.

Part |

Understanding Body Image: Historical and
Contemporary Perspectives

While Dalit women’s need to talk differently was framed as a response to “ex-
ternal factors (non-Dalit forces homogenizing the issue of Dalit women) and
internal factors (the patriarchal domination within the Dalits)” (Guru 1995,
2548), Bama’s Sangati establishes that Dalit women’s spoken and written nar-
ratives tie in to represent the nuanced interplay between embodiment, body
image, and the socio-historical context. As a point of departure from read-
ings of Dalit narratives, I underscore some of the issues regarding the ways
body image is framed and communicated, specifically its problematic rela-
tionship with gender and false universality. The general understanding of body
image has been described as the “conscious perception of your body, how you
see yourself and how you present yourself to the world” (Rathore 2019, 3-4).
According to Cash and Smolak (2011), however, body image is complex and
multidimensional and is made up of affective, behavioral, perceptual, and
cognitive components of body experience. Rather than using the notion of
body image as a reified, relatively fixed “schema-driven processing of infor-
mation about, and self-evaluations of, one’s physical appearance” (Jarry 2012,
339), I argue that it is more useful to consider body imaging as an interplay
between embodied experience, identity, and display—that is, a process and
an activity that “the individual engages in to modify, ameliorate and come
to terms with their body in specific temporal and cultural locations” (Glee-
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son and Frith 2006, 88). Since the 1980s, we have seen a significant shift in
focus in favor of expanding the notion of body image into a multifaceted con-
struct that includes a “person’s perceptions, thoughts, and feelings about his
or her body” (Grogan [1999] 2008, 3). This includes the evolution in concep-
tualization of the female body in the sphere of psychoanalytical theory, which
underscores the significance of ideas of “inner space,” or the inner sexual or-
gans of the female anatomy (Kestenberg 1968, 465; Erikson 1964, 266-267).
The existence of women’s inner space is “the matrix of femininity and moth-
erhood,” which is of great interest to understand and unpack the ways “it is
manifested in childhood, in adolescence, and in the personality of the adult
women” (Hagglund 1981, 4). In globalized neoliberal India, the increasingly
complex issues regarding the attitudes of women toward their own bodies,
as well as the relationship of the female body with the social environment,
have revealed that body image often reinforces notions that light-skinned,
tall, able, young, and thin Eurocentric bodies are ideal, which often becomes
synonymous with the upper-caste and upper-class Hindu body, and both
ultimately contribute to a problematic Brahminization of female corporeal
aesthetics.

Historical, social, and collective memories to a large extent are consti-
tuted by and through institutionalized sites of memory like literature. And
narrative is often implicated in the functioning of memory. Owing to “the
androcentric bias of most modern national imaginings,” specifically “the as-
sumptions behind the masculinist, heterosexual economy hitherto govern-
ing the cultural matrix through which an Indian national identity has be-
come intelligible” (Ray 2000, 3-4), there has been a silencing of the narratives
of marginalized groups like the Dalit, which aids in the creation of a domi-
nant Brahminical discourse. As Regina E. Spellers notes, “by studying per-
sonal stories, the tendency to naturalize one’s experiences of reality as a uni-
versal experience of reality becomes minimized and we come to understand
that there are different ways of knowing” (1998, 72) and understanding body
image. While Dalit narrative accounts range from the detection of their exclu-
sion from reform projects under British rule (Chatterjee 1993; Rao 2003; Sarkar
and Sarkar 2008) to Dalit feminists’ challenges to the Indian feminist move-
ment’s normative upper-caste matrix and Dalit patriarchy (Guru 1995; Rege
2006), there is much that still awaits to be unearthed regarding Dalit wom-
en’s body image. Since there is incontrovertible evidence on the marginal-
ization, exploitation, and powerlessness of Dalit women in the mainstream
majoritarian history and in the present, it is imperative to explore the nexus
among the making of women subjects, their body image, and the construc-
tion of their difference—largely through the analytics of caste—and result-
ing representations. Since women’s bodies are significant sites for inscription
and reading (Reischer and Koo 2004, 299-300), it is important to scrutinize
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the ways embodied experiences and representations of Dalit women’s bodies
are framed by a Dalit woman writer like Bama who breaks the silence im-
posed by upper-caste discourses and retrieves Dalit women’s voices to coun-
ter upper-caste oppressive historical and literary constructions.

In Sangati, Bama reinscribes and reencrypts Dalit womanhood as “the
voice of a defiant subalternity committed to writing its own history” (Guha
1996, 12). The word Sangati implies events, and thus the novel narrativizes the
events that take place in the life of women in the Paraiya community through
individual stories, anecdotes, and memories. Emphasizing that caste struc-
tures the everyday interactions, conversations, songs, personhood, and per-
sonal relationships of Dalit women, Bama draws our attention to issues of body
image that are often disguised, stereotyped, or subsumed into other discours-
es by virtue of their everydayness. In Sangati, the following major factors influ-
ence, inform, and affect body image: cultural beauty norms, experiences of
sexism and casteism, parental influences, peer influences, and identity-con-
struction processes. Foregrounding Dalit women’s consciousness and con-
struction of body image, Sangati voices not only the Dalit and upper-caste
or Christian divide but also intercaste contesting voices from different Dalit
castes, including the Paraiyas, the Chaliyars, and the Pallars. While acknowl-
edging the multilayered complexity of a rural Dalit community in India, this
chapter offers a nuanced understanding of body image, stereotypes, and iden-
tity markers that highlights the question of the specificity and peculiarity
of Tamil Dalit Paraiya women’s body experiences as represented in Bama’s
Sangati.

Part i

Framing Sangati: (De)constructing Dalit
Women’s Body Image

Women’s bodies are a locus of inscribed social meaning (Bourdieu 1977; Fou-
cault 1977) that are marked by class, caste, gender, ethnicity, and culture. Ad-
dressing the aesthetic and discursive aporia regarding the complexity and
multidimensionality of Dalit women’s body image, Bama reconfigures and
repositions the Tamil Dalit woman in Sangati as a subject whose life is rife
with contradictions that result from a tension between the Brahminical and
Dalit notions of body image and cultural values deeply embedded in the in-
dividual. If one reads the narrative text in tandem with Carolyn Steedman’s
opinion that “once a story is told, it ceases to be a story; it becomes a piece
of history, an interpretative device” (1986, 143), Bama’s present-day enuncia-
tions of alterity offer a hermeneutical tool not only to understand the degree
of Dalit women’s investment in their appearance and body image construc-
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tion but also to unpack the socio-historical phenomenon of Brahminical aes-
thetics regarding body image as it applies to and complicates the life of Dalit
woman in aspects such as hair, skin color, and physique that are some of the
issues at the core of Sangati. Sometimes the adoption of Brahminical notions
of beauty results in self-loathing that arises from the psychological effects of
upper-caste hegemony.

Sangati, an autoethnography, weaves the narrative around several gen-
erations of Tamil Dalit women: the older women belonging to the narrator’s
Paatti [grandmother] Vellaiyamma Kizhavi’s generation downward to the
narrator’s own, as well as the generation coming after her as she grows up.
In fact, a genuine understanding of Dalit women’s body image requires a deep
appreciation for the diversity of their cultural and personal contexts of em-
bodiment. The narrator is, in the earlier chapters at least, a young girl of about
twelve years, and in the last three or four chapters, a young woman, but the
thoughtful voice is that of an adult retrospectively meditating upon her lived
experiences. The reflections that may seem instructive are a way of connect-
ing experience and analysis, concluding with a practical call for action. The
conversations among the generations map out the changing perspectives of
women, their body image and experiences, their different needs, the different
ways they are subject to oppression, and their coping strategies (Bama 2005,
xix). These individual stories—anecdotes and memories of personal experi-
ence narrated in the first person—are then counterpointed by the general-
izing comments of the grandmother and mother figures and later still by the
author-narrator’s reflections. Through these alternate Dalit women’s narra-
tives, Bama recuperates the silenced/occluded voices from the din of the mo-
nologic, authoritative, and hegemonic voice to highlight the question of the
specificity and peculiarity of Dalit female body image and experiences, which
include skin complexion, sex, sexuality, and reproduction; girls’ bodies as
political, economic, and sociocultural constructs; and girls’ revolt against
these constructs.

Body as Sites/Sights of Memory: Desire for
the Fair and Lovely Body Image

Understanding Dalit women’s body image requires insight into the lineage
of the ideal Indian woman’s body image construct. If one were to conceptu-
alize and formulate the traditional Indian standards of women’s beauty, one
of the most helpful sources is ancient art embodied in images of the Hindu
pantheon of goddesses. For instance, the Hindu goddess Parvati is “a slender
bodied maiden of comely hips and moon-like face” (Dehejia 1999, 18). Oth-
er facial features of Parvati are also described adoringly by Shiva: her “eyes
[are] like lotus petals,” her eyebrows are like “the bows of Kama, her lower lip
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is like the bimba fruit,” and her nose is like “the beak of a parrot” (Dehejia
1999, 19-20). Thus inspired by the religious imagery of Hindu goddesses, the
ideal body image of Indian woman that has endured for centuries and been
bolstered by legacies of British colonialism is that she should be fair or medium
complexioned with a narrow waist but wider hips and breasts and should pos-
sess large eyes, full red lips, and long black hair. In addition, the caste system,
believed to have been introduced by the nomadic Caucasian Aryan group
when they arrived in India around 1500 B.C.E., is often blamed for first cre-
ating color-based divisions in Indian society. While the top of the caste pyra-
mid was assumed by “the fair-skinned priestly Brahmins, . . . the Shudras or
laborers fell to the bottom of the hierarchy and were comprised mainly of the
darker-skinned menial workers, such as the Dravidians” (Shevde 2008, 5). The
preference for light skin was further reinforced by the British colonizers.
The brief history of gendered body image in India reveals not only that wom-
en were subjected to hegemonically defined standards of beauty but also that
our knowledge of history, and of women in general, privileges upper-caste
or Brahmin body image norms. Light-skinned, Sanskritic, endogamous, and
unchanging Brahmans were a discrete, endogamous, and pan-Indian group
that kept their “blood free from any inter-mixture” and positioned them-
selves as the guardians of “an institution closely akin to caste . . . described
in the Sanskrit books” of Vedic times (Ghurye [1932] 1969, 117-118).

The caste of a woman’s body thus had to make itself identifiable through
“unambiguous visual markers—the style of clothing, the shape and position
of the hair tuft, the differing styles and materials of ornaments permitted to
be worn etc.” (Poduval 2016, 29). Describing the upper-caste women in San-
gati, the narrator’s grandmother Paatti says, “When you look at them, each
one of them is like a Mahalaksmi, a goddess” (Bama 2005, 12). Not surpris-
ingly, the lightest-skinned women among the Paraiya women are praised and
appreciated. Thaayi is one such very light-complexioned Dalit woman. When
“women like that [Thaayi] smoothed their hair down, dressed well and made
themselves up and all that, they looked like Nayakkar woman” (Bama 2005,
42), we are told. Naturally, Bama describes that how to pass off as an upper-
caste Nayakkar woman is much aspired to by most Dalit women. Although
appropriating the Nayakkar women’s beauty standards boosts the confidence
of Thaayi, one also learns that “never did a day go by without her being beaten
up” (Bama 2005, 42) and thus is reminded of all that is terribly wrong with
Dalit women’s lives. Thaayi is forced into marrying a man who would “drag
her along the street and flog her like an animal, with a stick or a belt” (Bama
2005, 42). The Brahmin women also add to the woes of the Dalit women, as
the narrator in Sangati decries, “upper caste women show us no pity or kind-
ness either, if only as women to women, but treat us with contempt, as if we
are creatures of a different species, who have no sense of honour or self-re-
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spect” (Bama 2005, 66). Delineating the “intersectionality” of gender and class
(Crenshaw 1991, 1245-1246) as it transects with caste, Bama shows that the
bodies of Dalit women are palimpsests on which the upper-caste codes and
edifications are coercively or discursively inscribed, which in turn devalue,
degrade, and constrain the Dalit women’s self and body image.

Sangati further demonstrates that Dalit women’s body image is depen-
dent not only on intrapersonal variables but also on oppressive cultural mes-
sages. Here, by alluding to Katherine McKittrick’s contention that “the site
of memory is also the sight of memory” (2006, 33), it can be emphasized that
Bama’s autoethnography as a locus of Dalit women’s memories and lived
experiences shows the premium placed on body image, gender, body appear-
ance, and skin color / complexion in the landscape of the caste configuration
in India. As Saltzberg and Chrisler note, “Beauty cannot be quantified or
objectively measured; it is the result of the judgements of others” (1997, 135),
Bama, too, proves how external messages regarding the acceptability of only
some bodies and in some ways are either resisted or internalized—and often
reconstituted interpersonally. In India, since upper-class and upper-caste
standards of beauty continue to be stringent and marginalizing, many Dalit
women develop a distorted body image and become frustrated with not be-
ing able to obtain the ideal body size and shape. In Sangati, when the nar-
rator is born, her mother is “a little disappointed that [she is] so dark, and
didn’t have [her] sister’s or brother’s colour” (Bama 2005, 3). At this point,
however, the Dalit woman Rendupalli philosophically proclaims, “Even if our
children are dark-skinned, their features are good and there’s a liveliness about
them. Black is strongest and best, like a diamond” (Bama 2005, 114). Through
this character, Bama reminds Paraiya women that power lies within them,
and the stories that Sangati depict reinforce the existence of such a power.
Finding strength in one’s roots is a way of instilling self-respect and pride,
and it is this pride that writers like Bama hope to invoke in Paraiya women.
Bama also mentions how the Paraiyas (excluding other Dalit communities
who remained Hindus) of her grandmother’s generation converted to Chris-
tianity, influenced by the missionaries’ promise of equality, free education,
and a good life for their children. Much to the chagrin of Bama, the church
itselfis beset with the problem of biases of skin color, gender, and caste, which
becomes evident during festivals when the church looks for “a fair-skinned
boy to play Our Lady” and the most “light-coloured child” to play Baby Jesus
(Bama 2005, 32-33).

Interpersonal and Familial Influences on Body Image

The development of a worldview always takes place in a context. In Sangati,
Bama frames the interpersonal context as a significant factor in the develop-
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ment of the Dalit women’s body image(ry). As humans are fundamentally
social or relational beings who strive for attachments and acceptance by oth-
ers, primarily through relationships with parents and peers, these relation-
ships are considered the core social connections or contexts that influence
body image. Sangati shows that the accumulated interpersonal experiences
reflect and shape individual behaviors and attitudes about body image of self
and others. For instance, the narrator’s Paatti, Vellaiyamma Kizhavi, who at-
tends every childbirth in the Perumaalpaatti village barring the upper castes,
is loved and respected by all, and she has strong interpersonal relationships
with most of the members of her community. Since she works as a kothachi,
a person who organizes daily-wage Dalit women laborers for work and dis-
tributes them money on behalf of the upper-caste landowners, her sugges-
tions and advice are very much heeded by the Paraiya community. When
Paatti tells Sevathi, the narrator’s mother, to tell her child to wear half a sari,
for “it doesn’t look good for her to be sitting in a class with boys when her
breasts have grown as big as kilaikkai [fruit] pods,” the narrator retorts, “I
won’t wear a davani [blouse with half-sari],” as the boys in her class would
tease her terribly (Bama 2005, 9). At this Paatti is annoyed and says that even
the schoolteacher, Lourdes Raj, looked at her from the corner of his eye in-
stead of teaching the class. Later, Paatti reveals that Raj called her aside and
asked her to send her granddaughter with a davani. The body policing and
criticizing of girls embarrasses the narrator and makes her ashamed of her
own body.

As the narrator along with her sister, Mariamma, and other Dalit girls
of the Paraiya community grow and reach puberty, they begin not only to
internalize the cultures objectification of women’s bodies but also to moni-
tor their own bodies. We know that while “clothing, jewellery, hairstyle, nam-
ing, food—all these constitute an elaborate sign system that had as its basis
the system of caste differentiation,” the movement of the Dalit woman’s body
in public spaces has been “regulated through a system of distance pollution—
the sacredness of the space and the purity of the body being dependent on
restrictions of access to other bodies in terms of visibility, touch, hearing,
and clearly specified distances” (Kumar 2011, 215). Furthermore, since this
body surveillance is based on unrealistic ideals, the Dalit women end up feel-
ing ashamed of their bodies. While the body image (dis)satisfaction is an
individual’s evaluation of his or her physical size or shape, this subjective
evaluation is an individual judgment based on internalized values and goals
shaped by experiences with others in the social world. Thus, the behaviors,
attitudes, and expectations of Paatti, Sevathi, and the other women—along
with their families, siblings, peer group, and friends—play a formative role
in teaching young girls that their bodies need to be hidden lest they catch the
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eyes of the boys and men who then get provoked to do shameful things. In
other words, girls are instructed to make their decisions regarding clothing
and appearance by adhering to the desires of the patriarchal community. The
Dalit women therefore struggle to conform to these mainstream, upper-caste
notions of aesthetics, which results in ambiguity as they contemplate the norms
of femininity and beauty with which they have been raised and that are im-
manent to society. Predictably, this conflict or ambiguity leads to body dis-
satisfaction. While lack of conformity to upper-caste beauty aesthetics is
viewed as unfeminine by self-doubting Dalit women themselves, Bama rep-
resents and celebrates those Dalit women who are in tune with their natural
body-selves.

One of the most “vital aspects” of women’s beauty, identity, and body im-
age is hair, which can “impact on a person’s psychosocial state, social inter-
actions, and daily activities” (Hunt and McHale 2012, 482). Consequently,
hair and its grooming in Sangati have an immense bearing on Dalit women’s
consciousness of their body image. For Dalit women, hair is personal because
itis a part of their body, yet it is also public because it is on display for others
to see. Hair also confers other advantages. Since taking care of the hair be-
comes almost ritualistic and involves peer groups, family, and friends in San-
gati, itbecomes an important component in Dalit women’s acculturation and
socialization, which also significantly influence the construct(ion) of femi-
ninity. The narrator’s grandmother endearingly combs her hair with a fine-
toothed wooden lice comb, and while “she was about it, she’d give me all the
gossip of the village” (Bama 2005, 6), claims the narrator, while bringing to
light the intimacies and female bonding linked with women’s hair. The groom-
ing of long black tresses is, then, intrinsic to the everyday life of Dalit wom-
en. Detailing the hair grooming of a pushpavati, or a girl who comes of age,
Paatti sings:

Shake her hair dry and comb it with gold,

Toss her hair dry and comb it with silver,

Comb her hair dry with a golden comb,

And women, all together, raise a kulavai [ululation]. (Bama 2005, 17)

In the text, Paatti always sings and chats about all sorts of things during such
occasions.

The binary opposites of good and bad hair have for centuries been an epis-
temological tool used to juxtapose the so-called ideal beauty and the purport-
edly ugly unfeminine. This binary reinforces mainstream upper-caste aes-
thetics as good hair suggests an idea(l) of Indian upper-class and upper-caste
woman’s beauty, embodying pureness, sensuality, and feminine delicacy, while
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bad hair signifies low class and caste. Describing the upper-caste ladies from
her village who go to the town every day, Paatti says, “Every time you look
at them, their hair is sleek with oil and they are wearing fresh flowers. . . . It
takes a whole hour to plait their hair, you know” (Bama 2005, 12). Here Paatti
appears to be the voice of common sense where female beauty is concerned.
Evidently, while grooming long black tresses is very much intrinsic to the iden-
tity of womanhood, Bama’s text shows that poor Dalit women are often un-
der greater pressure to conform to beauty ideals for a good life and better
marital opportunities.

Body Image, Menarche, and Puberty

Speaking of female body image, scholars claim that women underscore “the
multi-faceted psychological experience of embodiment, especially but not ex-
clusively to one’s physical appearance,” which emphasizes the acceptability
of only some bodies and in some ways (Cash 2004, 2). And, notably, an im-
portant related aspect of body image for women involves perceptions and feel-
ings regarding menarche and menstruation. While Sangati represents issues
that highlight the question of the specificity and peculiarity of Dalit female
body experiences vis-a-vis the key body image concerns—which include sex,
sexuality, and reproduction—it also underscores the wide caste and class cul-
tural differences and their effect on a girl’s first menstruation. As opposed
to Brahmin girls, who are considered unclean and isolated during menstru-
ation, the newly menstruating Dalit girls feel pride in their own bodies. Hence,
while the Brahminic cultural messages facilitate shame and embarrassment
about menstruation, Dalit ideals celebrate menarche, welcoming the girl into
adult womanhood. Bama evocatively describes some of these events, which
tell of rites of passage: a coming-of-age ceremony, a betrothal where gifts are
offered by the groom to the bride, and a group wedding. On one such occa-
sion, a song sung by Paatti at a girl’s coming-of-age ceremony, with a chorus
of kulavai (ululation) at the end of every four lines, begins thus:

On a Friday morning, at earliest dawn

she became a pushpavati [the coming of age of a girl], so the elders said—
her mother was delighted, her father too,

the uncles arrived, all in a row—

(chorus of kulavai, ululation) (Bama 2005, 17)

Such empowering moments in Dalit women’s lives are hailed by Bama. And
throughout Sangati Bama teases out events, stories, and incidents that explore
Dalit women’s relationships to their own selves, their sexuality, and their sex-
ual functioning and relate these to their body image.
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Body Image, Self-Image, and Dalit Women’s
Sexual Behavior/Functioning

As compared to general discourses on body image, appearance, and attrac-
tiveness, women’s narratives rarely represent body image related specifically
to menstruation and to women’s anatomy and body parts, such as breasts.
Owing to the obvious relevance of periods and breasts for sexual activities,
it is important to map out the potential links between these specific aspects
of body image and sexual functioning as one encounters in Bama’s narra-
tive. Sangati explores Dalit women’s body image as a complex subjective con-
struct that has a huge influence on their self-image through cognitive, affective,
sexual, and behavioral means. Although sexual objectification is not con-
fined solely to upper-caste and higher-class women who are closer to having
socially constructed acceptable bodies, its impact on Dalit women has been
underexplored. Sangati suggests that Tamil Dalit women are more likely to
be dissatisfied with their bodies and identity regarding specific body parts.
Breasts, for example, are an important part of female identity; and the atti-
tude of Dalit women toward their body image vis-a-vis breasts is a psychoso-
cial process starting in early childhood and taking shape through their percep-
tions of bodily stimuli, cognitive functions, and the messages they receive
from the environment and their home. In Sangati, during a conversation with
Sevathi, Vellaiyamma Kizhavi notes, “Just see whether she [the narrator]
doesn’t come of age in two, three months. Have you noticed the bloom on her
face?” (Bama 2005, 9). She further suggests that as soon as the girl gets her
periods, she should be dissuaded from studying further and handed over to
a man to avoid any possible scandal. Paatti likewise appears worried that al-
though Mariamma is old enough, “she hasn’t developed breasts,” and “people
in the village gossiped about her and said that she would never menstruate”
(Bama 2005, 9). Mariamma too is distressed about her marriage prospects
and deeply dissatisfied with her body. Here, Sangati proves how in Indian
society, where breasts are markers of femininity and sexuality, a so-called
anomaly in this body part poses a massive threat to its bearer’s body image.

Challenging the under- and/or misrepresentation of poor Dalit women’s
body image, Sangati represents the inenarrable oppression at the intersec-
tions of gender, class, and caste that, in turn, influences their body identities.
In the popular imagination, Dalit women are ironically depicted as both
hypersexual and submissive sexual objects, who become easy targets of caste-
related teasing that marginalizes and denigrates caste-related bodily attri-
butes (eye size or skin tone, for example). While women in general negotiate
multiple contexts that shape how they are perceived and judged, in the case
of Dalit women, as represented by Bama, it is the experiences of oppression
that shape their body image beliefs. When the Dalit villager Arokkyam’s young
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granddaughter Paralokam’s breasts are squeezed by an upper-caste farm
owner’s son as he pretends to help her, she does not report the incident as she
fears that the blame would be on the Dalit girl and that she would be labeled
awhore and punished instead. Mariamma, too, is dissuaded and warned by
her friends that she should not report the rape attempt on her when the upper-
caste landlord, Kumarasami Ayya, tries to pull her into a shed to molest her.
This physical violation has a significant impact on how Mariamma perceives
and interprets her own embodiment. Even before Mariamma can think of
lodging her complaint, the landlord approaches the village elders and fab-
ricates a story that he caught Mariamma in a sexual act with another boy.
The naattaamai (the village headman) then finishes the proceedings to claim,
“It is you female chicks who ought to be humble and modest. A man may do
a hundred things. . .. You girls should consider what you are left with, in your
bellies” (Bama 2005, 26). Mariamma’s father beats her up in public for being
fined and bringing dishonor to the family. The compounding trauma of sex-
ual violence and public humiliation breaks her down psychologically. Mar-
iamma hereafter becomes a victim of body shame, depression, and body im-
age dissatisfaction, and she loses interest in everything, including herself.

Part Ill

(Re)inscribing Dalit Women’s Body Image

Bama uses a new corporeal vocabulary in Sangati to (re)inscribe Dalit wom-
en’s body image. Body image and its constructions get reinforced time and
again through the verbal interactions of individuals. Since an individual’s
identity constituted by body imaging is a social construction, and does not
have significance in isolation from where it is practiced, such constructive
processes create a new “negotiated” space of contested and negotiated indi-
vidual identities via subversion and transgression (Bhabha 1990, 216), which
Homi Bhabha calls “interpellative practices” (1994, 22-23). Dalit women in
Sangati indulge in inventive wordplay embedded in body image that may be
read as “interpellative practices.” Describing Bama’s female characters’ in-
stinctive ability to give appropriate nicknames to others as per their specific
body image, K. A. Geetha notes that “Seyarani is called ‘maikanni’ because
she has ensnaring eyes” and Gnanammaal is known as ““dammatta maaadu’
because she goes round like a young bullock drugged and dazed without
knowing what is going on” (2012, 423-24). Gnanammaal’s nickname in Tam-
il, “damaatta maadu,” signifies a young bullock that is garlanded, decorated,
and taken around in villages by people who traditionally demand money.
Akin to the poor bullock being dragged around unaware of what is happen-
ing, Gnanammaal unwittingly goes about her life without any perspective.
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Alluding to the theoretical assumptions of critical discourse analysis (Fair-
clough 1992, 2003), it can be asserted that Sangati underscores not only the
linguistic representation of body image norms but also the speakers’ discur-
sive positioning in view of these norms, which expose the societal power
asymmetries and hierarchies in terms of caste.

In Stories of Women, Elleke Boehmer argues that “women’s talk can be
interpreted not only as a way of life but as a mode of self-making” (2005, 98).
Some of the forms that Bama’s Dalit women characters engage in for self-
making in Sangati include oral and gendered forms of speech along with con-
versational storytelling (experiential narrative); gossip; oral gestures; laugh-
ter as a “corporeal event”; speech acts of swearing, wordplay, and jokes; lexical,
syntactic, or grammatical deviation and innovation; code-switching; layered
and cultural discourses; pragmatic and functional contextualization; local
language importations; and songs and rhymes. Through such tropes, Bama
explores Dalit women’s dissatisfaction with their body image and embodied
experiences that have not been articulated before. This is evident when Paat-
ti questions, “Born as women, what good do we get? We only toil in the fields
and in the home until our vaginas shrivel” (Bama 2005, 6-7). Further, the
language of Sangati is full of expletives and profanities, quite often with obvi-
ous sexual references. Reading sexualized language as a specific language that
is “a privileged area to study the culture” (Santaemilia 2008, 228), it can be
argued that Bama uses dialectal Tamil full of profanities and invectives to
undermine the sexist and caste-ridden body image vestiges present in tra-
ditional language. Hence, in Sangati, body image(ry) in bawdy vocabulary
is used as a tool to fight physical violence and shame men. As the fight be-
tween Raakkamma, a poor Dalit woman from the Tamil village Kuppacchi-
patti, and her husband, Paakkiaraj, for instance, develops into a street fight,
Raakkamma uses the following offensive words: “Disgusting man, only fit
to drink a woman’s farts! Instead of drinking toddy every day, why don’t you
drink your son’s urine? Why don’t you drink my monthly blood?” (Bama 2005,
61). After venting, Raakkamma lifts up her sari (lower garment) in front of
the whole crowd. This scares her husband, and he moves away from her. Then
Raakkamma retorts angrily, “If  hadn’t shamed him like this, he would sure-
ly have split my skull in two, the horrible man” (Bama 2005, 61-62). In a sense,
such body/bawdy language appears to be the only means of communication
for the excessively oppressed Dalit woman. The expletives and abusive terms—
like “donkey,” “whore,” “cunt,” and munde—are often names of body parts,
which evocatively suggest that “the body is the site of violence as well as the
language of abuse” (Pai 2018, 95). Interestingly, Bama deploys the prism of
body image vocabulary and turns it on its head to demonstrate what language
can achieve while becoming more responsive to body violence and margin-
alization.
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Conclusion

In Sangati, Bama frames Dalit women’s body image as the combination of
not only embodied and psychological experiences but also feelings and at-
titudes that relate to the form, function, appearance, and desirability of one’s
own body, which are, in turn, influenced by familial, interpersonal, class, and
caste factors. Bama’s account of Dalit women’s embodied experiences, indi-
vidual conversations, memories, and “speech as gossip, as private commu-
nication among women . . . works upon language anarchically, shattering ev-
erything” (Godard 1989, 44), including every assumption about body image,
caste, and gender. The narrative addresses the making of women Dalit sub-
jects and their body image in language(s) that can adequately describe not
only embodied experience but also the existence of different, potentially com-
peting vocabularies of the body that emerge from within and outside of body
image discourses. Here, Bama accomplishes the rare creative feat of blend-
ing ethnography, autobiography, memory, fiction, polemics, and praxis and
offers a new corporeal aesthetics that is fundamental to her ideological and
identitarian politics. Bama’s narrative creates a discourse of Dalit women’s
body image, of their body’s situatedness in the world, and of the materializa-
tion of their bodies in the midst of intersecting and interacting axes of caste,
class, gender, language, power, culture, and history.

NOTES

1. The word “Dalit” comes from Marathi (an Indian language) and means oppressed
or ground down. It was first used by B. R. Ambedkar in preference to his own earlier term,
“Scheduled Castes.” The term began to be used by politically awakened ex-Untouchables
in the early 1970s when the Dalit Panthers, a youthful group of activists and writers in
Bombay, came on the scene to protest injustice (Michael 2007, 33). In Tamil Nadu, the
term had been used intermittently along with taazhtappattor (those who have been put
down) or odukkappattor (the oppressed) during the eighties, but it is only since the nine-
ties that it has been used widely, not only by Tamil Dalit writers and ideologues in order
to identify themselves but also by mainstream critics.

Although scholars like V. Geetha and S. V. Rajadurai point out that Tamil Dalit writ-
ing existed as early as the 1890s, the late twentieth century saw a resurgence of Dalit
literature in Tamil that placed the Tamil Dalit woman’s subjectivity at the center of its nar-
rative. Although writers like Faustina Mary Fatima Rani (Bama), Palanimuthu Sivakami,
Sukirtharani, and Azhagiya Periyavan share a common ground with Dalit men as margin-
alized groups, their experiences as Dalit women are unique. The setting of Bama’s narratives
is Tamil Nadu, also the site of the first vigorous anticaste movement, the Self-Respect
Movement (Suyamariyadai Iyakkam), led by Erode Venkatappa Ramaswamy Periyar,
Gail Omveldt (a historian of the Dalit movement), and Sivakami, a Tamil Dalit author
and editor. The growing interest in Dalit writings is a result of the global alliances made by
Dalits with other groups in the world who have suffered discrimination on the basis of
work and heredity as addressed at the Durban World Conference against Racism in 2001.
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Bodies at Surveillance

Appearance, Social Control, and Female Body Image in
India’s Postmillennial Lesbian and Trans Narratives

TANUPRIYA AND ARATRIKA BOSE

Introduction

Lesbian and trans bodies are viewed as abject and hence become sites of po-
litical control. Narratives in the Indian context depicting the lesbian body’s
nonbinary desire and aesthetic spill over the gender cartography to destabi-
lize the heterosexual imperative. Trans women negotiate their identities and
bodies to fit in cultural contexts and find multiple ways to craft their identi-
ties. Not surprisingly, several Indian narratives by women with alternate sex-
ual identities have touched upon the problem of body image. In this regard,
one also notes how, within a commodity culture, heteronormative ideals pres-
sure lesbians to look a certain way in order to be visible as lesbians. Sridevi
Nair (2008, 408), in “Hey Good Lookin’!: Popular Culture, Femininity and
Lesbian Representation in Transnational Regimes,” for example, argues that
this commodification of lesbian identity leads to an aestheticization of les-
bian body image even though lesbian identity is constantly under threat from
the state. Nair describes how films and movies present the lesbian body as
an offshoot of the upper-middle-class heterosexual perspective on what bodies
in public spaces should look like. Western gender critics like Caroline Hux-
ley and Nikki Hayfield (2012, 3) have explored this problem and state that
alternate sexualities become a regime; lesbian and gay appearances become
policed to fit into an authentic sexuality. Critic Laura Kelly (2007) likewise
informs that internalization of sociocultural norms is more influential to body
image than a lesbian identity. Further, Kate Bornstein’s (1994) seminal work,
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Gender Outlaw, lists the dominant culture’s perception of women based on
appearance and contemporary lesbian anxiety about conforming to these
ideals while retaining their sexuality. Evidently, the lack of appreciation of
the lesbian body is linked to low self-esteem and resilience in everyday life
(Chanana 2015). And all such disabling conditions form a part of the em-
bodied experiences of the protagonists of the two main narratives selected
for analysis in the present study, namely, Astha in Manju Kapur’s A Married
Woman (2002) and Anamika in Abha Dawesar’s Babyji (2005).

The present chapter explores appearance vis-a-vis lesbian and trans body
image with the central focus on intersections of experiences among sex, body
image, gender behavior, and desire. It does so by taking into account how desire
and gender are oppositional categories in nonheterosexuality (Butler 1990,
30; Chanana 2015, 26; Roy 2017, 176). Further, it explores how each protago-
nist’s body image reflects her desire and gendered expressions and how gen-
der expressions influence the meaning of desire. The politics of control in the
lesbian sexualities of Astha and Anamika in A Married Woman and Babyji,
respectively, are a representation of the internalization of hegemonic hetero-
sexuality through their body image. Strikingly, both narratives are located
within the fashion-conscious and appearance-obsessed capital city of India,
New Delhi. Astha in A Married Woman, for instance, represents the essen-
tialist practices of hegemonic femininity through a male voyeuristic lens. In
Babyji, on the other hand, Anamika’s deliberate rejection of the feminine self
and her mimicking of masculinity are read as an attempt to appropriate her
lesbian desire within oppressive heterosexuality. This chapter thus establish-
es two things. First, it examines how the writers of the two works, Manju Kapur
and Abha Dawesar, focus on the critique of appearance as an ostensible gen-
dered identity. Second, it reads how the authors address body image and ap-
pearance discrimination, which in turn problematizes and marginalizes les-
bian and trans bodies. The two narratives, as this chapter proves, establish
how body image problems hold true for women with nonnormative sexual
identities. Further, Kapur’s and Dawesar’s narratives set the stage for exam-
ining trans women’s body identities, issues that have been addressed in au-
tobiographical works such as I Am Vidya, The Truth about Me, and A Gift of
Goddess Laxmi. In sum, this chapter reads various postmillennial narratives
of struggle that trans and lesbian women, with their so-called nonnormate
or masculine bodies, face while attempting to fit into the hegemonic hetero-
normative female body image.

In addition to narratives by Kapur and Dawesar, a powerful discourse on
the predicaments of trans bodies is found in Living Smile Vidya’s autobiog-
raphy, I Am Vidya (2007), where she mentions how she became a part of a
cultural process, and where she, in a male body, tries to enact a femininity
that opposes the dominant cultural ideals. Thus, Vidya, a trans woman from
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Tamil Nadu in India, demonstrates how one experiences life with or through
the body, which may or may not mirror the standards of an appropriate fem-
inine body. Vidya states, “When I was in surroundings other than home or
college, I generally felt quite free to be myself. On such occasions, I walked
swaying my hips like a woman, sat with my legs crossed stylishly or rearranged
my hair in a feminine way when the wind blew it across my forehead” (Vidya
2007, 44). The idea of femininity in a masculine body is considered inappro-
priate in a cultural milieu such as India since such a body subverts the social
roles and norms linked to the female body. In truth, however, the body is in
constant flux, altered by activities and technologies that are experienced
through a gendered lens and judged by an oscillating set of standards. And
this is what Vidya’s narrative establishes. Similarly, autobiographical narra-
tives such as The Truth about Me (2010) by A. Revathi and A Gift of Goddess
Laxmi (2017) by Manobi Bandyopadhyay offer insights into the struggles of
anxiety in a body that society calls anomalous for its in-betweenness and dis-
sociation and highlights the politics of control that is effected through ap-
pearance norms, which in turn define cultural ideals of femininity. The ex-
amination of such narratives of struggle and resistance informs the core of
this chapter.

Theories of Body Image and Nonnormative
Female Sexual Identities

Female body image suffers largely from the politics of control and is con-
strained by the regimes and ideals that are directed against it. Early research
also observed that body image assumes a heterosexual imperative, as “the
phenomenon was limited to or most powerful when one of feminine beauty
in the eyes of men” (Cash and Brown 1989, 362). Feminist critic Sandra Lee
Bartky rightly questions the idea of docile bodies in the context of female bod-
ies in “Foucault, Femininity, and Modernization of Patriarchal Power” and
mentions:

Where is the account of disciplinary practices that engender the “doc-
ile bodies” of women, bodies more docile than that of men? Women,
like men, are subject to many of the same disciplinary practices Fou-
cault describes. But he is blind to those disciplines that produce a mo-
dality of embodiment that is peculiarly feminine. (1997, 132)

The discipline of control and surveillance that is produced through a set of
beauty standards is imposed on women because cultures associate certain
ideals and modes of enactment as feminine, but what must be understood
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is that “we are born male and female, but not masculine and feminine” (Bart-
ky 1997, 132). These sets of standards and ideals are imposed on female bod-
ies and, in turn, engender female body image concerns. With regard to this
standardization, Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Margaret Lock (1987) offer an
explanation of body image and identify ways of viewing the body that can
be useful for understanding and thinking about women and lesbian bodies.
According to them, “body image refers to the collective and idiosyncratic
representations an individual entertains about the body in its relationship
to the environment, including internal and external perceptions, memories,
affects, cognitions, and actions” (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987, 16). On sim-
ilar lines, Sari H. Dworkin references fat politics to explain that lesbians suf-
fer from body image problems because they “live and work within the het-
erosexual, patriarchal society” (1989, 33). It is thus evident that the female
body is central to the analysis of many areas of social experience, self-pre-
sentation (Goffman 1956, 1963), and sexuality. And clearly, these are cultural
dictates that associate mannerisms, behaviors, and attitudes as masculine or
feminine. The body is a site in which cultural and social constructions come
into being and are mapped onto individuals. Masculinity and femininity are
culture-specific constructs that impart a set of instructions or prescriptions
on being an ideal man or woman. Gender signifiers of femininity and mas-
culinity are incorporated by individuals who mimic the heterosexual para-
digm.

The gender hegemony in lesbian bodily identities is played out in demar-
cations such as “butch,” “femme,” “lipstick lesbians,” “queen,” “MSM,” and
so on (Halberstam 1998, 212). Such demarcations of butch/femme, as critic
Lillian Faderman (1991) mentions, emerged in lesbian communities by the
1950s. Although butch/femme culture encompassed far more than just a dress
code, appearance was nevertheless a significant feature. Butch/femme styles
allowed lesbians to identify one another, while also affording lesbians a way
of expressing themselves as distinct entities from the dominant culture. Ap-
pearance, in their case, therefore becomes the hegemonic gender performance
for an individual. Judith Butler, in Gender Trouble, describes appearance as
“a metaphor of the ontological material reality of the body” (1990, 60). It is
through the surface of the body—that is, how a person looks, dresses up, or
performs gender-specific behaviors—that a person’s embodied identities are
defined. Sociologist and gender critic Ahonaa Roy, in “Sexualising the Body:
Passionate Aesthetics and Embodied Desire,” defines appearance as one that
“constitutes the cultural meanings imposed by the signifiers in the body that
install certain social meanings through the materiality of their existence”
(2017, 175). Body is thus socially and culturally shaped, and the politics of the
body is different from the body politic, which in turn asserts that the body
itself is politically inscribed and is shaped by practices of containment and
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control. Within this paradigm, the ordeal of not feminine enough affects the
identities of trans women, who most of the time have to struggle with their
masculine bodies to fit into the vexed ideal of femininity and often experi-
ence anxiety, in-betweenness, and dissonance. As they experience gender
transition, which itself is born out of the hegemonic heteronormative female
body image, they often have to grapple with established parameters of fem-
inine embodiment. The standards of appropriate gendered appearance also
dictate what it means to look like an ideal man or woman with corporeal ide-
als and hence are subject to cultural pressures. Body image concerns are as-
sociated with trans feminine identities, and trans women experience strug-
gles with feminine characteristics and the primary and secondary markers
of their feminine identity, and this results in conforming to the beauty ideas
set by a hetero-patriarchal society. Butler explains femininity as an artifice,
an achievement, “a mode of enacting and re-enacting received gender norms
which surface as so many styles of flesh” (1985, 11) that shatters the hege-
monic paradigm and opens discourses for male femininity and female mas-
culinity. Such readings are crucial to the present discussion on the body image
of women with alternate sexualities in India.

Patriarchal Control, Homoeroticism, and Body Image
in Kapur’s A Married Woman

The complex system of cultural production exercises a repetitiveness that
comes to be understood as natural once it has been practiced for ages. The
study of gender recognizes that in this deviously repetitive social order, all
gender identities, including heterosexual male and female norms of embodi-
ment, are produced and regulated through a repository of symbolic mean-
ings. Specifically, in terms of women’s bodies, such symbolic meanings are
found in behavior, clothing, body shape, and appearance. Mimi Schippers
terms this hegemonic femininity as “characteristics defined as womanly that
establish and legitimate a hierarchical and complementary position to he-
gemonic masculinity and that by doing so guarantee the dominant position
of men and the subordination of women” (2007, 94). These overt and ideal-
ized feminine traits in women, which are emphasized by the patriarchy and
translated to compliance, nurture and ensure cis-male dominance over all
femininities (Schippers 2007, 95). Therefore, any deviance from this hege-
monic femininity—which is often read as lesbian desire, or nonfeminine ap-
pearance such as butch and other masculine femininities—is marginalized
and regulated. This regulation of hegemonc femininity occurs through a sys-
temic act of seeing, a panoptic power wherein the subject is controlled with
a set of heterogeneous codes of conduct. This leads to self-censorship, a con-
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trol that is often internalized by human subjects (Foucault 1982; Menon 2012).
One encounters a powerful critique of this problem within the context of con-
temporary India in Manju Kapur’s A Married Woman.

The surveillance of the body’s appearance and its clothing assigns suit-
able behaviors and roles that the female body is worthy of performing. Delv-
ing deep into such politics, Manju Kapur, in A Married Woman, depicts how
the protagonist, Astha, imbibes hegemonic notions of masculinity and fem-
ininity and how she is drawn to what she believes is safe—a physically strong
man with masculine features. Kapur, through her tale of a broken marriage
and a turbulent homosexual affair between her protagonist, Astha, and her
lover, Pipeelika Khan, provokes her readers to examine how heteronorma-
tive bodies and images of femininity and female beauty plague modern In-
dian women. To begin with, Kapur depicts how Astha suffers from a deep
sense of inadequacy in her body and its feminine features as she “marvels”
at her so-called ugliness, wondering if she will ever find someone to love and
marry (Kapur 2002, 8). Eventually, Astha marries Hemant, but she is caught
in an unhappy marriage, only to find some respite in a homosexual relation-
ship. It is worth recalling Foucault’s “The Subject and the Power” (1982) at this
juncture to examine how the panoptic seeing of the state/dominant culture
via the hegemonic codes of femininity is a systemic act of controlling its les-
bian subjects. The cultural panopticon arguably contests the sexual transgres-
sion of all women with alternate sexualities by essentializing the heterosex-
istand compulsory feminization of the body. Highlighting this, Kapur writes
how Hemant, a flag bearer of said heterosexual hegemony but a liberal on the
surface, likes Astha’s legs perfectly waxed and how the smell of sweat and
vaginal fluids makes him nauseous, so Astha powders herself constantly (Ka-
pur 2002, 45). Obviously, her homosexual urges or her homoerotic body have
become an anathema to her husband.

Astha’s deep lack of self-worth based on her appearance and her lack of
sexual confidence allow Hemant to occupy the entire space between them,
and she is increasingly pushed to the margins. The only means by which she
can reinforce her identity as a (desirable) woman is by her physical appear-
ance, her gender role, and her behavior, all of which need to conform to the
feminine. In a telling episode, Hemant coaxes Astha to wear a baby doll dress
during sex, although she is hesitant. The baby doll highlights her perky breasts
and effectively sexualizes her body to suit a male fantasy. Astha’s helpless-
ness here is redolent of gender critic Kuhu Sharma Chanana’s essay entitled
“Plurality of Lesbian Experience in Modern Indian Writers,” where she writes
how heterosexual pleasure is often about the satisfaction of the penis alone
and leaves the woman wounded and dissatisfied both emotionally and phys-
ically (2015, 164). Clearly, in giving in to the fetishes of Hemant, Astha not
only fulfills the culturally coded acts of a woman and wife, but her appear-
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ance and self-perception also reaffirm her own gender as a heterosexual wife
and woman.

Initiating the contemporary debate on female body image in the West,
Naomi Wolf, in The Beauty Myth (1991), asserted that a woman’s self-percep-
tion of her beauty influences her sexuality and the actualization of her sexual
desire. Wolf also argued that this notion of what constitutes beautiful creates
a prescriptive parameter over women’s body shape and appearance. Wolf also
stressed that falsely interlocking the two makes it essential for a woman to
be feminine in order to be sexual and that “the definition of beauty and sexu-
ality constantly changes to serve the social order” (1991, 150). Since such body
image dictates privilege heterosexual identity, they in turn adversely affect
the self-image, confidence, and body image of lesbian and trans individuals.
In Kapur’s novel, Astha’s body image is beleaguered by heterosexist defini-
tions of femininity that make her feel ugly as she undergoes childbirth and
then bears signs of aging. The bodily changes that alter her full breasts, nar-
row waist, and youthful skin make her feel less of a woman and reduce, in
her mind, her feminine potential. In a telling episode, upon wearing a dress,
Astha finds herself unattractive and hence also finds herself less appealing
sexually.

Kapur, in A Married Woman, dethrones not only the discourse of a hap-
py Indian marriage but also deeply problematizes the male gaze that often
belittles the female body for not bearing an ideal body image. The narrative
demonstrates how the female gaze in lesbian desire becomes a remedying
experience for Astha, who suffers heavily under the male gaze of her hus-
band, and society at large, while trying to uphold heterosexist femininity.
More important, Pipeelika, Astha’s lesbian lover, does not adhere to hetero-
normative standards of feminine beauty. She is shown to have “pale milky
coffee” skin, as opposed to Astha’s light skin tone, and strands of artificially
colored hair (Kapur 2002, 62). Further, Astha observes how Pipeelika cares
very little about her appearance whereas she herself worries constantly if she
is well dressed or groomed enough (Kapur 2002). In one instance, Pipeelika
takes off Astha’s rings and bangles, at which Astha’s insecurity is evident as
she exclaims, “Tlook so pale without them,” to which Pipeelika responds, “All
the better” (Kapur 2002, 222). Through her nonchalance toward body image
ideals, Pipeelika gradually and metaphorically unburdens Astha of the het-
eronormative pressure to constantly look beautiful and feminine. She takes
Astha to the bathroom mirror and makes her look at her face and body in
admiration, beyond her frail skin and aging face (Kapur 2002, 221). Hence,
Pipeelika helps her find autonomy in body image and appearance beyond the
conventional notions of beauty and sexual appeal. Therefore, it is only in her
sexual awakening and her lesbian desire for Pipeelika that Astha is able to
transgress the codes of hegemonic femininity. Toward the end, Astha’s de-
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sires are no longer linked to her body’s appearance and the incessant need
to be physically attractive in the feminine way that Hemant desires. This en-
ables Astha to redefine her body image and sexual appeal, opening up for her
immense possibilities beyond the limitations of her corporeality.

Female Gaze, Leshian Desire, and Body
Image in Dawesar’s Babyji

Appearance and the nonnormatively sexualized female body once again find
a compelling rendition in Abha Dawesar’s Babyji. It is common knowledge
that clothes express the gender of a person, allowing categorization of the per-
son into fixed identities in a geopolitical space. Clothing in India, for instance,
helps to add taglines on sexuality such as “straight,” “gay,” or “lesbian,” as
well as labels on appearances such as “sexy,” “slutty,” or “aunty.” Within les-
bian identities, clothing and appearance styles can refer to the butch iden-
tity, where a woman is perceived as masculine, and the femme identity, which
refers to a feminine lesbian. In Babyji, the protagonist, Anamika, observes
how Indian society mandates that older women be called “aunty,” hence tak-
ing away any sexual or female bonding between different age groups (Dawe-
sar 2005, 2). In Anamika’s numerous homoerotic affairs, it is this labeling of
the female body and its appearance that she powerfully questions and often
subverts. Significantly, Dawesar’s narrative, when read in the light of Ahon-
na Roy’s thesis on homosexuality, finds great relevance. Quoting Elizabeth
Grosz, Roy argues that body inscription builds representational practices as
“rendering to political economy of the body in terms of looks, sexual signi-
fiers, gendered meanings, individual biography, cultural signifiers and so on”
(2017, 182). This, claims Roy, establishes norms of attractiveness and ideas
of beauty associated with femininity and often leads to the marginalization
of women with nonnormative sexualities.

Strikingly, a posture Anamika adopts to counter hegemonic gender and
appearance norms is to mimic the masculine ideal in order to appropriate
her lesbian sexuality through her mannerism and way of dressing. The only
way Anamika can normalize being sexually attracted to other women is by
dressing up in a manner that makes her masculine—in her case, in checked
shirts and jeans. On her first visit to her lover India’s house, she decides to
dress up as a young boy. Anamika reveals that a “lot of the clothes were still
young and girlie” and that she “chose a red-striped boys shirt and jeans. I
wore black boys’ shoes, slapped some Old Spice on the neck from my father’s
toilette and rode my bicycle over” (Dawesar 2005, 7), all in the hope of at-
tracting her newfound lover. One notes here how appearing male also im-
pacts the concept of self-construction of a young lesbian individual like Dawe-
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sar’s protagonist. In fact, Anamika’s boyish clothing reaffirms her fantasy to
be a boy or “prince.” Discussing such forms of dressing, Grosz states that they
“produce the meaning and intensity of the body’s surface, underlining the
psychic and bodily embodiments to its consciousness” owing to which “the
body is . . . historically shaped and socially imagined, which fashions the per-
petuation of identity semiotics” (qtd. in Roy 2017, 185). Understandably, in
Anamika’s case, such dressing to alter her appearance helps her affirm her
own position as a budding homosexual woman.

These tendencies continue as Anamika embodies the gender roles and
behaviors of men with her dream to study abroad and priorities career over
relationships. One notes in her a constant need to rescue the women in her
life and to play the hero, gestures that also reaffirm her nonnormative sex-
ual self and her need to transcend her female limitations. Anamika is there-
fore flattered when Rani, her maidservant, mistakes her for a boy (Dawesar
2005, 14). Ironically, then, Anamika embodies the heterosexual imperative
while being a lesbian woman. Her own appearance, way of dressing, and be-
haviors help her relate to a Brahmin, cis, upper-class, and therefore empowered
man (27) while also validating her own homosexual urges. To her patriar-
chally inscribed female gaze, Anamika therefore considers herself unattrac-
tive and unappealing before the male gaze. At the bus stop, for example, when
two men leer at her, she is surprised before she is disgusted at the prospect
of men finding her sexually attractive. She exclaims, “I wore glasses and was
relatively dark. I had short hair, I was average looking and flat chested. I won-
dered what on earth they were looking at” (84). Here Dawesar points out how
Anamika disregards her own feminine appearance, considers beauty to be
inconsequential to the mind, and wants to be an intellectual, all the while also
showing a keen awareness of ideal female body image. Be that as it may, when
it comes to her sexual choices and partners, Anamika views India and Rani
as purely physical beings and is primarily attracted to their conventionally
beautiful selves. “I saw them as women. I liked their flesh,” she claims (130).

Anamika’s female gaze and her understanding of female beauty there-
fore problematize the issue of heteronormative female body image. Most body
studies scholars have challenged the ideals of beauty that Anamika likes in
her partners as a means for lowering women’s self-esteem and regulating their
gendered performance. Further, Anamika considers herself ugly and as a re-
sult exercises her power in other ways or by imitating masculine strength and
virility. In Anamika, therefore, one finds a convoluted extension of what Cha-
nana calls the “narcissistic streak of the beauty” (2015, 191), which is expressed
in the perverse power she feels for sleeping with normatively beautiful and
sexy women like India and Rani. And, like a smug male after a sexual con-
quest, Anamika reduces her lovers to a trophy, an object, or “a doll, a toy”
(Chanana 2015, 191). The complexity of Anamika’s female gaze and the issue
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of female body image within homosexual paradigms therefore prove to be
patriarchal, or what Laura Mulvey calls “scopophilic” (1975, 3). In Anami-
ka’s hetero-patriarchally defined albeit homosexual worldview, then, it is a
heterosexual cis man who is not only intellectual but also powerful and at-
tractive. It is not surprising that in a later episode where Anamika sits sur-
rounded by India, Rani, and her mother, she calls herself the patriarch, feel-
ing exhilarated for being surrounded by women she knew, by women who
“belonged” to her (Chanana 2015, 162).

To examine Anamika’s case, it is worth turning to Sridevi Nair’s thesis
in “Hey Good Lookin’!,” where she argues that the masculinization of the
female gaze is a means by which women’s subversive potential gets appropri-
ated by a heteronormative and hetero-patriarchal culture. Nair argues that
in media and in other discourses, women with nonnormative sexualities are

comfortable to watch because they look like familiar everyday images
of sameness. the butch disappears in light of the attention that the
feminine (not femme) bodies command and there is literally no body/
nobody to disrupt the heteronormative and masculine gaze because
even the butch is disciplined by commodity aesthetics. (2008, 417)

True to these assertions, Anamika views herself in the dominant and active
role, especially when she is with Rani, whom she considers the submissive and
passive partner given the latter’s lower-class status. Not surprisingly, Anamika
is brazen enough to force herself upon Rani against her comfort and for the
sake of her own pleasure while disregarding Rani’s individuality as a human.
Anamika reveals:

I threw her on the bed and started ripping open her blouse. She closed
her eyes as if she didn’t want to see me. The German guy from the porn
magazine, but with Chakra Dev’s face, the Brahmin from the movies
with his servant, positions from the Kamasutra all mixed up in my
head till I could no longer think. I felt rapacious and greedy for her.
(Dawesar 2005, 95)

The violence here mimics the same sexual violence that Anamika and her
last love interest in the novel, Sheela, experienced in an unfortunate bus ride.
If Anamika here projects her humiliation and victimization onto Rani, who
is the passive figure, she does the same with Sheela as well. In both cases the
victims are marginalized in terms of class and gender. And also, in both cas-
es, the two women, Rani and Sheela, are normatively beautiful while Anami-
ka is not. In fact, Sheela is said to be light skinned and healthy; she keeps long
polished nails, has perfectly waxed legs, and wears her school skirt higher



Bodies at Surveillance / 53

than most girls, revealing her “shapely” legs (Dawesar 2005). Obviously, in
Anamika’s heteronormatively aligned thinking, her so-called beautiful part-
ners are to be ravaged and consumed. This can be understood with the help
of Chanana’s argument that “women are culturally trained to love women
only through masculine appropriation of power” (2015, 40). And in such dis-
courses of power, body image, too, often follows heteronormative impera-
tives between trans and lesbian couples.

Anxieties of the Wrong Body: Female Body Image
and Trans Narratives of Dissonance

Just as the lesbian women discussed in the two narratives earlier experience
complex problems with regard to their body image, trans woman, too, are
subject to much shame, ridicule, and even torture owing to their nonnormate
bodies. Trans women and hijras (South Asian term for transgender people)
call into question both the stability of sex and its relationship with the social
and psychological categories of gender. And many times, as this section dem-
onstrates, such individuals undergo gender transformation. Notably, the two
primary aspects that are a part of this gender transformation include castra-
tion or emasculation and surgery, which ultimately leads to creating a female
body along with other feminine markers of gender identity for trans women.
Like in many other cultures, castration has cultural connotations related to
hijras in India. Revathi, who was born a boy in rural Tamil Nadu, mentions
her experience of the ritual in her autobiography, titled The Truth about Me.
“Hijras who undergo this operation do not eat fruit or drink milk for forty
days. On the fortieth day, they offer puja to Pothiraja Mata,” claims Revathi
(2010, 75). Surgery or emasculation here is the careful assessment of the body
and then its transformation, which is executed medically. And such surger-
ies are performed to give trans women the body image that a larger hetero-
normative culture assigns to them.

In the context of surgeries, Nikki Sullivan (2006), a critical theorist of
body, in “Transmogrification: (Un) Becoming Other(s),” examines similari-
ties and differences between transsexual surgeries and other forms of bodily
modifications such as piercing, tattooing, cosmetic surgery, and willful am-
putation, which are often carried out more out of choice than compulsion.
Likewise, in her study entitled “Embodying Desire: Piercing and the Fash-
ioning of Neo-Butch/Femme Identities,” Lisa Walker (1998) critically exam-
ines dichotomous accounts of nonmainstream body modifications and cos-
metic surgery in which the latter is understood as a form of compliance to
normative gendered standards of beauty and the former is represented as a
radical political practice and nonmainstream body modifications become a
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site of political control. In the light of such studies, it may be claimed that
trans women, especially in India, mimic and accentuate feminine traits and
mannerisms associated with heterosexual women—that is, name, attire,
length of hair, and adoption of feminine pronouns and language. The use of
nonverbal bodily presentations such as clothing, sartorial style, mannerisms,
kinesthetic, and other factors influencing their presentation of the self are
also geared toward a feminine identity. Such mimicking among trans Indian
women brings to mind Foucault’s panopticon where the threat of the cultural
gaze is enough to ensure compliance with a rule. In fact, drawing upon Fou-
cault, what Peter Conrad (1992) describes as medical surveillance is a form
of social control in which bodily and mental conditions can be understood
through a medical gaze such that authority is transferred from individuals
to biomedicine, and this is once again true for many trans women.

Within the Indian context, such a heteronormative medicalized gaze be-
comes normalized and individuals continue to use techniques of medical sur-
veillance to make sense of their own bodies. This invisible force of the gaze
is naturally directed against trans women’s bodies in order to accommodate
the vexed notions of femininity despite the presence of their biologically non-
normative bodies. Hijras experience dissociation and anxiety in their mas-
culine bodies and sometimes find themselves in between identities during
gender transition. Revathi, we know, identified as a boy in the early years of
her life, but by rejecting the notions of boyhood and claiming authority over
her femaleness, she, over time, constructs her feminine identity. Her narra-
tive depicts the essentialist heteronormative notion of femininity that can
be enacted only in a female body, and hijras are ridiculed for their feminine
appearance and mannerisms in masculine bodies, which in turn adversely
affects their body image.

Like Revathi, Manobi Bandyopadhyay, in her autobiography titled A Gift
of Goddess Laxmi, recounts a distaste with her body in the early years of her
life. Bandyopadhyay reveals, “I was developing a distaste for my genitals. I
just couldn’t accept my balls and my penis. I wanted to have my sisters’ gen-
itals” (2017, 8). Clearly, such accounts display the body-dysphoria experiences
that are often the lot of trans Indian women. The fetishization over the het-
eronormative female body ideal creates surveillance and regulates the body
ordeal among trans women. Appearance therefore becomes an important
axis for such entities as it connotes “the interplay between and appearing”
(Roy 2017, 175), and, as Butler (1990) mentions, “body becomes a mark of
institutionalised heterosexuality” (qtd. in Roy 2017, 175) and enables newer
forms of feminine signification. Manobi accounts that “I craved to dress up
as a girl and be taken as a girl” (Bandyopadhyay 2017, 13) and also mentions
the effect of such signifiers of appearance on her body image. She discloses,
“I would feel jealous of the girls. Why did no one look at me and tease me?



Bodies at Surveillance / 55

Was I not more desirable than those girls?” (11). Such disclosures foreground
the dissonance in trans women who try to perform male roles while at the
same time desire feminine bodies and male appreciation. The quest for vis-
ibility of a female body is communicated through the feminine signifiers and
it is rendered invisible by the male body.

The narratives by Revathi and Manobi underscore how anxiety is a natu-
ral and common response among trans women for inhabiting so-called anom-
alous bodies, and hence body image concerns are an integral part of trans
women’s lived experiences. Critic Talia Bettcher’s (2014) concept of the “wrong
body” in transsexuality becomes relevant here because it involves a misalign-
ment between one’s gender identity and one’s sexed body. The phrase “wrong
body” describes the feeling that one’s body is not a part of one’s self. For a
bearer of the wrong body, her inside does not recognize the outside of the body,
and she suffers a deep disconnect. Manobi’s account describes such disso-
ciation of identity and in-betweenness among trans women:

There were times in my life when I doubted myself and the path I took.
In such instances, my mind would go into a state of flux and the tur-
moil would sear me from within. Am I really a woman trapped in a
male body? Why is it the whole world think of me as a man who is
nothing more than a sissy? (Bandyopadhyay 2017, 109)

Quite clearly, the existence and celebration of normative heterosexual female
bodies are linked hegemonic cultural norms in every given society. Keeping
this in mind, it is but natural to assume that Manobi yearns for dominant
feminine signifiers and artifacts that accentuate femininity, as reflected in
her autobiography. Manobi mentions, “I was desperate to come to terms with
myself. . .. I thought of myself—a girl who did not have a vagina and whose
breasts showed no signs of developing. I continued hating my penis and the
very thought that I had one between my legs made me loathe myself more”
(34). Here, ashamed of her natural trans or wrong body, Manobi wishes to
associate herself with feminine markers of the body such as menstruation.
Manobi bemoans, “I would yearn to menstruate. . .. In the privacy of my room,
I would make similar sanitary napkins and tie them around my genitals to
fake periods” (35). These attempts at feminine significations present the dom-
inant cultural pressures and signifiers from a heteronormative gendered
society on trans feminine bodies that make them anxious in their so-called
wrongness.

Given their deep and insatiable need to appear feminine, trans women
attempt to express their femininity through mannerisms, sartorial style, body
language, and feminine gestures that are deemed as markers of femininity.
In sum, they try to pass as women, an act that Susan Brownmiller (1984) in
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Femininity describes as modified dress, manner, attitude, and voice adopted
by someone who wants to be perceived as feminine (or weak) enough and
hence be accepted. Befitting such discourses, Manobi narrates:

I was not “male” in every sense of the word. They found me odd and
made no effort to hide their surprise. My femininity was quite pro-
nounced in my mannerisms and though I didn’t wear women’s make-
up, my unisex attire, make-up, sunglasses and hairstyle make my sex-
ual preference quite apparent. (Bandyopadhyay 2017, 91)

In the context of trans women’s body identities, Arthur Frank’s (1991) typol-
ogy of body use in “For a Sociology of the Body: An Analytical Review” is
suggestive of the social control trans identities experience in nonheteronor-
mative bodies. Frank describes how the disciplined body becomes predict-
able through regimentation. Likewise, he argues that the mirroring body pre-
dictably reflects what is around it. It is also dissociated, assimilating only the
objects made available for it to consume. The dominating body, claims Frank,
is the male body characterized by the sense of lack, and it is contingent on
its own fragile ability to dominate. Finally, the communicative body, in Frank’s
thesis, is in the process of creating itself. The body’s desire is the reciprocal
expression and the recognition of others rather than consumption, mirror-
ing, and dominating. And this is entirely true for body identities of trans wom-
en like Revathi and Manobi.

Clearly, then, female bodies are not sufficiently female or feminine un-
less they assume social modifications. And they must be rebuilt by artificial
means. Female bodies therefore often seem inadequate at best or ugly, dis-
gusting, or threatening at worst, unless tamed or improved upon. Understand-
ably, the likes of Manobi reject this construct; in her words, “I would not be-
come a woman in the sense that nature or society understands a woman to
be. I would neither menstruate nor would I bear children, but I would have
a vagina and breasts to heighten my sexuality and that was of utmost im-
portance to me because it would give me the identity that I had craved all
my life” (Bandyopadhyay 2017, 134). It is apparent here that the female body
is not naturally destined to be heterosexual, but it is made to fit the hetero-
sexual gaze. And within this cultural paradigm, trans women’s body anxiet-
ies are natural given that they are doubly marginalized under various inter-
sectional body norms.

Conclusion

This study situates lesbian and trans narratives, both fiction and autobiog-
raphies, as cultural artifacts and reads how heteronormative female body
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image impacts trans and lesbian body identities. It does so not only because
such an analysis is relatively absent from scholarship on LGBTQ identities in
the Indian context but also because there is a need for a collective acceptance
of lesbian and trans bodies that is contingent upon redefining and theoriz-
ing discourses privileging heteronormativity and patriarchy. Such narratives
illustrate how lesbian and transgender bodies negotiate their ways through
cultures obsessed with heteronormative feminine bodies and beauty ideals.
The narratives under scrutiny represent how body image issues of lesbian and
trans women condition them to conform to hegemonic femininity. Hence,
if Anamika in Babyji chooses to appear tomboyish to appropriate lesbian de-
sire and in turn ends up mimicking the pedantic cis-male gender standards
of appearance and beauty, Revathi in The Truth about Me, through her sar-
torial style, attempts to mimic heterosexual femininity.

Arguably, then, within lesbian subcultures and communities of trans-
gender women, dominant heterosexist beauty norms impose pressures on
lesbians and trans women look attractive and conform to heterosexual stan-
dards of beauty. And while heterosexual women suffer from the patriarchal
male gaze, lesbian and trans women experience body anxieties of being ex-
cluded from the category of “women” and therefore end up conforming to
the appearance ideal. Astha in A Married Woman is therefore seen to validate
several aspects of her identity—as a wife, a woman, and a lesbian—through
forceful conformation to hegemonic beauty norms. Revathi likewise is also
seen conforming to normative feminine beauty ideals. The pressure of such
appearance norms is detrimental to her self-worth and confidence. And to
defy these, Anamika actively denies her feminine self to authenticate her les-
bian desire, yet chooses partners who appear beautiful according to hetero-
normative body image standards.

In the light of the narratives examined in this chapter, it may be concluded
that lesbian and trans women’s bodies are not reducible to organic processes
or cultures of isolation. Embodiment is a dynamic discourse that produces
the body and its capacities. Trans and lesbian bodies have the capability of
articulating creative languages around the body, which in turn can produce
varied gender discourses and experiences. It is therefore appropriate to con-
clude the present discussion with Diane G. Crowder’s (1998, 50) argument
where “she asserts that cultural gender definitions determine how the bio-
logical female is (re/de) constructed into a feminine woman,” an imperative
that lesbian and trans women must negotiate with every day.
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SWATIE

Introduction

Current scholarly discourses on female body image critique the notion of
Woman, especially the beautiful Woman, as a construct and seek to high-
light the everyday manifestations of body oppressions experienced by wom-
en.! The patriarchally constructed philosophical ideal of the former is often
at loggerheads with the quotidian, feminist reality of the latter. Through dis-
mantling the beauty ideals of Western patriarchy, such critical debates aim
to uncover women as not an abstract category but rather an identity based on
everyday practices and experiences of the body and its image. It is assumed
within body image scholarship—and rightly so—that women’s appearances
are diverse and that the dictates of body image dissatisfaction are patriarchal
constructs meant to place women at war with their own bodies. For instance,
the terminology of “the fashion beauty complex™is influenced by the coinage
of the “military industrial complex™ and aims to subjugate women through
a commercially defined beauty imperative. Within these discourses, however,
the critique of patriarchy’s dictates of women’s appearance is centered large-
ly on Western scholarly discourses.

One therefore notes how body image debates geared toward women of
color, queer women, and women from the global South tend to place them
in the same bracket since all such bodies are viewed by a globally dominant
Eurocentric culture as a deviance from the norm of the body beautiful. In
other words, it is assumed that beauty standards impact women in a homog-
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enous manner and that studying the impact of body image compulsions on
white Western women is enough because it appears as a universal, uniform
issue. The assumption that women are uniformly impacted and attain sim-
ilar kinds of body image dissatisfaction, for instance, squarely places white
Western body image dissatisfaction as the norm and beauty standards or beau-
ty oppressions faced by women of color as deviating from it in various capaci-
ties. In short, existing body image scholarship often misses out on the par-
ticularities of how patriarchies construct beauty standards variously (with
or without similarities to each other). Beauty norms governing a black wom-
an in the United States, for example, have very different preoccupations than
those regulating an Indian woman “coming out as Dalit.” This is true even
as the racism embedded in the lives of the former can be examined through
similar instances of systemic violence as those faced by the latter category
of women.*

Itis clear that “appearance in general and body image in particular have
become very important constructs in contemporary Western societies,” as
Marika Tiggeman, an Australian body image scholar, states.” Body image
and beauty ideals, however, have not yet been examined with Indian culture
in mind. There exists a gap in scholarship on how appearance and body im-
age take shape within the Indian context, even as the incidence of eating dis-
orders and complaints about body image dissatisfaction seems to be on the
rise.® Existing scholarship, however scant, places the issue of unattainable
beauty and body image dissatisfaction in a theoretical framework and cri-
tiques cultural discourses that ask Indian women to “replicate” Western stan-
dards of body image, leading, in turn, to body dissatisfaction.” Further, crit-
ical body image theorists studying the influence of media and infotainment
on body image locate “television, magazines, video games, cinema, and the
Internet” as channels that deeply impact body image formation,® and this is
true for many Indian women. Significantly, however, examining body image
issues in the Indian context in the absence of any previous research on the
subject involves a broadening the horizon of what culture and media entail.
In particular, there is a need to examine the literary sphere along with tele-
vision, cinema, advertising, and the Internet, among others, as domains for
both establishing and resisting coercions of the body beautiful. While the
literary sphere as such is elitist in that it assumes literacy, it is also a popular
avenue for the discussion of the body, which in turn is influenced by forces
of both media and culture. Therefore, especially in the Indian context, liter-
ary narratives addressing issues of body image deserve special attention given
their influence on young and impressionable readers.

The study of a writer like Shashi Deshpande provides fertile ground for
themes and preoccupations with the constructed demands of patriarchy,
especially the norms of beauty and body image for Indian women. Notably,
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Deshpande’s literary works have often been read as domestic fiction of the
middle-class woman.’ It has also been labeled by Western publishers as work
of a Third World woman writing “under western eyes.”® In this chapter I high-
light how a bourgeois feminine subjectivity and body identity, one that is in
the process of becoming, is textually produced in Deshpande’s writing. I en-
gage with her short stories and examine the trope of the female body in them
to inquire about the textual production of body image. My chapter argues
that a patriarchal norm of what constitutes womanly beauty informs a script
by which the female body is read aesthetically in society. And I demonstrate
how this script is unraveled ontologically in Deshpande’s fiction. Further, I
examine the relation between the aesthetics of the literary text—in this case,
the short story—and the aesthetics of the body. In sum, the issues I problema-
tize in this chapter are as follows: How is the body aestheticized and written in
an already aesthetic literary space? What notions of beauty and desirability
emerge in the process? And finally, what textual space is afforded to the (un)
desirable body? In trying to answer these questions, I bring to the forefront
the relationship among writing, female subjectivity, and body image in the
short stories of Shashi Deshpande.

Discourses on Female Body Image in Neoliberal India

Female body image has been discussed within Western academia as a uni-
versal concern that transcends different sociocultural distinctions." While
the universality of the beauty norm is suspect—each cultural context has its
specific codification of what counts as beautiful—the notion that women are
oppressed by unattainable standards of beauty is a thread that is common
in all discussions of female body image. In the Indian context, issues of beau-
ty and body appearance have been considered a problem of the privileged while
issues such as violence on women, for example, have been viewed as pressing
concerns. Yet issues of beauty and appearance affect not just rich and mid-
dle-class women and their social image but can also be linked to violence on
women across almost all classes and communities in India. And this is es-
pecially true in the context of neoliberal India, where body identities are huge-
ly influenced by transnational ideals and images.

Rupal Oza notes how the economic changes in the early 1990s brought
on by political will “began to materially and discursively construct a new In-
dia.”*? In fact, many scholars have noted how, with the advent of neoliberal-
ism, there has been a move to “Macdonald-ize” and therefore globalize every
aspect of Indian life.”® This neoliberal agenda of westernization is not mere-
ly limited to commerce and industry but also affects the deeper cultural and
psychological aspects of life. It has involved a thrust to privatization and a
burgeoning media industry that, in turn, is governed by norms of bodily ap-
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pearance and feeds into the beauty-fashion industry. This industrial/techni-
cally modulated creation of female body image of the normative and simulta-
neously perfect body has had a deep impact on India’s cultural consciousness
over the last three decades. Such influences are particularly felt in media cov-
erage, in film and television, and in the fashion industry, all of which em-
phasize the visual frame. While the visual impact of an ideal body may have
been felt most strongly within the infotainment industry, this problematic
has been appropriated by the literary media as well. Hence, a scholarly anal-
ysis of female body image in contemporary Indian literature appears both
necessary and relevant. Significantly, this task has been carried out partially
through sociological and psychological analysis of India’s neoliberal culture,
particularly through a gendered lens."* And such research reveals that wom-
en have been impacted and recast time and again given the demands of an
appearance-conscious culture."” Surprisingly, however, a scrutiny of how beau-
ty norms impact body image through literary production remains under-
researched. Hence, as stated prior, my study examines at Shashi Deshpande
and her fiction for multiple reasons,' including those of female body image.

While critically reading Deshpande’s works, in the present chapter I high-
light how bourgeois feminine subjectivity, one that is in the process of becom-
ing bourgeois given the nascent neoliberal economic context, is textually
produced. I specifically seek to understand how a distinctly bourgeois sub-
jectivity is embedded in Deshpande’s textual narratives and how these be-
come narratives by and about women. In this context, I take into account
Rupal Oza’s analysis of how economic discourses are themselves sexed.”” Oza
claims that “as liberalization of the economy came to be realized as liberal-
ization of sexual codes, debates by the state, women’s organizations, and sec-
ular groups over the new ‘liberal’ Indian woman demarcated the boundaries
of her subjectivity.”® Informed by such postulations, I highlight how the tex-
tual embeddedness of feminine subjectivity is not complete but one that is
in the process of being textually produced. I argue that this is a material prac-
tice, one encoded in the various literary as well as nonliterary media in neo-
liberal India. With this understanding, I engage with selected short stories
by Deshpande and examine them through the literary use of the body to in-
quire about the textual production of body image. My reading draws upon
the fact that body image—and, in particular, the emphasis on appearance—
is closely linked with the contestations of modernity and with increasingly
westernized models of economy and polity. Body image discourse therefore
needs to be highlighted as embedded in and through an aesthetics of gender,
and my chapter attempts this confluence. I deliberately chose the short-story
form for this analysis because of its ability to create a quick sketch of the nar-
rating subject. This quickness in literary contouring becomes an act of chip-
ping away the unnecessary to produce a literary economy of the text. This
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textual space is one that incorporates, in Deshpande’s case, the body as a pri-
mary site of cultural and ideological markings. This is a notion of the body
that is bourgeois and neoliberal, but female, and one caught in the process
of coming into being.

Mother, Daughter, and the Beauty
Conundrum in “Why a Robin?”

In Deshpande’s short story titled “Why a Robin?,” a textual moment of ma-
ternal envy is produced.” In this story, while endeavoring to develop a rap-
port with her child, the narrator-mother tries to help her daughter with home-
work. In parenting so, however, the narrator-mother finds herself enveloped
in envy. This moment of maternal envy produces an interior emotional cri-
sis in her since her own sense of lack of beauty is contrasted with that of her
normatively beautiful daughter. This realization of the contrast between the
mother and her offspring is also a somatic reaction. The mother states, “How
did I, so plain, so common, get a daughter like her? Her beauty always gives
me a physical wrench.”? The mother appears envious of her daughter’s phys-
ical beauty and is amazed at the connection between her own lack of con-
ventional beauty and the overwhelming presence of beauty in her daughter.
Further, her own sense of plainness is used to create a contrast as well as a
bodily reaction to issues of body image.

This incident in the short story becomes a key moment to symbolize sev-
eral aspects of interest. The narrator-mother creates a textual space for her-
self. Later in the story, she forges an emotional bond with her daughter.
However, the story is rife with “the beauty myth”*" and its repercussions on
woman-to-woman bonds. Aspects of beauty and human appearance along
with patriarchal dictates about what counts as beautiful are deployed to show
an older generation of women who are affected by the diktats of “beauty and
the norm.”” Women of the younger generation, brought up with tools of
beauty grooming, are shown as getting closer to ideals of normative beauty.
Through this intergenerational disconnect, Deshpande’s text produces an
anxiety of aging that women from preliberalized India would have experi-
enced when contrasted with the supposedly desirable postliberal concept of
youth and beauty. In this short story, the narratorial voice is both sharing
her feelings in confidence with the readers and creating the notion that con-
ventional norms of beauty seem to matter even as they disempower.” The no-
tion that beauty practices are not just abstract but are real and discursively
constructed material practices is highlighted here. The space in the text, the
voice of the narrator, and the feeling of inadequacy in terms of body image
seem to go together.
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The middle-class ethos that Deshpande creates in short stories like “Why
aRobin?” has been commented upon several times. Rashmi Sahi, for instance,
describes Deshpande’s characterization as concerned with a “middle class
Indian woman who is educated,” which brings to mind that Deshpande her-
self is both educated and middle-class.** Sahi also comments on how the fe-
male protagonists in Deshpande’s works are “fit to show the clash between
idealism and pragmatism and tradition and modernity.”* One may add to
this that these clashes of modernity with tradition, manifest in the mother-
daughter relation in “Why a Robin?,” in turn are produced by the cultural
forces emanating from a neoliberal state.?® Further, Sahi also connects this
middle-class existence of female characters to their submission to gender-
defined roles and tradition, particularly through marriage. The mother’s sub-
mission to motherhood in “Why a Robin?” becomes neoliberal India’s way
of making rigid previously loosely defined gender roles. It is as if the middle-
class, in the moment of its emergence, is also creating the “new woman” (to
use Oza’s term) who is put under the diktat of patriarchy to counter cultural
anxieties that the “new woman” brings. Deshpande’s longer works also re-
count similar discourses; Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan, while examining That
Long Silence, describes the character Jaya’s writing “as an act of self-expres-
sion and liberation in so far as it leads to self-knowledge, truth-telling and
catharsis, but it never becomes the communication, the entry into commu-
nity, the contribution to a public discourse that its publication has resulted
in its actually being.”*” For Rajan, forms of expression in the text and its rela-
tion to a community appear antithetical. My contention, however, lies else-
where: the textual expression of isolation is also one that is born out of Desh-
pande’s context in neoliberal India. The act of self-expression in the stories
I examine is embedded in a profound experience of isolation. This isolation
is both existential and social, and it engages with the mind and body of Desh-
pande’s characters. Narratives like “Why a Robin?” highlight the crisis that
a textual production of social isolation engenders.

I claim that the lack of community that is often stated as Deshpande’s
failure is actually an aesthetic. It is an aesthetic that writes the woman, that
combines the existential despair of the modern Indian woman, particularly
the beauty insecurities of this Indian woman that isolate her body. It can there-
fore be argued that the existential crisis in Deshpande’s oeuvre is somatically
produced through the body and its body image. The following discussions
only cement this claim further.

Anxieties of the Aging Body in “The First Lady”

Deshpande’s short stories render themselves to a material production of body
image in several ways. Foremost, the familiar is presented as an existential
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moment of bodily crisis—for example, in the aging body. The First Lady in
the story of the same name embodies this crisis perfectly. The First Lady is
anomenclature borrowed from American ideas of polity and carries with it
ideas of the power, grace, and femininity the president’s wife is supposed to
symbolize. Within Deshpande’s narrative, however, the eponymous character
ironically bemoans this role instead. She thinks bitterly, “Why don’t they tell
me frankly that I am old and ugly and fat . . .” This is followed by the reader’s
comprehension that: “Ugly . .. the word gave her a pang even as she thought
of it. But then, she consoled herself, what can you expect when you’re near-
ly seventy?”?® Predictably, in “The First Lady,” notions of the desirable body,
the ugly, and the beautiful prefigure as thematic concerns. This is presented
along with the concepts of beauty and clothing, which in turn become wom-
anly performances on display. That these beauty norms powerfully impact
the seventy years of the First Lady’s life is testament to their long-lasting and
strong hegemonic roots—they have been internalized by many women, in-
cluding Deshpande’s protagonist. Ageist pejoratives with regard to feminine
beauty are brought into the picture: perfect beauty is young, while the First
Lady is not. Yet, her elegance is described in the language of the performa-
tive. And to her, liberty is the antithesis of such bodily performance. One
learns this as the First Lady expresses her wish to be “sitting in my own room,
with my feet tucked under me, and my bra, that is constricting me so, off, my
petticoat strings loosened, my false teeth out.”** Clearly, the narrator here is
critiquing the beauty restrictions placed on her through her desire to cast
them off. And later, the performance for normative beauty is played out in
the language of a “pose” as she ruminates how “the first lady’ the magazines
called her.” She subsequently exclaims, “God! If only they knew what an ef-
fort it was to keep up the pose all the time!”*°

At times in the narrative, this patriarchal diktat of performing prettified
femininity is put forth as a cause of anxiety. Once such episode is when the
protagonist examines her reflection in the mirror at the commencement of
the short story. This reflection—thought and image—becomes a symbol of
both a reflection of the self and a crisis of the community. The First Lady ru-
minates about not just her existential crisis but also the crises of the society
at large. She laments, “It’s not that I am old and fat; it’s what I have become,
what we have all become.” This moment coincides with her foray into pol-
itics and comments upon the condition of the country after independence.
The husband politician and the difference in the political milieu are present-
ed as a cause for crisis: the fiery speech he presents on the eve of the country’s
independence in an unnamed neighborhood resonates with Nehruvian trysts
with destiny. This impromptu, passionate speech before a sparse crowd is jux-
taposed with the subsequent parties and socializing and the fake performanc-
es encoded therein. These performances reek of patriarchal and conservative
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supremacy where the woman is reduced to an object of beauty, grace, and a
particular brand of passive femininity. And she becomes entirely disposable
if she lacks feminine charms, specifically beauty.

The rejection of the beauty norm in this short story is linked to the rejec-
tion of the socialite pose, where dictates of conventional beauty govern dis-
posability. The protagonist’s rejection of such a pose, linked to body image,
also acts as a rejection of the socialite political imaginary that India appears
to be in the story. The First Lady states outright:

Gracious and dignified! No, 'm only a tired, old woman, whose feet
swell up to grotesque proportions after an evening like this. ... When
they know, and I know, that the real trouble is 'm too fat. And I'm
fat because I eat too much. And I eat too much because I'm bored. And
I'm bored because there’s no truth in anything we do or say.*

The protagonist’s boredom here can also be read as a reflection of the po-
litical ennui surrounding her. It is one that tries to reject the patriarchal
construction of the feminine through a foregrounding of the veneer behind
the performance of the political. The feminine becomes another such per-
formance.

Stories like “The First Lady” demonstrate that norms of beauty and pro-
priety dictate body image by negating the visceral aspect of the body. In Desh-
pande’s short stories, however, the visceral materiality of the body is written
as a distinct marker of textual and literary spaces. Spaces, words, and nar-
ratives about the body become important. The body is, so to say, narrated into
being. Aspects of childbirth, menstruation, and other literary encounters with
the female body seem important to Deshpande and are described by her in
detail. In fact, the impulse toward visceral femininity is also evident in Desh-
pande’s own memoir. The episode of the game of dice in The Mahabharata,
where a menstruating Draupadi is dragged by the hair and humiliated and
then responds with a very logical argument, is put forth with provocative
empathy in the writer’s memoir. One finds in it the impact it has had on a
young Deshpande. She writes:

There was something about that passage that fired all of us, something
about Draupadi’s arguments filled us with excitement. We loved it.
I remember one of the girls asking for the meaning of “rajasvala.” In
the passage, Draupadi says, “Aham rajasvala asmi.” What did she
mean? Our teacher, a man who did not even raise his eyes to look at
us, hemmed and hawed, and finally said, using a euphemism, that it
meant “I am menstruating.” What an instant connection this made
between us and that heroine of ancient times!*
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Here the beauty norm and the realm of the Derridean propre are rejected in
favor of a more carnivalesque viscerality, one that has with it the subversive
potential to craft a healthier body image. In the light of these debates, it may
be claimed that Deshpande does not “astutely avoi[d] politics and its games,”**
but by narrating the body, the female body, and body image in psychosocial
terms, she profoundly engages with them.

Furthermore, the materiality of the body in Deshpande’s oeuvre is pre-
sented in the aesthetic zone through the violence it is vulnerable to. The fe-
male body and the violent encounters it can possibly witness are a ritual of
power that needs to be shown as significant. Women’s bodies are otherwise
understood as representable in clean, glamorous, and “proper” images—such
as the images in beauty magazines—without underlining the pain and suf-
fering they can possibly experience. The violence made possible on the female
body is narrated in Deshpande through the figurative. This narrativization
helps in creating a distinct literary space for female body image to emerge.
Deshpande’s writing, it is aptly claimed, uses a “language of silence” and carves
astory out of the things communicated through silence or not communicated
atall.®® And it is this silence that speaks louder than words in her characters.
In the subsequent analysis of marital rape in “The Intrusion,” for instance,
it is this aesthetic of silence—underlined with responses of the body—that
plays a crucial role.

Dreams of Beauty and Realities of
Violence in “The Intrusion”

“The Intrusion” is another short story by Deshpande where female frustra-
tions involving a woman’s bodily experiences owing to her husband’s intru-
sions are addressed. “I was conscious of an unreasonable pang of irritation
against him,” the narrator discloses in the very beginning.*® She follows this
with a desire to protest but is unable to articulate her emotions. The narrator
protagonist instead writes, “I wanted to protest, to release my arm from his
constricting grip.”* This silence (about the husband’s grip in particular and
husband in general) is figured in the novel as ominous and as a lack of agen-
cy on the part of the narrator. When the narrator describes how she felt revul-
sion, it is in the form of a visceral aesthetic as well. The narrator-wife writes,
“and I felt suddenly, completely sickened.”*® Even later in the narrative, she
describes a bodily response and reveals how she “was conscious of a slight
headache, a faint nausea” in her husband’s presence.’® In “The Intrusion,”
therefore, the violence on the body and the literary aesthetic of violence are
shown as merged through the representation of rape. Marital rape here is de-
scribed in terms of the movement of the sea, with the observation that while
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the violence of which the sea is capable can be borne, the violence on the body
cannot. The narrator describes how her husband’s “movements had the same
rhythm, the same violence as the movements of the sea” and later states that
she “could have borne the battering of the sea better, for that would hurt but
not humiliate like this.”° In the plot of “The Intrusion,” the sexual violation
that the protagonist’s body undergoes is linked to the imagery of violence in
the literary space created. Yet the aspect that rape is not just violence on the
body but also a form of torturous humiliation and a specific ritual of power
gets highlighted.

In addition, “The Intrusion” appears to be narrating one’s personal truth:
the narrator survivor wishes to elaborate on the events as if to speak truth
to power. More importantly, the linking of the text with the body prefigures,
in this short story, the incident when the woman narrator of the story reads
abook of erotica. The images of erotic beauty born out of male fantasies that
the newly married narrator reads about are presented as the ideal she must
emulate and thus feels tortured by. She confesses, “Quietly I went to my bed
and lay down, trying to sleep, while countless erotic images came out of the
pages of the book I had read and tortured my distracted mind.”" The nar-
rator internalizes norms of beauty through such patriarchal images of beau-
ty, in this case through the book of erotica, and is traumatized by it.

The sexual violence encountered by Deshpande’s woman narrator in “The
Intrusion” may hereafter be read as a critique of the beauty myth, which as
an ideal unleashes enormous violence on women across the world.*> The im-
ages of beauty or sexual desirability that are used against women, according
to Naomi Wolf, make them internalize body dissatisfaction. The erotic book
Deshpande’s narrator protagonist reads seems to portray patriarchal notions
of sexuality, which she then internalizes. As a result, she labels herself frigid.
One knows that representation of women in heteropatriarchy is posited as
abinary, and since the narrator does not deem herself to be one of those sexu-
ally glamorized other women, she concludes that she must be frigid. The nar-
rator-protagonist writes, “There was something furtive about the place, . . .
which made me feel that the men who came here did so with ‘other women’—
girls, perhaps, bold-faced and experienced, who would laugh and chat with
the men.” This ideological internalization of frigidity, and of body image
dissatisfaction, acts as a powerful tool for patriarchy to justify men’s domi-
nation over their wives and even marital rape.

Be that as it may, Deshpande’s book of short stories becomes a different
book, one where the aesthetics vary from the patriarchal erotica that the wom-
an narrator of “The Intrusion” reads. Notably, the violence of the rape itself
is not aestheticized to the point of sensationalism in Deshpande’s story, how-
ever. Instead, bodily encounters with sexual violence are implicitly embodied
in a textual space to articulate the truth hidden behind (patriarchal) power



Writing Woman / Woman Writing / 73

and women’s internalized self-denigration. Significantly, Deshpande creates
an aesthetic, understated yet strong textual space in which she narrates vio-
lence as a material reality, making it a compelling aspect of literary writing
of the female body.

Shashi Deshpande and the Literary Aesthetic
of the Female Body

Female body image in literary spaces as an image of the body and as the liter-
ary representation of the body is effectuated powerfully by Deshpande. Thus,
her narratives contain a strong impulse to narrate the female body into be-
ing. This is a process of becoming whereby the body is narrated and therefore
a space is carved out for the body. No doubt this space of the female body that
gets written is distinctly bourgeois, domestic, and interiorized and responds
to the sociocultural forces governing neoliberal India. Yet, in each of Desh-
pande’s stories discussed here are narratives of middle-class Indian women
and their domestic and private lives, as well as the psychic depths of the in-
terior mind. Those outside these depths and spaces—the nonbourgeois, the
nondomestic, the non-Savarna (those opposing caste hierarchies)—by im-
plication are perhaps absent in this schema. Arguably, these social groups
are conspicuously absent in order for the text to carve out a textual space for
the middle-class woman. This, it is true, might have to do with the formu-
laic feminist writing carried out “under western eyes,™* as well as because of
the politics of worldwide publishing, all of which apply to Deshpande’s po-
sition as a neoliberal Indian writer.

Simran Chadha examines how, in Deshpande’s oeuvre, the text intro-
duces and carves out “a homogenised species called the Bharatiya Nari made
popular by Indian cinema to a more nuanced and specific urban middle-class
Indian educated woman.™* Chadha here is correct that regional specificities,
for instance, are not acknowledged. A universalization of bourgeois concerns
also takes place in Deshpande’s writing. However, it is my opinion that this
aspect of homogenization also needs to be contextualized. The bourgeois fem-
inism of Deshpande can be attributed to the neoliberalist impulse to priva-
tize India during the 1990s. While neoliberalism has already been discussed,
the notion that it brought with it a particular brand of neoliberal feminism
remains unexplored. Here, literary history (through Deshpande’s oeuvre) and
economic history (the liberalization, privatization, and globalization regime
of the 1990s) seem fused together. In this context, Maitreyi Chaudhuri re-
marks how gender and economics have always gone hand in hand. Asa Marx-
ist feminist, Chaudhuri explains how gendered images of modernity, through
advertising, for instance, rely “on the argument that they can be fruitfully
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understood as the rhetoric of India’s project of globalization.™® For Chaud-
huri, it is the economic realization of policy that impacts gender and affects
notions of femininity, masculinity, and beyond. This argument, I insist, can
be extended further to suggest that literary production is part of the econom-
ic discourse that impacts gender in a certain way that Chaudhuri insists.
Implications of this dynamic appear powerfully in the literary narratives of
Deshpande—and, as demonstrated here, in her crafting of the female body.

In fact, the impact of economics on gender identity and female body im-
age is found in Deshpande’s own memoir as well. In Listen to Me, Deshpande’s
own associations of modernity and sophistication with a commodity culture
that creates particular notions of gender are clearly articulated. The author
writes, “I can remember taking a step from this towards sophistication, when
we made our first acquaintance with nail polish, which was then known as
Cutex.™ It is thus clear how the advent of neoliberalism and economics leaves
its trace on literature and literary musings. Since literature is impacted by the
politics of the publishing market, and since norms of beauty also follow the
standards of this market, one finds its profound impact on a writer like Desh-
pande and her bourgeois female characters.

Much has been written on India’s recast culture, tradition, and women
in the colonial period and how the woman question became a site for rede-
fining what constituted India’s tradition and culture.*® Following this, In-
dia’s neoliberal culture is in a process of flux and has directly impacted its
women, “real and imagined,” actual as well as literary.* In addition, there
has been a move to interiority and a domestication of the neoliberal project
wherein its commercial forces have made a powerful entry within domestic
spaces. Not surprisingly, then, neoliberalism becomes both privatized and
domesticized in its literary avatar. However, instead of looking at this mo-
ment of interiority and privatization as failure, as Rajan does,” the effort in
this chapter has been to recognize the intertwined existentialist crisis that
such interiority exercises on the body. This intertwining creates a textual
space for the body as a crisis of bourgeois subjectivity. It is as if this textual
space, such as in Deshpande’s case, is contesting the impact and the glamour
of the neoliberal norms of body image and therefore the neoliberal produc-
tion of femininity by incorporating it as a crisis. This complex admixture
of forces greatly shaped the imaginative trajectories of Deshpande’s liter-
ary corpus where the female body appears as a poignant site of cultural en-
graving.

Appropriately, the neoliberal recasting of femininity is substantiated in
the textual space of Deshpande’s works as a crisis. For example, in “The First
Lady,” this crisis is depicted as the female character gazes at the mirror. The
female gaze (mirrored by the woman author) of the First Lady is shown to be
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caught up in a moment of anxiety. Deshpande recounts how the First Lady
“moved heavily towards the dressing-table and sat before it, staring anxious-
ly at her reflection.”™" Here not only is the woman looking at her reflection,
she is anxious about her mirrored self. The trope of the woman gazing at her
reflection, though old, is replete with symbolism that is both patriarchal and
antipatriarchal. If one considers the line quoted previous, the woman is look-
ing not only at the image of her body but also at her body image. In the given
lines, she is also staring anxiously at what is reflected in the mirror. The anx-
iety that the woman’s reflection creates gives truth to the feminist claim that
women’s bodies are policed and regulated in patriarchy through the beauty
myth that causes negative body perceptions among women.*> However, this
line contours another concern as well. The image of the woman anxious about
her reflection also figuratively creates a sense of anxiety about women’s rep-
resentation, both in life and in literature. The woman anxiously gazing at the
mirror symbolizes the anxiety of what women as subjects under a neoliberal
regime are in the process of becoming.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I argue that a patriarchal norm of beauty informs a script for
reading the female body. Deshpande’s short stories, especially the ones ex-
amined here, render themselves to a material production of body image in
four ways. First, the familiar is presented as an existential moment of bodily
crisis—for example, in the aging body. Notions of the desirable body, the ugly,
and the beautiful prefigure here as thematic concerns. Second, the visceral
materiality of the body is written as a distinct marker of textual and literary
space. Spaces, words, and narratives about the body become important. The
body is, so to speak, narrated into being. Third, violence on the body is nar-
rated through the figurative, creating a distinct literary space for female body
image to emerge. This is what occurs in the narration of the marital rape in
“The Intrusion,” for instance. Rape and its representation are shown to break
away from a patriarchal display of sensationalism.*® Fourth, this space of the
feminine body within the literary imagination is distinctly bourgeois, do-
mestic, and interiorized. Deshpande’s bourgeois feminism here can be attrib-
uted to the neoliberal impulse to privatize that began with the 1990s in In-
dia. Yet, instead of looking at this moment of interiority and privatization
entirely as a failure or an oppressive project, the effort in this chapter has been
to recognize the intertwined existentialist crisis that neoliberal tendencies
create on the female body. This intertwining creates a textual space for the
body as a crisis of bourgeois subjectivity that Shashi Deshpande’s fiction pro-
vocatively captures.
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NOTES

1. Body image issues among women have been recurrently highlighted by many con-
temporary scholars. See Cash, Encyclopaedia of Body Image; Cash and Smolak, Body Im-
age; and Grogan, Body Image.

2. See Bartky, Femininity and Domination, 39.

3. See Eisenhower, “Farewell Address.”

4. See more about caste and gendered violence in India in Dutt, Coming Out as Dalit.

5. See Tiggeman, “Sociocultural Perspectives,” 12-20, emphasis added.

6. See the take of psychologists on this issue in Shroff and Thompson, “Body Image.”

7. Shroff and Thompson, 198.

8. What Western theorists have established on this issue is also largely true for the
Indian context. See Levine and Chapman, “Media Influences on Body Image,” 101.

9. See discussions by Gopal, The Indian English Novel, and Mehrotra, A History of
Indian Literature.

10. This is Mohanty’s central argument and also Sunder Rajan’s take on Deshpande.
See Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes”; Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes’ Revisited”; and
Rajan, “The Heroine’s Progress.”

11. Cash and Smolak, Body Image; Bartky, Femininity and Domination; Bordo, Un-
bearable Weight; Grogan, Body Image; Orbach, Hunger Strike; and Brownmiller, Femnininity.

12. Oza, The Making, 11.

13. Dutta, “MacDonaldization of Gender.”

14. See Chaudhuri, “Gender and Advertisements.”

15. See Sangari and Vaid, Recasting Women.

16. These include, but are not limited to, the writer’s thematic preoccupations with
ideal femininity and its challenges, the textual production of writing in a global language
like English, and her contextual placement in nascent neoliberal India.

17. Oza, The Making.

18. Oza, 18.

19. Deshpande, The Intrusion and Other Stories, “Why a Robin.”

20. Deshpande.

21. Here I refer to Wolf’s famous and in many ways universal take on the cruel injunc-
tions of the body beautiful on women’s lives and minds. Wolf, The Beauty Myth.

22. Recent theorists have added to the debate on female beauty and body image start-
ed by third-wave feminists like Naomi Wolf and Susan Bordo. See Liebelt, Bollinger, and
Vierke, Beauty and the Norm.

23. To understand how appearance and identity are intertwined for social acceptabil-
ity, see Butler, Bodies That Matter.

24. Sahi, “Human Relationship,” 167.

25. Sahi, 186.

26. It must be remembered that the publication of these stories was in 1993, and the
neoliberalization of India in the 1990s was not a mere coincidence.

27. Rajan, “The Heroine’s Progress,” 227.

28. Deshpande, The Intrusion, “The First Lady.”

29. Deshpande.

30. Deshpande, emphasis added.

31. Deshpande, emphasis added.

32. Deshpande.
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33. Deshpande, Listen to Me, 37-38.

34. Some of the charges leveled against Deshpande include these. See Bande, “A Wom-
an’s Dilemmas.”

35. Chakravarty, Indian Literature, 188.

36. Deshpande, The Intrusion, “The Intrusion.”

37. Deshpande.

38. Deshpande.

39. Deshpande.

40. Deshpande.

41. Deshpande, emphasis added.

42. Wolf, The Beauty Myth.

43. Deshpande, The Intrusion, “The Intrusion.”

44. Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes,” 61.

45. Chadha, “IE Fiction,” 241.

46. Chaudhuri, “Gender and Advertisements,” 373.

47. Deshpande, Listen to Me, 16.

48. Sangari and Vaid, “Recasting Women”; Chaudhuri, “Gender and Advertisements.”

49. Rajan, Real and Imagined Women, 123.

50. Rajan.

51. Deshpande, The Intrusion, “The First Lady.”

52. Wolf, The Beauty Myth.

53. Higgins and Silver, Rape and Representation. Higgins and Silver present a feminist
analysis of the patriarchal uses of the aestheticization of rape and the erasure of the fem-
inine voice within artistic representation.
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Manjula Padmanabhan and the Question of
Problematizing Embodied Gender Identity

A Reading of Getting There

SHUBHRA RAY

Introduction

Getting There—Manjula Padmanabhan’s memoir—is about a transitional
phase in her life and chronicles a literal as well as a metaphorical journey, in
the course of which she mentally traverses a considerable distance from be-
ing a woman with zero self-image who goes on a diet to become somebody
else, the failure of it, and finally moving on to being a person who is comfort-
able in her own skin, all in the face of the complete breakdown of her social
networks of safety, which had been the hallmark of her existence until then.!
Padmanabhan’s reaction to what it means to be a woman is one of the themes
of Getting There, which, in concentrating on her life between 1977 and 1978,
offers insight into the struggles of being her twenty-something self. She is bio-
logically a woman and is heterosexually oriented but refuses to accept the cul-
tural connotations of her gender identity—be it the primacy accorded to re-
production or the devaluation or celebration of womanhood. In this chapter,
keeping in mind the unique trajectory that Padmanabhan’s self-expression
takes and her process of accepting her body and her self-image, I read Get-
ting There to explore the complicated relation the author has with her em-
bodied identity and the individualistic manner in which she comes to terms
with it, sometimes going against hegemonic body perceptions and at other
times incorporating divergent feminist insights into the matter.

It is pertinent to note here that Padmanabhan’s struggles of adhering to
perceived norms of beauty and gendered social acceptance in the 1970s reso-
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nate profoundly with the current Indian cultural milieu, where the empha-
sis on the normativity of a certain kind of feminine appearance—nonadher-
ence with which often leads to body shaming—has aggravated the anxiety
and insecurity of Indian women regarding their bodies in a manner that was
hitherto unprecedented. Forces of liberalization and globalization after the
1990s and the Internet revolution leading to ubiquitous social media influ-
ence have left women vulnerable to greater surveillance and subject to pre-
scribed injunctions regarding (un)desirable components of their embodied
subjectivity. It has been argued that following the institution of neoliberal
politics of reform and India’s encounter with global capital, there has been
a reification of national and gender identities to establish “India’s indepen-
dence and cultural difference from the West,” following the perceived loss
of sovereignty of the state, in the face of the onslaught of transnational mar-
ket forces (Oza 2006, 2). The displacement of public anxiety “associated with
a globalizing nation-state” onto “women’s bodies” has had far-reaching con-
sequences, where, in legal arbitrations to determine what constitutes the glob-
al and the local, “women’s sexual autonomy [is often] designated as foreign
to ‘Indian culture™ (24, 3).

This has led to a paradoxical situation over the past few decades where,
on the one hand, the Indian woman has been portrayed as an informed con-
sumer with the power of choice (Oza 2006, 18; Kullrich 2019, 270-271; Chakra-
varty 2011, 407), and on the other, she has been subjected to greater scrutiny
and surveillance, in the name of protection of national interests. Globaliza-
tion has led not only to a burgeoning beauty and fitness industry but also to
a proliferation of prejudice associated with overweight bodies. “Slim-body
ideals” and “fat-stigmatizing beliefs” have led to pejorative moral connota-
tions associated with obesity, in addition to its medical and economic con-
cerns, even in societies where earlier “fat bodies were reported to be valued
or viewed neutrally” (Brewis et al. 2011, 269). The ideal of skeletal thinness—
epitomized in skinny models and through “digital modification” of body
size—underscores the impossibility of it being attained and leads to dissatis-
faction with the body, in perpetuity (Tiggemann 2011, 13).

The situation is even more complicated in India not only on account of
the prevalence of similar cultural discourses on embodiment but also because
of the excessive importance associated with fair skin, especially by the indi-
ces of the matrimonial market. Even though colonization is generally held
as culpable for the national obsession with fairness, it has been shown that
this preoccupation and the “cultural capital” associated with it have both “pre-
colonial and transnational” antecedents (Vaid 2009, 148, 151). This, in turn,
has been built upon by market forces following liberalization, evident in sky-
rocketing sales of fairness creams and bleaches (Kullrich 2019, 254-255, 269;
Chakravarty 2011, 407). In the case of fair-skin preference, as well, there has
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been a documented rise in its mention in matrimonial advertisements after
the 1980s for the Indian diaspora in the United States. As Jyotsna Vaid es-
tablishes, it “is currently close to 25 percent for second generation Indian-
American women” (2009, 165). Despite the presence of movements like Dark
Is Beautiful since 2009 in India—with its tagline, “Celebrating 1.3 billion
shades of Indian”—the idea of inclusivity, as far as beauty is concerned, re-
mains an unrealized project. Rather, as matrimonial columns make clear, “the
ideology that fair is beautiful continues to exert a pernicious effect on the self-
esteem of women who have been repeatedly reminded that if they are not the
former, they cannot be the latter” (165). Padmanabhan’s struggles with her
supposed inadequacies based on her appearance, her association of her ex-
cess weight with a lack of moral fiber, and her vehement opposition to the idea
of marriage because of what it entails for the woman—all point to the rele-
vance that her memoir continues to have for contemporary Indian women
as they struggle with prescriptive indictments from various quarters regard-
ing their embodied subjectivity.

Between Struggles and Resistances: The Body
Beautiful in Getting There

Right at the outset of Getting There, Padmanabhan talks about her intention
of going on a diet. While her family and her boyfriend, Prashant, are skep-
tical about the need for it, she is adamant about it even while not sharing with
them the immediate impetus behind her decision. With the progression of
the narrative, it becomes clear that while there is no sudden thrust behind
her desire to change her appearance, it is a culmination of the social narra-
tives she had internalized regarding the fate of a woman and the part that
perceived beauty plays in the entire process. She discloses that she had felt
inadequate all her life—ugly and a misfit—and had grown up believing that
romantic love was not her due because of her looks:

I believed that love was a condition too fine and rare to be within my
reach. I had come to this conclusion because of my appearance. All
the stories I had read as a child stressed the importance of beauty in
a heroine’s life. A girl might make her entrance in a story looking de-
formed or wretched but by the end of it, if she was a heroine, she would
miraculously become beautiful. . . .

Yet when I, as the main character in my own life’s story, stared into
mirrors, I did not see a heroine’s face. Quite obviously, then, I would
not enjoy a heroine’s fate. (61)
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One learns that Padmanabhan had been “pudgy and cross-eyed” as a child
and “grew frontally” at fifteen and sixteen, all the while struggling with pim-
ples and frizzy hair, and grew to look like an “inverted pear” (2000, 61). As
the narrator-protagonist, she had a curious relationship with her body and
was shocked to see herself naked for the first time at the age of seventeen—
a conscious acknowledgment of the fact that her body had not been a part
of her psyche. As she states, it was a surprise for her to see that she “looked
remarkably similar” to the other figures that she had seen growing up, even
though she did not have the “ideal statistics” (149). She then goes on to ana-
lyze that “On the one hand it could mean that I didn’t see myself objectified
in the way of nude models in photographs. On the other hand, it could mean
that I had been wandering around for years in a body that I inhabited as if
it were a fancy dress belonging to someone else” (149). While a keen aware-
ness of not possessing an ideal female body marks much of her growing-up
years, the unrequited love that she feels for her teacher when she is sixteen
further reinforces her negative self-image. Following the mortification of this
one-sided affair—with teenage emotions compounding her angst—she made
up her mind to die at thirty to avoid the humiliations that awaited her. By the
time Padmanabhan was in her twenties and had met her boyfriend, Prashant,
she still held on to these views rather than outgrowing them. She had also
created a self-professed artist’s persona, with her hallmark sartorial code be-
ing bright clingy clothes, lots of jewelry, and loud makeup.

What is interesting, however, is that despite her low self-esteem, the nar-
rator-protagonist remains adamant about not conforming to the expected
norms of her well-heeled, conservative family. Padmanabhan’s close relations
are well settled in their respective professions—her father is a retired bureau-
crat of the Indian Foreign Service; her brother, Raghu, is a successful cor-
porate lawyer; and her sister, Radha, is a doctor based in the United States.
Both her siblings are married and have children—or in other words, are de-
cent, “respectable” people by the standards of middle-class Indian society
(50). Within such a class, marriage remains the high watermark in women’s
lives despite their professional qualifications and achievements. For Padma-
nabhan, marriage is an anathema because she believes that one of its main
purposes is ensuring the survival of the human species. And, as she makes
it clear to the psychiatrist at the diet clinic, she has had a deep-seated an-
tipathy toward children ever since her own childhood. Cooking, housekeep-
ing, nurturing—activities that are integrally connected with the conception
of the female/feminine role—do not find favor with her. Ironic and scathing
comments about marriage and the supposed fulfillment that women derive
from domesticity abound in Getting There. Notable among them is the in-
cisive remark that she makes about the projection of women in the context
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of domesticity and marriage, by the late 1970s American media, and her in-
ability to belong to such a milieu:

Soap operas like All My Children and General Hospital were a rev-
elation, commerce and monotheism in passionate embrace. The one
true god was represented by the loyal, omniscient, omnipotent and
dandruff-free husband. Heaven was a place of static-free carpets and
gleaming glassware . . . [and women were] priestesses in the church
of good housekeeping. . . . Where in this dish-washer-friendly uni-
verse in which a woman’s worth was assessed by the sparkle on her
cutlery, did I fit? Nowhere. (191-192)

Against this background of sanctification of a certain construct of mar-
riage as natural law, Padmanabhan, with her profession as a freelance illustra-
tor/cartoonist and her boyfriend whom she does not want to marry, stands
out as an aberration. There is immense pressure on her to get married, not
only from her family—especially her brother, Raghu—but also from strangers
like Kamala, who consider her behavior “un-Indian” through a nonresident
Indian’s gaze in America (166). In fact, Raghu views her as a weed—he is un-
happy with their parents for having allowed her to grow up “unruly and un-
checked”—but would have preferred if she had not been allowed “to sprout”
atall (47). He terms her behavior and lifestyle as akin to “roaming the streets
like a bitch on heat” (50).

While Padmanabhan does not respond verbally to the insults and accusa-
tions coming her way, preferring to remain silent rather than getting into a
conflict, she continues to live life on her own terms. It gives her immense
pleasure to “flaunt” Prashant as a boyfriend, “not a spouse,” as that confirms
her view of herself as a “counter-culture revolutionary, living outside the con-
fines of social acceptance” (41). It is against this complicated context of a
woman who chooses to live on the margins of social respectability, who re-
acts to the injunctions placed on her impetuously and yet struggles with an
abysmally low self-worth, that Padmanabhan’s desire to diet needs to be
placed. As the narrator-protagonist, she is aware that these disciplinary re-
gimes of feminine embodiment have far-reaching implications because they
keep women preoccupied with their looks, and yet she embarks on one of her
own accord, because of the associations of despair and despondency with
obesity in her mind.

For instance, after being berated by her roommate, Sujaya, for not being
responsible and considerate, her immediate reaction is not a denial of these
accusations but to engage in an extensive act of self-criticism, where her be-
havioral and mental traits become linked with her physical characteristics.
Obesity becomes not only a repugnant bodily trait but also the explanation
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of several other undesirable qualities in her, including her inability to suc-
ceed in her professional life. As Padmanabhan states wryly:

Yes, I was inconsiderate, incompetent and self-indulgent. I was fat after
all. T was a person whose intake of fuel exceeded her body’s needs.
Fat stored as unsightly wads of flesh was the physical expression of
greed, black money in the body’s fuel-efficient economy. Time is also
akind of fuel except that it can’t be stored. Nevertheless, I could feel
the rolls of unused hours lying in unsightly heaps across the sagging
belly of my days. (45-46)

The yearning to slim down, by inversion, becomes an aspiration for a differ-
ent life altogether:

The desire to lose weight, I now saw, with my teaspoon poised above
the plain white dome of the egg, was really about becoming someone
else. Someone efficient and industrious who could fight minotaurs
before breakfast, someone who would succeed in her quest to be fi-
nancially independent and ideologically pure, someone whose illus-
trations would soon be the talk of the town, be sought after and val-
ued. Someone of consequence, taste and wit. (31)

It is true that becoming attractive is one of the reasons behind Padma-
nabhan’s decision to diet, and yet due to the complications that were a part
of her mental makeup, it would be rather simplistic to reduce her aspiration
to merely that. Before going on to discuss how the body or the act of dieting
assume an individualistic signification for Padmanabhan, this chapter ex-
amines the cultural connotations of female embodiment and femininity in
India and their variegated and loaded usage.

At one level, all human beings are embodied creatures—the body is a bio-
logical reality and therefore biological differences between men and women
lead to differences in female and male embodiment. The body, however, is also
a discursive and cultural construct, being situated in and articulated through
various sociological, anthropological, historical, medical, and religious dis-
courses. This kind of approach depicts the fallacy of the position that male
superiority and female inferiority are based on essential attributes. Biologi-
cal differences become the basis of a cultural devaluation and stigmatization
of the female body. The very fact that women are able, in general, to men-
struate and give birth is enough to suggest a potentially dangerous volatil-
ity that marks the female body as out of control. In contrast to the apparent
self-containment of the male body, the female body demands attention and
invites regulation. In short, women are just their bodies in ways that men are
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not, biologically destined to an inferior status in all spheres that privilege ra-
tionality. At the same time, however, that women are seen as more wholly
embodied, the boundaries of their embodiment are never fixed and secure.
As the devalued process of reproduction makes clear, women themselves are,
in the conventional masculinist imagination, not simply inferior beings whose
civil and social subordination are both inevitable and justified but objects of
fear and repulsion.

The expression of this kind of anxiety about women’s bodies has taken
different forms in different cultures—ranging from the celebration of certain
bodily aspects to severe repression— and almost all of them are inextricably
connected with the idea of the need for regulating female sexuality. In the
Indian context, especially within the Hindu religious tradition, the worship
of women as the embodiment of Shakti, the strictures associated with the
lives of widows, and the stigma associated with menstruation are all mani-
festations of the aforementioned idea in various forms.”

Such ideas have been widely pervasive and have negatively affected the way
women think about their bodies and subsequently their selves. The social
constructionist position—a critique of biological essentialism—“emphasizes
the view that a woman experiences her body, sexuality and feminine iden-
tity as a social being located in a particular cultural setting with its domi-
nant values and norms” (Thapan 1997, 5). Power is exercised in such a manner
by dominant cultural tropes and structures that the ideas propagated become
internalized, a case in point being the pervasiveness of the idea of the nega-
tive status of the feminine body among women themselves. Michel Foucault’s
influence has been pivotal in the development of this theoretical perspective,
especially his exposition of the workings of power in social processes. Fou-
cault’s (1977, 1990) analysis of the discursive body examines its capacity to
be manipulated, molded, constructed, and changed and explains the manner
in which the body is invested with different and changing forms of power.

The female body is manipulated and control is exercised over it not only
through the discourses of history, religion, or medicine but also through the
discourse of ideal feminine beauty, an attainment of which results in the ob-
jectification of female bodies. Sandra Lee Bartky and Susan Bordo have cri-
tiqued the setting up of normatives that expect social conformity, foremost
among them being diet and exercise regimes that are designed to attain the
ideal female body size and configuration. With the proliferation of images
of women with beautiful faces and figures in print as well as electronic me-
dia, “the homogenizing, elusive ideal of femininity” (Bordo 1993, 166) has
become pervasive. The sheer number of articles in women’s magazines de-
scribing how to dress, apply makeup, and present an appropriate image attest
to the fact that there are codes of behavior to which women must subscribe
(Greer 1999, 19-32). Moreover, Bordo maintains that through the disciplines
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of diet, makeup, and dress, women are rendered less socially “oriented” and
more focused on “self-modification” (1993, 166). The disciplinary regimes
of femininity have political implications because they keep women attend-
ing to their appearance, looks, bodily comportment, and image rather than
to the material and political circumstances of their lives. What is more dan-
gerous is that these kind of attainments, such as perfect skin, body, or hair,
have increasingly come to be projected as integrally connected with the lib-
eration or freedom of women—a matter of choice and not a constriction. The
internalization of representations of the female body by women thus becomes
fundamental to the formation of the feminine identity. Women not only in-
ternalize the overarching gaze of the patriarchal/male connoisseur but also
learn to consider their bodies from a position of alterity. As Bartky puts it,
“women live their bodies as seen by another, by an anonymous patriarchal
other” (1988, 72).

The obese woman attracts greater opprobrium even within the gender-
skewed universe of adherence to normative body ideals (Levine and Chap-
man 2011, 102) because of the association of the “fat’ female body as a site
of disease and failure” (Murray 2008, 7). Given that obesity has acquired the
status of a medical epidemic, the overweight woman is subjected to immense
social discrimination, with control being exercised through various disciplin-
ary discourses. Hence, what Murray claims of Western culture is true for many
urbanized Indian settings as well:

Living “fat” and female in contemporary Western culture is difficult:
we are socialised to be ashamed of our bodies, and to engage in end-
less processes to alter them, to improve them, to normalise them. “Fat”
women are regarded as sexually unattractive, unclean, unhealthy,
unintelligent, and unwilling to change. In light of this, “fat” wom-
en are treated with suspicion, and often with unabashed hatred and

disgust. (5)

Critiques of this marginalization in the West have taken the route of “phil-
osophical analysis” in search of a more “productive, enabling, embodied poli-
tics” (181), as well as fat activism—which, in contradistinction to the body
positivity movement, aims to foreground the lived experiences of fat bodies—
as a way of engaging with the widespread dehumanization that marks their
reception (Cooper 2016).

While the negative role of media-propagated images in engendering body
image dissatisfaction cannot but be underlined, it has been recognized that
“the relation between sociocultural influences and body image” can only be
“complex, multiply determined, and bidirectional” with the extent to which
an individual internalizes these injunctions, being “moderated by levels of
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self-esteem (or autonomy), such that women with high self-esteem will be less
influenced by societal ideals and pressures” (Tiggemann 2011, 18, 14). Fur-
ther, the protests against biological reductionism and discursive control have
assumed various forms. What is significant is that in consonance with the
emphasis on heterogeneity, plurality, and the celebration of differences that
has been a hallmark of feminist movements in recent decades, the theoriza-
tion regarding feminine embodiment has intensified not with the hope of
“recovering an authentic female body unburdened of patriarchal assump-
tions, but in the full acknowledgement of the multiple and fluid possibilities
of differential embodiment” (Price and Shildrick 1999, 12).

Ahead of Her Times: Padmanabhan and the
Discourse of Female Embodiment

Padmanabhan’s memoir precedes these theoretical concerns and activism(s),
but it demonstrates acute sensitivity to these issues and movements. This be-
comes evident at her discomfort on realizing the extent of the unconscious
conditioning regarding women’s bodies that dominates our thoughts: it hits
the narrator-protagonist particularly hard when she is shown nude slides of
women who had successfully lost weight at the doctor’s clinic where she en-
rolls. Padmanabhan bemoans, “We are so used to seeing pictures of female
nudes who look like articulated dolls that when we see the more typical sort
of woman without her clothes on, she looks diseased” (10). This also makes
her ruminate on how a debilitating exercise like dieting had been normal-
ized by the multibillion-dollar weight-loss industry and what the business
was promising to sell:

Being thin was only one element in a complex mutation. Being sex-
ually available was another. Being obviously wealthy was a third. Poor
people, for instance, are thin but that doesn’t make them beautiful. It
is the slenderness of those who choose not to be fat that is admired. . . .
The glamour is essential. Without it a thin person merely looks poor.
(22-23)

Naturally, the practice of photographing patients naked, chronicling the var-
ious stages of their weight loss, leaves the narrator-protagonist feeling un-
settled:

The prize patient, whose success had seemed so spectacular when she
was clothed, looked like a sack of loose brown skin standing to atten-
tion when she was naked. . .. Her appearance suggested that she came
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from a deeply conservative, traditional background, yet here she was,
posing naked for a doctor’s unsympathetic camera. . .. Had she agreed
out of her own volition or had her husband forced her? Was he in the
room with her when these pictures were taken? Had she agreed be-
cause she imagined she was making a valuable contribution to a study
of weight loss amongst obese Third World women? Had she been con-
vinced on the grounds that she represented that rarest of breeds, a
Third World woman who was yet rich enough to have weight to lose?
(10-11)

When Padmanabhan is asked to do the same, she refuses. For her, it was akin
to relinquishing control over her body, which she was not comfortable do-
ing, despite its so-called unattractiveness and undesirability.

The process of dieting has intended consequences—she loses five kilos
in a matter of weeks—as well as unintended ones. During the diet, and es-
pecially during her psychological evaluation with Mrs. Prasad, she is hard-
pressed to examine her purported ideologies and belief systems. While she
had looked down upon her fellow patients at the clinic initially—using epi-
thets like the “latest little dumpling in human form,” among others, to de-
scribe them—she soon realizes that it was sheer hypocrisy on her part:

I wanted to sneer at this apparition in female form sitting across the
room from me, but Mrs. Prasad’s probing enquiry had shown me that
my so-called ideology was thinner than a coat of nail varnish. . ..
Would I, too, be weighed down with gold, my face obscured under
amask of rouge and mascara? No! I thought, Never! But I had told Mrs.
Prasad that I was fond of jewellery and make-up, and here I was, sit-
ting in the same diet clinic as that other woman, seeking the same goal.
How different were we really? It humbled me to realize, not much. (23)

Further, on account of the conflicts that this process engenders with her close
relations, especially her brother and her boyfriend, and her chance encoun-
ter with Piet—a Dutch man who had come on a spiritual quest to India and
was staying at the same paying-guest accommodation as she was—Padma-
nabhan is forced to reevaluate her life in a way she had never done before.
Padmanabhan had been in a comfortable relationship with Prashant for
over two years but had desisted from calling it love, as she did not believe
that romantic love was her due. The term was further problematic for Pad-
manabhan because of its inevitable culmination in marriage, an institution
she was not ready to engage with. As she puts it, “The price of romance for
heterosexuals is the enormous expenditure of energy and resources which
goes into getting married and raising children. If I wasn’t willing to pay the
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price, then in a real sense, I couldn’t afford to be ‘in love™ (235). Her relation-
ship with Prashant had been sustained as he had been accommodative of her
quirks of not wanting to get married and her plan to die at thirty, which the
other romantic interests in her life had not been supportive of. Prashant is
described as an “exceptionally good natured” person and one who comes close
to being as “perfect [a] boyfriend as anyone could hope to find” (60). And yet,
after meeting Piet, the narrator-protagonist decides to sleep with him, even
while being in a relationship with Prashant.

This emotional transgression becomes a deliberate move on Padmanab-
han’s part in her quest for supreme confidence and control over life, which
she found projected by Piet. In attempting to emulate Piet, she realized that
her notions of sexual fidelity—and, for that matter, everything else—were
based on shaky foundations. Padmanabhan hereafter tours America with
Prashant but feels guilty all the while for going to bed with Piet in a calcu-
lated way—and, in order to stop discussing uncomfortable issues, she con-
tinues to eat compulsively, leading to a complete failure of her diet. No doubt
it had given her pleasure to flaunt Prashant in the face of familial and social
disapproval, but the fact remained that their relationship was based on a reac-
tion. And Padmanabhan soon realizes that Prashant, especially after he wants
to be married, is very much a part of the entire setup that she feels suffocated
by and wants to escape.

The showdown with her brother, on the other hand, makes it clear to her
that the luxuries she had taken for granted—her sister paying for her trip to
America, her relatives being there to bail her out from tricky situations, and
the social spaces of South Bombay that she has access to—are beyond her
capability to create for herself. The price for these safety nets was, of course,
the expected pursuit of preconceived notions of her class-based gender nor-
mativity, escaping which would require more than mere impetuous reactions:

I had grown up wearing the jewelled harnesses that kept me and oth-
ers like me in our place within our social class. The only time we ever
felt our bondage was when we strained against it in the direction of
some forbidden pleasure. But eating frugally had apparently caused
a change to take place. I had shed weight, literally as well metaphor-
ically. I was now loose within the harness . . . [and] planned to slip it
off altogether. (115-116)

Obviously, such transformations are easier said than done since they entail
“reversing the habits of self-indulgence and passivity” (116) that she had grown
up with and getting out of her comfort zone. Nevertheless, Padmanabhan’s
acquaintance with Piet leads her to yearn for the kind of control and com-
plete responsibility he enjoys—that is, his ability to unmake and remake his
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life in ways she had never experienced before. After her encounter with Piet,
she imagines that she can explore the unexplored if she can be on a sojourn,
free of all known faces:

IfT had never seen it, I may not have permitted myself to feel the dis-
satisfactions of my life as keenly as I did. But a door had opened and
the confines of my life had been flooded with the light of other pos-
sibilities. . . .

The basic idea involved taking a vacation from my life. It couldn’t
be just a change from the city I was living in or the people I knew. What
I needed was to step outside the skin of known associations that the
people I knew had of me and to walk around a bit like that, skinless,
waiting to see who I became and what would happen when there were
no constraints upon me. (79)

The rest of the narrative of Getting There is about the various adventures
she has in America, Germany, and Holland and the insights she gains. Pad-
manabhan’s transitional state of being, where she feels “like a yolk sac of ideas,
not yet solidified into the substance of a living being” (118), makes her look
at her dieting from a different perspective altogether, in contradistinction to
the gender-defined codes associated with it earlier. She eventually realizes that
her attempt at dieting was not the outcome of a desire to match a fictitious
ideal. Rather, it had been an attempt to flee her corporeality, in keeping with
her death wish: she had felt trapped in her body, and the diet became her way
of being liberated. She explains, “I began to feel the way a caged animal might,
when it sees that the door to its prison has been left ajar: a soaring sense of
my ability to flee the Dungeon of my Body” (27). It is in this light that her pro-
vocative statement, “Maybe the desire to diet was actually a yearning to step
out of the suit of soft, fat filled female clothes that I had been given to wear
at birth” (236), needs to be viewed. Her wish for a different body therefore is
not the aspiration for a “superior” masculine identity, since for her the mas-
culine role is equally if not more debilitating, and she claims, “I could eas-
ily imagine how violently unhappy I would have been if I had been a man”
(236). For the author, her physicality needs to be understood without sub-
scribing to accepted notions of gender, even if she deliberately leaves nebu-
lous the articulation of her gender aspiration.

Conclusion: Body Acceptance in Getting There

Padmanabhan has been categorical in stating—in later interviews as well as
her personal correspondence—that she rarely thinks of herself as a “wom-
an” and also that she does not like writing from the perspective of the typi-
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cal victim because she does not believe that chains are a natural condition
of womanhood.* But, as opposed to her confident assertions later, in Getting
There, her autobiographical persona is at a crossroads. Here Padmanabhan
is caught at an intersection of various fragmented identities: the tension aris-
es out of a conflict between the pressure to accept the cultural connotations
of gender and an attempt to go beyond it, with her conception of what it nor-
matively means to be a woman and her aversion to it playing a vital part in
the rejection of her gendered identity. As she puts it:

I had considered feminism a peg on which to hang my resistance to
romance, but Mrs. Prasad, the psychiatrist, with her droopy eyelids
and her laser vision, had cut through my flabby rhetoric: she had shown
me that much of what I did and said was an expression of non-accep-
tance of a woman’s destiny. . . . I did not rejoice in any but the most
superficial aspects of being female. (235)

The complications and ethical dilemmas also arise because of the peculiar
traits of her personality. As Padmanabhan states, “So much of what I had con-
sidered problems were instead a kind of frenzy brought by my ignorance about
reality. A more robust person would not have encountered even a tenth of my
difficulties, or having encountered them would not have interpreted them as
difficulties at all” (329).

To conclude, the diet in Getting There becomes a catalyst in engendering
certain necessary changes in the writer’s self-perception. The initial success
and eventual failure of it compelled her to come to terms with certain un-
palatable truths about herself and the abominable way she had treated peo-
ple in her life because of her impulsiveness. It also becomes clear to her that
her diet was not an attempt to attain a preordained body ideal; rather, it was
a reiteration and extension of her death wish. Padmanabhan also realizes
that she had attached extraordinary importance to other people’s thoughts
and had sought approval unconsciously, even when defying accepted norms.
In reacting to certain gender-based strictures impetuously, she had not re-
ally thought them through, and when confronted with difficulties, she had
taken an escape route rather than facing them. However, in Amsterdam, be-
reft of all physical and social security, especially after surviving an asthma
attack in a dark, cold, dilapidated building, while inhabiting a fat and lone-
ly body, “unbathed, penniless, ticketless and visa-free in a foreign country,”
(330) the narrator-protagonist realizes that she can be mentally self-sufficient
and does not need the crutches of social approval to lead her life. This proves
to be a moment of both self-realization and liberation for Padmanabhan as
she declares:
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But I was no longer concerned about what he or anyone else thought.

I felt like a ship whose decks had finally been cleared of all its extra
passengers. Not just the more recent ones like Piet or Japp but all the
earlier ones as well, including many people whom I loved and many
others whom I didn't. . . there were so many people trying to wrest
control of my ship, telling me which ports I should visit and what car-
go I'should load, when to speed up and how to drop anchor. Some did
it gently and others were rough, but in the end, they were all just pas-
sengers. Whereas I was the captain, I was the ship and I was all my
crew. (329)

For Padmanabhan, then, getting there becomes less about a geographical loca-
tion and more about a metaphorical journey of reaching an elevated mental
state: of intense self-realization, equanimity, and unconditional acceptance
of her mind and her body.

NOTES

1. In this chapter, my reading of Getting There is based on the edition that came out
in 2000 (London: Picador). In a personal interview conducted in 2004, Padmanabhan had
shared that she had intended her work as a memoir but her editor at Picador was appre-
hensive marketing it as such, because the autobiography of a relatively unknown woman
writer would be hard to sell. It was much safer for Picador to bracket Getting There with-
in the categories of travel writing or novel. This kind of a forced categorization as well
as the “lowbrow” way in which it was marketed affected the reception of the book (Man-
jula Padmanabhan, interview with author, April 29, 2004). Getting There was also excised
of alarge portion of the Holland section of the text by Mary Mount, her editor at Picador,
which, if retained, would have rendered the work “solemn and philosophical” (Padma-
nabhan, interview). Indeed, as a look at the manuscript of the unedited Holland section
of the text revealed—Getting There is divided into four such sections: Bombay, New York,
Munich, and Holland—it was marked by philosophical musings and greater self-reflex-
ivity (Padmanabhan, Getting There, manuscript, 159-204). A new edition of Getting There
(Gurugram: Hachette India, 2020) addresses these concerns: a note by the author men-
tions that it is indeed a memoir, and the Holland section has additional chapters. How-
ever, for the purposes of this chapter, which focuses on her engagement with issues of diet
and body image, these revisions do not influence the reading—which is why I have con-
tinued to use the 2000 edition.

2. Padmanabhan (1996, 205-229) has a poignant story, “Stains,” on the issue of men-
struation and the negativity associated with it. “Stains” can be read as the story of a young
African American woman, Sarah, coming to terms with her body. She grows up believ-
ing that she is perfectly comfortable with it, but it takes an act of rudeness from her boy-
friend’s mother, Mrs. Kumar, to make her realize how far from the truth that is. When
she is “made to feel small” for “staining” the sheets, and treated like an “invalid,” she real-
izes that somewhere in her mind she has internalized the guilt and negativity associated
with menstruation. But Mrs. Kumar’s behavior and her own subsequent sense of alien-
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ation make her question her conditioning and attempt to come to terms with it as some-
thing natural. She begins by paying conscious attention to it and refuses to accept the
silence around it. Menstruation stops being dark, dirty, or something to be guilty about
for Sarah when she learns to accept her bodily process for what it is—a bodily process.

3.Inan interview with Sheela Reddy (2002), Padmanabhan says, “I rarely think of myself
asawoman ... my struggle in the early days was a straightforward essential one: how to
be a human being who writes/draws and how to support myself financially.” The state-
ment was made in response to Reddy’s query regarding how the epithet “woman writer”
is viewed by women who write.

4. Manjula Padmanabhan, “Re: On Reading Getting There,” e-mail to author, April
18, 2004.
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Future Forms
Female Body Image in Indian Dystopian Fiction

ANNIKA TANEJA

Introduction

The female body in contemporary India is a site of myriad discourses, debates,
and negotiations. Since the nation first gained independence in 1947, the
watchful eyes protecting Bharat Mata (“Mother India”) have expected wom-
en and girls across the country to conform to a series of external forces that
have attempted to shape their bodies and identities in more ways than one.
In their article entitled “Body, Gender and Sexuality: Politics of Being and
Belonging,” Sabala and Meena Gopal trace the history of the complex and
often conflicting ways the female body has been socially constructed in mod-
ern India:

Women have always received contradictory messages about their bod-
ies. When expedient, it is glorified by ideal images of goddesses; hon-
our of the nation/family/community and sometimes the same body
is projected as shameful, embarrassing, vexatious, fearful and dis-
gusting. ... Through this comes the distorted picture of how we view
our bodies. (Sabala and Gopal 2010, 44)

This “distorted picture,” in turn, affects women’s relationships with their own
bodies. It does not simply impact their aesthetic choices but may also impact
what they do, how they speak, where they go, and so forth. As Sabala and Go-
pal further explain, both the female body and female body image have be-
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come subservient to the anxieties of a patriarchal worldview that situates its
culture and its morality in its women. From school uniforms and religious
diktats to popular culture and mass media, there is a constant stream of in-
formation delivered to women on how they should appear. In other words,
“the public gaze whether male or female is always speculating on women’s
bodies, how next she will clothe her body or adorn it or maintain it or ma-
nipulate it or shape it to perfection” (Sabala and Gopal, 47-48). But what im-
pact does such speculation have on women in India today, and how will it affect
the generations of women to follow?

This chapter seeks an answer to this question in three works of science
fiction (SF) by three Indian women writers: Harvest (1997) by Manjula Pad-
manabhan, The Lesson (2015) by Sowmya Rajendran, and Clone (2019) by
Priya Sarukkai Chabria. It begins with a discussion on body image, both with-
in academia and within India specifically; it then critically analyses female
body image in the fictional futures of the three texts in order to unearth the
social, cultural, and technological roots of women’s body aesthetics in pres-
ent-day India. Finally, it examines the plotline of the three texts together to
establish the significance of Indian women who dare to imagine and author
alternative forms of embodiment while questioning and subverting the dis-
courses that dominate female body image today.

Female Corporeality and the Body Image Discourse

The term “body image” has been notoriously nebulous since it first appeared
in Paul Schilder’s seminal volume The Irmage and Appearance of the Human
Body (1935). In 1988, building upon Schilder’s definition, Peter David Slade
defined body image as “the picture we have in our minds of the size, shape
and form of our bodies; and to our feelings concerning these characteristics
and our constituent body parts” (Slade 1988, 20). By the 1990s, the definition
of the term expanded to include both body image as well its affective attri-
butes—that is, an individual’s relationship with her body image—and the
focus of body image research markedly shifted toward those with “disturbed”
or faulty models of self-perception, such as women with eating disorders or
body dysmorphia.

In this manner, the body came to be considered a blank canvas upon
which external forces exerted influence in order to make it adhere to certain
aesthetic ideals. However, in the process, the several identities that mark the
human body prior to its encounter with the external world were erased, with
all bodies being considered equally susceptible to all influences. It was not
until feminist theorists such as Judith Butler, Susan Bordo, and Elizabeth Gro-
sz intervened that such a “neutral”—but, in fact, white, capitalistic, and pa-
triarchal—conception of body image was challenged and corrected, shifting



98 / Annika Taneja

“the body from a purely biological form to an historical construction and
medium of social control” (Bordo, 182). Sylvia K. Blood’s Body Work: The
Social Construction of Women’s Body Image traces the history of these fem-
inist discourses, which challenged psychology’s reduction of “women’s dis-
tressing experiences of their bodies” to simply “a concern about physical ap-
pearance” (2005, 3). Blood uses the social constructionist approach to question
the assumption that “‘truths’ about individuals and their behavior can be
obtained through the correct use of scientific methods,” advocating instead
for an approach that allows space for investigating not simply disturbed body
images but the norms and ideals that create them in the first place (29). The
work of these feminist theorists thus shifted women’s dissatisfaction with their
bodies from an individual experience to a broader systemic issue.

Body Image Scholarship in India

Though Eurocentric ideas of female beauty might dominate the Indian imag-
ination today;, it is safe to assume that the Indian subcontinent’s long and
complex history would have given rise to multiple ideals and manifestations
of the female body over time. There is, however, scarce documentation of such
ideals, and most can only be gleaned retrospectively by examining the rep-
resentation of “desirable” women in the art, literature, and culture of the past.!

The formal study of body image in India is a relatively recent phenom-
enon. For a while it was believed that body image issues were a “Western”
problem, and few studies were conducted around the subject in the subcon-
tinent. But with the entry of a global visual and media culture into the In-
dian consciousness—first as a result of economic liberalization and then as
a result of the Internet boom—there has been an increase in research that
examines prevailing beauty standards and their impact on women in different
parts of India. There are now many emerging studies on body image “dis-
turbances,” such as eating disorders, colorism, and diet culture, especially
among young women and college students. Some examples include research
conducted by Chakraborty and De (2014), Rajagopalan and Shejwal (2014),
and Kapadia (2009). However, there remains a relative paucity of research on
the larger forces and discourses that construct such body image ideals in con-
temporary India in the first place.”

Informed by such debates and concerns, this chapter—by examining fe-
male characters from works of Indian SF—aims to move beyond perceptual
models of body image to speculate how the sociocultural ideals that render
Indian women uncomfortable in their own skin today may operate in the
future. It seeks to interrogate how—and, indeed, if—these long-held embodi-
ment ideals might impact Indian women’s attitudes toward their bodies and
how they present themselves in the years to come. Finally, it asks if it is in-
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deed possible to unplug the Indian female body from dominant ideals of gen-
der and sexuality and imagine it afresh. The three works of Indian feminist SF
under consideration—written by women and featuring female protagonists—
use the genre of dystopia to introduce precisely such fresh female forms into
the consciousness of their readers.’ In The Lesson, Sowmya Rajendran ex-
trapolates the patriarchal ideologies of contemporary Indian society into a
living nightmare. Manjula Padmanabhan’s award-winning play, Harvest, writ-
ten in 1997 and set in a then-unknown 2010, examines the idea of bodily au-
tonomy in a world where the sale of organs is legalized. Finally, Priya Saruk-
kai Chabria’s Clone, set in an autocratic, posthuman world, locates the seeds
of revolution in one clone’s act of self-determination. In each of the texts, it
is a woman whose disobedient and divergent body becomes the site of a pow-
er struggle between societal norms and individual desires and irrevocably
alters how she perceives and ultimately uses her body. Read together, the three
texts offer their readers a continuum of resistance to both patriarchal and tech-
no-industrial constructions of women’s bodies and body image(s), embody-
ing the uniquely transformative potential of feminist SF, which scholars of
the genre have long championed.*

Object of Beauty/Object of Consumption: Female
Bodies and Body Image in The Lesson

The first text under consideration, Sowmya Rajendran’s The Lesson, is a dys-
topian satire that foregrounds the structural and systemic violence Indian
women face every day. The central narrative device—in which the names of
all characters and institutions are their social or institutional roles—spotlights
this violence by literalizing it. The Capital City of Rajendran’s undated fu-
ture is ruled over by the President of an organization known as the Adjust-
ment Bureau. The “adjustment” in question is the transition of human sub-
jects into an orderly, “normal” existence as hetero-patriarchal families, and
alllegal and political institutions of this regime are dedicated to ensuring that
the fabric of society remains unsullied. There is literally a Moral Police Force
that patrols the city, keeping a sharp eye out for any occurrences of premari-
tal sex, revealing clothing, or other “deviant” behaviors. At the lowest rung
of this force are people like the Dupatta Inspector, whose job is to monitor
the attire of college-going girls and ensure no cleavage is visible. At the top
of the order is a man simply known as the Rapist, whose job is to teach dis-
obedient women the proverbial and titular lesson. His victims, we are told,
have committed a range of offences—“They wore short clothes. They went to
pubs. They smoked. They were not virgins. They had several boyfriends” (Ra-
jendran 2015, 2)—all of which are unpardonable.
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On the one hand, then, the women of this world are expected to follow
a strict set of rules and become—as well as raise—obedient wives, mothers,
and daughters. They must not display cleavage, wear too much makeup, or
be seen with a man who is not their husband. But on the other hand, these
women must also live up to the prevailing standards of beauty, attractiveness,
and desirability and in doing so remain enslaved to certain oppressive codes
of thought and behavior. For example, Rajendran’s protagonist—a woman
known simply as the Second Daughter—is pressured to fix her looks and join
the heterosexual institution of marriage as soon as she comes of age, as the
narrative reveals:

They started oft by sending them [the girl’s family] reminders in the
form of well-meaning uncles and aunts who patted her head kindly
and asked her when she was getting married and if she knew how to
make sabudana vada. She could lose some weight, straighten her hair,
go to a good photo studio and take some portrait pictures—had she
done any of that? (23)

The Second Daughter is constantly reminded that she must fashion her body
and her body image well within the sanctions of society—she must be shapely
but not too skinny or overweight, she must be attractive and confident but not
sexy or obscene, she must have long tresses but no body hair, and so forth.
Throughout the course of the novel, the metric of beauty and morality keeps
shifting arbitrarily, moving along a sliding scale of what is acceptable and
what is punishable. The Dupatta Inspector, for example, makes up many of
his rules as he goes along. Across each page, however, the underlying belief
remains the same—that any unbridled expression of female freedom and
sexuality is antithetical to the larger interest of society.

Rajendran’s language echoes the familiar lexicons of body shaming, mor-
al policing, and gender-based violence that continue to shape women’s rela-
tionships with their bodies in contemporary India, where morality and sexu-
ality (or, indeed, any kind of uninhibited self-expression) are often seen as
mutually exclusive domains. These politics of perception define and redefine
what sociologist Smitha Radhakrishnan terms as “respectable femininity,”
under which an Indian woman is conditioned to locate herself “within the
terms of a larger Indian cultural landscape that she feels unable to escape”
(2009, 206). This larger landscape is dictated by the tenuous and constantly
shifting middle ground between traditional Indian mores and morals and
modern, transnational neoliberalism, with its emphasis on beauty and ma-
terial success. The female body becomes the site of such negotiation, and a
woman’s body image becomes inextricably implicated in this double bind.
Radhakrishnan elaborates:
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The important thread running through all the narratives women ar-
ticulate is the idea of the “right” amount of freedom—not as much
as abroad, where your sexual and leisure behaviors might indicate a
rejection of family, and thus, a loss of culture, but not so little free-
dom as in either an earlier Indian generation, or, implicitly, those less
educated and less well-off Indians who cannot exercise these free-
doms. (207)

For most of the novel, the unnamed protagonist is struggling to toe this fine
line. She tries to be educated, but not too educated. She tries to be attractive,
but not too attractive. When she first goes to the Bureau to file a divorce, she
makes sure to don the uniform of the good Indian woman: a “blue starched
sari she’d carefully picked out” (Rajendran 2015, 152). But after her plea for
divorce from her abusive husband is rejected, she rebels, and the President
assigns her to the Rapist. To buy herself time, she feigns a pregnancy, hoping
that if the President believes that she is a mother-to-be, he will no longer con-
sider her a threat. We are told the following:

The Rapist did not know if he should proceed with the President’s re-
quest in the altered circumstances. It could be the problem had re-
solved itself. The woman would go back to being a dutiful wife for the

sake of the child. (94)

But her plan backfires, and once her ruse is discovered, the Council decides
to televise her rape as a lesson to society at large. Because it is still illegal to
publicly disclose the identity of a rape victim, the Council instructs the Sec-
ond Daughter to wear a mask during her rape. On the day of the broadcast,
however, she decides to remove her mask on live TV, revealing her face to
millions of viewers. Through this simple act, she reclaims her individual body
from the state yet also opens herself up to an extremely unjust and unprec-
edented judgment. The President had hoped to punish her by equating her
body with who she is and using the sexually violent act of rape to break her
spirit. But instead of allowing such a conflation of her vagina and her will,
the Second Daughter embraces her “deviant” body and mind, demanding her
right to exist outside the holy trinity of daughter, wife, and mother, despite
the many risks.

Rajendran chooses to end her novel at this point, denying both the audi-
ence within and the audience without (her readers) the comfort of closure.
This refusal leaves the reader in a lurch, as once the Second Daughter suc-
cessfully strips herself of the lexicon of the world Rajendran has built, her
future literally becomes a blank page. Her new, “monstrous” body exists out-
side the language of Capital City, its Moral Police, and its judgmental gaze.
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This “filling in” of the blank, however, becomes a crucial, material interven-
tion in deliberating what constitutes a “desirable” versus an “undesirable” fe-
male body in contemporary India. The women reading the novel are forced
to reckon with the difficult questions the narrative raises: Is the female body
desirable and beautiful only as long as it is also pliable and palatable to a pa-
triarchal and capitalistic agenda? Can the forces that control how Indian wom-
en look be divorced from the forces that control how they live? In her land-
mark work on female body image, The Beauty Myth, Naomi Wolf asserts that
beauty is “always actually prescribing behavior and not appearance” (Wolf
[1991] 2002, 43). By exposing the many misogynistic ideas that circulate
through Indian society in the guise of aesthetic ideals, Rajendran compels
her reader to reexamine her own environment and how its yet-unwritten rules
impact her own relationship with her body.

Poverty, Technology, and Female Body Image in Harvest

In Manjula Padmanabhan’s play, Harvest, the forces that control the protago-
nist’s life are both traditional and technological. Written in 1997 and set in
2010, it tells the story of Jaya, a woman who lives in a slum in Mumbai with
her husband, Om, and his family. After being laid off from his job, Om de-
cides to sell his body to InterPlanta Services, a corporation that connects Third
World organ donors with First World patients. From the beginning, the nar-
rative makes a malignant connection between the bodies of the developed
world and those of the “developing” world, intensifying this nightmarish
scenario as its Indian protagonists increasingly suffer under the Eurocentric
dictates of an ideal body image. As the play progresses, InterPlanta’s technol-
ogy drives itself deeper and deeper into the family’s lives until the border
between the human and the machine are completely dissolved.

Padmanabhan has described her play as an exploration of “what it means
to have agency over one’s personal container” (2017, xiii), or one’s body. But
for most of the play, Jaya appears to lack precisely that. From the moment we
meet her, her relationship with her body is controlled by the punishingly
patriarchal setup of her marital home. Her husband, Om, rejects her sexu-
ally by never expressing any desire to be intimate, leading her to seek com-
fort in the arms of her brother-in-law, Jeetu. But while it is evident that Jeetu
does care for Jaya, he cannot offer her more than a few stolen moments of
pleasure. Her mother-in-law, meanwhile, is unwilling to acknowledge any
flaws in her son and blames Jaya for the absence of a grandchild. For most
of the play, she verbally abuses and body shames Jaya, comparing her to var-
ious animals and declaring her to be inferior.

Living in crippling poverty, Jaya is left to languish both physically and
emotionally, with any instance of being liked and desired reduced to a dis-
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tant dream. The breaking point is when her husband signs his body over to
InterPlanta, taking away her only chance at having a child and curbing her
desire to experience motherhood. Once InterPlanta enters the picture, Jaya,
her husband, and her mother-in-law lose the right to their bodies: they must
now live under the corporation’s surveillance, eat its food, and follow its sched-
ule. At the center of this trade is Virginia, or Ginni, the ailing, American organ
receiver for whose sake Om must maintain his health. To ensure that her rules
are being followed, Ginni video calls the family daily, using a device called
the Contact Module, and interrogates them about their day.

The body politics of Harvest lies in the visual contrast between Jaya, an
impoverished, brown woman from the developing world, and Ginni, who only
appears on stage in the form of a hologram via the Contact Module. The lat-
ter is presented to us as the epitome of a beautiful white woman—she has fair
and radiant skin, blue eyes, blonde hair, and a sweet voice. She even floats
above the family like an angelic apparition, leaving them with no choice but
to look up to her. On the other end of the scale is Jaya, whose beauty and youth,
we are told, have faded under the hardships of her daily life:

Thin and haggard, she looks older than her nineteen years. Her bright
cotton sari has faded with repeated washing, to a meek pink. . .. She
wears glass bangles, a tiny nose-ring, ear studs, a slender chain around
her neck. No make-up aside from the kohl around her eyes and the
red bindi on her forehead (the colour indicates she is married). (1)

Evidently, Jaya’s is a world where her brown body is destined to be at the ser-
vice of its white counterpart, in addition to being exploited by her own pa-
triarchal environment. This politics of this intersection of economy, colorism,
and technology run throughout Padmanabhan’s play. As the scholar Rad-
hika Parameswaran writes in her thesis on the color divide that also divides
the developed and developing parts of the globe, “fairness” acts as an “[agent]
of remedy, salvation, and upward mobility” in an “India that is caught up in
the neoliberal rhetoric of its own transformation, from occupying marginal
‘third world’ status to becoming a lucrative ‘emerging market’ and ‘rising glob-
al power™ (2015, 681). Thus, in every way, Jaya’s life is in sharp contrast to
Ginni’s, with the former occupying an impoverished world within which pov-
erty, colorism, body image, and gender come together to oppress her.

In the future Padmanabhan imagines, skin tones continue to color how
people perceive each other and themselves, continuing South Asia’s long his-
tory of color bias. Despite the fact that Ginni intends to harvest Om’s organs,
his mother still perceives her as a benevolent and angelic presence simply
because of her fair skin and First World breeding. Significantly, this asso-
ciation of outer beauty with inner beauty is not limited to the world Padma-
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nabhan creates on stage. Even before the Indian subcontinent was colonized
and racial discourses came into play, colorism was a part of the vocabulary
of South Asian society. Under the caste system, fairer skin tones were typi-
cally believed to be an embodiment of the “purity” and “superiority” of the
Brahmins, while dark skin was believed to be a mark of the “inferiority” of
lower or laboring castes.’ This colorist social hierarchy carried over to inde-
pendent India, where it was adapted to speak the language of institutions such
as popular culture, the beauty industry, and the matrimonial market, to name
a few, with the correlation between fair skin and a better life continuing to
have a stronghold on the Indian imagination. A result of this are the many
fairness creams and skin-lightening products that are sold and used in the
subcontinent. The advertisements for these products often depict a darker-
skinned woman struggling to get a job or a romantic match until she uses
the product in question, after which all attention lands on her and she achieves
everything she wants. Thus, it is not simply a question of skin tone and beau-
ty, as the success of this colorist ideal hinges on the idea that fair skin grants
access to a set of experiences and relationships that dark skin cannot. As Na-
tasha Shevde argues in her paper “All’s Fair in Love and Cream: A Cultural
Case Study of Fair & Lovely in India™

In truth, the power of [fairness creams] transcends the mere desire
to look beautiful and instead embodies an Indian woman’s dreams,
hopes, and aspirations. While “normal” cosmetics, such as founda-
tion creams, could provide similar results in terms of making one ap-
pear fair, the prolonged outcome of fairness derived from creams such
as Fair & Lovely is the strength of the product’s promise in societies
like India. In sum, given that “fairness equals godliness” is ingrained
in the female Indian population and that most girls are brought up
believing that fair skin is their key to success (whether in their careers
or personal lives), the overwhelming demand for Fair & Lovely comes
as no surprise. (2008, 10)

Alongside the strong color biases that exist within the world of Harvest, beau-
ty, health, and particularly hygiene also become commodities that are sold
to residents of the developing world, by a white woman, in exchange for access
to their bodies. In many ways, this invasive demand parallels the civilizing
projects that were often undertaken to justify acts of colonization. As Sri-
rupa Prasad writes in her book, Cultural Politics of Hygiene in India, 1890-
1940, “The phrase ‘sanitary awakening’ not only referred to a state of gover-
nance within which the cause of sanitation was given a fresh lease of colonial
urgency, but also to a new form of ‘consciousness,” a new moral-political re-
alization, which could bring about a very different order of social transfor-
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mation and become another element of the civilizing mission” (2015, 4). Here,
too, the larger end goal—harvesting the body parts of these same residents—is
eclipsed by the fairness of Ginni’s skin, which is read as a direct reflection
of the fairness of her actions. While the specter of repayment literally hangs
over Om and his family in the form of Ginni and her watchful gaze, it is off-
set by the fact that she grants them access not simply to necessities such as
water and shoes but to luxuries such as television and makeup. The bodies on
the stage, enveloped by Ginni’s world, transform into healthier and wealthier
bodies, while Jeetu—who has spurned the InterPlanta way of life and con-
tinues to work as a prostitute—is covered in sores, bruises, and lice. The large-
ly cosmetic changes to the characters’ lives (they have more material comfort
but continue to live in a slum and occupy a low rung of the socioeconomic
ladder) are perceived to be fundamental changes thanks to the redemptive
promise of beauty Ginni symbolizes. In her 1997 edition of the play, Padma-
nabhan emphasizes these transformative effects through Jaya’s body, describ-
ing her as a changed woman in the opening of the second act: “JAYA is sit-
ting on the sofa and doing her nails. She looks overdressed, her face is heavily
made-up, jewelry winking from her ears, wrists, ankles and throat” (1997,
37). The means of this transformation, of course, is the white and First World
woman, Ginni, who epitomizes both an ideal body and an ideal life.

At the end of the play, however, the family are in for a rude shock: the
angelic Ginni is in fact an elderly American man named Virgil, who created
a female avatar in order to grow closer to Om and his family. Virgil, it is sug-
gested, possesses an understanding of the colorism at work in the world of
the play and uses it to his advantage. One way he gains access to these bi-
ases is by listening in on all the family’s conversations, which includes Om’s
and his mother’s—and, ultimately even Jeetu’s—many exaltations of Ginni.
These exaltations are inextricably tied to her whiteness and her appearance.
As a result, throughout the play, any critique of their benefactor put forth by
Jaya is ignored and misinterpreted as an expression of her insecurity now that
a more “beautiful” woman is a part of Om’s life:

MA: Oh she’s jealous of our Ginni-angel! Look at her face? Pinched
with envy!

OM: (contemptuously) How little you understand of Westerners! They
are not small, petty people.

JEETU: I'd never seen her, till just now! I thought she was an old wom-
an! You never told me she was so—so young! And beautiful. Why
didn’t you tell me, Jaya? (Padmanabhan 2017, 66)

For Virgil/Ginni, however, the bodies of Om and his family exist only to be
exploited. In the third act of the play, Virgil also reveals that his intention
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has not been to simply secure either Om’s or Jeetu’s body for himself but also
to impregnate Jaya and further his bloodline—an ability the residents of the
First World, we are told, have lost forever. Jaya’s own opinion is of little con-
cern to Virgil, as he believes that the material and financial wealth he can offer
her in return will suffice. Her reproductive capabilities become a commod-
ity that can be bought for a sum through the machinery of InterPlanta. To
seduce her into agreeing, in the final scene Virgil appears in front of her not
as a white man, but in Jeetu’s body. However, by this time the stage has been
emptied of Om and his mother—two powerful influences on Jaya’s body and
her body image. Furthermore, her suspicions about Virgil/Ginni’s intentions
have been confirmed, and she no longer trusts her holographic benefactor.
Thus, despite Virgil’s appeals and manipulations—which include a claim that
he has fallen in love with her and wants to raise a child with her—Jaya is able
to wrestle her body from the clutches of both Western technology and In-
dian patriarchy for the first time since we met her.

Read within such a framework, Harvest offers a strong critique of the long-
standing colorism that affects Indians’ assessments of their own bodies and
the bodies of those around them. By the end, the illusion of the superiority
of fair skin stands shattered by the material evidence of Virgil’s exploitative
agenda and the implosion of the traditional Indian family unit. For the first
time, the audience hears Jaya’s thoughts, uninterrupted by her mother-in-law.
Once she destroys the Contact Module, severing Virgil’s line of contact as
well, Jaya sets the stage to assess her own body on her own terms—not as a
brown body in contrast to a white body, but as an autonomous being with a
mind of her own, free to forge her own relationship with her body.

Of Corporeal Manipulations: The Body (Un)natural
and Body Image in Clone

While Harvest contrasts two versions and visions of femininity, Priya Saruk-
kai Chabria’s Clone problematizes the female body in an entirely different
manner: not through extreme difference, but through extreme similarity. Clone
is a dystopian novel set in the twenty-fourth century, a time when the Indian
nation-state is replaced by a geographically and demographically smaller
territory known simply as the Global Community. This Community func-
tions on a hierarchy that in turn lies at an intersection of biological and tech-
nological determinism. At the very top are the Originals, a small group of
human beings who provide the genetic blueprints for the other three species—
the Firehearts, the Zombies, and the Clones. Each of these artificially created
species has been genetically enhanced or weakened in order to fulfill specific
socioeconomic roles.
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In this bleak future, the human body has been homogenized into a pop-
ulation of standardized subjects in order to achieve social and economic sta-
bility. Furthermore, these un-Original species are interchangeable and de-
void of individuality by design. Our protagonist, Clone 14, is herself just one
of alarger batch of fifty-four, all of whom are identical to their unnamed Orig-
inal. Our narrator, Clone 14, describes it as follows:

All of us wore brown size 6 ankle boots, our voices were of the same
pitch, our eyes brown-black, our hair cut in pageboy style, the wid-
ow’s peak on our foreheads dipping exactly. (Chabria 2019, 25)

In Chabria’s dystopia, the bodily standards enforced by modern humanity
reach their nightmarish zenith. Clones must not simply aspire to look like
their Originals, they must resemble them down to the last gene. The process
of creation is artificial and technological, expunged from the bodies of wom-
en and the biological process of reproduction, except when fresh Originals
need to be produced. In such cases, we are told, “The colony of Originals is
kept segregated for the purpose so that fresh Originals and their blueprints
are available for societal betterment. Their Matings are brief and pre-select-
ed to give optimum results” (6).

Atits core, however, Chabria’s novel is not simply a cautionary tale about
technologies of cloning, it is a rejection of all technologies of similarity that
attempt at crafting a homogenized body for all. The fictional erasure of bodi-
ly difference and diversity in the Global Community can be read as a critique
of the real and rigid standards of beauty that have circulated across cultural
and national barriers as a result of neoliberal globalization as well as tech-
nologies such as the Internet.® The latter, particularly in the form of social
media, has driven the mass production and dissemination of standardized
images of beauty as well as desirability for women in the twenty-first century
to the point that identical ideals of beauty have formed across national and
cultural barriers. For instance, American journalist Jia Tolentino (2019) coined
the phrase “Instagram Face” to describe the “single, cyborgian face” that has
been birthed by social media’s “algorithmic tendency to flatten everything
into a composite of greatest hits.” The mass dissemination of photo modifi-
cation technologies such as FaceTune and filters has only served to encour-
age women across different ages, races, cultures, and nationalities to reimage
themselves to fit the norm.”

Trapped in a world dictated by sameness, our protagonist, Clone 14, whose
body and its image are mirrored back to her manifold in the form of the other
Clones of her Original, spends the majority of the narrative trying to find a
sense of self in a society that denies her any marker of individual identity,
including gender. Though her Original was a female, and she possesses the
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same physiology, Clone 14’s body itself has been regulated to a point of ab-
solute neutrality through a pill known as The Drug, a type of hormone block-
er that halts the menstrual cycle and the growth of body hair. The biological
tailoring of her body, in turn, corrects Clone 14’s body image—or, rather, her
lack of one. She has no conception of herself beyond her Original, an “ideal
form” she must not simply aspire to but faithfully and unerringly duplicate.
The turning point in the novel arrives once Clone 14 starts questioning the
life she has led thus far and, encouraged by other rebel Clones, ceases taking
The Drug, prompting her body to mutate. She grows moles and body hair
and eventually starts her period. Her nonconformist physical form, however,
is a liability in the world she occupies. Desperate to hide these changes from
the Community, she begins to shave to maintain the neutral, nonbinary ap-
pearance required from each Clone. The labor of conforming to the regular-
ized norms of the Community, and the effort and maintenance it takes to
be an acceptable (let alone beautiful) body, echo the myriad activities that
have been normalized in our own world. In the twenty-first century, mul-
tiple industries—makeup, fitness, and fashion, to name a few—covertly or
overtly body-shame women into conforming to both local and global con-
ceptions of beauty. The anxieties created by these cultural institutions ensure
that the labor of beauty and conformity becomes an essential part of wom-
en’s everyday lives, as bodies that are different, deviant, or disabled carry the
risk of being met with judgment, ridicule, or even violence. Naomi Wolf notes
the consequences of this:

Because “beauty” lives so deep in the psyche, where sexuality min-
gles with self-esteem, and since it has been usefully defined as some-
thing that is continually bestowed from the outside and can always
be taken away, to tell a woman she is ugly can make her feel ugly, act
ugly, and, as far as her experience is concerned, be ugly, in the place
where feeling beautiful keeps her whole. ([1991] 2002, 36)

Within the Global Community, the consequences for nonconformity are far
more dire—Clones who disobey the rules are disposed of altogether. As dis-
obedient and, more unacceptably, different bodies, they carry the threat of
destroying the tenuous social fabric of the Community altogether. A group
of rebels with precisely this goal takes Clone 14 under its wing. However, her
cover gets blown, and the Community leaders soon realize that she is un-
dergoing a transformation. She is transported to the city of the Originals,
where they can keep a closer eye on her. Unlike the city of the Clones, this
is a world where identity is embodied through hair, makeup, and clothing—
in other words, through self-presentation. Clone 14 is given a makeover and
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a full-length mirror, in which she sees the complete, unfragmented image of
her body and, consequently, herself for the first time.

But even then, Clone 14 remains an aberration, not simply because her
body is different but because she is aware of its differences. Over time, her
perception of her body—its capabilities, its functions, its strength—has mu-
tated and expanded as well. This transformative, and almost dangerous, po-
tential of body image is a thread that runs throughout her journey from a
laboring body to a body in labor (at the end of the novel, she is able to get
pregnant). Aided by her fellow rebels, Clone 14 is finally able to escape from
the watchdogs of the Community and begin asking the forbidden questions
regarding what lies beneath one’s flesh and form:

What are we made of? Are we only what is seen, and known? What
of the spaces of thought and emotion, and that something else that
makes us human, that something else that makes us grieve with oth-
ers? (Chabria 2019, 278)

This ability to reimagine and reimage one’s body, differently from how so-
ciety has constructed it, is a turning point that occurs in Clone, as well as the
two other works under consideration. The climactic moment when each of
the three protagonists cast off society’s reading of their body as unnatural,
undesirable, and untenable precipitates a resurgence and a reclamation of
their physical self, as well as their identity. It is a paradox that such a moment
of reckoning comes at the cusp of an uncertain future, one all three may or
may not live to see. However, the incompleteness of these narratives serves
a far greater purpose: making the reader try and answer what lies ahead for
Indian women who dare to demand self-determination.

Conclusion

In Metamorphoses of Science Fiction (1979), the theorist Darko Suvin coins
the term “feedback oscillation” to describe one of the central narrative de-
vices employed by dystopian fiction—the manner in which it draws its in-
spiration from contemporary circumstances and exaggerates and extrapo-
lates upon these to deliver a warning about the future. He argues that as the
reader uncovers the tensions, contradictions, and failings of such dystopian
worlds, she stands to discover critical strategies that apply just as seamlessly
to her own (Suvin 1979, 71). When this connection comes full circle, it forms
what he calls a feedback loop, allowing the reader to see her context through
the lens of the text and begin recognizing the systemic issues of her own world.
Thus, as literary critic Tom Moylan stresses in his discussion of Suvin’s theo-
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ries, it is not simply the work of dystopia, but the way that it is read, that lends
the literary form its historic transformative potential. Moylan asserts:

A refusal of an engaged, cognitive reading process risks committing
discursive violence to the text and further risks the perpetuation, or
atleast acceptance, of that ignorance and violence, injustice and dom-
ination, that rages in the world outside the text, in that everyday life
to which we all return upon turning the last page and closing the book.
(2000, 25)

The three works under consideration in this chapter employ precisely such
feedback loops to challenge the prevailing bodily norms of the worlds occu-
pied by both their characters and their readers. This metatextuality manifests
in the slow breakdown of the protagonists’ illusions about their own bodies
and the manner in which they have been trained to view themselves. The tools
that these fictional women employ to deconstruct and challenge their envi-
ronments offer the reader a way to decode and dismantle dominant construc-
tions of the female body in the world she occupies. As SF theorist Marleen
Barr puts it:

SF writers who create feminist metafiction magnify institutional-
ized—and therefore difficult to view—examples of sexism. These writ-
ers seem to peer into metaphorical microscopes while playing at being
scientists—artful practitioners of soft sciences who expand women’s
psyche and unearth an archaeology of new feminist knowledge. They
refresh embattled feminists by using language artistically to create
power fantasies and to play (sometimes vengefully) with patriarchy.
(188)

By embracing newer, often unprecedented versions of their bodies, the
Second Daughter, Jaya, and Clone 14 destabilize the cultural norms that form
the bedrock of beauty in their respective contexts. These experiments with
form transcend the boundaries of these texts and spill into the reader’s real-
ity by equipping and encouraging her to interrogate what constitutes an
acceptable body in her own world. What begins as a mode of questioning
carries within it the power to transform into a mode of resistance and, ulti-
mately, a way of rewriting one’s relationship with one’s body. Such a trans-
formation, according to Naomi Wolf, is at its core a form of empowerment:

A consequence of female self-love is that the woman grows convinced
of social worth. Her love for her body will be unqualified, which is
the basis of female identification. If a woman loves her own body, she
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doesn’t grudge what other women do with theirs; if she loves female-
ness, she champions its rights. ([1991] 2002, 145)

Ata time when body image discourse in India remains preoccupied with con-
versations around weight, color, and clothing, The Lesson, Harvest, and Clone
serve to disrobe the complex historical and social discourses that form the
foundation of these aesthetic ideals and the sexism that lies at their heart. By
forcing their readers to confront the consequences of a rampant culture of
body policing and body shaming rooted in misogyny, they precipitate a crit-
ical reading of contemporary constructions of female body image in India,
particularly the tenuous link drawn between a woman’s anatomy and her au-
tonomy. Instead of replicating patriarchal femininity rooted in deep-seated
cultural ideals, the authors of the three novels deploy the trope of futuristic
dystopia to envision how an Indian woman might look if she had the freedom
to determine her own image—a year, a decade, or even centuries from now.

NOTES

1. For a detailed discussion, see Wujastyk (2009).

2. A notable exception is Meenakshi Thapan’s (1997) article titled, “Femininity and
Its Discontents: The Woman’s Body in Intimate Relationships.” However, it focuses on
body image and shame as a tool of oppression within the domestic sphere, rather than
within society as a whole. For a more detailed discussion of the same, see Thapan (2009).

3. Here, I use Lyman Tower Sargent’s definition of dystopia as “a non-existent society
described in considerable detail and normally located in time and space that the author
intended a contemporaneous reader to view as considerably worse than the society in
which that reader lived” (Sargent 1994, 9).

4. For a detailed discussion of science fiction by Indian women authors, see Kuhad
(2021).

5. The precise history of colorism remains disputed, with some scholars tracing its root
to the varna within the caste system, while others argue for a more diverse set of causes,
including regional diversities and class divisions. For a detailed discussion, see Mishra
(2015).

6. For a detailed discussion, see Liebelt, Bollinger, and Vierke (2019).

7. For a detailed discussion, see Mills et al. (2018).
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Fitting In When Your Body Does Not

Young Girl Characters with Disabilities in Contemporary
Indian English Fiction for Children

ANURIMA CHANDA

Introduction

A few years back, great furor was generated on social media over a chapter
on “Major Social Problems in India” in a Class 12 Sociology school textbook
from Maharashtra where, under the section “Dowry,” a separate case was made
for “Ugliness,” which read:

If girl is ugly and handicapped, then it becomes very difficult for her
to get married. To marry such girls bridegroom and his family de-
mand more dowry. Parents of such girls become helpless and pay dow-
ry as per the demands of bridegroom’s family. It leads to rise in the
practice of dowry system.!

While this case luckily got reported, numerous others stealthily continue to
lie embedded in our culture and practices, generating stereotypical gender
expectations regarding physical appearance among women that shape and
manipulate their expectations of their bodies. Growing up in an environment
surrounded with images that propagate the myth of the beautiful body is dif-
ficult enough for women in general, but for women with a disability, it is dou-
bly tortuous. Research shows how girls with disabilities start experiencing
a sense of shame toward their bodies from as early as late childhood and early
adolescence, when the body becomes a principal site of individuation.? Guid-
ed by unattainable beauty standards laid down by society—thanks to the ho-
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mogenizing effect of the “global beauty boom™—contemporary women, es-
pecially those with disabilities, across cultures often internalize the belief
that their impaired bodies are unfeminine and unattractive, which in turn
has grave consequences on their development as healthy physical and sexu-
al beings.

Against such a backdrop, the spate of a bunch of empowered girl char-
acters with disabilities within Indian English children’s literature over the
last couple of years who have taken upon themselves the task of flouting all
bodily expectations has brought about a much-needed discursive change with
regard to female embodiment. Under this new articulation, made possible
by the new-realist shift that has been noticed within the genre from the late
twentieth century onward, along with the advancement of disability activism,
a space has been created where dominant discourses around the ideal body
type can be challenged and healthier ways of engaging with human subjects
can emerge. Through the exploration of two contemporary Indian English
books for children centered on girl characters with disabilities—namely, Lee-
la Gour Broome’s Flute in the Forest (FIF) (2010) and Devika Rangachari’s
Queen of Ice (QOI) (2014, winner of the Neev Young Adult Book Award), this
chapter shows how issues of physical appearance and sexual desirability as
dictated by society can have debilitating effects on the developing selthood
of girls with disabilities and how such consciously woven narratives, which
challenge problematic body norms, can go a long way in developing newer
discourses of celebrating the body in its varied forms and shapes. The attempt
here is to demonstrate how these critically unexplored texts do not shy away
from displaying the impaired body but make their point by openly flaunting
it, thereby subverting dominant standards through a carefully crafted oppo-
sitional gaze by bringing back the focus on the functionality of the body ir-
respective of its state or differences.

Women’s Body Aesthetics and the Case of Flute
in the Forest and Queen of Ice

The standards of physical attractiveness and the ideal body vary both inter- as
well as intraculturally and across time and space.* Yet, with increased global-
ization, a general consensus seems to be forming throughout the globe about
what is considered aesthetically pleasing. Interestingly enough, even though
FIF and QOI are set in different fictional epochs, they still seem to be governed
by this dominant beauty standard, perhaps hinting at how deeply ingrained
the hegemony of a perfect body is and how little has changed within India.
Tellingly, the two lead characters in these novels are female, a fact that proves
the claim made by prominent body image scholars that women are more af-
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fected by the injunctions of such idealisms and tendencies.’ Such a body-driv-
en idea of normative femininity, which glorifies an ideal physical type among
women, is further backed by an evolutionary logic that almost unanimously
abides with most patriarchal sociocultural constructs.® As a result, the body
as a site of identification for most women becomes dangerously entangled with
goals prescribed by both patriarchy and a commodity culture, which in turn
might not always align with their own sense of embodiment.

This pressure of fitting into the mold of the ideal body that plagues wom-
en across the globe is even more intense for women with physical disabilities.
Fighting with both sexism and handicapism, women and girls with special
abilities are doubly oppressed.” Unfortunately, the struggles of women with
physical disabilities often get subsumed within the larger discourse of dis-
ability studies, which tends to create a monolithic structure where “disability”
and “gender” are treated as mutually exclusive. Specifically in India, where
disability studies itself is at a very nascent stage, the general attitude has been
to sweep everything under one fold, disregarding differences of kind or de-
gree of impairment, the modes of adaptation to the impairment, and issues
of rural-urban divide, class, caste, and gender.®

Isolating gender within disability studies, disability studies expert Anita
Ghai writes, “In a culture where being a daughter is considered a curse, be-
ing a disabled daughter is a fate worse than death.” QOI echoes this senti-
ment by addressing conspiracy theories that do the rounds within the royal
court when the titular character, Princess Didda of the Kingdom of Lohara
from early medieval Kashmir, is not “stifled at birth for being a girl—and a
deformed one at that.”® Here, for being unable to fulfill the ritual value that
only a son can within Hinduism, the princess is perhaps forgiven. What can-
not be forgiven, however, is her disabled body, which makes her an “imper-
fect” offering in the institution of marriage. The price of her imperfection has
to be borne by her family, primarily her father, who has to arrange for pay-
ments in kind to compensate for the supposed lack in his daughter with a
disability. In the worst-case scenario, serious compromises have to be made in
the choice of the groom irrespective of the daughter’s wishes. This is evident
in the way Didda’s father justifies her marriage trade-oft as “He gets Didda,
I getalittleland. .. after all, a cripple has no value.”"! Despite such compen-
sations and compromises, there is still a huge possibility that the daughter
might never find a husband for herself, again proving the huge oppressions
of patriarchal values on women who are differently abled.

Defined by their physical appearances and bombarded with images re-
flecting unattainable beauty standards all the time, women end up objectify-
ing their own bodies and expose themselves to greater dangers of body dis-
satisfaction and low self-esteem. Unfortunately, it is not an easy cycle to break
as such perceptions of the ideal body image are constantly “legitimized and
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reinforced by social institutions like family, and community and State mech-
anisms such as education, medicine and popular media.”* This gendered body,
which is purportedly anomalous or differently abled, becomes the site of
cultural production of identity through which oppressive cultural structures
play out, forcing the woman to conform without any agency of her own. The
woman ends up separating her body from her selthood, giving rise to a skewed
sense of identity that is not her own but one projected onto her by masculinist
forces, leaving her with very little autonomy and agency over her own body.
In this toxic ambit, where selthood is mistakenly equated with the socially
produced female body, any inability to fit in can have a damaging impact on
the woman’s sense of self.

This is something that has been rampantly observed in women with phys-
ical disabilities, who are equally susceptible to the cultural expectations of
body aesthetics as every other woman. Women with disabilities are denied
even the little semblance of selthood that is available to their able-bodied coun-
terparts. Their “imperfect” bodies, which are unable to attain physical norms
through regular self-fashioning, are not just considered unworthy of the male
gaze but also subjected to unkind stares, which “turns the disabled object into
a grotesque sight.””* Both FIF and QOI strengthen this argument, where one
of the protagonists seeks refuge in the depths of the forest and the other wields
power as her defense mechanism against unkind stares and insulting atti-
tudes. Both novels demonstrate how the impaired female body ends up dis-
torting a woman’s own perceptions of embodiment, leaving her feeling un-
feminine and unacceptable. Explaining this phenomenon, Nandini Ghosh
appropriately notes, “Socialized into such patriarchal ideologies, disabled girls
grow up feeling uncomfortable with their own bodies for being deficient and
thus not beautiful.”*

With global standards of the physically perfect body assuming suprem-
acy, Indian women with physical disability are finding it more and more dif-
ficult to fit in. Within this imagination, the ideal female body is one that lacks
any extra fat; is tall and slim; has a tiny waist, an accentuated hip, fair skin,
and long lustrous hair; and is young, fertile, and agile, among others. There
is no focus on the health or functionality of the body as markers of its per-
fection, but rather an unnecessary fixation on qualities based on appearance
alone. Most of the time, these aspirational qualities are completely divorced
from a culture’s material reality, and the Indian obsession with fair skin or tall
and slim bodies proves a case in point. When one adds the aspect of physical
disability to this, compliance to these normative prototypes of femininity
becomes even more difficult because individuals who are differently abled
are often visibly different and even require accommodating devices like wheel-
chairs or crutches or have restricted physical movements or atypical body
parts. This makes the woman with a disability grow up devaluing her im-
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paired body, thereby voluntarily relegating herself to the margins of society,
as is seen in Atiya Sardare, the protagonist of FIF, who prefers the wilderness
over civilization.

While the process of internalizing gendered body norms starts early, it
is mainly during adolescence that its effects are fully realized when an indi-
vidual’s body starts undergoing changes. Medically and culturally, women
become more concerned about their appearance and shape during this stage
onward since appearance and desirability are considered integral to the pro-
cess of female identity formation. As Nandini Ghosh attests, “Young girls
internalise an image of the ideal body and the particular kind of physical
beauty, notions of appropriate and acceptable feminine comportment as well
as functional capacities that are desirable among women, through the verbal
and visual messages projected by other women and the media.”* The same
is true for girls with disabilities, too, who are additionally made to realize
their differences from their able-bodied peers and their inadequacy in com-
peting at the same level as the latter—like Atiya, who is teased by her peers
as “slow and dim,”® and Didda, whose father desires “a strong, healthy son
to his name . . . not a weakling girl who was lame.”"” Clearly, living with al-
ternate body abilities is very hard for young women inhabiting cultures ob-
sessed with ideal body aesthetics.

Adolescent Selfhood, Differently Abled Female
Bodies, and Young Adult Literature

Girls with disabilities grow up more conscious of their impaired bodies and
begin to view them as something deficient and in need of reconstruction.®
Their immediate reaction is to reduce the visual impact of the disabled body
as much as possible, be it through surgery or use of material aids, which again
amounts to surrendering to the standards of the perfect body. An example
can be taken from Ghosh’s study of women with locomotor disabilities from
West Bengal, India, where she mentions how one of her subjects chose to shift
from frocks to long skirts to hide her calipers because it clashed with her idea
of the “feminine self.”® Despite such efforts, the girl with a disability cannot
completely shake off the material reality of her impaired body, which becomes
a prime marker in the path of her identity formation. This also means a
general internalization of prejudices that “disabled women are ‘incomplete’
and hence do not require feminine adornments in terms of dress and orna-
mentation.”?® Ghosh mentions how this leads to young girls downplaying
their femininity by underdressing—wearing oversized clothes, using mini-
mal makeup—to avoid taunts and stares from people who find it ridiculous
to see a girl with a disability so dressed up.*
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Unfortunately, for differently abled girls, families are not very supportive
in most cases since they are conditioned by the same expectations of feminine
body ideal as the society at large. That the pubertal process for girls with dis-
abilities can be the same as that of any other person is looked upon suspi-
ciously, even by mothers. Any delay in the onset of menstruation or the devel-
opment of breasts is taken as a sign of their difference, making the girls feel
less of a woman.?” The negation of their femininity as a result of an impaired
body continues everywhere, including in matters of attracting a romantic part-
ner. Since daughters with disabilities are viewed as desexed, family members
feel they are less at risk from sexual predators than their able-bodied counter-
parts.” Naturally, this leaves them with greater risk of and susceptibility to-
ward sexual harassment and violence. These girls also grow up with limited
expectations about a “normal” marriage. Yet this does not save them from their
responsibilities as women in protecting their reputations through the appro-
priate social behavior expected of women in general. Such contradictory ne-
gotiations with the self leave women who are differently abled uncomfortable
in their own skin and with a highly undervalued sense of their own bodies.

This sense of normative femininity is constantly fed via popular media
like television or magazine advertisements, popular soap operas or films, and
billboards, among others. One among these myriad sources is young adult
fiction. Officially categorized as a distinct genre since the 1960s, works of
young adult fiction (specifically those targeted at young girls), with their focus
on sexuality and sexual development (more often than not in the traditional
sense), remain one of the prime sources of providing both information as well
as reflection of such body angst among adolescent girls. Interestingly, at the
time of the genre’s inception, sexuality was a complete taboo within the do-
main of children’s literature. By making sexuality its mainstay, young adult
fiction managed to flout all such norms and create a liberal space. Yet, in the
manner of the treatment of the subject, it fell back on conventional norms,
emerging as sexually liberal but regressive in format, especially on the sub-
ject of body image. Within this representation, the ideal feminine body is al-
ways the one that fits the dominant patriarchal sociocultural expectations
(based on global or Eurocentric formulations)—with insistence on thin bod-
ies, curvaceous form, fair skin, long hair, moderately sized hips, large breasts,
and feminine gait—and enormous cultural power is with those who possesses
such abody. An example is Judy Blume’s Forever . .. (1975), which is touted as
an iconic young adult fiction for breaking boundaries. And yet, Forever. . .,
while openly talking about its protagonist’s discovery of sexual pleasure, is
relatively understated on issues of body weight angst, which is equally em-
bedded within the central narrative.

In India, too, where the idea of young adult fiction is a Western import,
a similar tendency can be observed, especially in the case of fiction crafted
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in English. Although Indian young adult fiction generally follows the status
quo even in its handling of sexual subjects when compared to its Western
counterpart, on the issue of body image it is mainly regressive, if not worse.
Over the last two decades, however, there has been a palpable change with-
in Indian English young adult fiction in terms of challenging such hegemon-
ic body representations by reimagining ways of resisting dominant societal
norms, including that of gender. Unfortunately, the majority of works have
still not found the adequate vocabulary for such narratives, either falling back
on tried-and-tested means or setting up newer gender norms in the process
of breaching older ones, thereby proving to be largely counterproductive. One
can perhaps take the example of Balaji Venkataramanan’s Flat-Track Bullies
(2013), which does a wonderful job of challenging class politics within In-
dian society but forgets to do the same while talking about gender. Through
the eyes of an eleven-year-old male protagonist, Ravi, readers scan young girls
under the lens of preexisting body norms and categorize them as beautiful
for adhering to “film-star looks” with flowing hair, fair skin, and a sharp nose;
as lucky for having a pretty face; but as inappropriate for wearing skimpy
clothes.**

While it is evident what effect this might have on a young adult female
reader, it will understandably be doubly worse for a young adult female read-
er with a disability for whom body concerns and limitations are far greater
than the former. This is not very shocking since, in reality, there are few In-
dian young adult works of fiction that are written with such a reader in mind.
The adolescent girl with a disability is mostly pushed to the margin and is,
in fact, on the receiving end of multiple marginalizations. Even in the rare
instance when such a character is given center stage, primacy is given to gen-
erating a benevolent attitude toward her rather than her bodily struggles. Un-
der such circumstances, texts like Broome’s FIF and Rangachari’s QOI bring
in a fresh perspective by attempting the opposite. Not only do they interrogate
in depth the challenges of living with an impaired body in a society that gives
enormous preference to notions of bodily perfection and explore the prob-
lematics of such preferences, but they also try to subvert it through the op-
positional gaze—to use the framework of a concept developed by bell hooks—
by bringing back the focus on the functionality of the body irrespective of
its appearance or form.

Alternate Embodiments / Alternate Beauties
in Flute in the Forest and Queen of Ice

Leela Gour Broome’s Flute in the Forest is about thirteen-year-old Atiya, who
lives with her father, a range forest officer in southern India. Her struggles
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begin at the age of five when she contracts polio, which leaves her with a weak-
er and shorter left leg. This results in a huge rift between her parents, causing
her mother to leave and her father to immerse himself in work. Atiya is left
with no other option but to learn how to take care of herself from a very young
age. She grows up a loner, with a busy father, an absent mother, and class-
mates who make fun of her for being “slow and dim.”* In this situation, she
finds a friend in the forest, where she often escapes alone to undertake short,
secret treks on her own. In the course of these expeditions, Atiya crosses path
with a sullen old anthropologist and music genius suffering from a degen-
erative disease (whom she nicknames Ogre Uncle); his daughter, Mishora (a
Kurumba girl); and a rogue old elephant, Rangappa. All of them end up form-
ing unlikely bonds with each other that help them self-heal from the various
ordeals they are experiencing.

The book starts challenging body norms right at the outset starting with
the mother-daughter duo. Sarojini, Atiya’s mother, is described as “beauti-
ful” and “lissom”**—attributes that make her husband, Ram Deva Sardare,
besotted with her in the first place. Atiya, on the other hand, with her “short,
straight, black hair and a high forehead,” is described to be a “bright young
girl” but

far from good looking [since] her nose was way too long and pointed.
Even her chin, was much too sharp in her bony face. She was a long,
thin wisp of a girl—made for an athletic outdoor life, but was now
trapped by her handicap. Even her ears, though small, stuck out at a
ridiculous angle. People often wondered how such good-looking par-
ents could have produced such an ugly child.”

It is worth noting here that one of the basic premises that the gendered body
norm discourse is based on, as Viren Swami’s “Evolutionary Perspectives on
Human Appearance and Body Image” attests, is the fact that a beautiful, lithe
female body is the harbinger of beautiful and healthy progeny. However,
through the case of Atiya, Broome appears to subvert this structure by dem-
onstrating the fallacy of such beliefs. Atiya is neither conventionally beauti-
ful like her mother nor “healthy” (although her disability is not congenital).
In addition, Atiya is “slow,” as rightly pointed out by her classmates, as any-
body walking with a wooden stick is. Yet that does not make her any less
“beautiful” or functional, as the world around her claims. Broome proves
this not through words but through Atiya’s actions. After having delved in
depth detailing each of her facial features through the usual societal “gaze,”
the author spends the rest of the narrative repositioning the reader’s gaze so
the reader becomes mindful of Atiya’s physical beauty not through pre-prej-
udiced lenses but through articulations where beauty and body functional-
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ity are redefined simply owing to their distinctness. What is more important
is how, in this process, Broome does not shift the reader’s gaze onto the body
to focus on some redemptive ability as a compensation for Atiya’s so-called
lack. Instead, the novelist brings back the focus on Atiya’s body itself with
all its distinctness as the protagonist limps her way through forests, enliven-
ing the spirits of two old damaged souls (Ogre Uncle and Rangappa) around
her. Atiya’s body movements are not graceful in the traditional sense here—
“limping along on her strong foot, the other being a little shorter”**—but that
is also because of society’s tendency to regard grace through preset constraints.
Atiya’s beauty, too, is not in tune with the dominant standards, but at the end,
when she sits playing the flute with composure, she manages to “charm” a
full audience, leaving them in “awestruck silence.”” By highlighting Atiya’s
distinct attributes, both of her body and of her mind, the author successfully
recrafts the narrative of the body beautiful for an adolescent girl.

The other gender construct that Broome challenges is that of motherhood.
Women with disabilities, by virtue of their “imperfect” and hence desexed
bodies, are often denied traditional roles assigned to all women (despite hav-
ing to adhere to traditional female behavior perforce), like motherhood.”” And
when forced into such roles, women with alternate abilities experience a con-
dition called “rolelessness,” according to Michele Fine and Adrienne Asch.*
In FIF, however, it is Sarojini who embraces such “rolelessness” by volun-
tarily rejecting the valorized role of a mother that had been conferred upon
her by society and instead choosing a career as a dancer. It is her able-bod-
iedness that urges her to choose her passion over traditionally consigned roles,
thereby reversing those very sociocultural norms that deny women with dis-
abilities the right to even pursue the same. A similar analogy is true for ro-
mance/marriage as well in this context. Sardare’s love for his wife is solely
described as being rooted in the charm of Sarojini’s physical beauty. Yet that
does not stop them from parting ways, once again nullifying the romantic
myth of an aesthetically pleasing woman’s eternally blessed marital life.
Atiya, on the other hand, manages to find a much-healthier companion in
Gopal, the son of Mrs. Naina Pillai, her new geography teacher in school. Al-
though their companionship does not blossom into a conventional romance
in the course of the novel, the author leaves us with a promise that in the fu-
ture it may lead to a meaningful relationship. Their relationship is shown to
be based on mutual interests and an easy understanding of each other’s aspi-
rations. It does not require Atiya to charm him by converting her body im-
age to something socially acceptable. Instead, we note how Gopal enjoys her
company and says “wow!” in admiration to hear her perfectly imitate the In-
dian pitta bird’s two-note call.*? But at the same time, their bond is also not
completely disengaged from physicality. They are shown to be extremely com-
fortable with each other’s bodies, be it spending time together in Atiya’s fa-
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ther’s forest lodge or hurriedly escaping after mistakenly entering a large ani-
mal’s cave during a secret trek, “holding tightly on to each other.”** Hence,
if Atiya, with her so-called unattractive body, proves to be a nurturer to Ogre
Uncle and Rangappa, with this same body she makes a loving companion for
Gopal. And in both cases, her body crafts alternate definitions of aesthetic
appeal.

A similar unravelling of the differently abled female body and the poli-
tics of embodiment surrounding it can be found in Devika Ranghachari’s
historical fiction, Queen of Ice. The story revolves around Didda, princess of
Lohara, who was born with a deformed leg and ruled Kashmir from 980/981-
1003 c.E. in early medieval India.** It is interesting how Rangachari situates
the narrative in ancient India when the stigma of any kind of body defor-
mity—even in a royal princess, whose physical beauty is supposed to be her
prime asset—would have been quite severe, not just for the individual who
is differently abled but also for her family, especially if her father was the king.
The fact that Didda actually grows up to be a conventional beauty with “big,
dark eyes,” “long, curly hair that falls down to the waist,” a “wide brow with
prominent cheekbones,” “thick, arched eyebrows,” a “nose . . . neither long
nor shortbut . .. perfectly shaped with delicately-flared nostrils,” and a “pret-
ty” mouth does not hold much meaning for the king.* For him, Didda’s dis-
ability becomes her chief defining feature owing to which he curses her for
being “one who will never even use her skills to attract a good match.”® For-
tunately, Didda is allowed to live because of a prophecy made by the royal
astrologer about how she is destined for greatness. The way Didda achieves
this greatness in the novel, not by becoming invisible but through an active
engagement of her apparently desexed, lame body, is a remarkable feat that
the narrative accomplishes. Notably, disability is equated with desexing of
the body within the Indian psyche,?” but in QOI Didda manages to topple and
overcome the very sexist body norms that her father uses to curse her. Through
this process, the narrative shows a way of reimagining female body image by
factoring in differences instead of excluding all different or so-called anom-
alous bodies as misfits.

To strengthen this point, Rangachari populates the narrative with other
“misfits,” one of them being Didda’s prime aide, Valga, whose job was to car-
ry the princess around. An ordinary village girl and the eldest daughter born
to a family of many sisters and one brother, Valga is disposed of to her aunt’s
quarters in Lohara by her father to reduce the financial burden on the fam-
ily, which has too many mouths to feed. Valga explains the reason why she
is the one chosen to be cast out:

It wasn’t any surprise that my father had picked on me thus. I knew
he had no affection for me, his eldest daughter. His eyes sparkled with
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derision and anger whenever they rested on me. Perhaps part of the
reason was that my heavy features bore no semblance of beauty and he
knew I would never make a good match. I am short and stout, my broad
face unremarkable, my black hair hanging limply down my back. I
do not have anything of my mother’s delicate beauty or my father’s
chiselled features. The only remarkable thing about me is that I am
very strong.*

Strangely enough, it is her strength that helps Valga make “a good match”—
amatch to Didda. Disproving dominant patriarchal sociocultural norms that
mandate marriage to be a woman’s ultimate match, Valga shows that matches
can be of other kinds too by finding a match in Didda as a good friend and
employer. Through this, Rangachari demonstrates how the imagination of
the body ideal and its ultimate functionality can have multiple definitions,
not one.

This is more evident in the case of Didda, who is ultimately married as
a “trade-off” to Kshemagupta from the alien land of Kashmira. Tellingly, Kshe-
magupta has a bad reputation due to his hedonistic lifestyle, but Didda is
married to him because nobody notable wants to marry a crippled partner.
Didda herself attests to this fact when she says, “Who would want to marry a
lame woman, however beautiful she may be?”** Significantly, if we find Did-
da internalizing her alleged unattractiveness, we also find her comfortable
enough in her alternate corporeality to find both love and acceptance. Hence,
she subverts her physical limitations into empowerment when Kshemagup-
ta falls in love with her and gives up all his truant ways to please her. Didda is
convinced that her husband falls in love with her mainly because of his fas-
cination with the way she talks, her questions, and her observations about
stately affairs in general. However, Valga’s accounts of how Kshemagupta’s
eyes light up in Didda’s presence, how he celebrates on knowing of her preg-
nancy, and how he indulges her materially, including minting coins in her
name, seem to suggest that the love is not limited to Didda’s mind alone. In
fact, Kshemagupta acknowledges as much himself when he proclaims, “I want
our love to be known to all. . .. You are my life, Didda, my world.™ Like
Broome, Rangachari also successfully reverses the gendered body politics
through a multipronged understanding of the body ideal that is more inclu-
sive of differences. Within this reimagination, Rangachari feels no need to
substitute the body deficiencies with some compensatory quality. Indeed, she
presents Didda as an astute and graceful person, yet she also highlights the
innate beauty of the impaired body itself in all its divergences from the stan-
dard, thus showing us ways to reposition the normative gaze.

What is different in the two novels under study from other texts that cen-
ter on females with disabilities is how they address the differently abled body.
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There is a general tendency within the discourse of disability to shift the gaze
from the body to other abilities. While this is a well-meaning move made to
turn the discourse more ableist than visual, it ends up falling into the same
trap as that of standard body image discourse by negating the body and re-
inforcing the myth of the impaired body as the defective one. Within chil-
dren’s literature, Zai Whitakar has labeled such practices as “the Taare Za-
meen Par phenomenon,™ wherein writers get invested in making up for the
disability with some special ability in the child to show how the measure-
ment of merit can be multifaceted and how a so-called flaw may be compen-
sated by a strength. This leads us to the question of what happens to those
individuals who lack any other ability whatsoever. The problem with the afore-
mentioned representational politics is that it tries to substitute one condition
with the other and hence prompts an inevitable negation of at least one
“flawed” parameter in individuals with disabilities. For the impaired female
body, it is generally the body that gets cancelled out, or invisibilized,** for
being “inadequate.” However, as the body is a special site of identity mak-
ing for all women mainly because “they are more likely than men to be judged
by their appearance and sexual appeal,™* such a simplistic this-for-that logic
can never work as a permanent solution in matters concerning female body
image politics.

The search for an alternative has to therefore begin from within the body
and not irrespective of it. It has to begin on the premise that the body is the
primary site of identity formation, and the need is to find ways to positively
engage with the body in all its uniqueness instead of invisibilizing it. Such
positive reimaginations of the body can begin not through a correction of
the body but of the gaze, which is the prime determinant in how a body is
viewed.* Given the patriarchal preponderance in the formulation of this gaze
in the case of body image, one way ahead could be to balance it with the op-
positional gaze. A concept developed by bell hooks, in the context of black
female spectators, the oppositional gaze is based on the premise that “even
in the worse circumstances of domination, the ability to manipulate one’s gaze
in the face of structures of domination that would contain it, opens up the
possibility of agency.™® Exploring the politics of the gaze, hooks notes how
resistance begins not just in interrogating the dominant gaze but also in look-
ing back with a critical consciousness. It is in these moments of “looking back,”
when the viewee turns into the viewer, that the former can find ways of re-
sistance by rejecting being identified by dominant modes of spectatorship as
crafted by the latter.

The same can be applied to the present scenario for characters like Atiya
and Didda, with a caveat. Seizing back the phallocentric dominant gaze for
women with disabilities is not as simplistic as it may seem, as they them-
selves “become active producers of their bodies through internalization and
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pursuit of continually shifting ideals of femininity propagated by cultural
and media images advocating self-containment, self-monitoring and self-
normalization.™ They are not merely the objects but also the surveyors of
their own bodies, which they view as “flawed” objects through the lens gen-
erated by the phallocentric norms of viewership. Against such a backdrop,
the oppositional gaze can work only after a complete separation of the two
gazes has been achieved. This will inevitably create a fresh platform where
the body can take ownership of itself on its own terms and create newer imag-
inations of viewership that are more inclusive of different selthoods, or, as
Ghai would say, a space with “an active integration of differences among and
within women.”®

Conclusion: Celebrating the Body with Special Abilities

Broome’s and Rangachari’s texts attempt this “integration of differences” in
their own way. Instead of cancelling out any gaze, they reposition it at cer-
tain angles to bring into focus issues that generally get overshadowed. With-
in this new frame, the disabled body gets presented as a sum of its parts and
not separate from each other. The different parts, like the different fingers of
our hands, are not of the same size, form, or strength. Yet, as FIF and QOI
demonstrate, the important thing is not how different these fingers are but
what they can do when they come together. Atiya’s short left leg or Didda’s
deformed foot might slow down their movements as compared to others, but
that does not keep them from reaching their destinations. Atiya still man-
ages to travel from one end of the town to the other, be it for secret treks or
pursuit of music, while overcoming her father’s grave displeasure. Didda, on
her part, finds ways to maximize the functionality of her body through means
of her own choice (like Valga, for one) and manages to combine it with her
lethal diplomatic powers to ascend the throne of Kashmira in defiance of all
gender norms of her time. Both Atiya and Didda then achieve extraordinary
feats not through a negation of their bodies but through active engagement
with their bodies, emanating a certain beauty that comes from being able to
assert one’s own individuality in the face of opposition. Therein emerges the
oppositional gaze that creates liberating ways of viewing the disabled female
body not in its lack but in acceptance of its distinct functionality inclusive
of differences.
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Pathologies of “Body Fictions”

A Comparative Study of Margarita with a
Straw and Kuch Bheege Alfaaz

SAMRITA SINHA

The Ontology of the Body-Ego as the Locus of Body Image

Bodies are discursively and ideologically produced. They are entangled in a
complicated nexus of power, culture, race, class, caste, and gender. Situated
within this matrix is female corporeality, which is a semiotic embodiment
of a culture’s ideology of the normative and the beautiful. An interrogation
of how such normative optics of beauty ordains a standardization of female
bodies as an ontological imperative across cultures is the core interest of this
chapter. Claudia Liebelt, while examining norms of body image in the intro-
duction to the book Beauty and the Norm: Standardization in Bodily Appear-
ance, claims that “as ideological tools, these standards of somatic normalcy
continue not only to describe, but also prescribe human bodies today.” What
therefore can be inferred from this sociocultural modality is that body im-
age precedes bodies. Body image is a mandate of preexistent sociocultural
ideals and norms that organize a culture’s ways of seeing bodies and consign-
ing their inherent meanings. These organizing ideals are transmitted through
avariety of sociocultural apparatuses and are in turn interiorized by subjects,
governing paradigms of body satisfaction or dissatisfaction with affective and
behavioral corollaries.

Informed by such debates and through the comparative analysis of two
recent Hindi films, Kuch Bheege Alfaaz (2018) and Margarita with a Straw
(2014), this chapter interrogates the heterosexist and ableist body image con-
struct to probe and complicate the perpetuation of lookism and scopophobia
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that affects women with deformities or differently abled corporeality. It ex-
amines how two women, one with cerebral palsy and the other with a skin
disorder, are represented negotiating body norms and responding to their
divergence from normative body aesthetics. Whereas Archana, the central
female protagonist in Kuch Bheege Alfaaz, has leukoderma, Laila in Marga-
rita with a Straw is a queer young woman with cerebral palsy. The focus hing-
es on a comparison of how the corporeal nonnormativity of both the female
protagonists affects their interiorized self-images.

Undeniably, beyond the social, political, and cultural modalities of the
body are its psychical dimensions. There are two important paradigms to un-
derstanding the hermeneutics of the body—the sociocultural and the psy-
chical. Within the domain of psychoanalysis, the ontology of the body is an
important pathway to understanding the psychic dimensions of a subject.
Elucidated by Freud, the body as a starting point of mental functioning is at
the core of the development of the ego. And as Freud himself famously put
it, the ego is “first and foremost a body-ego; it is not merely a surface entity
but it is itself the projection of a surface.”” Resonating Freud’s thoughts that
the body-self is the predominant foundation for any coherent sense of the self,
Lacan tells us that “we are beings who are looked at in the spectacle of the
world.” What is interesting for us is to understand how the body image con-
struct functions as the Lacanian “master signifier” residing within the so-
cially shared space of the Symbolic register, which is the unconscious rep-
ertoire of the multiple available tools of articulation for a subject. Within this
matrix of signifiers shared among collective humanity, we see how socially
coded messages gain signification in the shaping of subjectivities. The pre-
dominant thrust of the Lacanian and Freudian psychical understanding of
the role of body schema in a subject’s ontological universe is the concept that
“we are beings-in-a-body and we are the subject of the other’s gaze.™ This idea
of an embodied self and the “looked-at-ness™ of the body, along with its cul-
turally mandated visual aesthetics, presents to us the challenge of integrat-
ing the meaning of our corporeality into our sense of who we are. In sum-
mation, the realization that the self gains cogency in relation to how the body
is perceived by others is at the core of how body image can be a hegemonic
vector of control in any given culture.

Pathologies of Body Fictions and the Production of
Body Image in Women with Deformities/Disabilities
Principally aligned with iterations about the controlling modalities of body

image in a given culture, the analysis of Kuch Bheege Alfaaz, directed by Onir,
and Margarita with a Straw, directed by Shonali Bose, engages here with the
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biopolitics of body image that informs the ontological frontiers of women
with disabilities. In all cultures and subcultures, dominant ideological ap-
paratuses such as the media and mass communication disseminate informa-
tion about the meanings of human appearance. Culturally coded messages
transmit acceptable standards, norms, and expectations about appearance—
what traits of physical characteristics and appearance are and are not socially
deigned and what it means to possess or lack these socially celebrated char-
acteristics. The genesis of this concept can be traced back to the late twenti-
eth century and the beginning of global neoliberalism, as propounded in the
works of Susan Bordo and Naomi Wolf. In The Beauty Myth, Wolf claims,
“In assigning value to women in a vertical hierarchy according to a cultur-
ally imposed physical standard, it is an expression of power relations in which
women must unnaturally compete for resources that men have appropriated
for themselves.” Such power relations are embodied in the fact that in a neo-
liberal consumerist era, the machinery of the beauty and cosmetics industry
runs on a fetishization of impossible body ideals with women as the predom-
inant target.

The interrelatedness of beauty ideals and its normative imperatives thus
is a historical process of ordering and preordaining bodies into binary cat-
egories of desirable and undesirable, claims Bonnie Berry in her compelling
book titled Beauty Bias: Discrimination and Social Power. Berry argues, “With
workplace experience, for example, we see the double standards imposed on
women for their appearance that are not similarly imposed on men, in ad-
dition to the obvious cases of looks-based discrimination against the not-so-
young, the non-white, and the disabled.” In a technologically sustained, hy-
perconsumerist neoliberal world, the female body has therefore emerged as
a site of visual consumption, which leads to an inordinate desire for body
modification often premised on perceived notions of body flaws.® Further-
more, implied in Bonnie Berry’s comment is an important idea that women
with disabilities are situated within a complex biopolitical assemblage of oth-
er oppressive identity markers such as class, caste, gender, race, and hetero-
normative body image. The perceived deviation from culturally mandated
body aesthetics therefore results in the viewing of women with deformities
or disabilities as perpetually dwelling within fractured and fragmented body-
selves as they are labeled as women who are “defects and undesirable,” as
well as beings who are asexual, unfeminine, and infantile."

In the context of Debra Walker King’s notion of “body-fictions,” under-
neath the polysemic layers of culturally constituted specular and fictive body
images, “the ‘authentic’ self gets silenced and lost,”"" and the body myths of
women with physical disabilities are fictively construed as “grotesque spec-
tacle” or “icon of deviance.””? Further, Susan Wendell tells us that in a cul-
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ture that equates ableism with body autonomy and control over one’s body,
a disability “symbolizes failure” and manifests a body image that able-bod-
ied individuals “are trying to avoid, forget, and ignore.”" In fact, the mono-
lithic sociocultural lexicon of the ideal body image is predicated on ideals and
fantasies of youth, slenderness, height, nondisability, and a certain racial pri-
macy." In this context, as a complex assemblage of corporeal, psychical, and
social mechanisms, a heteronormative body image construct is a cultural fic-
tionalization of the female body. And this body fiction is a veritable phenom-
enon of desubjectification of women with deformed/disabled bodies.

The negotiations that women with bodily anomalies make with norma-
tive body image discourses need to be further examined within significant
epistemological transitions within contemporary optics on disability, not only
globally but also in India. That said, it is important to note that there has been
a major dissonance among activists, scholars, and persons with disabilities
in terms of the remedial social model for the differently abled. The remedial
social modality has a circumscribed vision of inclusivity of persons with phys-
ical impairment and focuses rather narrowly on their limitations rather than
their strengths toward the removal of social barriers in a society ruled by non-
disabled persons.” This modality has arguably further perpetuated negative
body aesthetics for women with body anomalies or disabilities.

From such a commiserative stance—that of a social patronage and de-
centering of the body within the discourse of disability—several contempo-
rary scholars have recentered the body within the rhetoric of disability, lo-
cating in it an epistemological value. In this context, scholars like H-Dirkson
L. Bauman and Joseph J. Murray, in a sharp retort to medicalized ideas like
“hearing loss,” have postulated not oppositional but differential epistemes to
the problem that they call “deaf gain.”'¢ Likewise, Rosemarie Garland-Thom-
son has conceptualized notions such as “disability gain” to postulate that the
very phenomenology of disability should be reframed as a source of gain,
rather than a loss, situated in the demand that disability integration be deemed
as aresource gain instead of a resource drain.”” While this approach unsettles,
and indeed questions, the social reductionism and devaluation of “disabil-
ity,” it also raises a number of debatable issues around the representational
regimes that run the risk of degenerating into a commodification of “dis-
abled” bodies while attempting to represent alternate forms of female em-
bodiment or “alternative beauty.”® It is through the prism of such a political
debate that this chapter interrogates the representational regimes of Bolly-
wood in configuring the body perception of women with deformities or
disabilities and posits a need for differential optics toward fostering affirma-
tive and alternative modalities of body positivity of women with nonnorma-
tive bodies.



134 / Samrita Sinha

The Normalization of Scopophobia in Kuch Bheege Alfaaz

For women with physical impairments, it is their body deficit that becomes
a defining parameter of their constitutive selthood, often leading others to
completely ignore their possession of a variety of personal qualities.”” As a
result, the body image of impairment takes over as a predominant paradigm
of identity that invisibilizes the other human attributes of the person with
a disability. This narrow focus on the limitedness of their functional body
is predicated on the stigma-based medical model, which in turn shapes so-
cial or identity politics and then reinforces, in a negative way, the notion that
bodies of women with disabilities are different.?* Consequently, women with
physical deformities internalize profound anxieties of body dysmorphia and
suffer a sense of dissonance from the cultural expectations of appearance aes-
thetics.” This internalized discordance resulting from culture’s pejorative re-
actions to their “anomalous” bodies leads such women to believe that their
bodies are a “source of pain, guilt, and embarrassment.”*? Such negative self-
images “perpetuate feelings of inferiority, a poor body self-concept, and avoid-
ance of social interactions,”® further normalizing scopophobia as an inte-
gral part of the ontological negotiations of women with impairments.

The postulations about scopophobia in Onir’s Kuch Bheege Alfaaz can be
reconfigured with the help of the current debates within disability discours-
es on the praxis of staring, which in turn animates social connection. It is
worth turning here to Sarah Bollinger’s essay titled “Broken Beauty, Broken
Cups: Disabled Bodies in Contemporary African Art,” where she argues that
“what we can learn from those being stared at is the following: the visibility
of their non-normate bodies in public space is of immense importance be-
cause society will learn to see and think differently only by being confronted
with them, whether this concerns human bodies or artworks.”* In the par-
lance of contemporary disability studies, the praxis of staring is predicated
on a learning process that gains impetus from the idea of “disability gain.”*
Only if nonnormative bodies did not give way to scopophobia and did not
let themselves be dehumanized by the act of being stared at would society
be sensitized and learn to include alternate corporealities. According to such
a reading, the act of staring is dialogic and carries an immense epistemo-
logical potential to foster affirmative and inclusive meanings about alternate
and nonnormative bodies. In other words, staring does not necessarily as-
cribe a victim status to those being stared at; rather, it produces identities in
a social matrix.”® Although such a reading does possess merit, it once again
deflects the social and moral onus on nonnormate subjects to shake off sco-
pophobia and engage with a subject position of stared-at-ness in an idealis-
tic manner. Such a reading is precariously premised on a hopeful conjecture
of what staring at nonnormate bodies should ideally produce rather than ex-
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amining the etiological ableist invasive politics of staring. Not all praxis of
staring is located in an atmosphere of conviviality and hence scopophobia
can be fueled by the hostility of a deeply divisive society toward non-norma-
tive bodies. However, Bollinger’s reading of the politics of staring should pro-
vide a significant alternative pathway if representational apparatuses such as
the media begin with fostering a positivist and convivial episteme of staring
as a differential modality of learning about persons with disabilities that is
meant to forge a culture of body positivity.

In Onir’s Kuch Bheege Alfaaz, Archana, who is known as Archie, has in-
ternalized scopophobia as a result of disparaging reactions she faces toward
her skin condition, leukoderma, and because of which she wears a scarf that
helps with stigma management. We know that within body image discourse
on women with physical deformities, social withdrawal is perceived as a tool
of stigma management.” In Kuch Bheege Alfaaz, we find a strong undercurrent
of such disempowering recourses for stigma management as Archana is never
seen in socially fostering homosocial company or other alternate social spaces
of self-pursuit. And yet, Onir’s film is predominantly a love story revolving
around Archana’s pursuit of ideal love. It is this concatenation of an ideal love,
the teleology of existence, and female body image that is at the core of the
politics of representation in Kuch Bheege Alfaaz. Within the Indian context,
it is interesting to note that Bollywood often projects the idea of romantic love
as a social reward for women. This ideal of love as a social aspiration therefore
is synonymous with the pursuit of ideal body appearance for women in a
culture besotted with lookism. In the film, the paradigms of body image are
deeply rooted in the female protagonist’s pursuit of self-validation through
ideal love, defined as a transcendental signified that looks beyond the vaga-
ries of leukodermic patchy skin and superficial beauty. The very sensibility
of Onir’s film is heavily inclined toward a commiserative patronizing love
through which the female protagonist realizes her femininity. In the Indian
context, according to Nandini Ghosh, the female fashioning of body appear-
ance is dialectically related to the patriarchally ascribed functionality of the
female body. Given the importance of fulfilling the ultimate role of mother-
hood, female body concepts are transactionally channelized toward fashion-
ing its sexual desirability.”® The pursuit of love for Archie can therefore be
located in this intersection of body anomaly, femininity, and sexuality.

The film opens with a portrayal of the nightscape of the city of Calcutta,
when the promise of magical love and its corollary of an exciting life liter-
ally hang in the air, with R. J. Alfaaz’s seductive voice kick-starting the pop-
ular radio show Kuch Bheege Alfaaz while belting out old Hindi Bollywood
love songs. Archie is shown traveling in a cab to meet her blind date, set up
through her Tinder account, and feels spiritually ennobled by the words of
Alfaaz and the songs he plays, which the cab driver tunes into as he drives
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Archie to her destination. Although it is nighttime, Archie is seen wearing
heavy, dark sunglasses, and her head and face are covered up with a scarf.
A closer look at Archie gives the viewers hints of white patches around her
mouth and eyes. Throughout the movie, Archie is seen wearing her dark sun-
glasses, and her head is wrapped in a scarf while negotiating public spaces,
which normalizes scopophobia around skin disorders, the visibility of which
can be controlled by those afflicted by them. This is because the devices of
stigma management among women with physical impairments and who ne-
gotiate body image ideals primarily depend on the degree of the visibility of
their own stigmatic attribute to others. Hence, devices of stigma management
for Archie become her “scarf” and the “dark glares.” Moreover, it is only the
right side of her face that is shown as affected by leukodermic patches, while
the left side is clear, and it is mostly her leukodermic profile that the camera
focuses on, which in turn becomes a reminder that for women with disfigure-
ments or disabilities, it is their body disorder that is a dominant lens through
which their subjectivities are defined and represented.

There is a representational discrepancy in Onir’s film, however. On the
one hand, Archie is depicted as an independent and feisty young woman who
is both self-assured and self-sufficient, and on the other hand, she uses her
stigma management tools as her social crutches. She has a moderately suc-
cessful career as a meme artist, and creativity becomes a pathway for her self-
definition. However, there is a pensive aura about Archie as she reflects on
love, friendship, and her self-image. Underlying Archie’s self-assured exterior
disposition, therefore, is a strong element of social isolation because, apart
from her coworker and admirer, Apu, she is not seen sharing other social
spaces of self-pursuit either through homosocial relations or other relations.
The only other close relation is her boisterous, confident, and caring mother,
Aruna Pradhan. In fact, the very sociality of Archie’s public and social spheres
is characterized by her work life and going on blind dates, where one expe-
rience after the other leaves her feeling more and more melancholic as she
is affected by the look of disappointment on her dates’ faces when the real-
ization of her skin condition dawns on them. In due time, however, it is ap-
parent that Archie has come to terms with her suitors’ perplexity, as she begins
to remove her sunglasses and scarf while talking to them. She even begins
to enjoy these moments where she agentively controls the situation by being
the surprise factor herself—on the first blind date in the film’s opening, Ar-
chie good-humoredly asks her dumbfounded date, “Kya hua? Zaada Khub-
surat nikli Kya?” (What happened? Did I turn out to be more beautiful than
you expected?).”” Her words here are a testimony to the fact that for women,
love and social acceptance are deeply located in their body aesthetics and
appearance.
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Although a contrarian interpretation of Kuch Bheege Alfaaz could be that
it problematizes the pursuit of love as an ableist endeavor, by projecting a wom-
an with leukoderma’s legitimate claim to it, the contrived manner in which
this love is pursued in the film nullifies the validity of such a reading. In fact,
in a poignant moment, Archie is seen checking her reflection in the mirror
with a wistful and pensive air. This is understandable because in a later scene,
where Archie is sitting in a café with Apu, he catches an old man staring at
her and in a protective impulse shifts his chair around to block the man’s view
of her. Archie takes offence at this patronizingly chivalrous behavior and tells
Apu that she can handle such situations. Contradictorily, such fleeting mo-
ments of Archie’s self-assurance are paralleled with an underlying scopo-
phobia owing to which she continuously covers herself up to negotiate with
the stigmatic male gaze in public spaces. As the film unfolds, Archie, who is
already in love with the disembodied voice and romantic seductions of Al-
faaz’s persona, serendipitously gets connected with Alfaaz while dialing a date
who stood her up. We note that Alfaaz, too, has a conflicted past—while still
in high school, in his teenage years, his sixteen-year-old girlfriend, Chavi, had
committed suicide after discovering she was pregnant by him.

While Archie is depicted as a conflicted and tormented soul carrying the
burden of social stigma, Alfaaz is depicted as a man haunted by his failure
to have taken accountability for Chavi’s pregnancy and later her death. As
a WhatsApp meme creator, Archie is an anonymous creative artist, and she
revels in her social anonymity—she also chooses dates who, like her, do not
have a profile display picture on their Tinder accounts. By representing Ar-
chie’s disembodied anonymity both in her workplace and her personal love
life (she carries on a telephonic romance with Alfaaz), as a matter of prefer-
ence and revelry, Onir’s film glorifies and valorizes a life of social invisibil-
ity as one with ontological value for conflicted individuals like Archie who
carry around burdens of internalized social stigma of body appearance.

We further learn of Archie’s angsts in a revelatory scene where she is seen
recounting to Alfaaz how developing leukoderma changed her life; she claims,
“I was like any other girl. Apparently, I was the chosen one.”® What Archie
experiences here has been corroborated by Lennard Davis in his take on dis-
ability as a retributory corollary of some vague moral aberration in a previ-
ous sinful birth.* Hence, Archie tells Alfaaz that in her adolescent years, her
friends had played a very cruel prank on her when they had set her up on a
blind date with a handsome guy from her class and one look at her patchy
face had made him turn and run away because he was expecting a beautiful
girl. This incident of bullying foregrounds a socially discriminatory attitude
toward women with body deformities. In response, Alfaaz tells her that some-
day somebody will love her for her inner beauty.
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Given that Kuch Bheege Alfaaz predominantly projects the pursuit of ide-
al love as a female quest, it ends up normalizing romantic love as a self-eval-
uative social mandate for a woman who is leukodermic. This is not to pre-
sumptuously claim that the quest for love by the female protagonist makes
her appear weak and helpless. Instead, the problematics of Archie’s pursuit
of love lies in its depiction as a single-minded transcendental quest that is
indifferent toward any alternate spaces for self-actualization. The film never
emphatically establishes Archie’s indefatigable social prowess and her ability
to transcend body dysmorphia in claiming social spaces. We never see Ar-
chie having any open conversation about her acceptance of leukoderma in
the film except at the point where she confesses to an interiorization of the
social stigma around leukoderma to Alfaaz. The film celebrates a certain kind
of solitariness in which it situates its female protagonist with leukoderma as
well as its guilt-ridden male protagonist, perpetuating and normalizing so-
cial isolation and seclusion as the archetypal context for such conflicted sub-
jectivities as Archie’s and Alfaaz’s. This commiserative love toward Archie
is therefore borne out of Alfaaz’s interiorized guilt over his treatment of Cha-
vi and problematically becomes the source of self-fulfillment for Archie.

In interviews, Onir has claimed that Kuch Bheege Alfaaz is about falling
in love through a discovery of “inner beauty,”** an idea that Alfaaz proclaims
before Archie. Such an assertion problematically presupposes that the image
of Archie’s scarred face is a site of alterity and does not live up to the normative
standards of an ideal body image. This reductive and problematically utopic
ideology of “inner beauty” desubjectivizes women with nonnormative bod-
ies, subordinating them to an evaluative control of the body image ideal. In
the contemporary culture of lookism, which stresses the visibility and tan-
gibility of female corporeality, such abstracted platitudes of “inner beauty”
further foreground the lack in that female corporeal frame that must be com-
pensated and/or substituted by ideas of mythic and mystifying notions of in-
ner beauty.

To sum up, the present reading of Onir’s film is theoretically affiliated to
the contemporary debate in intersectional disability studies, where the pres-
ence of “extraordinary bodies™ in the new beautyscape of global fashion has
been complicated by the idea of a commodification of disability. It draws upon
the fact that the inclusion of models with disabilities in the newly emerging
topography of capitalist media as well as the global beauty and fashion in-
dustry, might not always be about representation of “alternative beauty”**
since such representational regimes may only end up reinforcing ableist ste-
reotypes of body normativity. Fox, Krings, and Vierke, in a powerful com-
mentary on this phenomenon, claims that a deformed or “disabled body is
perfectly able to portray an ableist image if inserted into visual rhetorics that
don’t challenge conventional stereotypes.”” In this sense, Archie’s represen-
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tation as a mystified embodiment of “inner beauty” achieving fulfillment
through commiserative love is an ableist consignment of meaning onto her
physical alterity as a person with leukoderma, which in turn runs the risk
of “disability avoidance.”

Toward a Positivist Lexicon of Body Aesthetics
in Margarita with a Straw

Body image norms are particularly confining for women with physical dis-
abilities because they concretize the heterosexist imaginary that women with
disabilities are not impacted by body ideals as their bodies are already always
interpellated within the ideology of body deviance.”” What particularly com-
plicates the situation is that in the case of those who use accommodating de-
vices such as wheelchairs, braces, or crutches, women with disabilities are
described as “metal . .. hard, cold, angular, and usually ugly”*® because they
are perceived as deviating from normative expectations of appearance ideals.
However, Nandini Ghosh tells us that the use of mobility aids is not imbri-
cated with beauty aids but is mobility empowering for women with disability.
Disabled women learn to negotiate with these machinic devices as an inte-
gral aspect of their body selves. According to Ghosh’s ethnographic research
in rural Bengal, women with locomotor disabilities are also known to use
mobility aids toward a performance of normative femininity to attain a fem-
inine gait, for instance, and to walk straight with the aid of calipers. How-
ever, we also know that owing to the hegemony of body image ideals, social
encounters of women with physical disabilities are fraught with a perceived
compulsion toward concealment of their stigmatized disability aids.*

In Shonali Bose’s Margarita with a Straw,* this disability conundrum is
highlighted in the initial scenes of the film when Laila, the lead character as
a wheelchair user with cerebral palsy, is seen engineering her body appear-
ance on social media by cropping her picture from the waist down, attempt-
ing to invisibilize her twisted legs and the fact that she is a wheelchair user.
It is worth remembering here that unlike Archie in Kuch Bheege Alfaaz, Laila
is represented as comfortably steering multiple social relations as she is an
active member of a band and has multiple friends who accept her for her tal-
ent as a musician. However, there is a gradual transition in Laila as she ac-
cepts her wheelchair as radically coterminous with her bodied self. The wheel-
chair comes to be an important device: a metaphoric locomotive mediating
freedom and a tool of Laila’s individuation as she is seen negotiating cultural
topographies in her wheelchair. Laila’s wheelchair radically counters the cul-
tural imaginary that perceives wheelchair users as “wheelchair bound.” In
this regard, Ann Fox, Krings, and Vierke tell us that “news outlets regularly
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use language like ‘wWheelchair bound’ to describe wheelchair users when in
fact wheelchairs are a device for movement, freedom, and energy conserva-
tion for disabled people.™! Nandini Ghosh’s study likewise elaborates that
for disabled women, “mobility aids are attuned to not only the needs of their
disability but also to the notions of femininity internalized through the pro-
cesses of socialization.” In the light of this—and in the Indian context, es-
pecially within an underprivileged scenario—there is a greater burden on
women with disabilities to orchestrate their mobility aids toward the per-
formance of femininity for social acceptance. Therefore, as devices of indi-
viduation for Indian women with disabilities, mobility aids are socially en-
gineered under the constraint of patriarchal sanction.

In the first half of Margarita with a Straw, we see Laila struggling at every
step to negotiate with an ableist optics of body morphology mediated through
other characters, such as Dhruv, her fellow classmate in Delhi University and
also a person with disability. At one instance in the cafeteria, Dhruv is seen
ogling another girl’s bare midriff, though he claims to Laila jocularly that
he would still marry only her. This particular scene establishes the norma-
tive body as a sexual body and the body concept of a person with a disabil-
ity as nonsexual. Hereafter, as Laila tries to explore her sexual awakening,
she also explores with the bodily articulations of sexual desire. One day she
kisses Dhruv in the university and later musters the courage to declare her
love for Nima, the lead singer of the college band for which Laila writes songs.
Dhruv, however, takes offense to this and tells her, “Tumhe kya lagta hai? Tum
normal logon ke saath rehkar normal ban jayogi?” (What do you think? By
mixing with normal people you would become normal?)**—manifesting the
societal view that Laila’s disability is the locus of her body concept, which in
turn decimates her social and sexual worth.

With time, Laila secures admission in New York University and moves
to the United States with her mother. There she meets Khanum, a Pakistani-
Bangladeshi lesbian girl with a visual impairment who completely overhauls
Laila’s interiorized negative body image and her quest for love. Unlike Laila’s
conservative perceptions of her own body image, Khanum has a far more
positive body optics. She is seen negotiating public spaces in a very self-as-
sured and confident manner. She is also the first person who emphatically
tells Laila that she is very beautiful. More importantly, Khanum’s touch and
her sensual enunciations to Laila about her beautiful body-self establish a sig-
nificant alternate discourse where a person with disability is enfolded with-
in the lexicon of the body beautiful, an aporic frontier from which persons
with disability have been systemically eliminated and alienated. This, as To-
bin Siebers states, proves that the hegemonic idea of beauty is integrally con-
gruous with the idea of harmony and wholeness and that standardized beau-
ty is always mediated through uniformity.**
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Khanum’s sexual touch redirects Laila toward an awakening of sensuous
pleasures for her own disabled body and an affirmative body aesthetics. Here,
as a stroke of feminist strategy, Shonali Bose’s film—by making a lesbian wom-
an with a visual impairment the dissenting voice of alternate body image—
further destabilizes the heterosexist entitlement to ordering the cultural per-
ceptions of body aesthetics of women with disabilities. And it crafts the
symbiotic relation between body image and female sexuality. Khanum takes
Laila to all those social spaces that are culturally heterosexist, navigating such
spatialities with a greater sense of body autonomy and sexual agency. The
film deliberately represents Khanum as a profoundly sexualized being only
to establish that her body aesthetics is not governed by her visual impairment,
and neither is her sexual worth adjudicated by it. Ideal body image, which
generally operates as the Lacanian “master signifier,” is debunked here, and
other signifiers, such as the moral and social worth associated with body im-
age and resulting in a woman’s sexual worth under normative ableist body
image discourses, are deconstructed.

Although the application of beauty products generates conflicting argu-
ments within body image studies, in Margarita with a Straw, the application
of makeup and the use of beauty products are projected as an innocuous self-
indulgence, a matter of choice and empowerment, and a way to debunk the
misnomer that only able-bodied women with normative bodies can possibly
use beauty products. Bonnie Berry, for example, in The Power of Looks: So-
cial Stratification of Physical Appearance, claims that there is a difference be-
tween the use of cosmetics and that of cosmeceuticals (that bring about more
permanent body alterations). Though cosmetics and cosmeceuticals are used
for the purposes of attaining social power through cosmetically altered body
appearance, the use of cosmeceuticals, unlike cosmetics, portends a kind of
obsession with a more permanent nature of body alteration that might fore-
ground body dysmorphia and a more perpetual dissatisfaction with one’s body
appearance.®

Laila’s pursuit of beauty in such a context can be interpreted as mediat-
ing a particular visual politics, where the visual field of a heteronormative
culture only admits beautified and cosmetically enhanced normative female
bodies already always inscribed within the paradigms of acceptable and per-
missible beauty. In the context of Margarita with a Straw, therefore, the ap-
plication of makeup by Khanum and later Laila is not contiguous with the
male gaze or the anxieties of lookism. The scene where the audience sees Kha-
num applying eye shadow and teaching Laila to apply makeup establishes that
women with disabilities can have legitimate recourses to claiming their choice
to use makeup while negotiating public spaces and social spheres without
obsessing with beauty labor. Here, it is Khanum who makes this choice avail-
able to Laila.
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A certain fulfillment with her “self” at the end of the film, as Laila goes
on a date with herself, shows her transcendence over all dependency on the
self-evaluative forces of either love or sexual relations while she comes to terms
with her nonnormative body image. The film’s closure significantly reinforc-
es the self-contentment of a more evolved and empowered Laila reveling in
her aloneness borne out of choice and not compulsory isolation. Her agen-
tive reclamation of her body image and its positive hermeneutics are eluci-
dated through the closing scenes as Laila visits a beauty parlor for a ritual-
istic body-self makeover and tells her friend over the phone that she cannot
go out for a movie as she has a date that night. The scene in the beauty salon
is a significant intervention in establishing the semantics of beauty labor as
not an exclusivist ableist pursuit but to foster the visibility of persons with
disabilities in such spaces that have historically been marked by the hyper-
visibility of only able-bodied women toward a patriarchally legitimated pur-
suit of beauty. Laila’s entry into the beauty parlor is predicated on the idea
of the “democratization of beauty.™®

Furthermore, through the scene in the beauty salon, the film first creates
an expectation in the audience that Laila’s beauty rituals and her impending
date are suggestive of her moving on—perhaps with a new heteronormative
relationship after her mother’s death and the leaving of Khanum, her lesbian
lover. However, such hetero-patriarchal audience expectations are shattered
at the end by the mirror scene, in which, while sipping on margarita with a
straw, Laila looks at her beautified image in the large mirror hanging opposite
and smiles jubilantly, raising a toast to herself. This closing mirror scene is
a sharp retort to the hegemonic sociocultural contiguity between the female
pursuit of beauty and the pursuit of heteronormative love by replacing it with
Laila’s self-love, which happens to be with her nonnormate bodied self. This
scene, where we see an exuberant, prettified Laila sipping a margarita with
a straw on a date with herself, upholds the concept of “alternative beauty,™’
which does not commodity disability, but rather foregrounds a differential
aesthetics of body image within the paradigms of media’s representation of
disability. The agential reclamation of life and its vagaries is thus mediated
through a positivist alteration of body concept with this closing mirror scene.

It is not to say that the ending of Margarita with a Straw celebrates a kind
of a separatist female utopia, and neither is aloneness being romanticized;
in fact, the film makes evident the social needs and the material reality of
Laila as a person with a disability. The ending is instead an acknowledgment
of the fact that beyond all social spaces exists a spatial ontology of selthood
contiguous with Laila’s transition toward body positivity and the film’s ex-
pansion of the frontiers of human beauty. Laila’s transition toward a more
coherent internal world, predicated on a consolidated ontology of positive
body image, finally enforces an empathetic and sensitive representation where
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the female protagonist with a disability is not ascribed a perpetual existence
of victimhood after the loss of her mother and her lover. The closing scene
concretizes the apposite titular implication that sipping a margarita with a
straw is not an act of infantile preoccupation for a woman with cerebral pal-
sy but a plea for integration of differential subjectivities with all their non-
unitarian body aesthetics.

In conclusion, this chapter sums up the complexities of body image of
women with deformities or disabilities, keeping in mind neoliberal India’s
construction of femininity. Given the nation’s patriarchal optics of the func-
tionality of the female body, which is mediated through its reproductive role,
body image becomes the mechanism through which the female body is ex-
pected to fashion its femininity and sexual desirability. This chapter notes
how Kuch Bheege Alfaaz posits the submission of the female protagonist to
this contrived ideal of body image—where the pursuit of love is imbricated
with internalized anxieties about a perceived failure to fulfill reproductive
imperatives because of the lack of sexual desirability of a woman with leu-
koderma. In contrast, Margarita with a Straw decouples the pursuit of self-
hood from such heteronormatively instrumented body ontology and subverts
hegemonic body ideals that normalize ableist semantics of body aesthetics.
Hence, whereas, in Shonali Bose’s radical film, Laila works toward positive
and agentive lexicons of self-articulation that dismantle culturally manu-
factured pathologies of body fictions around disability, in Onir’s film, the
female lead is represented as negotiating scopophobia and lookism in a more
hetero-patriarchally sanctioned manner that perpetuates the myth of social
worthlessness, moral failure, and body dysmorphia around body deformity,
rather than debunking it. A comparative reading of both films then becomes
important because they address the issue of female body image among women
with deformities or disabilities in neoliberal India, which, despite the rheto-
ric of freedom and choice, largely submits to collusive politics of prescriptive
body aesthetics.
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Unjust Gradations of Fairness
Gender, Looks, and Colorism in Postmillennial Hindi Cinema

SHAILENDRA KUMAR SINGH

Introduction

Amid a global pandemic that severely crippled multiple economies, daily rou-
tines, and familiar lifestyles, the consolidation of online platforms and digi-
tal landscapes was only inevitable. While this definitely led to increased screen
time and unprecedented levels of binge-watching, a concomitant phenom-
enon that also dominated this particular phase of our “new normal” was the
pronounced proliferation of Internet chatterati. It therefore was not at all sur-
prising that when a Hindi song with a chorus “Tujhe dekh ke goriya, Beyoncé
sharma jayegi” (On seeing you, o fair lady, Beyoncé will pale in comparison)
was released on YouTube in 2020, it received considerable critical backlash
for promoting skin color prejudices and discrimination. Predictably enough,
the lyrics of the song were adjusted to make it relatively less controversial.
Nonetheless, what stood out in this entire sequence of events was the way the
director and the lyricist still chose to defend their ground by pointing out how
the term goriya (a fair maiden) has been so often used to refer to a girl that
it did not occur to them to interpret it in the literal manner (Rolling Stone
India 2020).

The glaring contradictions of the Hindi film industry were also exposed
when many of the filmmakers were accused of hypocrisy and double stan-
dards for supporting the Black Lives Matter movement following the killing
of George Floyd on May 25, 2020. Celebrities like Priyanka Chopra Jonas,
whose espousal of Black Lives Matter on social media was probably aimed
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at her Western fan base, nevertheless incurred the wrath of Bollywood en-
thusiasts who swiftly seized on her post to highlight her appearance in an
advertising campaign for skin-lightening products (Waheed 2020). Chopra’s
case is especially curious since in the movie Fashion (2008), her dreadful
descent into the world of drugs, alcohol, and moral bankruptcy reaches a
climactic point when she sleeps with a dark-skinned person! Even histori-
cally, Hindi cinema has deployed darkness as a formulaic marker of villainy,
wickedness, and duplicitous behavior. Iconic characters such as Birju in Moth-
er India (Khan 1957) and Gabbar Singh in Sholay (Embers) (Sippy 1975) suf-
ficiently corroborate this premise. Similarly, when it comes to the represen-
tation of women, all that was repressed in the Hindu woman resurfaced in
her white counterpart—the racial, sexual “Other” onto whom everything re-
pressed within the self could be projected (Mubarki 2016). However, in the
postmillennial period, the overtly promiscuous and sexually available figure
of the westernized vamp has receded into anonymity and insignificance. In-
stead, leading actresses (most notably Katrina Kaif and Kareena Kapoor) have
themselves performed item songs (sexually provocative dance sequences for
movie songs that may or may not have any relevance to the main plot) for their
films. But the one thing that has remained constant for the film industry
is the kind of stigma, invisibility, and erasure that is often linked with dark
skin tone.

Cinematic representations such as Parched (Yadav 2015) and Vivah (Mar-
riage) (Barjatya 2006) clearly attest to this since not having fair skin is tan-
tamount to not being attractive or desirable. In light of these existing blem-
ishes, predilections, and dichotomies, this chapter examines the discursive
politics of representation that crystallizes around the theme of colorism in
two films, namely Udta Punjab (Punjab on a high) (Chaubey 2016) and Bala
(Kaushik 2019). It demonstrates how the composite dynamics of gender, ap-
pearance, and skin tone, in these two films, borrow heavily from the preju-
dicial discourses and reductive stereotypes that dominate popular cultures
in contemporary India. Color-based discrimination that was earlier evident
through the formulaic portrayals of villains and vamps in Hindi cinema has
increasingly been associated with urban slums or small towns, which in turn
become synonymous with lack of growth, progress, and opportunity. The
dark-skinned female protagonist is thus either delineated as an archetypal
marker of a much-maligned regional identity (often far removed from the
celebratory accounts of various “India Shining” narratives) or simply pos-
ited with a somewhat dichotomous and half-baked rhetoric of self-acceptance
that problematizes any straightforward interpretations of such ostensibly in-
nocuous cinematic representations. The problem of colorism in Indian cul-
ture is a deeply entrenched and pervasive one, especially with regard to fe-
male body image and aesthetic capital (D’Mello 2016; Jha and Adelman 2009;
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Parameswaran and Cardoza 2009a; Vaid 2009). As such, decoding the vari-
ous nuances and subtleties of these two postmillennial Hindi films can pro-
vide important clues about how social prejudices organized around skin tone
can either be interrogated or buttressed through popular modes of enter-
tainment.

Dark Skin, India Shining, and the Outrageous
North Indian Stereotype

The slim, tall, and fair female subject that has been unequivocally valorized
through films, advertising, television, and mass media is a bitter reality of the
postliberalization period in India. Radhika Parameswaran and Kavitha Car-
doza observe that even though dark skin was a source of stigma for Indian
women long before the arrival of globalization, “a slew of facial-lightening
products in the global Indian marketplace renewed age-old associations be-
tween light skin color and its embodiment of higher social and economic sta-
tus” (2009b, 217-218). This palpable shift was further buttressed by the fact
that Western body ideals now fueled the popular imagination of the masses
in India because of the global success and fame that South Asian models had
begun acquiring in prestigious beauty pageants. One of the most damaging
consequences of such a Procrustean standard of attractiveness was the bla-
tant rejection of women who failed to conform to this stereotype (that is, wom-
en who were either fat, little, or dusky) (Parameswaran 2004). The rhetoric
of the hard-working, self-made, and fair-complexioned celebrity from the
global South who could also make a somewhat kindred transition toward a
career in cinema neatly resonated with India’s increasing presence in world
politics and international affairs. As a result, the dark-skinned rural migrant
workers from several underdeveloped North Indian states, such as the trib-
al belts of Tharkhand, the rural parts of Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Bihar, and
even Odisha, are perceived according to an untenable logic that equates fair-
ness with growth, prosperity, abundance, and empowerment. In this section,
I argue that the portrayal of the dark-skinned migrant worker from Bihar
in Abhishek Chaubey’s film Udta Punjab unapologetically relies on a certain
set of stereotypes that have become common knowledge in contemporary
North India.

The principal plot that gravitates around the problem of drug addiction
and trade shows it to be a menace that has plagued the entire state of Pun-
jab—and more specifically its male youth. Meanwhile, Kumari Pinky, a for-
mer district-level hockey player, has been forced by her familial circumstanc-
es to migrate from Bihar to work as a laborer in the Sarhota fields. When she
accidently comes across a package that contains three kilos of heroin, she
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decides to sell it to a prospective buyer in an attempt to ameliorate her finan-
cial fortunes. However, things take a dramatic turn when she is kidnapped
and held captive by the drug dealers, who sexually assault her on multiple
occasions. The rest of the film engages with Pinky’s personal struggles as a
drug addict and how her indomitable spirit brings about a desirable change
in Tommy Singh, a young, popular, and successful Punjabi musician whose
proclivities for substance abuse constantly land him into trouble with the
police and the media. It is my contention here that the delineation of the dark-
skinned character who not only belongs to the working classes but also to one
of the poorest and most underdeveloped states of India is not merely inci-
dental. This is because, within the subcontinent, the linguistic and cultural
references that are often employed at an ordinary, everyday register are at
best derogatory when it comes to identifying darkness with poverty and back-
wardness (Jha 2015; Kulkarni 2016). Just as dark skin is portrayed in com-
mercials as blemished and backward, India’s economic reforms have irre-
versibly distorted the country’s developmental priorities so that the questions
of inequality, poor infrastructure, poverty alleviation, and broad-based growth
are contemptuously dismissed by elites and policymakers as something be-
longing to an older provincial order: one of nepotism, corruption, and end-
less red tape (Nadeem 2014).! In other words, if fairness signifies a global yard-
stick of beauty that neatly resonates with “India Shining” narratives,” then
dark skin tone, its obverse, is symbolically associated with the veritable road-
blocks that impede the country’s growth rate. The acronym BIMARU (liter-
ally meaning “sick”), which is often used to refer to the Indian states of Bi-
har, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Uttar Pradesh, also seems to serve a
similar function. Dark-skinned girls and women in the postmillennial con-
text of India definitely do not make it to the list of global/transnational citi-
zens and subjects in the same way that the term “Bihari” is frequently equat-
ed with a lack of etiquette, refinement, sophistication, and cosmopolitanism.
Both a dark skin tone and the overarching category of being a “Bihari” are
predictably conflated in Udta Punjab to communicate a stereotype that has
almost become synonymous with a regional slur characterized by acute in-
digence, sheer wretchedness, and a lack of desirability.

From high levels of arsenic in the groundwater to annual flooding and
the devastation of lives and livelihoods, from poor infrastructure and the acute
shortage of power to high levels of crime, the state of Bihar remains the dis-
cursive figurehead of underdevelopment (Kumar 2018). This may indeed be
compared with Alia Bhatt’s decision to go three shades darker for the film
in order to play the role of a Bihari girl (The Statesman 2016). The brownface/
blackface debate that is lately turning out to be a sore point for many Bol-
lywood films reflects an incipient and tentative interrogation of the deep-
seated prejudices that relate to skin tone and have consistently plagued Hindi
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cinema in the postindependence period. Films such as Brahmachari (Bach-
elor) (Sonie 1968), Doosri Sita (The second Sita) (Anand 1974), and Apne Rang
Hazaar (Our thousand colors) (Tandon 1975) featured dark-skinned actresses
who were either treated with contempt or simply considered undeserving of
love. In recent years, however, the reemergence of narratives revolving around
rural areas and small towns has also convinced filmmakers about the so-called
veracity of a class position that is often understood through the lens of color-
ism in India. Sanjay Srivastava sums it up quite neatly when he says that in
India, “fair skin tone is aspirational while dark skin tone is associated with
people who are lower on the caste and class hierarchy and popular culture
just perpetuates this stereotype” (quoted in Bedika 2019). The convenient pre-
text to lend authenticity and verisimilitude to a character in Udta Punjab
is nothing but a reiteration of the stereotype that equates darkness with
underdevelopment. And though one may discursively argue here that male
characters too are subject to the brownface/blackface practice, the pejorative
categorizations that surround the term “Bihari” in North India are way too
culturally loaded for us to ignore its import or significance vis-a-vis Chaubey’s
film. Its recurrent identification with epithets such as gawaar/dehaati (a vil-
lager) and jaahil (uncivilized and boorish) in the urban spaces of metropoli-
tan cities like New Delhi often involves a gratuitous disdain for working-class
migrants. This is only made worse by derisive and scornful references to their
gamachhas (a traditional thin, coarse cotton towel), while those from the
educated sections who are able to conduct themselves with flair, grace, and
a chaste English accent are received with surprise as they do not conform to
the dominant compartmentalizations. The pervasive and deeply entrenched
anti-Bihari sentiments that one finds in Maharashtra (Two Circles 2008), Ra-
jasthan, Gujarat, and the northeast states have by and large eclipsed the other
narrative according to which Biharis qualify in significant numbers for join-
ing Indian Administrative Services, Indian Institutes of Technology, and In-
dian Institutes of Management (Verma 2019). Viewed in this context, even
though the character of Kumari Pinky occupies diegetic centrality, an irre-
ducible component of tokenism (evident most conspicuously by the dark skin
tone) cannot be denied.

Having said this, what is also important is that once we move past the
overt connection that is drawn between dark skin and a Bihari girl, we realize
that Chaubey also manages to capture certain finer nuances and subtleties
about Bhatt’s character. For instance, her resilience, tenacity, and self-deter-
mination in the face of overwhelming odds contrast sharply with Tommy’s
desire to commit suicide. The fact that her captors periodically inject her with
intoxicating doses of heroin (so that they can take turns while forcing them-
selves upon her or even collectively rape her) is met with an extraordinary
strength of character that in turn presents her in a positive light. Not one to
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give in too easily to despair, Pinky draws comfort and consolation by staring
endlessly at the big billboard (an advertisement for a Goa holiday) that is vis-
ible from her window. The billboard that symbolically represents her idea of
a good time lends her a firmness of purpose since she refuses to succumb to
her impossibly difficult circumstances and fights her way out of both addic-
tion and incarceration. This too is quite commensurate with the academic
literature that is available on Biharis and according to which Biharis were
discursively sensitive toward others’ feelings, cared for relationships, and
were intelligent, hardworking, and patient (Verma 2019). More importantly,
though, the fact that the possibility of heterosexual romantic love is not fore-
closed for the dark-skinned female protagonist in the film is a welcome change
for an industry where more often than not it is only the tall, slim, and fair
characters who are promised a happy ending in the concluding sections of
any cinematic representation.

Lest it may appear as if colorism is merely a region-specific phenomenon,
a few qualifications are in order here. The first is that it is a systemic discrim-
ination, historically practiced all over India and integral to the social, insti-
tutional, and cultural fabric of Indian society (Jha 2015). Thus, even South
Indians are repeatedly portrayed in a derogatory capacity, and often their
presence seems to serve a comic function. From Padosan (Female neighbor)
(Swaroop 1968) to Chennai Express (Shetty 2013) and 2 States (Varman 2014),
South Indians have had a contemptuous and disdainful representation—dark
skinned, wearing a lungi, and speaking in a comically heavy South Indian
accent (Bhattacharya 2018). What is equally worse, if not more, is that even
in Tamil cinema, there is a clear propensity toward fair-skinned actresses who
do not even hail from the state (Nair 2019). These arbitrary, relative, and unjust
gradations of fairness are uniquely preposterous in a country where “most
people are varying shades of brown and black” (Parameswaran and Cardoza
2009b, 228). And yet, in this section I have tried to underscore the eccentric
parallels and damaging stereotypes that exist vis-a-vis dark skin tone and the
unpalatable realities of destitution, backwardness, and underdevelopment in
contemporary India.

The Paradoxes of Portraying Color Prejudice

If Abhishek Chaubey’s Udta Punjab draws on popular perceptions surround-
ing darkness and Biharis, then Amar Kaushik’s film Bala involves a dark-
complexioned lawyer who has had to constantly grapple with disparaging
remarks and nasty comments since her childhood. Latika Trivedi has an ac-
rimonious relationship with Bala, one of her neighbors, who not only prides
himself on his good looks and impressive hairstyle but is also downright
vitriolic and cruel when it comes to making fun of her skin tone. But with a
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receding hairline at the mere age of twenty-five, Bala realizes, almost in a form
of karmic retribution, what it means to be ridiculed on the basis of one’s looks
and appearance. When Pari Mishra, a fair-skinned model, walks out on him
after discovering the truth behind his wig, Bala seeks legal assistance from
Latika, who gradually also helps him come to terms with his own sense of
self-perception. While Bala’s marriage to Pari is annulled in a court of law,
the movie concludes with a rhetoric of self-acceptance and a resumption of
friendship between the two neighbors.

Kaushik’s film raises important issues regarding the complex interplay
of gender, skin tone, and desirability in postliberalization India. It demon-
strates how a woman’s fairness or lack of it is inextricably intertwined with her
worth and value as a potential bride. This is consistent with the research find-
ings on the subject because “light skin tone is interpreted as beauty, and beau-
ty operates as social capital for women” (Hunter 2005, 37). Besides, Thomp-
son and Keith argue that “although colorism affects attitudes about the self
for both men and women, it appears that these effects are stronger for wom-
en than men” (2001, 338).* Similarly, Parameswaran and Cardoza observe that
in a patriarchal culture that is preoccupied with channeling Indian women’s
sexuality through the institutions of marriage and domesticity, “beauty be-
comes the password to unlock the gateways to normative structures of ro-
mance, courtship, and marriage” (2009b, 256). Even though Bala himself is
quite conscious about his self-image, he unapologetically preys upon the anx-
ieties and plummeting self-esteem of girls and women in the neighborhood
to sell Pretty You, a fairness product. As opposed to this, we have Latika, who
does not have a problem with her complexion and is literally comfortable in
her own skin. In fact, she sternly rebukes Bala for using skin filters to make
her photos fairer and more attractive on Instagram. But the real tragedy that
befalls Bala is when he is defeated by his own conservative attitude and men-
tality. Always so finicky and condescending about other people’s appearance
and desirability, he gets a taste of his own medicine when Pari refuses to live
with him after finding out about his premature hair loss. As a result, when
his boss tells him that selling beauty to this ugly country is like selling water
coolers in deserts, heaters on the Himalayas, liquor in Bihar, and fresh air
in Delhi, he realizes how he is himself part of the problem that affects his
own sense of self-worth.

The Indian fairness cream market, which was reportedly worth around
¥3,000 crores in 2019, is expected to reach 35,000 crores in 2023 (Krishnan-
kutty 2020). Persuasively advertised as “alchemic agents of self-transforma-
tion” (Nadeem 2014, 224), these fairness creams are critiqued in the film for
promising shallow and ineffective solutions to one’s own apprehensions and
misgivings vis-a-vis self-image. At a metathematic register, the film also ap-
pears to take a serious stand against celebrities who promote these products.



156 / Shailendra Kumar Singh

This is because the role of Pari is played by Yami Gautam, an Indian actress
who has acquired fame as well as notoriety for starring in a number of com-
mercials for Fair & Lovely (now renamed Glow & Lovely), an Indian skin-
lightening product that has captured the imagination of masses for more than
four decades. As alocal celebrity and TikTok star who is simply obsessed with
popularity and distinction, Pari is presented as a frivolous and insincere char-
acter whose pronounced disgust for Bala’s receding hairline single-handed-
ly outweighs his otherwise sensitive, emotional, and caring nature. There is
an implicit critique of her predilections since in the ultimate analysis, all she
seems to care about are fancy hairstyles and outward appearances. But the
one area where the film excels is its spirited refusal to slide into the mode of
sentimentality and melodrama. Bala tries his level best to impress Latika even
as the latter resolutely rejects his advances in favor of Rohan, an Australia-
based NRI (Non-Resident Indian). Here too the possibility of romance, court-
ship, and marriage is not denied to the dark-skinned female protagonist, which
is indeed a rarity in Hindi cinema. Latika’s character is also crucial because,
through her subjective experiences, she is able to educate and sensitize Bala
toward his own complicity in perpetuating colorism. When Bala tells her that
she will never be able to understand what he is going through, Latika retorts
by revealing her own apprehensions about her looks, the comments on her
skin tone, and the sheer embarrassment and suffocation she had to endure
from an early age. Turning the accusation on its head, she further adds that
it is he who will never be able to make sense of the mental and emotional
trauma that a ten-year-old girl has to put up with when she is called “dark-
skinned.” Not stopping there, when she fights his case, she sympathizes with
his sense of uneasiness and his fear of humiliation. As a friend, she also lends
him the necessary validation when she not only urges him to accept himself
but also assures him that he looks good the way he is. This convinces him to
stop making any efforts to change himself, which in turn allows him to quit
his job, which otherwise blatantly relied on color prejudices for its sales.
However, the film itself succumbs to certain conventions that have been a
part of Bollywood for many years. The offensive practice of using blackface,
which can be historically traced through various cinematic representations
like Meri Surat Teri Aankhen (My face, your eyes) (Rakhan 1963), Mai Bhi
Ladki Hoon (I too am a girl) (Tirulokchandar 1964), Souten (Co-wife) (Tak
1983), Razia Sultan (Amrohi 1983), and Naseeb Apna Apna (Each person has
their own fate) (Rao 1986), is also true of Bala. Bhumi Pednekar, who is oth-
erwise quite fair faced, had to use heavy makeup in order to play Latika. In
other words, the dark-skinned actress is still conspicuous by her very absence,
which reinscribes the superiority of her fair-skinned counterpart over her.
This particular issue is also a gendered question because male actors with rela-
tively darker skin tones (actors like Nawazuddin Siddiqui) have been eventu-
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ally incorporated within the folds of mainstream Hindi cinema as both pow-
erful character actors as well as convincing male leads. By contrast, dusky
actresses such as Konkona Sen Sharma and Bipasha Basu have been essen-
tially marginalized and written off in recent times. What is also noteworthy
is that while Bhumi was generally lauded for putting on weight for her debut
film, Dum Laga ke Haisha (Give in all your energy) (Katariya 2015), she in-
curred the critics’ ire for her blackface in Bala and for playing a sharpshoot-
er older than sixty in Saand Ki Aankh (Bull’s eye) (Hiranandani 2019). Even
though all three films mentioned here continue to discriminate against ei-
ther fat, dark-skinned, or older actresses, there is a qualitative difference be-
tween the three. This is because weight gain is not the same as makeup—or,
for that matter, taking recourse to a fat suit—since it is a corporeal experi-
ence that we do not find in the other two cases. The essential point to keep
in mind here is that the controversy surrounding Saand Ki Aankh became
a subject of discussion mainly after Neena Gupta, a senior artist, tweeted a
request that directors and producers consider older actresses for roles that
dealt with elderliness (India Today 2019). Moreover, critics like Pankhuri Shuk-
la (2019) have rightly pointed out how Bhumi’s character is purely a plot point
in Bala with the sole intention of helping the male protagonist realize his own
problem. And yet, the most glaring and fundamental contradiction that can
be discerned in the concluding sections of the film is that Bala continues to
make fun of fat, short, and dark-skinned people, which problematizes any
real, concrete claims to overcome color prejudice. The rhetoric of self-accep-
tance and the practice of offensive comedy do not appear to be mutually ex-
clusive to him even at the very end.

In India, color prejudice is a pervasive and persistent issue that has seri-
ous implications for girls and women both in terms of personal assessment
of one’s worth as well as professional growth. A fair complexion is seen as a
kind of visible asset that opens up multiple opportunities related to marital
prospects and desirable careers. As such, the transformational imperatives
vis-a-vis fairness are often packaged not only as a reliable route to success,
visibility, and recognition but also simultaneously equated with grace, con-
fidence, and individuality. In the two films analyzed previously, one finds a
familiar logic of either associating darkness with underdevelopment or a sim-
plistic blackface that clearly does not convey a reassuring message of self-love
to dark-skinned fans. For instance, Krishna Priya Pallavi (2019) writes, “Tam
not a gori ladki [a fair-complexioned girl]. Bala left me feeling cheated.” Sim-
ilarly, Rohini Chatterji (2019) states how Bhumi’s makeup is infuriating to
watch as a dark-skinned woman. One finds a comparable absence of dark-
skinned actresses in soap operas such as Sapna Babul Ka . . . Bidaai (A fa-
ther’s dream to have his daughter happily married; see Shahi et al. 2007-2010).
The overwhelming presence of fair-skinned female artists in daytime dra-



158 / Shailendra Kumar Singh

mas is a discriminatory but established fact. Soap operas, like films, thus con-
tribute to a reinscription of perpetually polemical discourses surrounding
epidermal fascinations in India. Examining how aspects of women’s bodies
such as menstrual fluids, lumps of fat, and lines in the skin that indicate aging
are often stigmatized in art and popular culture (as something fundamen-
tally disgusting), Joan C. Chrisler (2011) offers a tripartite structure through
which gendered corporeal anxieties and prejudices can be better understood.
However, in addition to leaks (menstrual cycle), lumps (corpulence), and lines
(that indicate aging)—the three major facets of body shaming that Chrisler
identifies—a dark skin tone is also constructed as a social and cultural stig-
ma that privileges pigmentocracy over actual merit.* The unrealized poten-
tial of films such as Udta Punjab and Bala can only be read as a classic case
oflost chances and missed opportunities considering how cinema can initi-
ate a powerful discourse of contestation vis-a-vis long-standing orthodoxies
and can decisively demystify discriminations based on skin color.

Color prejudice can almost be viewed as a fait accompli in India, where,
apart from contemporary newspaper articles, “the issue has not been sub-
jected to sufficient academic debate like its parallel phenomenon in black so-
ciety and culture” (Johnson 2002, 216). However, significant measures are be-
ing taken by select groups and organizations that feel strongly committed
to the cause of fighting colorism at a quotidian register. For instance, Nan-
dita Das, a Bollywood actress and social activist, has vehemently supported
the crusade against the fetishism of skin-lightening products and has urged
people to love themselves not in spite of their complexion but because of it
(Dhillon 2013). The Dark Is Beautiful campaign started by Women of Worth
in Chennai has become a national forum that allows women to express their
values of self-worth and self-love and discourages discrimination against and
maltreatment of dark-skinned women (Sims and Hirudayaraj 2016). In the
realm of popular culture, the Hindi television serial Saat Phere: Saloni Ka
Safar (Seven rounds of marriage: Saloni’s journey) (Sarang 2005-2009) es-
tablished a radical precedent by casting Rajshree Thakur, a dark-complex-
ioned actress, in the lead role. Efforts of the kind mentioned here can bring
about a constructive dialogue, awareness, and sensitivity about combating
color prejudice in India even as they discursively challenge the immutable
rigidities and stubbornness of Hindi cinema.
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NOTES

1. Mohan Guruswamy (2020) astutely observes that as opposed to an all-India per cap-
ita developmental expenditure of 37,935 for the period between 2017 and 2019, Bihar’s is
less than half at ¥3,633.

2. The hype around an increasingly affluent India and its booming high-tech indus-
try—which has yet to result in an upgrade in the nationwide standard of living—was al-
most entirely built around the slogan “India Shining” (Mendes 2010). Mendes further points
out how this political motto was coined for the 2004 Indian general election campaign
by the then ruling nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party to sell an idea of economic optimism
and advertise the country’s achievements abroad.

3. On a related note, Evelyn Nanako Glenn pertinently points out how the “relation
between skin color and judgments about attractiveness affect women most acutely, since
women’s worth is judged heavily on the basis of appearance” (2008, 282).

4. For more on pigmentocracy, see Telles (2014).
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Fetishism, Scopophilia, and the Fat
Actresses of Bhojpuri Cinema

SHAILENDRA KUMAR SINGH

Introduction

Often existing as a discursive presence to the dominant Hindi film industry
in contemporary North India, Bhojpuri cinema constitutes a principal source
of entertainment for the working-class migrants of eastern Uttar Pradesh and
western Bihar. It is a vibrant industry that has thrived not despite but be-
cause of its formulaic representation of the action hero, the classic conflict
between the rural values and the urban ethos, and the alternative visual plea-
sures it offers its spectators through a predictable commodification of the fat
actress. The body image that the music videos of this vernacular cinema offer
is one that is quite consistent with the provincial standards of beauty in these
regions where fatness is not stigmatized or scoffed at. Instead, it is seen as
normative and desirable. But this apparent acceptance of corpulent bodies
ultimately does not translate into any fat-positive messages or discourse since
the bawdy fetishism and erotic scopophilia of these videos combine with a
number of scandalizing puns and obscenities in order to pander to the fierce
and voracious appetite of its predominantly male audiences.

In other words, although the plump and well-rounded actresses of Bhoj-
puri cinema enjoy considerable stardom, prominence, and recognition, their
body image still serves a routine purpose, namely that of providing enter-
tainment and titillation. This chapter investigates the various aesthetic con-
tours and thematic templates that determine the visual and verbal content
of Bhojpuri music videos. It demonstrates how even though these portrayals
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situate themselves in opposition to the dominant body ideals of Hindi cin-
ema and the Hindi music industry, they still fall short of providing an alter-
native, meaningful, or deobjectified representation of fat female bodies. For
all its differential vectors of demands and expectations of its perceived audi-
ences and viewers, the implicit promise and potential of this subaltern en-
tertainment industry to foreground a disparate and contrasting model of
beauty, sexuality, romance, and body politics thus remain fundamentally un-
realized and unfulfilled. What could otherwise have been a liberating para-
digm for visual cultures in India eventually ends up perpetuating outrageous
discourses of gendered violence through a pathological fixation on verbal mi-
sogyny and fat female body parts.

Fatness as an Index of Vernacular Idiosyncrasy

The phenomenal visibility and exponential growth of Bhojpuri cinema in post-
millennial North India is a story for the ages. Having been forced to contend
with moderate success during the first two chapters of its prolonged gesta-
tion, this industry finally came into its own through a complex interplay of
different albeit interrelated factors. The first period, which roughly spans the
better part of the 1960s, includes movies such as Ganga Maiyya Tohe Piyari
Chadhaibo (Oh mother Ganges, I will offer you a yellow sari) (Kumar 1962)
and Hamaar Sansaar (Our world) (Hussain 1965), which in turn contributed
significantly to the consolidation of a provincial and vernacular identity
(Ghosh 2012). The second era begins around the late 1970s and early 1980s
and, like its predecessor, had variable fortunes right until the turn of the cen-
tury. However, with the arrival of the multiplexes in the protracted aftermath
of the liberalization and globalization of the Indian economy, Bhojpuri cin-
ema received a new lease on life through the single-screen exhibition spaces
that earlier leaned on fringe genres involving sleazy content such as the B-
grade horror films made by the Ramsay brothers (Kumar 2016a). The super-
lative response that a film like Sasura Bada Paisawala (The rich father-in-law)
(Sinha 2004) met with marked the beginning of an era of unprecedented
growth that also precipitated an elaborate network of actors, producers, and
distributors. The other pivotal determinants that worked in favor of Bhojpuri
cinema were the increasingly urban and globalized rhythms, lifestyles, and
sensibilities that had come to characterize Hindi cinema, most prominent-
ly in the late 1990s and early 2000s. As such, conventional migrant workers
from the Bhojpuri-speaking regions of North India want a slice of the larg-
er, more lavish world that they see around them—not in “Bollywood” style,
which they find alien, but something that is given to them on their own terms,
in a milieu they are able to identify with, and in a language they are most fa-
miliar with (Ghosh 2012). In keeping with this set of distinctive provincial
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expectations, the Bhojpuri audience does not want heroines with toned bod-
ies and size-zero figures (Ghosh 2012). Instead, they hanker after women who
are big and fleshy, with oversized breasts accentuated by colorful cholis or
blouses (Ghosh 2012). It is to these deviant and anomalous proclivities that
I turn in this particular section (especially with respect to the fat female ac-
tresses of Bhojpuri cinema).

Despite the fact that gender codes are either historically or culturally de-
termined, what has nevertheless still been recognized within the larger remit
of feminist studies is that these codes mirror performances that subscribe to
dominant formulations of masculinity and femininity (Butler 1990; West and
Zimmerman 1987). Questions of looks, appearances, and desirability there-
fore have a gendered configuration so that women are often held to a thin and
therefore unbending ideal (Bordo 1993; Wolf 2002). Not surprisingly, then,
fat women become archetypal victims of sustained prejudice and discrimi-
nation because of punishing body ideals that have been culturally legitimized
in the West (Puhl and Brownell 2004). With the opening up of the Indian
economy in the 1990s and the deregulation of markets, cable television, In-
ternet access, and persuasive advertising took over the imagination of the elite
and middle classes in the urban spaces and cemented these notions about body
size in South Asia. Consequently, actresses such as Kajol, Karisma Kapoor,
Raveena Tandon, Urmila Matondkar, Shilpa Shetty, and Sonali Bendre re-
defined the hitherto existing paradigms of beauty for Hindi cinema.

This palpable change can be better understood if one takes into consider-
ation the earlier parameters and yardsticks that existed for mainstream Hindi
film actresses such as Meena Kumari, Nargis, Asha Parekh, Hema Malini,
and Mala Sinha, all of whom were never rejected because they grew fat with
age (Kishwar 1995). Similarly, during the 1970s, English-language fan maga-
zines commonly referred to Sridevi (a curvy actress) as “thunder thighs” with-
out too much disapproval or contempt (Derné 2008). The phenomenal emer-
gence of the beauty queen in postliberalization India should thus be construed
as an irreversible shift that unapologetically camouflaged the exclusion of
certain subjects—short, very dark-skinned, or large women, as well as women
who cannot speak English (Parameswaran 2004)—from these evolving stan-
dards of beauty. Be that as it may, the remit of Bhojpuri cinema and music
videos reveals a normative celebration of fatness as an index of vernacular
idiosyncrasy. All the leading actresses of Bhojpuri cinema, such as Amrapali
Dubey, Kajal Raghwani, and Akshara Singh, boast of a rather healthy, plump,
and well-rounded figure that essentially differentiates them from their rep-
resentative counterparts in Hindi cinema. And though one may argue here
that a similar emphasis on the pudgy and buxom figures of South Indian ac-
tresses could serve as a comparable corporeal reality, what renders unique-
ness to the presence of the fat female body in the Bhojpuri entertainment
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industry is that it does not extend the same latitude to the current crop of
Bhojpuri actors, whose diligently sculpted bodies become tailor-made for
gravity-defying stunts and hypermasculine action sequences. On the contrary,
for any young, aspiring actress in Bhojpuri cinema, fatness is not optional
but rather a necessary prerequisite that ensures cinematic success, fame, and
popularity. For instance, in an interview, actress Monalisa (Antara Biswas)
revealed how she used to be very thin before she arrived in this industry (Hus-
selbee 2023). However, several directors advised her, in no uncertain terms, to
put on more weight since people here prefer to see women with a fuller figure.

On the surface, it may appear as though a vernacular cinematic stereo-
type that embraces fatness to a point of unspoken indispensability posits an
alternative organizing principle that challenges the largely fatphobic dis-
courses of Hindi cinema. Whereas Bollywood actresses such as Vidya Balan
and Huma Qureshi are routinely subjected to fat-shaming questions and com-
ments over and over again, the leading ladies of Bhojpuri cinema are able to
enjoy stardom and visibility precisely because of their well-endowed physiques.
But this acceptance is only a necessary and not an adequate litmus test of fat
activism. This is because even a cursory look at some of the most popular and
influential music videos of this entertainment industry reveals some seriously
disconcerting paradoxes. In “Chhalakata Hamro Jawaniya” (My brimming
youth spills all over), a song that has had more than four hundred million
views on YouTube, multiple close-ups of Kajal Raghwani’s body parts, par-
ticularly around the navel, breasts, and gyrating hips, ultimately end up fe-
tishizing fatness for the predominantly male gaze of its viewers (Worldwide
Records Bhojpuri 2016a). And while one may argue that a similar commodi-
fication of slim Hindi film actresses such as Katrina Kaif and Kareena Kapoor
also takes place when they perform raunchy item numbers, the insatiable ra-
pacity and explosive sexual appetite of Bhojpuri songs are unmistakably es-
tablished through the clumsy and provocative mannerisms of the male star.
In this video, for example, Pawan Singh begins by repeatedly putting his in-
dex finger in the hollowed area of the belly button of the female star. This is
followed by another sequence in which Kajal is shown lying on a cot while
Singh salaciously moves his lower body back and forth in a manner that overt-
ly insinuates the act of sexual intercourse followed by ejaculation. This out-
landish, immoderate, and avoidable gesture is formulaically repeated at the
end of the video as well. Other representative music videos, such as “Bhar Jata
Dhodi” (My navel gets filled; see Wave Music 2017), and “Meri Jawani Hai
Made in Bihar” (My youth is made in Bihar; see Worldwide Records Bhoj-
puri 2020), reiterate the familiar motif of the sexually starved and hence un-
controllably desperate male protagonist.

The fundamental reason behind making such videos is that they imme-
diately resonate with the plight of countless working-class migrants belong-
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ing to the Purvanchal (eastern end of Uttar Pradesh) and other Bhojpuri-
speaking regions. These migrants “work across the country as construction
laborers, porters, rickshaw-wallahs, and taxi-drivers” (Kumar 2016a, 151). In
a somewhat accurate though sweeping rejoinder to a question asked on Quora
(as to why the Bhojpuri heroine is so fat), a respondent reveals how Bhojpuri
viewers “drool over such fleshy bodies on screen and sometimes these over-
fleshy bodies are the sole reason they throng to cinema halls” (Malhan 2019).
Since the female characters of this regional cinema invariably belong to the
upper class as opposed to the subaltern masculinity the hero comes to sym-
bolize in these narratives about social ranks and hierarchies, the reason be-
hind this particular fetish also involves an element of fanciful wish fulfillment
for working-class migrants. This is because the fat female body is tradition-
ally viewed as a symbol of prosperity and fecundity in Bihar, which implies
that male desire ultimately exceeds beyond the straightforward confines of
the sexual and is additionally organized around the fictive likelihood of an
interclass romance. More importantly, though, the functional albeit run-down,
decrepit single-screen theaters remain the only entertainment venues avail-
able to the working classes in cities where they can barely afford any other
form or variety of leisure (Kumar 2016a). As Akshaya Kumar succinctly puts
it, “The rundown theatres screening films only watched by a male audience,
have thus earned their place—devoid of respectability and female participa-
tion” (160). It is this missing female audience that clearly spells out a discourse
of fat fetishism and erotic scopophilia. Often these migrant workers are geo-
graphically estranged from their spouses and other family members, who
either cannot afford to live in the city throughout the year or have to manage
the household affairs back home in the countryside. Add to this the sheer
drudgery of the work profile of these migrants and the stultifying/defamil-
iarizing rituals, rhythms, and routines of the urban spaces and what remains
is a totally insipid and monotonous lifestyle that offers little escape, respite,
or diversion to these urban subalterns. Bhojpuri music videos that are pri-
marily intended for male consumption thus demonstrate a blatant disregard
for gender sensitivity and exploit this avenue for commercial success through
outrageous instances of visual as well as verbal aesthetics. As such, despite
subverting a number of hegemonic fallacies/stereotypes, such as that fat wom-
en are typically unattractive (Murray 2004), that they are largely asexual
(Thomas and Wilkerson 2005), or that the media often presents only young
and slender women who are good looking (Holtzman 2000), this industry
also contributes to the consolidation and reification of its own image and sta-
tus as borderline pornographic (Times of India 2014; Sharma 2017). This par-
ticular assessment is not entirely off the mark because even scholarly research
in the field of feminist porn studies reveals how fat female bodies are hyper-
sexualized because these women’s bodies must have large breasts, hips, and



Fetishism, Scopophilia, and the Fat Actresses of Bhojpuri Cinema / 167

butts, which satisfy the male gaze (Jones 2019). The inherent duplicity and
contradiction become increasingly apparent: though fat women are often con-
sidered asexual by fatphobic cultures, they are invariably hypersexualized and
fetishized for their fatness in pornography (Braziel 2001). Therefore, despite
the emerging presence of feminist scholarship that recognizes the “pleasures
of fetishization” (Jones 2019, 280) and theorizes “new forms of non-norma-
tive pleasure” (Khan 2017, 25), in the case of Bhojpuri music videos, such a
line of reading is rendered untenable precisely because of the glaring absence
of female viewers.

Of Puns, Obscenity, and Sexual Commodification

In this section, I examine the overwhelming presence of puns, obscenity, and
sexual commodification that often undergirds the popular music of this in-
dustry. Drawing on an extensive range of sartorial and bodily metaphors, I
argue that the considerations of logic, reason, and propriety are categorically
sidestepped in favor of the appalling and the preposterous. The bawdy humor,
the euphemistic idiom, and the sensational, titillating, and melodramatic reg-
isters thus constitute an organizing principle that almost becomes synony-
mous with a publicity stunt designed exclusively for vicarious entertainment
and mass consumption. Here I largely focus on those video songs that even
feature the mainstream actors and actresses of the Bhojpuri industry, the im-
plicit suggestion being that the nature of the puns, and the degree of obscen-
ity and sexual commodification, only gets worse in the case of local artists and
musicians. So, for instance, in 2017, Dinesh Lal Yadav “Nirahua” (hereafter
Nirahua) and Amrapali Dubey, two of the top celebrities in this trade, released
a song titled “Holi Mein Chuve Lagal Gagri” (My skirt is coming down be-
cause it’s Holi).! The abiding popularity of this song can be easily gauged by
the fact that it garnered more than two hundred seventy-eight thousand views
on YouTube (despite being released on the video sharing platform after a pe-
riod of four years), a figure that is fairly respectable according to the Bhoj-
puri standards of musical reception (Bipl 2021). The song is an eclectic variety
of themes pertaining to sringara (romantic love), viraha (longing in separa-
tion), and nostalgia from the Indian aesthetic tradition. It describes a tele-
phonic conversation between two lovers who are miles apart but are equally
desirous of and almost desperate about meeting each other on the occasion
of Holi. It specifically captures the moods and anxieties of the thousands of
migrant workers who are compelled by their financial circumstances to leave
their families and hometowns in search of better employment opportunities
and are able to manage only one or a couple of trips back home in a calendar
year (Tripathy 2007; Hardy 2010). However, the elements of pun, innuendo,
and wordplay are almost perversely expressed through the figure of the pi-
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chkari, or the water gun, which, in turn, is unmistakably meant to evoke phal-
locentric images and associations. At various points, the male singer uses ex-
pressions like “Pichkariya se daalam ras sagari ho roka ghaghari” (Hold on,
with your skirt, for I'll certainly make you wet with my water gun), “Pich-
kariya hamaar khoje ghaghari ho tohar ghaghari” (My water gun is on the
lookout for a skirt, your skirt), and “Pichkariya ke pai jab ghaghari ho tabhe
taghari” (Your skirt will only come down when it’ll find my water gun). The
literal meaning of playing with wet colors during Holi is virtually pushed out
ofits context in order to accommodate verbal obscenity and sexually demean-
ing innuendoes. Here, the fat female body that is otherwise shown to be wor-
thy of heterosexual male desire and attention is nevertheless subjected to an
aggressively risqué and concupiscent vocabulary, which hardly makes a com-
pelling case for a body positive discourse or representation.

Another illustration that neatly captures one of the most important the-
matic concerns of this popular music industry is the kind of oral violence that
one finds in music videos relating to relationships between the devar (the
brother-in-law) and his bhabhi (his elder brother’s wife) (Manuel 2014). As
Charu Gupta rightly points out, “In UP [Uttar Pradesh], as elsewhere, devar-
bhabhi relationships have provoked many responses and meanings and have
been a subject of stories, songs, proverbs and jokes” (2001, 151).2 In 2016, Khe-
sari Lal Yadav, another Bhojpuri superstar, released an enormously popular
(though unequivocally problematic) song titled “Bhouji Ko Dudh Nahi Hota
He” (My sister-in-law does not yield milk), which again is nothing but a re-
ductive, disconcerting, and sexist take on women as cows that yield milk!®
The entire song sequence revolves around the idea that the sister-in-law’s young
child is only crying because she is reluctant to breastfeed (Wave Music 2016).
This point is strongly reinforced when the male speaker uses expressions such
as “Dekhla mein laagata ki bhar dihey baalti / Naikhi piyaawat ki ghati per-
sonality” (It appears as if she could fill an entire bucket [with milk] / But she
doesn’t breastfeed because it will ruin her figure and personality). He further
comments: “Babua janmawte e tah bhaili bakena / Doodhwa chorawat baari
pharihey ka chhena” (The moment she gave birth to a child, she was like a
milk-giving cow or buffalo / So, is she stealing milk because she wants to pre-
pare curd?). The song’s implicit critique of urban modernity—because of which
women apparently become averse to the very idea of breastfeeding, already
a problematic position to begin with—is itself comprehensively defeated by
the oral violence, misogyny, and bias propagated in its name.* Once again,
sexism, misogyny, and objectification exclude any possibility of fat-positive
portrayal. Instead, the implicit suggestion that breastfeeding one’s child could
ruin one’s personality insinuates a tacit hierarchy of corpulence that draws
a somewhat vague distinction between acceptable portliness and revolting
fat (more about this later).
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The appalling obscenity of the verbal medium is matched only by the out-
rageous comparisons and stultifying logic of the visual content. There is an
irreducible presence of sexual commodification of women in these music vid-
eos that often takes place through sartorial as well as bodily metaphors. In
Sajan Chale Sasural 2 (Husband goes to his in-laws’ 2) (Singh 2016), Khesari
and Akshara Singh (one of the most popular actresses of the industry) are
shown dancing to a song titled “Tohar Dhodi Ba Phulaha Katori Niyan” (Your
navel is like a small bronze bowl). The close-up of the female protagonist’s
navel and the way it is lustfully grabbed by Khesari clearly epitomize the dom-
inant trend of this music industry that almost reveals a quasi-pathological
fixation with body parts (Worldwide Records Bhojpuri 2017). As Barbara L.
Fredrickson and Tomi-Ann Roberts perceptively point out, sexual objecti-
fication/commodification “occurs whenever a person’s body, body parts,
or sexual functions are separated out from his or her person, reduced to the
status of mere instruments, or regarded as if they were capable of representing
him or her” (1997, 175). In addition, the choli (blouse) and the lehnga (skirt)
are the other two commonly used metaphors that are almost as obsessively
employed as the belly button. The songs often portray the male protagonist
as someone who either mischievously refers to the way his female counter-
part takes off her clothes or roguishly reveals how he himself will lift her skirt.
In another song sequence (“Sakhi Salai Rinch Se Kholela”) from the same
film, Khesari uses an outlandish and somewhat unsettling logic that seems
to imply that his friend unbuttons her blouse with a “salai rinch” (pipe wrench)
(Worldwide Records Bhojpuri 2016b)! Similarly, the refrain of another fa-
mous Bhojpuri song (“Lehnga Utha Deb Rimot Se”) describes the hero’s abil-
ity to lift a young woman’s skirt with a remote (T-Series Hamaar Bhojpuri
2012)! The pipe wrench and the remote-like stick can undoubtedly be con-
strued as phallic symbols even as they further corroborate the impression that
this popular music industry fundamentally thrives on offense, melodrama,
and shock value. In all three music videos, even though fatness is deemed
attractive and devoid of stigma, the raging hormones, lascivious overtures,
and formulaic hypersexuality of the male protagonists leave a lot to be de-
sired before any meaningful engagement with gendered concerns could be
identified in this film industry.

The verbal obscenity and visual absurdity of Bhojpuri songs are even more
surprising when compared with the equally baffling though conservative por-
trayal of women in Bhojpuri films (Kumar 2014). As Madhusri Shrivastava
succinctly puts it, “It is the screen representations of wives, mothers, sisters
and daughters in the films that set the standards of behavior considered ap-
propriate for women” (2015, 92). Similarly, Akshaya Kumar draws attention
to the way Bhojpuri films “privilege the subaltern and allow her the opportu-
nity to speak for the larger whole she represents” (Kumar 2014, 197).° Bhoj-
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puri songs, on the other hand, largely steer clear of community values and
traditional morality. Instead, the very usage of words such as “remote” and
“lollipop” (“Lollypop Lagelu”; see Wave Music 2015) connotes a sense of le-
gitimacy that is accorded to modern taste, individual pleasure, and personal
fantasy. To borrow Linda Williams’s terms, albeit from a different context, it
bears a striking analogy to the very idea of “on/scenity: the gesture by which
a culture brings on to its public arena the very organs, acts, bodies, and plea-
sures that have been designated ob/scene and kept literally off the scene”
(2004, 3). Women in the Bhojpuri entertainment industry can therefore be
both revered/idealized as well as degraded/commodified—they can be both
veritable repositories of custom and tradition as well as strategic appropria-
tions that legitimize “men’s cultural domination, in particular, the creation
of women as the objects of their sexual fantasies” (Lorber 1994, 100). All three
examples cited prior neatly dovetail with Laura Mulvey’s emphatic assertion
that “the woman’s body exists as the erotic, spectacular and exhibitionist
‘other™ (1987, 6). Over the years, Mulvey’s observations have, of course, been
contested and found to be plagued with essentialism (Rodowick 1991), het-
erosexual assumptions (Gamman 1988), and a rigid understanding of gen-
der that does not leave much scope for fluidity/flexibility (Hines 2018). And
yet, the familiar and habitual objectification of the fat female body in Bhoj-
puri music videos could be construed through her insightful theoretical pos-
tulations. The vicarious entertainment, the mass consumption, and the sub-
versive pleasures that often constitute the key components of this popular
music industry are thus able to offer a grammar of alternative aesthetics
to the constructive paradigms of the socially relevant and politically correct
Bhojpuri films.

Heightened Affects through Erotic Scopophilia

In what can only be described as one of the most seminal and compelling
scholarly interventions within the remit of cinema and gender studies, Laura
Mulvey argues that scopophilia or voyeurism implies “using another person
as an object of sexual stimulation through sight” (1988, 61). Drawing her con-
clusions and findings based on psychoanalytic theory, she observes that the
“determining male gaze projects its phantasy on the female figure” (62), there-
by subjecting it to a “controlling and curious gaze” (59). The underlying as-
sumption behind her theoretical premises is that films’ “preoccupations re-
flect the psychical obsessions of the society” (59) that produces them, even
as the on-screen woman functions “on two levels: an erotic object for the char-
acter within the screen story, and as the erotic object for the spectator with-
in the auditorium, with a shifting tension between the looks on either side
of the screen” (62). It is clear that some of the aesthetic conventions and vi-
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sual strategies that are frequently mobilized in Bhojpuri music videos to pro-
duce erotic scopophilia for the sexually starved working-class migrants in
urban spaces prove to be a stock-in-trade formula for the commercial suc-
cess of this entertainment industry. But a more heightened affect being cre-
ated in the last few years has to do with ideas of the French kiss, the wet sari
sequences, and the repositioning of the male star as a nationalist subject who
could also have global aspirations and transnational desires.

One of the first on-screen couples to have normalized/popularized all
three aforementioned elements is the dynamic duo of Nirahua and Amra-
pali. In Nirahua Hindustani (Nirahua: The Indian) (Jain 2014), a film that, in
many ways, introduces a vernacular subject of nationalist importance, there
is a heavily fetishized song sequence that is exclusively shot in the rain (“Naee
Jhulani Ke Chhaiyan”) (Nirahua Music World 2014a). It is a direct imitation
of the “wet sari” sequences that have had a long historical trajectory in Hindi
cinema. While analyzing the erotics of such excessively charged segments,
Rachel Dwyer argues that “the sari is the perfect garment to accentuate this
body, its drape drawing attention to the ‘acceptable’ erotic zones of the breasts,
waist and hips even while covering them” (2000, 150-151). Moreover, a year
later, in Nirahua Rickshawala 2 (Nirahua: The rickshaw wallah 2) (Jain 2015),
this erotic scopophilia acquires a much more pronounced disposition and
literally spills over into the diegetic space of the film. In a somewhat familiar,
repetitive, and predictable scene, the male protagonist is publicly humiliated
by the heroine’s father because of his subaltern identity as a rickshaw wallah,
to which the former responds by kissing his love interest on the lips before
everyone around him. It almost appears as if the initial slap in the face could
only come full circle through a proportionately unapologetic articulation of
subjective desire in the public sphere. The moral justification of the French
kiss that follows the slap immediately recedes into the background and opens
up a distinctly erotic experience for its male viewers both within the diegetic
space as well as outside it. These global rhythms and transnational sensibili-
ties are not unique to Bhojpuri cinema since, in the Hindi heartland, comic
books and detective novels also offer their readers a similar variety of de-
scriptive and visual pleasures through erotic fantasies, consumerist moder-
nity, foreign lands, international settings, wondrous escape routes, and spec-
tacular make-believe worlds (Kaur and Eqbal 2015; Srivastava 2013).

However, critics such as Akshaya Kumar have discursively argued that
Khesari’s performance as a launda (female impersonator) not only arranges
a plethora of pleasures around the figure of the male star but also vanquishes
the “othered” urban values that are often resident in the woman’s body (Ku-
mar 2016b). This alternative reading also finds somewhat of a theoretical
equivalence seeing that Mulvey’s formulations of the male gaze have been
interrogated from different perspectives, such as that of the female spectator



172 / Shailendra Kumar Singh

(Doane 1982), masculinity as spectacle (Neale 1983), the oppositional gaze
(hooks 2003), and the lesbian film (Hollinger 1998). And yet, one must not
lose sight of the fact that in the Bhojpuri-speaking regions of North India,
the festive spirit of wedding ceremonies immediately becomes a convenient
pretext through which laundas are unapologetically touched and groped with-
out consent and frequently subjected to rape, prostitution, and sexual assault
(Rawat 2020). Besides, in recent times there has been a perceptible decrease
in the frequency of Khesari’s live concerts as a launda. His latest bodily trans-
formation, which has earned him comparisons with Salman Khan (Khush-
boo 2019), can also be read as a conscious attempt to outgrow this image. This
is because when Chhotu Chingari, a YouTuber, called him a eunuch, Khe-
sari defended himself by admitting that his performances were a matter of
sheer economic necessity as opposed to a question of personal choice and
individual autonomy (People Biography 2019). This itself severely limits the
notion of rebellious and native masculinity (Kumar 2016b) that was osten-
sibly supposed to provide a formidable and counterhegemonic challenge to
the fat female actresses of Bhojpuri cinema.

Cute and Chubby versus Distasteful Fat

Before making an impressive and arresting debut in Bhojpuri cinema with
a leading role in Nirahua Hindustani opposite Dinesh Lal Yadav, Amrapali
Dubey had acted in a number of Hindi soap operas and television shows such
as Rehna Hai Teri Palkon Ki Chhaon Mein (I want to stay in the shadow of
your eyelids) (Kumar 2009-2010) and Saat Phere: Saloni Ka Safar (Wedding
rituals: Saloni’s journey) (Sarang and Shahi 2005-2009). Her strategic tran-
sition from being a television actress to becoming a movie star, albeit of a
vernacular film industry, provides a definitive indication of the varying yard-
sticks of attractiveness and desirability that govern the visual templates of
Bhojpuri movies and music videos. For instance, in her first film, her physique
and overall appearance are more in line with the accepted standards of Hin-
di TV shows, which, like Hindi cinema, prioritize the mainstream presence
of young, slim, and curvaceous leading actresses and where slenderness is
still very much a corporeal virtue. It therefore comes as no surprise that in
response to one of the songs (“Ud Jaibu Ye Maina”) in the film, a fan com-
pares Amrapali to Priyanka Chopra in the YouTube comments section (Ni-
rahua Music World 2014b). Chopra, who is a Bollywood actress, singer, and
film producer in addition to being one of the highest-paid and most popular
entertainers of contemporary South Asia, was also the winner of the Miss
World 2000 pageant. Here Amrapali’s fitness is not being outrightly reject-
ed by viewers precisely because the movie constantly attempts to integrate
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Nirahua’s Bhojpuri identity as a Hindustani. On the contrary, it neatly dove-
tails with the idea of this native beauty (Amrapali is originally from Go-
rakhpur, a city along the banks of the Rapti River in the northeastern part,
or the Purvanchal region, of Uttar Pradesh) who can aspire to have a pan-
Indian appeal.

However, due to her meteoric rise in an industry that immediately sought
to cash in on her good looks and considerable acting credentials, Amrapali
did several films in quick succession, which incidentally left her with little
time for anything else, to say nothing of maintaining body fitness through
a strictly regimented diet and exercise plan (Bhojpuri Xp 2016). As a result,
her perceptible weight gain, which created quite a stir among Bhojpuri fans
and media, and her ultimate decision to work hard for a leaner frame com-
plicate the notions of fat acceptance in an industry that is not only relatively
tolerant of fat bodies but also culturally inclined toward them. On at least a
couple of occasions, Amrapali has revealed to the media and her viewers that
she was either deeply hurt whenever somebody pointed out her fatness (she
said she almost felt as if broken shards of glass had been forcefully inserted
in her ears so that they would start bleeding soon enough) (Next9Political
Byte 2018) or was greatly committed to lose weight for the sake of her fans
(by proving how she was not irresponsible and was at least making sincere
efforts in that direction) (Bindaas Bhojpuriya 2017).° These shifting positions
only make sense when one realizes that even in the world of Bhojpuri music
videos, there are arbitrary gradations of fatness that sooner or later converge
and crystallize around the notions of what can be understood as the cute and
chubby aspect of corpulence and what is regularly construed as distasteful/
repulsive fat. In other words, acceptable stoutness that is often deemed plea-
surable for male viewers soon elicits an oppositional response of disap-
proval and repudiation the moment it slides into the excessive and the su-
perabundant.

This point can be further illustrated through another example that also
underscores the dichotomous gendered paradigms of Bhojpuri cinema. Rani
Chatterjee, yet another Bhojpuri actress who has a well-rounded physique,
is an extremely successful figure in the industry. At times, her films, such as
Durga (Narayan and Sanu 2015), Real Indian Mother (Chauhan 2016), and
Sanwariya Mohe Rang De (My love, color me happy) (Gulati 2017), boast of
a strong female lead whose narrative centrality positions the male heroin a
relatively inconsequential role. Her fight sequences within the diegetic spac-
es of some of these films rely heavily on the idea of packaging fatness as a
spectacle. Having been accepted, valued, and recognized in the vernacular
circuit, Rani recently lost eighteen kilos as part of her preparation for Fear
Factor: Khatron Ke Khiladi (Players of danger) (Mukherjee et al. 2008-), an



174 / Shailendra Kumar Singh

Indian stunt reality television show largely inspired by the American series
Fear Factor. Her bodily transformation, radically different from Amrapali’s
so-called offensive weight gain, should logically have been either frowned
upon by vernacular audiences or treasured by those who largely subscribe to
Western yardsticks of slenderness. But, as in Amrapali’s case, here too ran-
dom evaluative parameters of body sizes have proved to be an infuriating
source of unpleasant experiences for Rani. A peculiar mix of fat prejudice
and online bullying has made sure she has to not only battle depression but
also overcome the suicidal thoughts engendered because of this (Keshri 2020).
On a related note, the alarming levels of intimidation and death threats that
Akshara Singh received from Pawan Singh owing to the fact that she decided
to end her friendship with him after he got married in March 2018 indicate
a much larger discourse of gender violence that undergirds the male-dom-
inated world of this vernacular cinema (Hindustan Times 2019).

What must also be emphasized here is that even the cute and chubby
image (that is ideally privileged by the Bhojpuri film industry) is not simply
constructed through limited corpulence but also by taking recourse to the
fair-complexioned female celebrity. This is because dark-skinned women are
conspicuous by their very absence in Bhojpuri cinema and music videos. The
fact that many dark-complexioned boys and girls are increasingly finding
themselves spurned and unsuitable for marriage in the Bhojpuri-speaking
regions of Bihar bears testimony to this (Hindustan Times 2007). As Avijit
Ghosh perceptively points out, girls who are not fair faced often become “vic-
tims of taunts and abuses within the family and grow up with an inferiority
complex, on account of society’s preference for light skinned women” (2012,
79). This also relates to the critique of fat studies that some scholars have be-
gun to identify and foreground because it lacks intersectional research (Pau-
sé 2014; Williams 2017). Thus, in the ultimate analysis, even though it ap-
pears as if the Bhojpuri entertainment industry is much more capacious and
receptive vis-a-vis fat bodies as compared to Hindi cinema, this vernacular
idiosyncrasy, in itself, gets circumscribed by the elements of fetishism, sco-
pophilia, and the voyeuristic gaze of the male spectators who otherwise lust
after these corpulent actresses, but only when they are fair and not too fat to
handle.
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NOTES

1. The spelling of the word ghaghari in the title of the song is a dialectal variety and
therefore should not be misconstrued as or confused with the Hindi word gagri, which
usually refers to a small, earthen, globular water pot.

2. In Haryana, a widow was often forced to marry her younger brother-in-law. See
Chowdhry (1994). Besides, Tupur Chatterjee also draws attention to the fact that one of
the most common search terms in India, as far as pornography is concerned, was “Indian
bhabhi’ (sister-in-law), a reference to the infamous pornographic comic strip—Savita
bhabhi—chronicling the escapades of a married Hindu housewife named Savita, with
an insatiable appetite for sex” (2017, 53).

3. The blatantly outrageous nature of this comparison can only be better understood
by taking into account the kind of widespread protest, furor, debate, and controversy that
surrounded Casey Affleck’s Oscar win in 2017. Amanda White, one of the two women
who had worked with Casey on the mockumentary I'm Still Here (2010), had filed a sex-
ual harassment lawsuit against him, according to which one of the charges leveled against
the actor was his repeated reference to women as “cows” (McNamara and Ceron 2017).

4. On a related note, while writing about the devar-bhabhi songs, Madhusri Shrivas-
tava astutely observes that “the underlying message is unequivocal: the bhabhi may feign
anger and exasperation, but she is secretly flattered, and more than willing” (2014, 6).

5. He further comments, “Be it the figure of the street urchin, the ganwaar (rural per-
son), or the public woman (prostitute), the films repeatedly allow them a space to launch
themselves discursively, to not only attack the arrogance of the privileged but also render
amoral surplus to the underprivileged in terms of a carefully adhered-to value-system”
(Kumar 2014, 197).

6. Some of the viewer comments on this video also corroborate this sentiment of disap-
proval that gained momentum around her so-called excessive fat.
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Introduction

This chapter analyzes Indian discourses on body image and identity in con-
temporary Indian advertising from 2010 to 2020 through a focus on three
types of commercials: skin-care product ads, matrimonial ads, and jewelry
ads. Each of these genres, we argue, proffers a prescriptive and heteronorma-
tive idea about female body image such that this idealized image is intimate-
ly tied to prevailing hierarchies of power in neoliberal and globalized India.
Engaging millennial and postmillennial feminist and queer theories, we ask
these questions: How do contemporary advertisements represent the ideal
female body? How do they address and emblematize a neoliberal rhetoric
about women’s empowerment and heteronormativity? What modes of resis-
tance and critique, individual and collective, challenge this rhetoric about
normative body image?

Several scholars have analyzed the relation between body image and wom-
en’s ideas of self-worth in contemporary India. As Meenakshi Menon and
Preeti Pant observe, “In urban Indian women, there has been an increasing
concern with one’s physical appearance and body dissatisfaction (Goswami
et al. 2012) that may be attributed to the influence of the media (Kapadia
2009).”! In dialogue with contemporary feminist scholarship on media rep-
resentations, this chapter analyzes colorism and body shaming embedded in
skin-care product, jewelry, and matrimonial advertising in Hindi and English,
as well as feminist activism that challenges these body and skin color norms.
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Through a discursive analysis that attends to the audioscapes and visualscapes
of particular commercials, as they appear across television and YouTube, we
track how contemporary commercials mobilize new ideas of women’s em-
powerment and gender equality to sell old products like skin-lightening creams
and gold jewelry. Further, we demonstrate that these commercials often re-
produce heteronormative conventions of intimacy that, in South Asia, are also
linked to racism, caste, and class discrimination. Finally, we identify modes
of feminist activism that challenge these body norms propagated across me-
dia and point to new strategies and arenas for creating change. Through In-
dian commercials in contemporary Hindi and English media, we examine
how mass media functions as a space for the reinforcement as well as rene-
gotiation of body normativity in the context of India’s aspirational middle-
class imaginary. In sum, we map the appearance of colorism, heteronorma-
tivity, and patriarchal joint family values to unveil the interplay of capital,
female empowerment, and heteronormative intimacies in media discourses
about modern Indian women’s embodiment.

Colorism and the Politics of Women’s Empowerment
in Skin-Care Advertising

In her anthropological study titled Living Color, Nina Jablonski demonstrates
that the skin color differences now central to the modern definition of so-
ciocultural identity emerge from the work of Immanuel Kant, “one of the most
influential racists of all time.”* She reveals that Kant insisted, in his influen-
tial philosophical writings, that “skin color denote[s] qualities of personality
and morality.”® His misguided insistence that skin color (or differences in
skin pigmentation) was tied to hierarchical differences of nature and char-
acter eventually became one of the foundational myths for the systematic and
stereotypical ideas about racial differences that persist even today in societ-
ies across the world. One of the most visible ways that this colorism, or the
privileging of less-pigmented skin, appears in India’s consumer culture is
through commercials that market cosmetics and beauty products.

Much feminist scholarship has shown that Indian media, while drawing
upon Western beauty ideals, propagates thinness as a body norm. Itisha Nagar
and Rukshana Virk demonstrate that an increase in exposure to the thin ideal
in media images leads to internalization and body dissatisfaction, which in
turn lowers women’s self-esteem.* Relatedly, Indian discourses about wom-
en’s beauty in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have valorized less-
pigmented skin. In periodicals like Sound, Filmindia, and Star & Style from
the 1930s and 1940s, British companies regularly advertised women’s face
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creams, like Afghan Snow, that claimed to increase the skin’s fairness, light,
and glow. This has changed little since India gained independence in 1947:
markets for skin-lightening creams have only multiplied. The skin-lighten-
ing cream named Fair & Lovely, first launched by Hindustan Lever in 1975,
quickly became the preeminent fairness cream in India. After economic lib-
eralization in the 1990s opened up Indian consumer markets to multination-
al companies, a plethora of companies invented fairness creams, including
multinationals like I'Oreal, Garnier, and Revlon. The development of newer
creams like Fair and Handsome, targeting male consumers, also suggests that
skin color norms that privilege less-pigmented skin have intensified under
globalization. Researchers estimate that the fairness industry in India “cur-
rently represents 50% of India’s entire skincare market, with estimates of its
worth varying between $US 450-535 million.” Across the Asia-Pacific region,
this market is estimated to be approximately $13 billion. As Sonali Johnson
argues, “India’s historical preoccupation with fair skin is in fact racism and
sexism expressed through various cultural and historical mediums and re-
inforced by the contemporary beauty industry.”

Beauty product advertising propagates skin color norms integral to ideas
of body image and body normativity. At least 50 percent of the beauty prod-
uct industry in India revolves around skin-lightening products, which range
from face creams to soaps and products for genitalia. The privileging of less-
pigmented skin as being part of an idealized body image for women is most
evident in commercials that market cosmetics and skin products for skin-
lightening. This colorism, we suggest, is racialized, as well as marked by other
axes of power relations in South Asia like caste, class, and sexuality, among
others. We map how colorism is integrated into, and reinforced by, body
normativity in Indian commercials because, as Radhika Parameswaran and
Kavitha Cardoza note, “these commercially sponsored texts execute the ped-
agogic task of reminding India’s expanding female consumer markets to
imagine that it is their bodies’ excess production of melanin, not historical
and institutional structures of power, that retards their social mobility . . .
(Reddy, 2006, p. 124).”” How is this reflected in the narrative arc and visual
representations of earlier commercials in comparison with later commercials?
In many ads from the mid-twentieth and late twentieth century, the narra-
tive arc is structured around a before-and-after transformation, producing
a discourse around these products that instigates anxiety about one’s skin.
This discourse promises to empower the female consumer psychically and
materially. The transformed, less-pigmented consumer, usually female, is also
transformed psychically and socioeconomically: she becomes more confident
in the job interview and the arranged marriage interview and successfully
acquires both capital and love. In response to public outcry over the racism
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embedded in these commercials’ discourse, companies have recently shifted
to a strategy that posits that using skin-lightening creams is a feminist act
of self-empowerment.

As problematic as this shift sounds, many contemporary commercials
for skin-lightening products often suggest that using their merchandise pro-
tects the consumer’s skin from the sun, thus inviting the female consumer
to choose self-care and unrestricted mobility. For example, in a 2009 com-
mercial for Neutrogena’s Fine Fairness Cream, the Hindi film actor Deepika
Padukone asserts, “Skin experts say that one hour in the sun can set your
fairness back by eight weeks. Does this mean we shouldn’t step out into the
sun?”® The camera then follows her as she boldly steps out onto the balcony
of her posh, modern home. Padukone turns to the viewer and triumphantly
declares, “Of course not.” A voiceover then introduces us to the Fine Fair-
ness Cream, which, we are told, includes, among its ingredients, “Healthy
White complex,” which, the voiceover promises, will lighten skin tone “from
the inside.” It also includes “150% sunscreen protection,” we are informed.
The commercial opens with a series of wide shots of Padukone’s slim body,
and it concludes with a series of successive close-up shots of her face, osten-
sibly lightened. We address this commercial because of its regressive repre-
sentation of less-pigmented skin as desirable, complete with pseudoscientific
racialized language about its ingredients (“Healthy White complex”), which
is representative of how multinational and national cosmetic companies now
market face creams in India. In 2014, after considerable public debate and
outcry over the regressive and demeaning representations in such ads, the
advertising industry watchdog, Advertising Standards of India (ASCI), is-
sued new guidelines that tackled the before-and-after narrative structure that
was a staple in these ads. According to these guidelines, companies need to
ensure that their ads “do not depict people with dark skin as somehow in-
ferior to those who are fairer.” ASCI mandates that ads should not associate
less-pigmented skin with any socioeconomic, psychological, or professional
disadvantage or with a particular caste, class, or religious background. The
guidelines state, “These ads should not reinforce negative social stereotyping
on the basis of skin colour. Specifically, advertising should not directly or
implicitly show people with darker skin, in a way which is widely seen as,
unattractive, unhappy, depressed, or concerned.”™”

If this mandate forces the abandonment of explicitly racist and demean-
ing representations that negate most Indian skin tones, it nonetheless leaves
untouched the related issue of body image and normative conceptions of
ideal skin in many, if not all, ads. Indeed, capital morphs in the pursuit of
profit, and these beauty products have adapted to the market by renaming
their creams, using synonyms that largely leave unchanged the privileging
of less-pigmented skin and thinness in these commercials. For example, a
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2018 ad for Garnier’s skin-lightening cream calls it “Garnier Light Complete
Serum Cream.”" In the audioscape of the ad, we are promised that the prod-
uct will “brighten” skin, remove “dark spots” caused by the sun, and make
one’s skin “spotless and bright.” The female actors in the ad, with the lead
played by Hindi film actor Alia Bhatt, only reinforce hegemonic body image
norms: they are conventionally thin with less-pigmented skin. These new com-
mercials now abandon the before-and-after narrative logic of earlier com-
mercials (especially of the Fair & Lovely brand), which suggested that those
who use these products will get a desirable job or get married to that eligible
bachelor. Instead, they reframe the use of these products as a sign of female
independence, self-care, and self-protection that enables women’s mobility
beyond the home.'

In this context, it is important to note how feminist voices and activists
have challenged and resisted ideals of desirable skin tone and body norms.
Given this complex commercial mobilization of middle-class feminist rhetoric
of empowerment toward problematic body image norms, resistance to color-
ist body images has come from several quarters. From successful protests or-
ganized by the All India Democratic Women’s Association (AIDWA) to media
campaigns like Kavitha Immanuel’s Dark Is Beautiful in 2009, feminist re-
sistance has illuminated the sociocultural and economic violence engendered
by these commercials. In 2002, AIDWA campaigned against corporate giant
Hindustan Lever’s offensive fairness ad campaign—this was debated in the
Indian Parliament, and the ad was eventually withdrawn due to state pres-
sure, which became a successful moment of women’s organized resistance.
Likewise, in 2009, Kavitha Immanuel, founder of Women of Worth (WOW),
launched the Dark Is Beautiful campaign to combat the lived experience of
colorism in India. Further, in 2013, celebrity actor and film director Nandita
Das joined this campaign to disrupt the racialized rhetoric about less-pig-
mented skin and to disseminate messages on body positivity. WOW’s advo-
cacy actions included organizing workshops, as well as developing print and
TV ad campaigns that sought to create a public conversation about colorism
and its dehumanizing effects. In Das’s powerful PSA video about this issue,
she asked Indians to “stay dark, stay beautiful.” In 2019, Das renamed this
campaign India’s Got Color, and she has gone on record to argue that “while
we must combat the various forms of discrimination based on caste, religion,
gender and sexual preference, the least we can do is to end the bias based on
skin colour.”” As part of this campaign, Das created a two-minute music-
based ad campaign in Hindi that identifies how racism based on skin color
permeates social life in India and then goes on to challenge it. Through this
counterdiscourse, the actor hopes to inspire Indian youth to “change the pub-
lic discourse around this issue” and enact “a more holistic celebration of di-

>

versity”; as she asserts, “after all, we are more than 1.3 billion people and have
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that many shades of skin tones.”"* This ad’s message thus challenges the cap-
italist exploitation of colorism evident in Indian media: it instigates a public
conversation about skin color norms that disrupts the privileging of less-pig-
mented skin while celebrating skin color diversity.

Further, Parameswaran and Cardoza identify several media sites where
one can discern a critique of colorism and Indian women’s social experiences,
from several Hindi and English-language films made in India and the dias-
pora to television series like Saat Phere and debates in India’s popular women’s
magazine Femina."” If some celebrities have been brand ambassadors for skin-
lightening products (Priyanka Chopra, for example, was for Garnier’s cream),
other Bollywood celebrities, like Taapsee Pannu and Abhay Deol, have criti-
cized the racism and harm such endorsements bring.

Corporate India has responded to this growing shift in public perception
and public critique of racialized skin and body norms in two ways: first, lin-
guistically, corporations have shifted their tone to avoid words like “fair” and
“whitening,” and second, visually, they have erased from the narrative the
eligible male potential partner (often lurking in the background)—instead,
they position the use of these beauty products as instances of feminist indi-
vidualism and as acts of self-empowerment, self-care, and self-assertion in
a patriarchal society. Hindustan Unilever in 2020, for example, rebranded
its flagship Fair & Lovely cream to what is now called Glow & Lovely. Has
this shift to a new linguistic economy countered the privileging of less-pig-
mented skin? We argue otherwise. Indeed, its tacky name change plays into
how synonyms like “bright” and “glow” have replaced words like “light,” “fair,”
“lightening,” and “whitening.” This, however, does nothing to negate color-
ism and racism. The new visual ad for the face cream named Glow attempts
to co-opt the language of feminist self-empowerment in multiple ways. First,
it appears to celebrate body diversity, insofar as it includes multiple female
models of different ages, body types, and skin tones with different levels of
pigmentation, instead of the conventionally thin, less-pigmented model. The
repetition of the refrain “Don’t stop my glow” is positioned as a message of
feminist self-assertion to Indian society. Yet, ultimately, the commercial’s fe-
tishization of the thin central female figure, “Dee,” as the assertive self-em-
powered DJ who uses this product to glow reiterates the undesirable body
image tropes of earlier ads.'®

While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to consider Pakistani adver-
tising, further attention is warranted for an ad that Hindustan Lever created
for Glow & Lovely’s Pakistani market. This ad, “Mitti Ke Sau Rung” (A Hun-
dred Shades of Earth), articulates a more complex relationship to the South
Asian female body in ways that reject colorism."” It opens with this line: “Glow
and Lovely celebrates the diverse and glowing faces of Pakistan.” The entire
commercial features a fast-paced montage of video clips in which different
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women are filmed in action as they work in different professions, from sports
to music, construction, entertainment, and the arts. The lyrics and the re-
frain of the background score assert a message of body diversity that centers
anticolorism: “There are a hundred shades of earth; one is mine; another is
yours.” The cinematography notably includes several montages of low-angle
shots of the different models, as they look straight at the camera with power-
ful expressions of confidence, strength, and defiance. By featuring each mod-
el in several action shots—playing soccer, supervising a construction site, play-
ing the tabla, jogging in the streets, fighting in the boxing ring, and so on—the
visualscape articulates along with the soundscape of the song, which exhorts
the female viewer that “hardships will come, but you will fight them,” and
“in each color, you are complete, in each color you have a distinct existence.”
While none of the models featured reflect diversity in terms of age or weight,
this commercial most explicitly (when compared to its counterparts in In-
dia) positions its skin-care product as affirming skin color diversity. Ads like
this exemplify the capitalist appropriation of discourses of feminist empow-
erment through their individualist representation of aspirational middle-class
female subjectivity in South Asia.

Adorning the Ideal Body in Tanishq’s
Wedding Jewelry Commercials

Contemporary Indian advertising has played no small part in proliferating
colorism, ableism, and fatphobia arising from thin-ideal messaging. Madhus-
mita Das and Sangeeta Sharma note that by constantly “associating fairness
and beauty with increased marriage eligibility, career achievement, and oth-
er positive outcomes,” Indian television ads have caused “women and ado-
lescent girls” to become “increasingly concerned about their appearance.”®
Their study reveals that women who are greatly affected by such negative mes-
saging are “at greater risk to develop extreme preoccupation with weight and
appearance, and are also more likely to display disordered eating patterns
and/or clinical eating disorders.”” In this section, we examine how wedding
jewelry ads for the Indian brand Tanishq contribute to these harmful dis-
courses and how feminist activism can challenge the normative and prescrip-
tive ideals propagated by such jewelry commercials.

In the last two decades, Indian jewelry commercials have moved away from
an explicit focus on familial wealth and prosperity toward the portrayal of
the “new” Indian woman. Meenakshi Thapan defines this new Indian wom-
an as “an ambivalent entity shaped by the social and public domain which
simultaneously portrays her as glamorous, independent, conscious of her em-
bodiment and of the many forms of adornment and self-presentation avail-
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able to her, and yet enshrined in the world of tradition through her adherence
to family and national values.”? The ideal new Indian woman is also the ideal
customer because she shows her connection to both tradition and modernity
through consumption. Recent jewelry ads have appropriated this narrative
by making the claim that the modern Indian woman can proudly proclaim
her independence and individuality through her choice of jewelry. In these
new ads, the bride is no longer shy, silent, and inconsolable at the thought of
leaving her parents. Rather, she is someone with a distinct personality that
she draws attention to through her choice of jewelry. Even as these ads attempt
to tell individualized stories marked by ostensibly progressive values and ide-
als, they cannot seem to escape the limitations imposed by conventional beau-
ty standards. Much like the magazine spreads Thapan analyzes in her work,
these ads have absolutely no space for “the ageing, disabled, obese or out-of-
shape body, which deviates from the perfect embodied state.” The casting
of actresses whose bodies meet normative ideals is crucial to conserving, main-
taining, and reproducing practices and norms that punish unconventional
and unruly bodies.

Wedding jewelry ads that clearly value a specific skin color and body type
over others send the message that the promise of heteronormative reproduc-
tive futurity (through marriage) is accessible only to those who fit conven-
tional standards of beauty. Mallika Das, in her analysis of the portrayal of
gender roles in Indian television ads, has also written about the concept of
the modern “New Indian Woman” trapped in the limbo between modernity
and tradition.” By using this trope of the new Indian woman, especially in
the context of bridal jewelry, brands like Tanishq have appropriated the lan-
guage of empowerment and diversity while continuing to showcase models
and actresses who fit normative ideas of beauty. Launched in 2017, the ad
campaign for Tanishq’s Rivaah collection focuses on brides from different
Indian states. During the launch, the company claimed that their wedding-
centered collection aimed to “cater to 13 bridal communities across India and
celebrate their culture.”” The collection has grown since the initial launch, and
the Tanishq website has a separate page dedicated to each “Rivaah Bride.”**
The page titled “The Bengali Bride,” for example, has pictures and descriptions
of traditional Bengali jewelry, such as the paati haar and shaakha pola.* The
campaign claims to support and celebrate India’s cultural diversity. The web-
site describes their ideal bride with these words: “As varied as the communi-
ties she hails from, the Indian bride looks absolutely resplendent in her wed-
ding finery.”?

While each bride is supposed to be “as varied as the communities she hails
from,” what is perhaps most striking about the print campaign is the abso-
lute lack of variation in the models’ body types. Each category has a different
model, but the uniformity of their physical features reveals that while the
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jewelry itself may vary, the idealized body image does not. Further, their to-
kenistic inclusion of Muslim brides, delinked from any regional variations,
only serves to highlight the overwhelmingly Hindu framework of the wed-
ding collection. Unsurprisingly, the Rivaah ads, both print and for television,
feature young, able-bodied, conventionally attractive models with less-pig-
mented skin as brides.” This collection, while explicitly claiming to celebrate
cultural variations and diversity in India, ends up reproducing and propa-
gating body normativity. Here, the dangerously depoliticized and idealized
category of the new Indian woman allows them to do so.

Rivaah’s ad campaign became the subject of a petition begun by Muna
Beatty, an Indian anticolorism advocate. Beatty addressed the petition to Tan-
ishq, criticizing the lack of models with more pigmented skin in the Rivaah
campaign. A part of Beatty’s #ColourMeRight campaign, the petition begins
by acknowledging the impact made by an earlier Tanishq wedding ad that
had featured a bride with more pigmented skin.”® The 2013 ad begins with
the bride (the actress Priyanka Bose) putting on her Tanishq jewelry. A girl,
who calls her Mama, walks in, and they share a brief emotional moment to-
gether before the ceremony begins. After the wedding, the child asks the
groom if she can finally call him Daddy. Created by Lowe Lintas India and
shot by filmmaker Gauri Shinde, this ad received a lot of attention when it
first came out. In an interview that year, Deepika Tewari, who was then vice
president of marketing for Titan’s (Tanishq’s parent company) jewelry divi-
sion, when asked about this particular ad, proudly claimed, “Tanishq has al-
ways represented progressive thinking and we have only mirrored reality.
Marriage is a big decision and our latest wedding collection is for every new-
age bride who is confident and believes in herself.”® Arun Iyer, the national
creative director of Lowe Lintas, said that they took pains to cast the actors,
as “it had to look like a marriage of equals, not something that was done out
of pity.”*® The ad has over 1,950,000 views on YouTube, and viewers’ com-
ments are overwhelmingly positive.

Beatty, who uploaded the petition with the username Dark Brown Wom-
an, writes appreciatively about the Priyanka Bose ad and criticizes the ads
for Tanishq’s Rivaah wedding collection. Beatty’s primary focus in her peti-
tion is colorism. It is interesting to note how Beatty uses recognizable tropes
about womanhood—tropes that Tanishq uses for advertising—to argue for
better representation. She establishes herself as a woman who knows her own
mind, as well as a mother who is worried about her daughter’s future. Beatty
also goes on to write about her own self-esteem issues and how such biased
advertising might affect her daughter: “My daughter has the same complex-
ion as me. I wonder at times how it will be for her.”*' She ends her petition
by asking Tanishq to “publicly commit to representing Indian women of all
skin tones in all future ad campaigns” and reasserting the importance of swift
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action.*? Beatty’s petition received more than a thousand signatures in a short
period of time and garnered a positive response from Tewari, who released
a statement claiming to be committed to diversity: “Tanishq has always stood
for diversity and we have consistently made efforts to ensure inclusivity is a
cornerstone in all our advertisement work. . .. We will continue to create com-
mercials that reflect the truly diverse nature of the country.”* Beatty’s suc-
cess with Tanishq led her to start another petition on Change.org, this time
demanding that Lakme, an Indian cosmetics brand, feature models with more
pigmented skin in their ads. After Tanishq released its statement, Beatty ex-
horted the petition’s signatories to continue to support such feminist activ-
ism. In her follow-up, titled “The Colour of Victory,” Beatty writes how such
an outcome has led her to hope that such a change “in our time [augurs] a
better tomorrow for our children.”** Thus, feminist activists have engendered
change by holding corporations that claim to be committed to inclusivity and
diversity accountable; their activism signals the urgent need to change nor-
mative visual narratives that perpetuate harmful ethnoracial and gendered
stereotypes.

Fair and Normal: Skin Color, Able-bodiedness, and
Capital in India’s Digital Matrimonial Advertisements

We now turn to contemporary matrimonial advertisements in Indian digital
media to explore how these ads reproduce or challenge conventional, patri-
archal, and caste-ist ideas about colorism and body image for prospective
brides and grooms. South Asian feminist scholars such as Rochona Majum-
dar, Sonora Jha, Jyotsna Vaid, and Neha Mishra have mapped how colonial
and patriarchal ideological discourses have been recast in modern arranged
marriages. Showing how market-related forces have influenced Indian mar-
riages, these scholars underscore how the modern nuclear family reproduces
patriarchal values. In what follows, we contend that modern Indian wedding
advertisements center on and celebrate the joint family, reinforcing patriar-
chal body norms for women through a rhetoric of female empowerment.
Rochona Majumdar analyzes how the idea of the arranged marriage was
reconstituted and rearranged in colonial India.* She argues that there remains
“an unresolved tension at the heart of modernity” with the growth of West-
ern education and the ideal of the bourgeois couple on the one hand and the
normative construction of the joint family on the other.*® The centrality of
the couple is always subordinated to the ideal of the joint family founded on
patriarchal values, such that the family, rather than the couple, is central in an
arranged marriage; to explain this, Majumdar claims that “behind the cel-
ebration of the couple form was a commitment and concern about the lon-
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gevity of the family.”*” Majumdar establishes the modernity of the Indian
arranged marriage by demonstrating how a primarily urban, print-based ar-
ranged marriage market emerged in colonial Bengal; this marriage market
reconceptualized marriage practices in response to changes in colonial laws,
education, and power relations, while simultaneously reinforcing patriarchal
ideas about gender and family. Relatedly, Sonora Jha notes how the marriage
market in postcolonial India has been influenced by beauty and “fairness”
ideals and skin tone has become “a visual agent” in placing individuals in “a
local social hierarchy.”*® Jha traces the rise of the modern “super-bride,” who
emerged as the epitome of physical perfection in the 1990s. As Jha notes, with
the advent of the Internet, patriarchal notions of colorism and sexism got re-
produced by matrimonial websites; although online matchmaking enables
an electronic interaction that bypasses face-to-face communication, it does not
bypass skin color bias.” We argue that disguised under the garb of moder-
nity, virtual matchmaking reinforces the hegemony of colorism.

This becomes evident across several online Indian matrimonial sites such
as Shaadi.com, Bharatmatrimony.com, and Jeevansathi.com, which have
been steadily growing in popularity. Since the ASCI released guidelines tar-
geting tropes of fairness in advertising in 2014, matrimonial websites have
removed the “complexion” and “body type” categories on their pages. In this
context, we turn to two digital texts—a matrimonial video by Mainduck
(2012)* on YouTube and a matrimonial advertisement on the website iMilap
.com (2020)—to underscore how bias against more pigmented skin super-
sedes body image prejudice in the online matchmaking world. The matrimo-
nial video was published before the ASCI guidelines, while the iMilap mat-
rimonial profile was posted six years after the guidelines were issued. Although
they are eight years apart, in both examples, colorism and body image bias
are central to their vision of heteronormative intimacy.

Indian matrimonial websites require all prospective brides and grooms
to submit a “biodata” to facilitate the search. The Indian marriage biodata
is a document that details the age, date of birth, religion, education, caste,
profession, salary, hobbies, and expectations of the alliance seeker, along
with the names and professions of the candidate’s parents. Since the biodata
necessarily fails to capture the personality of the seeker, online matrimonial
profiles can often include accompanying short YouTube videos created by
prospective brides and grooms. One matrimonial video, called “Sahi Rishta
Matrimonial: Naik # 7892” and posted through the YouTube channel Main-
duck, ridicules the gendered expectations underlying Indian matchmaking
and critiques middle-class sexism.*' The matrimonial ad is produced by a com-
pany that makes comedic shows online. While sometimes funny and some-
what exaggerated, it reflects actual matrimonial videos that are produced
today.”” In “Sahi Rishta Matrimonial: Naik # 7892,” the mother of the pro-
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spective groom (an art-of-living or spiritual/self-help teacher living in the
United States) directs the search for her son’s spouse and shares her criteria
for the ideal daughter-in-law: “a tall, pretty, clear-minded, and dynamic girl
who honors all relationships” is what she wants. Following this, the mother
asserts, “but most important, girl should be fair.” The mother underscores
that “wheatish” and “dark-skinned” brides are “not very much preferred.”
She adds that there is “no country bar or caste bar,” but “Hindu parentage is
preferred.” In contrast, the viewer knows very little about her expatriate son
except that he is an Art of Living teacher and awaiting his green card. The
mother claims that he is “handsome,” “athletic,” and “caring,” with “no health
issues.” There is no mention of the son’s skin color, body type, or interests;
instead, the text’s focus on the mother’s colorist demands exemplifies dom-
inant sexist and racist discourses that privilege less-pigmented skin. It also
represents, as Majumdar has argued, the hetero-patriarchal reconstitution
of the institution of marriage today such that the joint family continues to
reign supreme.

History tells us that India’s deep-rooted bias against more-pigmented skin,
though predating the arrival of British colonizers, was reaffirmed by the ra-
cialized hierarchies of colonialism that privileged less pigmented skin. En-
gaging an intersectional lens with this phenomenon, we suggest that feminist
scholarship can expand our understanding of how colorism in India is im-
bricated with caste and class. Neha Mishra notes that conventional Indian
matrimonial searches often expect that the married couple will share both
caste and religion and privilege less-pigmented women over more pigmented
women.* Skin color can be overlooked only if the bride’s family is wealthier
than the groom’s family. Jyotsna Vaid illuminates how “fairness” functions
asa “bargaining chip” in Indian marriage negotiations such that less-pigment-
ed skin is often used to compensate for status inconsistencies in cross-caste
marriage, inadequate dowry, lack of education, or unemployment.** Vaid con-
tends that Indian matrimonial ads promote “ascribed characteristics,” such
as family status, caste, region, and language, over “achieved characteristics,”
such as educational accomplishment, occupation, and personality traits.** In
the case of the Naiks, the mother’s assertion on “no country bar or caste bar”
is tied to the intersections of both class and caste privilege—this privilege
determines access to emigration. It also implies that less-pigmented skin is
the bargaining chip to negotiate the inconsistencies in caste and citizenship/
residency. Contemporary Indian matrimonial advertisements are thus replete
with neoliberal jargon that strives toward but fails to disguise the deep-root-
ed and dispossessing biases defining the nation’s culture.

Body image norms and colorism intersect in specific ways in matrimo-
nial advertising for differently abled subjects in India. iMilap is a matrimo-
nial website that describes itself as a platform for people who are divyang,*s
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deaf, or physically challenged. It illuminates how people with disabilities are
also often prejudiced against more pigmented skin such that many prioritize
less pigmented skin over able-bodiedness when considering potential part-
ners. iMilap allows members to categorize their complexion as “unspecified,”
“fair,” “brown,” “dark,” or “very dark.” It also classifies disability as follows:
blindness, deafness, deafness and muteness, muteness, mental illness, phys-
ically challenged, polio, and accidental mental injury. Since self-identifying
information in both categories is optional, some candidates describe their
complexion as “fair” and “brown” but eschew noting anything in the disabil-
ity section. Most profiles that mention disability are those of men. Further,
it is noteworthy that the profiles of most women with disabilities are created
by a parent or relative, implying that women with disabilities need to be pro-
tected and assisted by family members to make decisions on their behalf, while
men with disabilities are independently capable of managing their online
presence.

This speaks to how the marginalization of women of color who have dis-
abilities is intertwined with colorism. Often, more pigmented women with
disabilities list themselves as “fair” on this platform.*” Ranjita Dawn argues
that women with disabilities have consistently been denied traditional roles
and access to heteronormative structures of intimacy like marriage. Either
they are assumed to be incapable of fulfilling family responsibilities, or they
are seen as asexual.*® That the emancipatory possibilities of the digital media
discussed above are complex and limited should be amply evident in how bi-
ases about religion, caste, skin color, and class status, among others, permeate
the social organization of intimacy in this medium. One matrimonial profile
posted in 2020 by a Kashmiri Hindu man with a disability states that he is
looking for a “fair, beautiful, and loving professional woman” with a mas-
ter’s degree. He details that he has a slightly raised right foot but that he is
entirely independent and mobile. He confirms that he is open to marrying a
woman with a disability.*” Such ads demonstrate that even while attempting
to disrupt the privileging of able-bodiedness, their heteronormative rhetoric
reproduces other conventional colorist biases about lesser-pigmented skin.
They also suggestively evince how capital (professional earning capacities)
and education come into play as markers of value in evaluating life partners.

Conclusion

Our analysis in the present study is not exhaustive, but we hope that it insti-
gates further dialogue about how race is central to colorist body image norms
propagated in modern India for the Indian female subject and how caste, class,
able-bodiedness, and heteronormativity structure these hegemonic norms.
A truly effective feminist critique of colorism, then, must be intersectional:
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it must uncover how colorism is imbricated with caste, class, regional, sexual,
gender, and religious differences and stereotypes; it must also confront these
imbrications across and through media forms that purport to offer new eman-
cipatory visions of empowerment. Such an intersectional feminist critique can
deconstruct the harmful relation between body normativity and capitalist
consumer culture in the ecosystem of India’s media cultures. Our admittedly
eclectic archive of commercials that target, frame, and invent the ideal fe-
male body and the ideal Indian female subject exemplifies how capital, tech-
nology, and gender oppression are intertwined in new ways today. Our task,
then, is to continue to grow feminist voices and feminist activism, which, as
we have demonstrated, can mobilize media forms as well as policy changes
to challenge colorism and body normativity in contemporary India.
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Unpacking Compliances and Resistances
in the Indian Yummy Mummy

SUCHARITA SARKAR

Introduction

In the introduction to her memoir, My Yummy Mummy Guide: From Getting
Pregnant to Being a Successful Working Mother and Beyond, actor Karisma
Kapoor writes, “The path from being a svelte Bollywood actress to a pregnant
woman who had put on 24 kilos during her pregnancy and coming back to the
thin me was more challenging than the role in Zubeidaa! I wanted to reveal
my secrets to everyone.” Kapoor’s confession that her “challenging” journey
to becoming a yummy mummy is an achievement that she heroizes above her
National Award-winning performance as an actor opens up two significant
suggestions. First, it indicates how deeply women often internalize the patri-
archal essentialization of motherhood: that maternity is the basis and culmi-
nation of female identity. Second, it reveals how body image—here manifested
in the titular yummy mummy of Kapoor’s memoir-cum-guidebook—has
become predominant in neoliberal maternal narratives of resilience. In this
chapter, [ aim to investigate the problematic body image of the yummy mum-
my in the context of contemporary Indian mothers, motherhood, and moth-
ering. My theorizing is grounded in the central distinction proposed by
motherhood studies: the distinction between motherhood as an oppressive
institution and mothering as a choice and an experience that can be empow-
ering and even feminist. This distinction can be deployed transculturally to
examine the regulation and subjugation of mothers in patriarchal systems
because the disciplinary strategies in Western and non-Western cultures often
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share multiple commonalities (as well as differences). Adrienne Rich distin-
guished between “two meanings of motherhood, one superimposed on the
other: the potential relationship of any woman to her powers of reproduction
and to children; and the institution, which aims at ensuring that that poten-
tial—and all women—shall remain under male control.”® Andrea O’Reilly
further clarified this distinction by stating that “the term motherhood refers
to the patriarchal institution of motherhood that is male-defined and con-
trolled and is deeply oppressive to women, while the word mothering refers
to women’s experiences of mothering that are female-defined and centered
and potentially empowering to women.” Likewise viewing motherhood as
a feminist issue, Indian scholars like Maithreyi Krishnaraj have analyzed
how the “social construction”—the “meaning attached to the idea of moth-
erhood, and the terms and conditions under which it is allowed to express
itself”—makes mothers “vulnerable,” and not the “mere fact of motherhood/
mothering.™

In unpacking the meanings attached to the social construction of the yum-
my mummy—as evidenced in the opening quote from Kapoor—this concept
can be read both as a neoliberal extension of patriarchal motherhood as well
as a potentially empowering mothering choice. Significantly, in the tradi-
tional Indian imagination, the ideal mother is predominantly epitomized as
self-sacrificing, sari clad, and sexless. During the nationalistic struggle, and
especially in the postindependence period, such maternal constructs were
disseminated through “popular cultural archives such as cinema, television,
radio, spectacles, and the print medium,” and these coalesced to produce the
“docile and homely figure of the idealized Bharatiya nari (traditional Indian
woman).”® Against this historical and cultural context, the regimes of self-
care that becoming the yummy mummy necessitates may be considered as
individualized resistances to Indian patriarchal motherhood, although in
limited ways. I, however, argue that the borrowed and globalized construct
of the yummy mummy coerces mothers—through a strategic marketized mix
of celebrity endorsement and popular cultural enforcement—to discipline
their bodies to conform to normative beauty and body standards. To explicate
my contention, I study two sets of cultural and popular texts. First, I briefly
look at cinematic and commercial representations of the patriarchal good
mother. Second, I analyze visual and textual representations of the yummy
mummy in the Indian context. Through the lens of motherhood studies, I
also locate the complicated imbrications of compliance and resistance in the
selected maternal images and narratives of being/becoming a yummy mum-
my. I conclude by indicating alternate possibilities of resistances to the ste-
reotyping of the maternal body: possibilities that reject both the self-abne-
gating model of patriarchal motherhood as well as the self-disciplining and
obedient model of the yummy mummy.
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Iterations of the Good Mother in Popular Indian Imagination

The most common pre-neoliberal visual representation of the good Indian
mother is the Hindi filmic mother: devoted, sari clad, and usually plump, or
at least unconcerned about her appearance. For instance, the maternal roles
enacted by Nargis in Mother India (1957), by Nirupa Roy in numerous films
like Deewar (1975) and Amar Akbar Anthony (1977), and by Rakhee in Ram
Lakhan (1989) all perpetuate a maternal body image subliminally associated
with selflessness and sexlessness.® This popular stereotypical filmic/cultural
maternal identity is deeply embedded in the notion of self-sacrifice, which,
in turn, is integral to conventional Indian imagination. As film historian Jai
Arjun Singh comments, “For much of her history, the Hindi-film mother has
been a cipher—someone with no real personality of her own, existing mainly
as the prism through which we view the male lead.”” This code of self-sacrifice
can be traced even in apparently self-caring traditional postpartum customs
where new mothers stay in their natal homes after childbirth and where they
are given an “unusually nutritious and fattening diet, and the compulsory
rest for at least five weeks.”® Such practices are partially intended to ensure
an adequate supply of breastmilk for the child. The focal shift from matri-
centric to child-centric practices builds familial and cultural expectations
wherein the maternal body is primarily a vehicle for the sustenance of the
child. This process concomitantly desexualizes the mother’s body, and such
images have been visibilized and perpetuated through filmic maternal figures.

Over time, this filmic good mother spilled over into other areas of pop-
ular culture like advertisements. In the 1980s and early 1990s, one of the most
popular mothers in television commercials was the matronly, prudent, sari-
clad Lalitaji, featuring in a series of advertisements for Surf detergent. Al-
though she appeared more assertive than the stereotypical filmic mother, she
nonetheless embodied the self-discipline associated with the maternal fig-
ure. Another more domesticated maternal representation was found in the
advertisements for Everest Spices that had the tagline “Taste mein best, Mum-
my aur Everest” (The best taste in food comes when it is cooked by mother,
and with Everest; translation mine). The mothers in these advertisements
mimicked the template of decorum and devotion expected from the good
Indian mother, and they wore identifiably “Indian” clothes like the sari or
salwar kameez. The sari, especially, has an “ancient heritage associated with
tradition and so-called feminine virtues like shame, introversion, decorum
and respectability,” and the Indian mom of the 1990s donned this garment
in all its conventionality.

These visible markers of Indian-ness have constructed the Indian moth-
er in conformity with a sanitized but oppressive Hindu patriarchal ideology
of good motherhood. Historically, this docile, desexualized ideal of good
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motherhood can be traced to the religious culture of worshipping domesti-
cated, nurturing, consort mother-goddesses like Lakshmi and Annapurna.
A psychological reading of such images, however, reveals the repressed male
desire for fetishizing the maternal body. Sudhir Kakar considers “Devi, the
great goddess,” to be “the hegemonic narrative of Hindu culture,” especial-
ly in her “manifold expressions as mother in the inner world of the Hindu
son,” and he discusses case histories that are “repeated again and again” to
explain how Indian men “maintain an idealized relationship with the ma-
ternal body.”"? In alignment with Kakar’s psychoanalysis, it is expected that
the good Indian mother will be self-sacrificing and will also sacrifice any
desire to be visually or sexually attractive. Disobedient mothers who do not
conform are usually blamed and shamed. The traditionalist discourse of the
Hindu Right—for instance, Nari Ank and other enduringly popular publica-
tions from Gita Press—dissuaded women/mothers “from wearing Western
clothes or using too much jewellery” and labeled those who dressed to “show-
oft in public” as displaying “corrupting characteristics.”" Strikingly, if such
deglamorized and earthy traits have traditionally defined embodiment in
Indian mothers, glamor and normative beauty are increasingly becoming
traits that the nation’s neoliberal climate demands of its mommies.

Motherhood in Neoliberal India: Representations
of the Yummy Mummy

The cover of Kapoor’s My Yummy Mummy Guide visibly defies the prescrip-
tions of the ethnically marked, modest, good mother circulated by tradition-
alist publications and older popular media. The yummy mummy image is
seemingly replacing the earlier icons of maternal decorum with one of ma-
ternal desirability, substituting the ideal of self-sacrifice with that of self-care.
It is in the context of the earlier homogenized cultural expectation of ma-
ternal self-denial and the pervasive maternal body imagery reinforcing this
prescriptive ideal of good motherhood that the neoliberal construct of the
yummy mummy—with its imbricated potentials for deviance and compli-
ance—needs to be located. The yummy mummy project promises the rewards
of self-validation and approval from others. The rejection of the traditional
model of plump, sari-clad motherhood by the yummy mummy opens up a
potential space for valorizing maternal sexuality and self-making. Indeed,
the subtitle of Kapoor’s book, From Getting Pregnant to Being a Successful
Working Mom and Beyond, suggests such a celebratory arc of maternal em-
powerment.

The apparent choice to embrace maternal sexuality and focus on “me time”
is, at one level, a defiance of traditional motherhood roles, and, expectedly,
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the yummy mummy has sometimes been the target of maternal shaming.
While the infotainment industry usually glamorizes the yummy mummy,
some traditionalist media reports accuse the yummy mummy of prioritizing
“gyms, slimming centres, liposuction options” and neglecting “her children’s
whereabouts, her husband’s work,” and her caregiving duties toward the old-
er family members, and she is often compared unfavorably with good moth-
ers who do not “wear sleeveless clothes” but perform their maternal duties
devotedly.’ Yet the overall reception of the yummy mummy image is not just
accusatory and derogatory. The multiplying saturation of images and nar-
ratives indicates how the yummy mummy embodies and generates complex
responses. To unpack the matrix of deviance and compliance, we need to in-
terrogate the product and process of becoming a yummy mummy.

The cover of Kapoor’s book has a large color photograph of a slim, smil-
ing Kapoor in a red, sleeveless Western dress without any visible sign of moth-
erhood (for instance, she is not carrying a child). Superimposed on the glossy
photograph are white, chalklike outline drawings of objects associated with
childcare: a feeding bottle, a rattle, a pair of booties, a pacifier, and a teddy
bear. The cover image subliminally conveys the message of the book: if the
right prescription is obediently followed, then motherhood is a manage-
able performance that allows a (privileged) mother ample opportunity—and
time—to look like a celebrity yummy mummy. According to Western fem-
inist scholars, neoliberal capitalism made new “technologies” of “postfeminist
femininity” available to women: these technologies appear to grant capac-
ity and freedom of choice even as they lock women into “new constraining
forms of gender power.”® Angela McRobbie lists some of these technologies,
like “the glamorous working mother, the so-called yummy mummy, the city
high-flyer who is also a mother,” referring to the allied construct of the “su-
permom” who seemingly balances work and home and looking good with
ease.'* Whereas the term “yummy mummy” is restricted to postpartum ma-
ternal bodies, feminist critic Imogen Tyler uses the broader phrase “pregnant
beauty” to designate various representations of the commodified maternal
body, from the pregnant to postpartum to lactating stages. Tyler analyzes
“pregnant beauty” as a “particular neoliberal amalgam of maternity and fem-
ininity” thatis “highly spectacular and contradictory,” combining “signifiers
of (sexual) freedom, consumption, choice, agency and futurity in a powerful
and seductive post-feminist cultural ideal.”" Pregnant beauty or yummy
mummy makeovers are constituted of multiple and continuing consumer
practices—like fitness and diet regimens, beauty-care routines, photo shoots
(or selfie taking), and clothing and accessory upgrades—that are channeled
into the aspirational narrative of self-transformation. These consumer prac-
tices offer sites of choice and agency while controlling women through strict-
ly regulated and gendered norms. Originating in the Euro-American celeb-
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rity culture of the 1990s, hypermediated pregnant beauty and yummy mummy
icons deny the lived realities and fluid boundaries of the maternal body.

An analysis of the media-circulated representations and narratives of ce-
lebrity actor-mothers like Shilpa Shetty, Aishwarya Rai, and Karisma Kapoor
(along with others like Karisma’s sister, Kareena Kapoor, and their friend
Malaika Arora, who are not discussed in this chapter) reveals how Indian
celebrity culture endorses and enforces the yummy mummy construct upon
noncelebrity mother consumers while simultaneously enforcing a pervasive
and public scrutiny of these celebrity mothers. Predictably, the yummy mum-
my cult is coded in the language of self-care and resilience. Actor Shilpa Shet-
ty was featured in the January 2014 issue of HiBlitz—a fashion/celebrity mag-
azine—which described her as “completely mommylicious.” The maternal
body is refigured here—in its yummy mummy iconicity—as an object of as-
pirational consumption. According to Shetty, the process of becoming “mom-
mylicious” is “very difficult,” but the rewards it offers are “more than just
looking good”; she claims that it also allows mothers to feel good about them-
selves.' Similarly, Kapoor’s motivational language focuses on individual agen-
cy, authority, and empowerment. Kapoor urges the individual reader to dress
and stay fit for self-motivation: “I won’t be frumpy—TI'll be fabulous. ... I will
take time out to fix myself for myself.”” Arguably, such “discourses of choice,
freedom and empowerment . . . are complicit with, rather than critical of,
postfeminism and neoliberalism.”*

Diane Negra notes that “one of the most distinctive features of the post-
feminist era has been the spectacular emergence of the underfed, over-ex-
ercised female body” and that these “contemporary beautification discourses
place strong stress on the achieved self.”*® For Kapoor, it is not enough to re-
duce the postnatal maternal body from size extra-large (XL) to “a medium size”;
yummy mummies must “never give up” until they go back to size small (S)*°
Kapoor uses the term “boot camp” to designate periods of rigorous exercise
when “regular exercise fails” to transform mothers into yummy mummies,
exposing the punishing regimen that the pursuit of the yummy mummy body
entails.” She projects the reward of becoming a yummy mummy as worth
the relentless labor and claims: “I will not give up when I'm almost at the end.
My mom hasn’t given me the genes to be fat. . . . I choose to maintain my ideal
weight. I will feel so much better when I succeed.” Although Kapoor reit-
eratively projects the yummy mummy pursuit as primarily motivated by self-
satisfaction, it is ironic that the prescribed yummy mummy contours and issues
of ideal weight are mostly dictated by marketized standards of the ideal fe-
male body size and shape. Amid this, there is predictably an implied disap-
proval of nonnormative mothers through the repeated use of derogatory terms
like “frumpy” and “fat.” The prescriptive yummy mummy standards stigma-
tize and exclude all noncompliant mothers—for instance, those who are ge-
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netically obese or even those who are “medium size.” When Kapoor affirms
that “I will experiment till I get it right. I will be confident of who I am, ir-
respective of how people see me,” there is an underlying contradiction.” If
the right or fabulous body is only dependent on each mother’s own sense of
self-worth and not on “how people see” them, then why does Kapoor insist
on and manipulate mothers to labor for a standardized size S body?** Her he-
roic narrative of self-achievement and self-transformation into the yuammy
mummy conceals how agency of the maternal body is circumscribed and how
it reinforces media-distributed normative images of feminine desirability that
are constructed through—and dependent upon—a hegemonic social gaze.

The yummy mummy body—in fact, any maternal body—is subjected to
relentless and often invasive public scrutiny. Unlike Kapoor, when other ce-
lebrity mothers refuse to conform to dominant prescriptions of the perfect
postpartum body, they are ridiculed, censured, and ultimately pressurized to
conform. For instance, actor Aishwarya Rai’s “shocking weight gain” when
she appeared at the Cannes Film Festival after her daughter’s birth was in-
tensely policed on social media: videos body-shaming and lampooning her,
“complete with elephant sound effects,” have been repeatedly viewed and cir-
culated.” In an interview, Rai makes her personal choice political: “T didn’t
set out on any mission except being myself. . . . In the mirror .. . I could see
the weight gain. And I still chose to come out like this. And I am seeing all
around, and even in showbiz, it has brought about a lot of change and I am
glad.”?® Rai inserts her fat maternal body as a point of resistance in the reg-
ulatory yummy mummy discourse and exposes the pressure celebrity mothers
are subjected to. This pressure coerces such women to conform to the new
mother image that is institutionalized through cultures of mediatization. Sig-
nificantly, in spite of her initial insubordination, Rai later conforms to the
demands of celebrity maternal perfection: her most recent visits to Cannes
showcase her as the ideal, glamorous yummy mummy, accompanied by her
young daughter in color-coordinated outfits. The arc of Rai’s yummy mummy
story—from resistance to compliance—indicates how deeply pressurizing
neoliberal constructs of embodiment are for mothers.

The scrutiny-driven pressures and self-focused discipline integral to the
process of becoming a yummy mummy are further complicated by obsessive
anxiety, self-surveillance, and even body dysmorphia. For Shilpa Shetty, the
state of being “mommylicious” is marked by a strong revulsion for and de-
nial of the earlier pregnant/fat self. Shetty reveals, “I was as fat as a cow. I
was a size 14 for the first time in my life! It made me feel strange because it
didn’t feel like me—and I just wanted to be me.”*” Diane Negra defines the
postfeminist woman or mother as “a self-surveilling subject whose concepts
of body and behavior are driven by status anxiety.”?® This perpetual status
anxiety is evidenced in a secret that Kapoor shares with her readers, which,
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according to her, is “the most important tip to lose weight,” and she writes,
“take a photo of yourself at the beginning of every month after delivery along
with a record of your measurements and weight. . . . Look at it when you go
out to eat, look at it when you're tempted to bunk your workout. . . . Before-and-
after pictures of yourself will inspire you.”® This reveals an obsessive self-
scrutiny and a pathologizing of one’s past non-yummy mummy body. Here,
not only does the yummy mummy stigmatize other nonconforming mater-
nal bodies, she also otherizes and disowns her own past self as monstrous.
Further, the desire to lose weight is impelled by a dysmorphic self-hate. Ka-
poor prescribes a month-by-month documentation of, and dissatisfaction
with, one’s own body: this foregrounds the inherent precarity and body dys-
morphic disorder of the yummy mummy project. By continuously looking at
before-and-after self-images, mothers harshly partition their own lives and
bodies into an undesirable past and a yet-to-be-achieved future, with the
present body always in an unstable stage that requires further disciplining
and correction. Shetty’s interview emphasizes the continuous effort required
in this project: one has to “keep at it” to obtain and maintain the yummy
mummy body.* Becoming yummy mummy necessitates an endless amount
of body work, “continuous aesthetic labour to produce ‘perfect’ selves.”* The
yummy mummy is, thus, a corrective, self-fragmenting project of becoming
rather than being, where any satisfaction is always undercut by anxiety and
guilt.

Neoliberal Anxieties and the Mommy Beautiful

Clearly, celebrity yummy mummy narratives underplay the constant anxiety,
extreme labor, and underlying self-revulsion and instead highlight a trium-
phalist narrative that superficially conflates the reshaping of the maternal
body with maternal self-making. This actually signals the “deeper commod-
ification of maternity under neoliberalism.”** Fitness is allied to a culture of
consumerism through a sustained endorsement of the fashion-and-beauty
complex. Even while working out, it is deemed necessary to be fashionable.
Kapoor shares her “workout secrets” and claims, “I bought bright workout
gear and wore that for my walks. You don’t need to look cool for anyone else—
you just need to feel slightly stylish for yourself, to keep yourself motivated.”*
In such cases, bodily fitness by itself is a necessary but not sufficient goal: the
perfect yummy mummy body should be commodified and exhibited through
stylish apparel and accessories. Feeling motivated and good about oneself is
predicated upon looking cool. Acquisition of fashion and beauty commod-
ities is an anodyne for the anxieties of becoming yummy mummy. Strikingly,
in this project the conversion of emotional, internal values into purchasable,
external capital is a key feature of neoliberalism that is governed by the strat-
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egies of market exchange. The deep commodification of all values and expe-
riences under neoliberalism—that is visible in yummy mummy narratives—
is accompanied by “a mobile, calculated technology for governing subjects
who are constituted as self-managing, autonomous and enterprising.”** The
projection of the yummy mummy as autonomous and enterprising misdi-
rects the extent to which she is dependent on externals—commodities or the
gaze of others—for self-validation. Using the neoliberal trope of individual
self-improvement, the yummy mummy construct fetishizes the female body,
excludes a range of nonnormative maternal bodies, and becomes a compli-
ant tool for capitalist market regimes.

Another misdirection that Kapoor’s book and other yummy mummy
narratives reinforce is the false equivalence of maternal beauty with mater-
nal health. Although Kapoor writes of “fitness after pregnancy,” she charts
a plan for size and weight reduction from size XL to size S.** The integrated
combination of physical and emotional maternal health—which is necessary
to undertake the challenges of maternal work and selthood—is shifted to the
outermost boundaries of the maternal body. A few decades back, Naomi Wolf
critiqued the cosmetic surgery industry for “manipulating ideas of health and
sickness” and overturning “the feminist redefinition of health as beauty” into
the perverted “notion of beauty as health.”** The yummy mummy construct
is complicit with this pernicious and disabling agenda. The slippages of sig-
nification in Kapoor’s text (fitness being equated with size) erase those moth-
ers who are physically and emotionally healthy but not slim (size S) or nor-
matively beautiful. Thus, the construct of the yummy mummy or pregnant
beauty offers women a plastic and manufactured figuration of maternity that
is “abstracted from the turbulent and messy realities,” the “radical bodily
changes” and “extraordinary emotional physical demands that accompany”
lived experiences of mothering.”” As indicated by the cover page and the sub-
sequent narrative, Kapoor’s yummy mummy guide is based on a promise that
the visible signs of maternal experience can be erased from the maternal body
and that this erasure is not only achievable but also desirable because it is
(falsely) equated to maternal health.

The increasing circulation of celebrity yummy mummy spectacles pres-
surizes other mothers to conformity and/or anxiety. In digitized economies,
this circulation occurs through intermeshed networks connecting print
media, audiovisual media, social media, and individual consumers. The con-
sumption of celebrity yummy mummy images by noncelebrity mothers, for
instance, is often via the conduit of social networking sites, like mom blogs.
Mom-blogger Mansi Zaveri of Kids Stop Press includes Karisma Kapoor in
her list of “Supermoms of Bollywood,” applauding her for achieving “the per-
fect work-life balance and [making] it even look easy.”** In a blog post on “16
Fittest Moms of Bollywood,” another popular mom blogger, Sangeetha Me-
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non, celebrates the “dedication and hard work” of Bollywood yummy mum-
mies, eulogizing Karisma Kapoor as “a fit celebrity mom” who “looks beau-
tiful.”* These representative blog posts insist that the journey or goal of
becoming a yummy mummy is a liberating choice for mothers that ensures
maternal self-care, fitness, health, and beauty. Yet, if we unpack the endorse-
ment, we can find evidence of the scrutiny and mimicry that the cult of ce-
lebrity yummy mummy generates, both in mainstream as well as in social
media.

Sangeetha Menon herself emulates the celebrity yummy mummy narra-
tive of resilience and transformation that she disseminates through her blog.
Like other yummy mummy narratives, Menon’s embodied self-project is also
fraught with self-shaming and body image anxiety. In a blog post about her
“tummy story post-baby,” Menon remembers how she had a “feel of conscious-
ness and shame” when her manager intrusively body-shamed her by saying
that her “tummy has bulged out” after her Caesarean delivery.*” Menon nar-
rates her “weight loss journey” in one of her most popular blog posts, which
has over thirty comments by mothers requesting weight-loss advice, indicat-
ing a pervasive and widespread anxiety in mothers about their bodies: Me-
non both fuels this anxiety and promises a solution by posting before and
after (pre- and post-weight-loss) photographs of herself.* In the way she has
been inspired by celebrity yummy mummies, Menon hopes that her “weight
loss journey inspires one mom or two.”? By focusing only on the process
of physical transformation, by invisibilizing those mothers who bodies defy
regulatory yummy mummy standards, and by refusing to address the sys-
temic causes that make mothers body-shame themselves (for instance, the
male gaze and public scrutiny of female bodies that is evident in her own man-
ager), Menon is complicit with—as well as victimized by—the neoliberal con-
struct of the yummy mummy. As evident in the narratives of Kapoor, Shetty,
and Menon—all labeling themselves as working mothers—the yummy mum-
my is constructed as an obedient mother-worker, a biological reproducer as
well as an economic producer necessary for the functioning of both the patri-
archal family and the neoliberal economy.

Menon, in spite of her overt aspiration of becoming a yummy mummy,
is careful to situate herself within a framework of Indian values and visuals.
From the initial introductory blog post itself, she strategically projects her-
self as a successful working professional with a manifest Indian identity. In
this introductory post, Menon inserts two photographs of herself: one with
her newborn daughter, where she is traditionally dressed in a sari with a gar-
land in her hair, and the other a solo photograph where she is in Western attire
sitting at a computer terminal.® These contrasting photographs visually re-
inforce a hybridized identity of a traditionally rooted mother who is also
a technology-enabled professional. Kapoor, like Menon, also seemingly en-
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dorses a traditional Indian ethics of prudence, common sense, and frugal-
ity. While advocating pregnancy fashion, Kapoor is careful to emphasize that
there is no “need to overspend to get stylish pregnancy clothes”; she also
shares tips on mixing, matching, and re-tailoring “maternity wear into reg-
ular wear.”* Even for achieving yummy mummy body dimensions, Kapoor
suggests that mothers who cannot “head to the gym or get a personal trainer”
do not “need any of that as long as you have determination.™ Shetty has writ-
ten a dietary and weight-loss guidebook titled The Great Indian Diet, where-
in she urges the mother-reader to adopt an ethnically marked diet as well as
“techniques and tips” like yoga and meditation, which are “part of Indian
history.”¢

It is worth noting here that India’s neoliberal economy is characterized
by this confusion of Indian/traditional and global/modern value systems, in-
cluding the clashing coexistence of consumerism and frugality. Contextual-
ized thus, it is clear how the Indian neoliberal yummy mummy combines the
glamor of the Western yummy mummy with a rootedness in Indian ethics
and, sometimes, aesthetics. Rupal Oza’s critique of neoliberalism in India ex-
plicates how “the Indian woman was carefully crafted within public cultural
discourses to be modern, representing globalizing India, yet ‘Indian’ by be-
ing anchored in ‘core’ values.™ In their careful and sustained imbrication
of traditional Indian motherhood and modern neoliberal professionalism,
embedded within the marketized, triumphalist construct of the yummy mum-
my, Kapoor, Shetty, and Menon reproduce this dominant discourse of the
ideal Indian neoliberal female/maternal subject. They reveal the anxieties gen-
erated by the conflict of Indian and Western values but gloss over the con-
tradictions instead of interrogating or critiquing them.

This narrative of ideal neoliberal motherhood—visibilized in the glam-
orized but restrained Indian yummy mummy icon—also permeates the con-
sumerist domain of advertisements in magazines and on television. Oza’s
study of several Indian television and print commercials reveals how wom-
en in advertisements are “represented as modern, yet aware of their intrinsic
roles as mother and wife.”® The new Indian woman—a wider category that
includes the Indian yummy mummy—cannot be unruly or challenging, de-
spite her exposure to modernity and Western culture. Obedience to patri-
archal norms continues to be a marker of the good Indian mother, and this
obedience is imposed insidiously through circulated mass media like films,
television serials, and advertisements. Further, in spite of some emerging, mod-
ern, transgressive maternal representations, mainstream Hindi films continue
to depict the “highly-valued ideal of the self-sacrificing mother,” who obedi-
ently performs the role of the “perfect home builder and the perfect nurturer,”
although she may appear in “updated” yummy mummy avatars.* Despite
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the yummy quotient that resexualizes the Indian mother, the essentializing
mummy role ensures that the practices of cosmetic self-care and financial
self-sufficiency do not subvert the core ideology of obedient, devoted, and pa-
triarchal good motherhood.

It is also this core of obedience and the observed boundaries of Indian
ethics/aesthetics that lock the Indian yummy mummy within a framework
of male approval and within new forms of gendered power inequities. Be-
cause it is depoliticized, the constrained resexualization and self-care re-
gimes of the Indian yummy mummy—in fact, of all yummy mummy em-
bodiments—never become challenging enough to insist on structural changes
in Indian patriarchal systems. The Indian yummy mummy thus embodies
a “cultural politics of disarticulation” that is typical of postfeminism.*® McRob-
bie explains postfeminism as a “double movement” of “disarticulation and
displacement, accompanied by replacement and substitution,” that operates
through “a wide range of social and cultural spaces,” generates the assump-
tion that feminist action is no longer needed, and typecasts feminists as un-
feminine and hostile to men.” In a neoliberal, postfeminist society, feminist
ideology is disarticulated by patriarchal institutions of the state, the media,
and the market, which offer substitutes through individualized discourse of
choice and achievement—Tlike the project of becoming a yummy mummy—
while invalidating any collective or radical feminist agenda of self-making
or social change.

Conclusion: Need for Alternative Maternal Body Images

To contest this invalidation, I finally look at other possibilities of resistances
to the stereotyping of the maternal body: possibilities that reject both the self-
abnegating model of patriarchal motherhood and the self-punishing model
of the yummy mummy. In her interview, Aishwarya Rai emphasizes the sig-
nificance of the concept of being myself: this may be contrasted with Shilpa
Shetty’s and Karisma Kapoor’s project of fixing myself. Notably, this differ-
ence between being myself and fixing myself indicates a space for alternative
possibilities for mothering and self-care, although these are difficult choices
for mothers in a terrain saturated with disciplinary yummy mummy images
and expectations. One choice may be to embody a more deviant, more overt-
ly desiring and desirable, and more Western Indian yummy mummy—Ilike
actor Neena Gupta, for instance, who had her daughter out of wedlock—al-
though this can perhaps escalate moral panic. Including such rebellious yum-
my mummies, however, can pluralize the predominantly heteronormative
domain where most Indian yummy mummies locate themselves. Another
option can be to reject the rushed demands to become yummy mummy after
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delivery. Rai—initially at least—chooses to love herself as she is, resisting the
pressures of public gaze and market expectations. Mothers can choose to have
confidence and pleasure in their as-is maternal body and reshape their body
at a self-selected pace like Rai, and to self-selected fitness standards, rather
than immersing themselves in a panic-driven pursuit of perfect yummy mum-
my beauty dimensions.

Structural resistances to coercive maternal body images are only possible
through radical and/or collective feminist action. Although lack of space dis-
allows a discussion here on collective maternal action, one form of individ-
ual action is to engage in feminist mothering, which enables mothers to have
agency over their bodies and to create a feminist maternal legacy of empow-
ered and informed body choices for their daughters. Feminist mothering is
“constructed as a negation of patriarchal motherhood. . .. It may refer to any
practice of mothering that seeks to challenge and change various aspects of
patriarchal motherhood that cause mothering to be limiting or oppressive
to women.”” Choosing feminist mothering would equip mothers to disman-
tle and contest seductive yet coercive stereotypes like the yummy mummy.

Indian academics like Shilpa Phadke have recently engaged with the risks
and rewards of feminist mothering in India, especially in the practice of moth-
ering daughters in the context of societal expectations and moral panic about
women’s sexuality. Considering feminist mothering as a commitment to the
“larger women’s movement,” Phadke offers no easy solutions.” Instead, she
and the feminist mothers she interviews focus on practicing and passing on
a mothering politics wherein they and their daughters would be comfortable
in their nonconformity. Caught as we are between subjugating constructs of
self-sacrificing motherhood and self-disciplining yummy mummy—a pre-
dicament deepened by pervasive saturation of these images and invasive
scrutiny of all maternal bodies—the commitment to not become a yummy
mummy is perhaps the most radical self-validation women can perform, as
mothers and daughters, individually and collectively. By unpacking and re-
fusing the yummy mummy—and by raising feminist consciousness in our
daughters to enable them to critically understand such spectacular images
and pernicious ideologies—we perform a feminist mothering that interrupts
hegemonic motherhood discourses and supports maternal choices and bod-
ies who choose to not conform.

NOTES
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“Hey! She’s a Bro!”
Tomboys, Body Image, and Desire in India

KETAKI CHOWKHANI

GEORGE: I hate being a girl. I won’t be. I don’t like doing
the things that girls do. I like doing the things that boys
do. ... Inever do cry, you know, because boys don’t and
I like to be like a boy.

—ENID BLYTON, FIVE ON A TREASURE ISLAND

ANjALL Hey! Don’t call me a girl.

RAHUL: Actually you are right, you are not a girl. ... I am
less handsome than you, you have a bigger moustache. . ..
If I don’t find any girl, I'll marry you. Anyway no one will
marry you.

—KARAN JOHAR, KucH KucH HoTA HAI

Lucky: My girlfriend will be the world’s most beautiful
woman. Not a plain Jane like Sanju.

SANJU/SANJANA: I have tried to be my father’s son since
childhood. Look, I have succeeded. No one even remembers
I am a girl.

—FARAH KHAN, MAIN HOON NA

Introduction

Tomboys present to us a particular deviation from the ideal of the hetero-
normative female body. Not only do they challenge gender norms, but they
also, and more importantly, upset normative female body image. As the afore-
mentioned epigraphs suggest, tomboys do not want to be girls, be called girls,
or even do things that girls conventionally do. At the same time, if they are
heterosexual female protagonists like Anjali from Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (Jo-
har 1998) and Sanju from Main Hoon Na (Khan 2004)—two popular Hindi
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films produced by neoliberal India—they are not considered desirable or at-
tractive by men they are friends with.! Lookism in relation to tomboys has
deep effects on their romantic and sexual desirability as well as their self-
identity. Unlike other forms of lookism, being a tomboy puts into question
the femininity of women themselves, existing within that grey area among
woman, trans man, and man. While Judith Halberstam (1998), in her foun-
dational study of female masculinity, notes the futility of the tomboy nar-
rative (8) and concentrates on “queer female masculinity almost to the exclu-
sion of heterosexual female masculinity,” since the latter “represents an
acceptable degree of female masculinity as compared to the excessive mas-
culinity of the dyke” (28), I argue that the category of the tomboy—and es-
pecially that of the heterosexual tomboy—is productive since it troubles our
ideas of femininity, body image, desire, gender relations, and heteronorma-
tivity. My chapter weaves autoethnography, narratives from tomboys, and
analysis of Hindi cinema to uncover how the cultural construct of the tom-
boy affects body image, self-identity, desire, and gender relations in India. The
chapter is divided into two sections. The first section examines some of the
complexities of self-identity and body image experienced by tomboys, and
the second section unpacks the question of desire among tomboys. While
many tomboys experience tomboyism as pleasurable, the discrimination and
pain that tomboys face in their deviance from heteronormative feminine
ideals becomes most apparent in their search and desire for male partners.
Simply put, I point out how, in an appearance-conscious society, romantic
desire sharply brings to the fore their failure to perform ideal femininity, es-
pecially with relation to their bodies.

There is little research on embodiment issues among tomboys in the In-
dian context. I specifically examine heterosexual tomboys since studies of
female masculinity (Halberstam 1998) or female-to-male (FTM) persons in
India (Shah et al. 2015) locate the masculinity of women and girls within queer
identities, leaving heterosexuality and cis-gendered personhood underex-
plored. As the narratives of the tomboys in the following sections demon-
strate, it is easier for society to deal with the gender transgressions of tom-
boys by locating them within lesbianism and transgenderism rather than
accepting their transgressions as a challenge or an alternative to heterosexu-
al femininity. In part, I borrow from Emma Renold (2008) in understanding
tomboyism as a form of girlhood and femininity rather than as a form of
transgenderism or female masculinity.

Significantly, tied to this exploration of the tomboy is the question of fe-
male body image and lookism. Lookism is “a form of discrimination based
on an individual’s physical appearance” (Granleese 2016, 1) and has been pri-
marily studied in the context of discrimination in the workplace (Minerva
2017, 3). While it might be common knowledge that lookism affects one’s ro-
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mantic life (3), it has not been studied in the Indian context or examined for
its effects on the self-identity and femininity of women. Trying to understand
the lookism faced by tomboys in India helps us understand the complexities
of body image that girls and women face outside the limited and limiting
binary of female attractiveness/unattractiveness. To this effect, I seek to ask
the following questions: What are the issues of body image that tomboys face?
What does being a tomboy do to desire and gender relations in the family and
in school? What are the messages of masculinity and femininity that tom-
boys receive from the family? Is tomboy an aspirational category or an as-
piration for girls to have access to the freedoms enjoyed by boys?

My chapter draws on the narratives of six middle-class, heterosexual wom-
en between the ages of twenty-three and thirty-nine, reflecting on their child-
hood, adolescence, and adulthood to talk about their experiences of being a
tomboy. One of these is an autoethnographic narrative. For most of these
women, the discrimination they faced for being a tomboy was neither uni-
form nor homogenous. Instead, their experiences are based on various fac-
tors related to their departure from heteronormative feminine ideals, which
include Indian culture’s associations with colorism (Parameswaran 2011),
“unfeminine” clothes, “boy-cut” hair, “masculine” gait, and the absence of
prominent breasts. The women appearing in this chapter belong to different
religious and linguistic communities and live in Chennai, Hyderabad, Pondi-
cherry, Dehradun, Mumbai, and Manipal. Their backgrounds are similar:
educated, English speaking, middle-class, and urban. And they are all in so-
called respectable professions. This, however, is not a representative sample,
and the group of interviewees is purposefully small because the attempt is
to open up the question of tomboyism, body image, and desire to closer ex-
amination for future studies. The chapter’s scope is also limited because it
specifically examines a homogenous group of women who are middle-class
and English educated.? Apart from fieldwork, the chapter also draws on Hin-
di cinema over the last few decades to build a cultural context and to sub-
stantiate narratives from the women participants. Specifically, this chapter
draws upon Kuch Kuch Hota Hai and Main Hoon Na,* each of which have
a tomboy character. They are important to analyze here since they are pop-
ular cultural representations of the discrimination that many of tomboys in
my study face, such as lack of desire from men for being tomboyish, social
ridicule for not being heteronormatively attractive, and the pain and unspeak-
ability of failed desire.

Tomboys, Gender Identity, and Bodily Freedoms

In this section I examine how the participants in my study identified as tom-
boys, how they were perceived by others as tomboys, and how this affected
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their body image. All participants self-identified as tomboys up to and into
their early adulthood. Only thirty-year-old Ray, who is married to a man,
still continues to identify as a tomboy today. Echoing the quote from Enid
Blyton’s book at the beginning of the chapter, most of the participants main-
tain that they do not want to be a girl or be identified as one and would prefer
to be called a boy or be a boy. Another participant, twenty-three-year-old Alice,
opened our conversation by revealing, “For the longest time as a child I didn’t
want to be a girl, I was very uncomfortable being one. I thought it was very
freeing [being a tomboy], I thought the more feminine I was the more re-
stricted [it was].” This presents tomboyism as an aspirational category that
allows a girl like Alice to access the freedoms of being a boy. But as covered
later, this is not the only reason Alice gives for being a tomboy. Similarly,
another participant, Sivagami, expresses that she was “comfortable with [be-
ing a] boy” and that she “used to act like a boy.” While she stopped being a
tomboy in her early twenties, the reasons for which are explored in the next
section, Sivagami explained how much she enjoyed being a tomboy. “I really,
really enjoyed it. It was no pressure, so comfortable. I saved a lot of time, with-
out having to spend time on being a girl, dressing up like a girl, walking like
a girl, run anywhere, it was comfortable and I am so happy. I think I liked
being myself as a tomboy better than what I am now,” she claims. Like Alice,
Sivagami experienced the freedoms and joys of being a tomboy since she was
not restricted by strict codes of femininity. She also describes it nostalgically
as her most preferred mode of being.

Thirty-five-year-old Mira, another of my other participants, also speaks
about the pleasures of being a tomboy. She notes, “My greatest joy and plea-
sure lay in being identified as a boy. When I was thirteen, I visited Mumbai
for the first time. As I stood in a queue at Essel World, a couple of girls be-
hind me exclaimed boy upon seeing me. I still remember the thrill and plea-
sure I felt back then. I loved to perform a boyish masculinity. It was fun and
desirable to be one of the boys, it was fun to be like the boys.” Unlike Alice
and Sivagami, Mira did not deploy tomboyism as a means to gain access to
male privilege. Nevertheless, she describes it as a pleasurable and desirable
experience. While Mira experiences tomboyism as a thrilling experience,
George’s aspirations are associated with a wayward and partly hegemonic
masculinity. George, yet another of my participants, claims, “When I was little
I was asked what I want to be, I used to say I want to be a boy, ride a bike . . .
like a mohalla lafanga [neighborhood rowdy].” While George does not ex-
plicitly mention the privileges of being like a boy, she does aspire to be care-
free and fearless like a rowdy man. Tomboyism for her is an adolescent as
well as an adult dream. George also mentions that she first came across the
word tomboy while reading Enid Blyton. She notes, “That was the first time
that I saw a representation of myself over there. This is a girl, who looks like
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aboy, who wants to be a boy, she just wants to run wild, that’s it. She just wants
to be herself. Those were things that I also felt. This is exactly me.” George
here explains the importance of a text like Famous Five and the role it plays
in representing scores of tomboys like her. She notes that if we today were to
completely disengage with Enid Blyton for her racist and patriarchal content,
we would lose this important source of representation for young tomboys.
Similarly, Tara, another participant in my study, spoke about the influence
of Enid Blyton’s Famous Five series on her life. She mentions how her cous-
ins and friends, growing up in the 1990s, were reading Enid Blyton’s detec-
tive novels and often said to her, “You are like George.” In these narratives,
we see the important role children’s literature, especially Enid Blyton’s books,
plays in constructing childhood and adolescent gender identities among many
Indian children.

Tied to the pleasures of being a boy is the centrality of sports. Ray, Alice,
George, and Sivagami mention that they grew up around boys who were cous-
ins, brothers, friends, and neighbors and that this influenced and shaped their
tomboyism. They all loved playing sports with these boys. George recounts
that she played cricket with her male cousins, much to her mother’s chagrin.
Ray narrates that she played sports in college and was part of the gang of
sporty girls, as opposed to being part of the girly girl, nerdy girl, or teacher’s
pet gang. She did roller-skating and was often out on the streets playing with
her brother and other boys. Alice gleefully notes that she used to wrestle with
her male cousins and brother and found it odd that the girls in her school were
not interested in wrestling. Her relatives and neighbors were simultaneously
shocked and annoyed by her unfeminine behavior and body language. Siva-
gami says that she would be running everywhere, instead of walking like a
“proper” girl. This trope of the sporty tomboy is well represented in Kuch Kuch
Hota Hai, where the tomboy protagonist, Anjali, is shown playing basketball
skillfully and inevitably defeating the hero.

Along with their love for sports, tomboys are also more comfortable around
boys than girls. Alice notes that she could not comprehend the conversations
girls in her school had and preferred to not befriend them. She was not par-
ticularly fond of them and felt that she was not only different but more com-
petent than the other girls. In fact, Alice’s position resonates with Anjali’s
tomboy character from Kuch Kuch Hota Hai, who also distances herself from
other girls because she is not like the girls that her best friend, Rahul, flirts
with. This, of course, is before Anjali’s transformation into a feminine wom-
an, which gets her the affection and attention of Rahul. On similar lines, the
real-life George mentions feeling superior to the girls she grew up with since
she was a tomboy and hence better than them in many activities. In this con-
text, Sivagami and Ray also mention how some girls thought that they were
rowdy. Sivagami especially got along better with the rowdy back-bencher boys
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than the studious ones of the front benches. She did have girlfriends, but she
was far more comfortable with the boys. This notion of being more compe-
tent or superior to girls because of being like the boys is present in the tom-
boys’ narratives as well as the cinematic representations of tomboys. While
some of this stems from the patriarchal idea of the superiority of masculin-
ity over femininity, the tomboys’ experiences also suggest a challenge to em-
phasized femininity and a conscious distancing from it. As covered later, this
distancing from other girls is also a result of being shamed for being boyish,
as well as an inability to genuinely connect with feminine activities.

Tomboys, Femininity, and Experiences of Lookism

Lookism, as my study demonstrates, plays a large part in the dynamics be-
tween the tomboys and other girls. It is also intimately connected to tomboys’
experiences of their bodies. Alice mentioned being teased at her all-girls school
for being too fat, and Sivagami and Ray spoke about being told at work and
school that they were flat chested. Notably, tomboys’ body image is a careful
performance with clothes and hair. Mira mentions that she had “boy-cut hair
(short hair)—partly during my childhood but mostly during my adolescent
years. I was underweight, thin and tall and often wore pants, shorts or even
skirts.” Everyone except Ray had boy-cut hair while growing up, and Siva-
gami gleefully mentions that she even got herself tonsured on one occasion.
Ray laments not being allowed to cut her hair since she learned Bharatnatyam,
a classical Indian dance form. George mentions how she was often forced to
wear a frock, but she resisted. She mentions that she would follow butch fash-
ion,* which she thought was smart and sophisticated rather than associated
with queerness. She bought loose clothes that were too large for her so that
her breasts were not visible or accentuated. George distinguishes between her
tomboyism and transgenderism by explaining that she did not bind her chest.
Rather, she wanted to inhabit an androgynous body and compared her bodi-
ly image with George’s from Blyton’s Famous Five. Sivagami likewise recounts
how she always wore shorts, T-shirts, and “normal Bata flip-flops” and tore
her jeans at the feet so that it did not look girly. She felt that the tomboy look
was more about hair than clothes. She also discusses how her male cousin’s
masculine clothes were passed on to her, allowing her to have nice boy clothes.
Interestingly, until she was ten, Sivagami would run around topless at home,
and her parents were thankful when she wore clothes outside. She describes
instances when she was asked to wear girls’ clothes and she obliged since these
were rare occasions.

Not all my participants, however, enjoyed wearing feminine clothes even
if it was a one-off occasion. George recounts how she resisted when her moth-
er insisted she wear frocks. Alice narrates how she used to buy clothes from
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the men’s section and kept her look simple with plain black shirts and jeans.
She mentions that “it was just easier to wear masculine clothes, because it was
difficult to find clothes that I thought looked flattering on me as a woman.”
Similarly, Ray recounts that she hated wearing frocks and always chose to wear
pants. She preferred loose and baggy clothes and felt uncomfortable in tight
clothes. Tara describes herself as an eleven-year-old who wore kajal,’ eyeliner,
shorts, and boots; she had very short hair and would go out with a large, fero-
cious dog on a chain. Tara describes this scene as tomboy/butch. One can
see how her embodied experience of being a tomboy involves makeup, too,
and upsets a stereotypical understanding of tomboys as not interested in any
form of makeup or jewelry. While some tomboys enjoy wearing lose clothes
to hide signs of their feminine physique, others wear makeup, indicating the
heterogeneity of tomboy existence—and in the process challenging all exist-
ing notions of femininity and lookism.

The other trope of tomboy identity that I came across in the narratives
is being tough, not crying, and not being afraid. Mira reveals that she enjoyed
being “tough and to be never seen crying in public.” But she claims that she
“never had enough physical strength. The ‘feminine’ girls were often physi-
cally stronger than me and I felt like the lack of physical strength was a failure
to perform a certain masculinity.” George, on the other hand, never expe-
rienced the weakness of a girl and went out of her way to prove her lack of
fear. She repeatedly mentions that her risk-taking behavior was due to her
desire to prove herself to others, rather than an innate sense of bravery or
fearlessness. Mira’s tomboyism was not restricted to clothes since she even
wore skirts, but her tomboyism included the performances of normative
boys—not crying, being tough, and playing with the boys. For Mira, tom-
boyism is experienced both as a source of pleasure and as a sense of failure
to perform a kind of hegemonic masculinity. Strikingly, such narratives open
to us ways in which tomboys can or cannot perform masculinity. They com-
plicate the idea that tomboyism is necessarily about agential transgressions
and breaking of gender binaries. Feminist theorists like Bordo (1993, 57) have
examined how negative body image, and the resultant lack of self-worth and
confidence, is an inherent part of being a woman today. I extend this to think
about performances not just of femininity among women but also of mas-
culinity. Mira’s embodied experiences of being a tomboy point to the sense
of failure in not being able to conform to either emphasized femininity or
hegemonic masculinity.

Clearly, tomboys share a complicated relationship to their bodies. Mira
and Sivagami mention being very thin and lean. While Mira is tall, Sivagami
barely reaches five feet. She shared that part of her parents’ acceptance of her
tomboyism had to do with her being so skinny, flat chested, and tiny that it
erased many signs of femininity. The other reason for their acceptance was
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that her family wanted a boy. Since her older sister was socialized as a girl,
it was easier for them to accept Sivagami as a tomboy.® Mary John (2014) men-
tions that son preference in India is less about desiring only sons and more
to do with having at least one son. Even though Sivagami plays the role of a
son, she still had to grow up and marry a man and perform the duties of a
wife and mother. But while she was growing up, her family’s son preference
allowed her the space to explore tomboyism. Unlike Sivagami, Ray and George
have a different relationship with their families and relatives. Ray discusses
how, on a number of occasions, she was suspected of being a lesbian, and
George mentions how her mother tried to scare her into femininity by tell-
ing her about the painful process of sex reassignment surgery. As mentioned
earlier, this shows how easy it to socially locate tomboyism within lesbianism
and transgenderism rather than use tomboyism to destabilize heterosexual-
ity and normative assumptions about femininity.

If this is true, it is also true that there are overlaps between tomboyism
and transgenderism. Alice and George both mention how they were shocked
and hated getting their periods; they were waiting to achieve menopause. This
is similar to FTM and trans men’s experiences of periods and their sense of
betrayal and hate at menstruating (Shah et al. 2015). But the disavowal of men-
struation is not the only body image/gendered issue that tomboys experience.
In fact, a participant like Alice has a complex relationship with her body and
tomboyism. She recounts:

I wasn’t very comfortable with myself also I had a lot of body issues.
Being unfeminine was the way to escape from that. After I went to
college, I became a little more woke, then became more comfortable
with who I am and I actually made friends of all genders...Ididn’t
feel the need to escape so much.. .. being a heavy kid and boyish there
was a lot of . . . remarks made in school about it by my classmates
and my friends. I wanted to be separate from them. I was quite fat
for a long time. It is not that I had an eating problem. I just liked to
sit in one corner and just read for a very long time. . . . In that sense
my parents were worried about me. I don’t think they approached it
very well.

Alice’s escape from femininity and her tomboyism appear to be a complex
mixture of her body image issues, her weight, her comfort with boys, her love
of sports, and her desire to escape the patriarchal restrictions placed on girls.
This points to how, while tomboys might aspire to enjoy the privileges of being
a boy, it is not their only reason. It also demonstrates the reason why tom-
boys have difficult relationships with girls or why they consider themselves
superior to them. In the same vein, Ray also discusses at length her body im-
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age issues and how she was shamed for her looks and clothes by those in school,
those in the neighborhood, and her relatives:

In the North [of India] there were comments on how I was dusky . ..
I thought I had ugly feet because they are too broad and manly and
other girls had dainty feet. Mom said I had the feet of a runner. . ..
It wasn’t a very nice time post thirteen years of age. My looks get com-
mented on a lot. I was told I got a moustache like a man. I was like
“so what, it is ok.” I was comfortable being a tomboy and on the other
hand I was made to feel uncomfortable being a tomboy. . .. My cous-
in told me to improve the way I dress. [She said,] “We need to do some-
thing about the clothes you wear. If you dress like that you will never
get a boy in your life.” . . . Things got better in college. [I] got better
acceptance.

Here it is clear how Ray was consistently made to feel uncomfortable being
a tomboy. While she was shamed for her body and the clothes she wore, she
internalized certain notions of feminine beauty and started hating parts of
her own body. Like Alice, Ray gained acceptance only in college. She also
mentions that during her master’s degree, she did a course on body image,
which helped her be comfortable with her own body and accept herself. In
both Ray’s and Alice’s narratives, the migration for higher education is a
catalyst for them to come to terms with themselves and their bodies.

The transition toward becoming increasingly comfortable in their female
bodies through early adulthood is common across all narratives of tomboys
in my study. Tara mentions that she was a tomboy between the ages of eleven
and fourteen and describes it as a “phase.” She recounts how she went from
performing a tomboy identity to a more feminine one and then going back
to performing a tomboy identity again in her early twenties. She characterizes
these as “phases of experimentation” that were intimately tied to her inter-
city migrations for work and education. The spaces she occupied during her
growing-up years deeply influenced the ways she experienced these phases.
Similarly, Alice became more feminine and learned to take care of her skin
and deal with her body image issues in college and in her early twenties. Ray
first wore a skirt only in her early twenties, and Sivagami wore heels and fem-
inine clothes only when she stayed in a hostel in her early adulthood. She saw
the other girls dressing up and wanted to try it out. She explicitly mentions
that she stopped being a tomboy at the age of twenty-five because her fam-
ily was looking to arrange her marriage. For Sivagami, her transition from
tomboy to woman was primarily because of her family’s hunt for a groom
and their injunctions for her to look feminine. She mentions how she has nev-
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er seen a tomboyish married woman. As mentioned earlier, Sivagami does
state that she enjoyed being a tomboy the most, though she still maintains
short hair and even got tonsured once as a married woman.

In all these narratives, we see how the performance of tomboyism may
or may not be linked to wearing shorts and boys’ clothes or performing he-
gemonic masculinity. These narratives also point to the heterogeneity of the
tomboy experience and the role that peers and family play in identity forma-
tion. Mira, Tara, Alice, Sivagami, Ray, and George, while not entirely embody-
ing a girly-girl existence as adult women, also do not identify as trans men
or transgender. They clearly state that they identify as adult women. Their
body image issues as tomboys are linked to lookism and, as covered in the
next section, to heterosexual desire and romantic relationships.

Tomboys, Body Image, and Heterosexual Desire

While it is well established that lookism is central to romantic relationships
(Minerva 2017, 3), there remains a dearth of literature on how lookism among
tomboys is different from issues of lookism for those deemed unattractive or
not conforming to the prescribed social measures of beauty. I argue in this
section that the lookism faced by tomboys questions their womanhood itself.
Two of my participants, Tara and Mira, speak of the “costs” of being a tomboy
and desiring to be a boy. Mira describes how her “image and personality” did
not make her attractive enough to boys. This made her unhappy, and while she
did try to prettify herself up a bit, she did not succeed at it since it did not come
from within. Mira felt sad that she did not have a boyfriend and could not
be like others. Likewise, while growing up Tara constantly questioned herself:

Why does everyone want to be my friend but not a potential roman-
tic partner? Should I feminize myself more, be like other girls who
don’t talk, who don’t fight? I had arbitrary crushes, imaginary crush-
es, on the boy next door, on film stars, on cricketers.  had imaginary
partners with whom I was highly sexual in my dreams. My parents
would tell me that I moaned in my dreams.

Tara goes on to disclose that by the time she first started dating a boy at the
end of the tenth standard, she had already “feminized” herself a great deal.
Tara also discusses how she desired both boys and girls when she was grow-
ing up but did not speak about any same-sex relationships or the complexi-
ties of such relationships while growing up. Similarly, Ray, who also spoke
about having a crush on a girl but eventually married a man, revealed how
she met her first boyfriend in the twelfth standard:
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He preferred girly girls. He gave comments about the way I looked
and dressed. He would pit me against another girl who was, accord-
ing to him, more attractive because she was more girly, who put [on]
makeup. I didn’t use makeup. My self-confidence and self-esteem was
affected. He broke up with me. I wanted to be the girl he wanted me
to be, so I put in effort. I wasn’t comfortable [with] the way I looked.

In Ray’s earlier narrative, she was shamed for her looks and clothes by some
peers and relatives. Here, she is also shamed by her boyfriend, which deep-
ly affects her self-esteem and her understanding of her own desirability. Like
her earlier quote, she was made to feel uncomfortable in her own body, and
she tried to change herself. Similarly, Alice, who explicitly mentions not being
attracted to women but only men, talks about how she also tried to change
herself: “At that time I remember thinking that maybe I should change my-
self because I wasn’t sure if the person I was then or the way I acted was
conducive to getting someone to like me back. It was for the longest time
till I managed to get some confidence in myself.” The pressure of heteronor-
mative coupledom is what leads Alice and Ray to try to bodily change them-
selves. Familial pressure or shaming at school did not have the same im-
pact on their body image and self-esteem. They were able to resist familial
pressure to conform but succumbed to the heteronormative pressures of
coupledom.

Hence, one could read the efforts of Ray, Alice, and Tara to feminize them-
selves as a form of hetero-patriarchal pressure on concepts of desirability where
a tomboy eventually grows up to be a pretty, feminine, and heteronormative
woman, forgetting her tomboy past. This is a common trope in the cinemat-
ic narratives of Kuch Kuch Hota Hai and Main Hoon Na, where the female
protagonists start off as tomboys, experience rejection from the male hero,
and months or years later feminize themselves to finally get the attention and
romantic love of the hero. While Anjali in Kuch Kuch Hota Hai and Sanju in
Main Hoon Na are able to become feminine, heteronormative women, Alice,
Ray, and Tara, despite all their efforts, fail to do so. Their failure to entirely
feminize themselves points out how the narrative of hetero-patriarchal pres-
sure to conform is flawed and that there might be tomboys who, despite them-
selves, fail to become entirely feminine. Ray’s boyfriend’s body shaming and
Alice’s and Tara’s internalized notions of sexual desirability do not succeed
in entirely feminizing them even though their self-esteem and confidence
are deeply affected for a while. It may then be argued that lookism among
tomboys not only tries to feminize them but also points to the impossibility
of the presence of sexual desire in their lives as heterosexual tomboys.

This failure to find sexual desirability, which, in turn, profoundly affects
their body image, leaves many tomboys deeply distraught. Mira and Sivagami,
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for instance, speak up about this problem in their poignant narratives. Mira
notes:

Iloved boys—right from the age of eight or nine. In my mind, I liked
to be called a boy, be like them, and love them too; all the while inhab-
iting a girl’s body. But maybe the boys I knew were all conforming to
strict gender roles. They seemed to only love girls who performed the
role of a girl. And suddenly, the tomboy seemed undesirable. Maybe
I didn’t try hard enough. But my adolescent self never experienced
any gaze of attraction or desire from boys. Why would a boy like an-
other boy in a heteronormative world? This challenge and question
structured most of my interactions with boys and men for most of my
growing-up and adult life. This was encapsulated by a comment a male
friend made to me a few years back: “you were a tomboy; how can you
have a boyfriend?”

Mira’s narrative challenges heteronormativity—not from the perspective of
queerness, but from within heterosexuality itself. She is a heterosexual girl
who enjoys being like a boy but feels comfortable in a girl’s natural body. De-
sire in a heteronormative world is meant to exist only between women and
men, and Mira challenges this heterosexual womanhood itself. She does not
want lesbian love or gay love, and she does not want to change her body to
become a man. Rather, her tomboyism challenges femininity itself, and hence
heterosexual desire. Similarly, Sivagami speaks about the pain of not being
desired and of being “friend zoned” by men:

But they would not look at me as a girl. They would look at me only
as a friend whom they can talk about other girls, their crushes. It is
so painful. And they assumed that you are strong because you are tom-
boy, a strong person to handle all the pain and emotions; and I would
always tell my friend, maybe if I was girly they would have thought
before hurting me, rejecting me. If I was a girly girl, they wouldn’t have
bluntly said no. I still have a friend, I was interested in him, he used
to tell me everything, we used to talk a lot, but he said I can only look
at you as a friend. I can tell you anything and everything. That time
I used to think, and I used to try to dress up but then I cannot put in
so much effort, one day itself is too much, I cannot go through this
exercise every single day. It takes time to dress up, to select jewelry,
to look like that, I don’t think I want to spend my time on those.

Sivagami’s narrative adds another layer to this challenge to heterosexual de-
sire and norms of female body image. Heterosexual boys are more likely to
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be best friends with tomboys but cannot experience heterosexual desire for
them. This is represented in Kuch Kuch Hota Hai and Main Hoon Na, where
the tomboy and the male hero are best friends but the male hero refuses to
see the tomboy as romantically or sexually desirable. The tomboy, represent-
ing a form of marginalized femininity, is accorded the space of the friend,
the confidante, and the bro. Currently, social media is also invested in un-
derstanding tomboys and the tomboy best friend trope. Scoopwhoop (2014)
lists “20 signs that you were once a tomboy,” among which the nineteenth
point claims, “But life isn’t easy for a Tomboy. We have lost many of our crush-
es to Overly Womanly Women or have been friend zoned by them because
‘Hey! She’s a bro!”” It is also worth noting that the term “friend zoned,” which
is mostly used for men, is used here for tomboys, too.

Predictably, the most painful part in Sivagami’s and Mira’s narratives is
the pain of rejection and the impossibility of being ever desired by boys/men.
Kuch Kuch Hota Hai and Main Hoon Na represent the pain that Sivagami and
Mira experience. Anjali in Kuch Kuch Hota Hai is deeply hurt when she is
rejected by Rahul, as is Sanju in Main Hoon Na when she is ignored by Lucky.
Apart from being impossible, this desire also seems unspeakable. It is for this
reason that Anjali in Kuch Kuch Hota Hai chimes, “Tujhe yaad na meri aye
kisi se ab kya kehna” (You don’t remember me, what is the point of speaking
about it to anyone) (Johar 1998). Such pain of rejection is also not restricted
to adolescence but spills over into adulthood, as seen in Mira’s narrative as
well as in the two films discussed here. But Kuch Kuch Hota Hai and Main
Hoon Na imagine that the resolution to this impossibility of desire lies in
transforming the tomboy into a heteronormative feminine or purportedly
beautiful woman: a resolution that both Sivagami and Mira resist and often
fail to perform. While Sivagami is expected as a tomboy to fail in her wifely
and motherly roles, she lives up to the challenge. But that does not feminize
her entirely given that her bodily appearance continues to display short hair
and she refuses to spend time dressing up. Evidently, then, lookism in relation
to tomboys means not just a pressure to become more feminine but also the
utter impossibility of finding or experiencing heterosexual male desire itself.

Concluding Remarks

Judith Halberstam (1998), while discussing tomboyism, states that “tomboy-
ism is punished . .. when it threatens to extend beyond childhood into ado-
lescence” (6) and that “it is in the context of female adolescence that the
tomboy instincts of millions of girls are remodeled into compliant forms of
femininity” (6). Furthering Halberstam’s assertions, in this chapter I have
tried to establish how tomboyism does extend into adulthood without re-
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ally obvious threats and that the tomboy instinct need not always be remod-
eled into “compliant forms of femininity.” My ethnographic data demonstrates
how the experiences of tomboys are far more complex than simple formulas
of external punishment or compliance. Failure also emerges as a common
trope throughout the chapter: the failure of performing emphasized femi-
ninity or hegemonic masculinity, and the failure of attaining heterosexual
desirability. Lookism therefore intersects with tomboyism to show us how
it affects body image while also creating the impossibility for tomboys to at-
tain heterosexual romantic desire.

NOTES

1. Heteronormative desire is based on women, as well as men, performing strict gen-
der roles. As this chapter discusses later, women’s failure to perform normative feminin-
ity marks a failure of heteronormative desire as well.

2. Because of COVID-19 and restrictions on travel, the interviews were conducted in
English through phone calls and video calls, and some interviews were audio or video
recorded with the consent of the participant. Consent forms were obtained from the par-
ticipants where they have given me written consent to use their quotes in my chapter. The
participants—all of them self-identified tomboys—were selected through snowballing,
especially through trusted networks, online and offline. Names have been changed to pro-
tect their identities, especially in the case of women. In this chapter, they are called Mira,
Tara, Alice, George (in this case, the participant preferred to be called George after the
character of George/Georgina in Enid Blyton’s Famous Five series), Sivagami, and Ray.
The reason for selecting English-educated, middle-class participants was the ease of ac-
cess to them, especially during the pandemic. This choice, however, does not reflect on
the relationship between being middle-class and English educated and being affected by
negative body image.

3. Kuch Kuch Hota Hai is a wildly popular and iconic film directed by Karan Johar.
Anjali and Rahul are best friends in college. Anjali has short hair, wears boyish clothes,
does not apply makeup, and spends a large part of her time playing basketball with boys.
Rahul and Anjali’s friendship is threatened when Tina, a feminine and sexually attractive
young woman sporting long hair, short dresses, and full makeup, joins their college.
Rahul and Tina fall in love with each other, making Anjali realize that she actually loves
Rahul, who only considers her a friend since she is unattractive and tomboyish. Years
pass, and Tina dies after giving birth to a baby girl, also named Anjali. In her posthu-
mous letters to her daughter, Tina urges the little Anjali to reunite her father, Rahul, with
the adult Anjali. The latter is no longer a tomboy and is seen wearing chiffon saris and
sporting long hair and makeup. The little Anjali, with the aid of her grandmother, suc-
cessfully plots to get her father to fall in love with the adult Anjali. Unlike in their college
days, this is not hard for Rahul, since Anjali has now become feminine and attractive.
This film has been critiqued for showing that a woman is attractive only if she has long
hair and wears feminine clothes, exposing the inherent imbalanced gender dynamics in
society (Pathiyath, 2013). Eighteen years after the making of the film, Karan Johar pub-
licly apologized for the transformation of Anjali from a tomboy to a feminine woman in
Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (The News Minute 2016).
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The film Main Hoon Na, directed by Farah Khan, depicts a similar transformation
in the college-going tomboy, Sanjana, and how her best friend, Lucky, falls in love with
her only when she transforms herself into a feminine woman. Unlike Kuch Kuch Hota
Hai, this transformation is not central to the plot of the film, which revolves around an
undercover commando, Major Ramprasad Sharma, posing as a college student to protect
Sanjana and Lucky, his half-brother. We also notice how Sanjana actively takes a part in
her transformation, approaching the feminine and attractive teacher, Miss Chandni, who
turns her overnight from a girl wearing torn jeans and a cap into a girl wearing flowing
chiffon tunics, with her silky hair flying in the air. This transformation is also reflected
in her name. She is earlier referred to as Sanju, and after the transformation, her birth
name is reinstated as she apparently becomes whole again to be called Sanjana.

4. George does not seem to make a distinction between butch and tomboy fashion and
uses the terms interchangeably. Yet, while growing up, she did not seem to consider butch
fashion queer.

5. Kajal is also called kohl, which is a black eye cosmetic worn on the upper and lower
waterline of the eyelids.

6. The film Qissa (2013) is a similar and yet drastically different example of a family
fulfilling their desire for a son by having their daughter grow up as a boy.
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Conclusion

Womanhood and Body Positivity
Problems, Possibilities, and Promises

SHWETA RAo GARG

to the tyranny of beauty. Growing up in India in the 1990s and respond-

ing to subliminal messages stemming from the nation’s changing so-
ciocultural forces deeply affected us as women. The conflict between the de-
sire to fashion our bodies according to Western or globalized norms and our
own inability—nay, genetic impossibility—informed our bodily choices, criti-
cal inquiries, and creative practices. As feminists and postcolonial scholars,
we were later able to make connections between our lived experiences and
the discourse of an ideal body image.

Like a majority of the women we know, we grew up being subjected to
biases based on our looks—color, weight, age, sexuality, caste—and other as-
pects of appearance. We also witnessed women (and men) close to us being
discriminated against because of their body types. We noted how comments
disparaging a person based on appearance are routinely normalized in our
culture. The discomfort we felt had been powerfully articulated by Western
feminist scholars like Naomi Woolf, Laura Mulvey, and Susan Bordo, among
others, who—as we encountered their works—gave us the initial vocabulary
to examine the deep-rooted systemic problems of appearance bias, beauty
politics, and an ideal body image. We also found that while a majority of
contemporary Indian feminist scholarship deals with many urgent issues,
beauty politics, body image, and body shaming have not been scrutinized
enough. We, as editors, feel that these issues are deemed as relatively trivial
even when they deeply affect women from all strata of Indian society. We

T his edited volume is primarily a result of the editors’ instinctive response
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are certain that the chapters in this collection have brought to fore the reg-
ulative tenacity of beauty norms and the oppression they cause in Indian
women’s lives.

The chapters in this volume have come from an affective place, too. These
selected chapters examine how the body image of women in India has been
shaped through forces of capitalism and patriarchy after the economic lib-
eralization of India. This volume is cognizant of the fact that the category
“women” in India is highly stratified and diverse. Class, caste, disability, sex-
ual expression, sexual orientation and gender, and age play a huge part in defin-
ing and objectifying women’s bodies. The role of popular culture in shaping
these ideals has therefore been discussed in several chapters. Chapters that
explore challenges faced by bodies that are alienated because of marginal-
ized identities, alternate sexuality, or disability are covered in this volume.
The beauty politics in popular Hindi and regional films has also been included
in some chapters. Some chapters examine memoirs, advertisements, and me-
dia, magazines, or even blogs, all of which deal with complex discourses of
female body image. While some scholars in the volume have laid bare the
discriminations faced by nonnormative bodies, others have highlighted re-
sistance against an oppressive ideal body image. In addition to the rich and
diverse offerings in this volume, we would also like to briefly mention, in this
conclusion, how the increasingly popular genre of Indian graphic narratives
is presently delving into the problematic of gender, nationhood, and even body
image. Furthermore, we note how many Indian social media influencers have
been gradually but surely destigmatizing divergent bodies and creating on-
line communities that foster body positivity. While outlining all of this, we
conclude by looking at the possibilities and promises these resistive voices
generate in deconstructing the beauty politics in India.

The timeline of this volume begins around the economic liberalization
of India: 1991 was the year when India transformed its economic policies
from the erstwhile License Raj, or the control economy. Crafted during the
Second World War by the British colonial government, the control economy
in India was dismantled because of the acute economic crises it engendered.!
The Narasimha Rao government of the early 1990s, owing to some pressure
from the International Monetary Fund, had to open up the economy at this
point. Foreign direct investment brought new opportunities hitherto inac-
cessible to the people. It also flooded the market with consumer products
never before available. This ushered in a new consumer culture by creating
a financial surplus for some parts of the society. Since then, however, a vast
section of the population has yet to benefit from these reforms. The econom-
ic inequality has only been exacerbated since.? Nonetheless, much has changed,
too. Just a few decades ago, the government of India, to uphold austerity,
used to look down upon and prevent manufacturing of “unnecessary luxu-
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ry goods.”® However, since 1991, a whole range of luxury goods have been
made available in the Indian market. The cosmetics industry grew its con-
sumer base, a trend that has only seen an upward trajectory ever since.* Not
surprisingly, an acute awareness of body image maintenance has been per-
ceptible since this time. Increasingly, women began to undergo beauty ser-
vices in the newly expanding beauty parlors, which since the 1990s have
become an aesthetic imperative for a large majority of middle- and upper-
middle-class women in urban and semiurban India. These parlors are spaces
that empower semiskilled women workers, who, in turn, bank on the aspira-
tions for lighter skin and purportedly prettier faces and bodies through bleach-
es, facial massages, hair removals, and other techniques.

Like in most capitalist societies, the pattern in neoliberal India is quite
clear—the beauty imperative is financially beneficial for the multinational
cosmetic industries. Hindustan Unilever’s (formerly Hindustan Lever) Fair &
Lovely, for example, has been the most popular face cream in India since 1975.
The company renamed and rebranded the product into Glow & Lovely in 2020.
Following the empowerment discourse, the online platform established by
the company, Glow & Lovely Careers, enables women by vocationally train-
ing them free of cost. Ironically, their website echoes their advertisements:
“We are changing with the times.” The company has established this center
to show its commitment to change and to manage backlash against their pro-
motion of colorism through blatant misogynist ads for years. Skin lighten-
ing, however, continues to be deeply associated with the brand. Despite the ad
campaigns upholding narratives of how the face cream aids women’s empow-
erment, “glow” seems to be a thinly disguised euphemism for “fair.” It may
take some more time for the brand’s image to transform and be recognized
for enhancing skin health and not lightening skin tone.

Another significant change since the 1990s has been the winners and
runners-up in global beauty pageants. From Madhu Sapre to Priyanka Cho-
pra, Indian “beauties” and India as a nation were touted as the “new bonafide
beauty superpower.”” These women, Radhika E. Parameshwaran points out,
were seen as heroic figures, rising up against the challenges of social and
global inequality—no doubt including beauty pageants, with their apparent
misogyny fetish for certain kind of bodies. Such blatant objectification of
women in neoliberal India, however, has been seen as empowering. And the
body perfections championed by the beauty queens continue to bolster con-
cepts of an ideal body image in contemporary India.

With liberalization, Indians also got access to cable television in addition
to the state-sponsored Doordarshan channels. These new channels (Zee TV,
Channel [V], and STAR, among others) brought with them a novel visual
culture that was previously not available to the Indian audience. American
TV series dubbed in Hindi were aired to an audience who would have found
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the entire set-up unfamiliar. Along with global narratives on other issues,
images of Caucasian bodies were being transmitted, too, and this had a huge
impact on India’s beauty politics. It further reinforced the colonial legacy and
the aspiration toward lighter skin and Caucasian body types. Global stan-
dards of beauty were now even easier for the audience to gaze at and desire.
White, athletic, and nubile bodies were deemed as the epitome of beauty com-
pared to brown, indigenous, earthier ones. Liberalization likewise brought
a boom of ready-made retail clothes. A variety of Euro-American sartorial
choices that were out of reach for urban middle-class Indians began to be
available easily. This further created a pressure to regulate and fit the Indian
female body into clothes created for very different body types. Thus, postlib-
eralization, as the spending capacity of the middle-class increased, the pres-
sure to live up to an imagined physical image also increased.

The late 1990s and early 2000s also saw the advent of the Internet and the
rise of the information technology sector in India. Since then, the Internet
has been a space for images of bodies to travel across borders. Interestingly,
while it builds on the hegemonic and dominant notions of body ideals, the
Internet also provides opportunities for these ideals to be subverted and un-
dercut. The Web, with its predominance of the visual, gives currency to what
is considered desirable and what is not. With an increasingly large number
of users from Asia and Africa, there is indeed a growing diversity of repre-
sentations. However, the bodies that align the most with Eurocentric beau-
ty ideals are celebrated and circulated more. Any minor deviation from the
picture-perfect image could trigger body shaming and slut shaming. Nishant
Shah, through his study of shame and selfies, observes that slut shaming is
not just about punishing female promiscuity, or any particular behavior, but
is shaming for just appearing in public.® Bodies in the present cultural cli-
mate, then, are shamed for being natural bodies. This is perhaps why even
the most well-known former beauty queen and Bollywood actor, Aishwarya
Rai, was subjected to brutal trolling when she was unable to shed weight after
giving birth to her daughter in 2011.° The very body that was put on a ped-
estal as the epitome of Indian beauty and a source of national pride had be-
come a source of embarrassment for the actor and her sympathizers on the
Internet. Rai was trolled as she resisted beauty labor immediately as soon as
giving birth. Even her young daughter was the object of public scrutiny. Un-
fortunately, her daughter’s age did not deter the commenters from applying
the same standards of appearance bias that they did for her mother." This
episode reminds us that due to the participatory nature of platforms like Twit-
ter, there can be multiplicity of voices, and the comments that shame certain
celebrities also end up being critiqued. What remains fairly undiminished,
however, is an all-pervasive beauty bias.
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As empowering and informative as the World Wide Web has been, there
are multiple studies that confirm the negative impact on young women from
exposure to picture-perfect bodies on sites like the Instagram." Indeed, some
feminist content creators from South Asia have been intervening through
body positive narratives on platforms such as these. And yet, despite creating
content that is Instagram friendly, with filters and edits, they speak about
many issues that stem from their own life experiences and their immediate
surroundings. The curation of authenticity becomes their brand among their
fans and followers. Many of these influencers create content, endorse prod-
ucts, and offer services to pander to different body types. A brief analysis of
the Instagram accounts of some of these celebrities and influencers opens up
interesting paradigms. One such influencer is Sameera Reddy. Though Red-
dy’s older sisters were actors and models, she herself was always overweight.
After working on her body to shed weight, she became a model and actress
herself, but subsequently her weight increased during pregnancy due to a hor-
mone imbalance. As a result, Reddy was fat-shamed and trolled both online
and offline. Her gray hair also caused people to make ageist comments against
her. Reddy struggled and overcame her depression because of her naturally
transformed body. Finally, she kick-started the #lmperfectlyPerfect campaign
on social media as a way of celebrating bodies that are changed through birth-
ing and motherhood."” In one of her public talks, Reddy revealed how she
underwent postpartum depression and self-loathing for gaining 105 kilos
that she could not lose.”* Reddy wanted to raise awareness about imperfect
experiences during motherhood and about her own struggle with body im-
age. Today Reddy shares her weight and calorie count regularly in an attempt
to normalize the process of what she calls staying fit.

A second and significant example here is a less known celebrity named
Falguni Vasavada, a professor of strategic marketing at MICA Ahmedabad,
who creates content on fashion and raises awareness on body positivity. Va-
savada usually endorses purportedly affordable products from lesser-known
fashion houses and designers. With 110,000 followers,' she featured in Her-
shey’s HERSHE campaign for the International Women’s Day in 2021." Her
image on the chocolate wrapper is a validation of her growing presence and
influence. Thankfully, Vasavada is by no means singular in her trajectory.
There are a growing number of social media influencers whose content fo-
cuses on their own bodies and whose efforts are to destigmatize different
types of nonnormative bodies. Another notable Instagram persona is An-
wesa Chakraborty, the winner of Ms Plus Size India 2019. With 13,600 fol-
lowers,' Chakraborty spreads messages not only about body positivity and
fashion but also about overcoming the stigma of widowhood and remarriage
in India. One of the most well-recognized body positivity activists current-
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ly, however, is Harnaam Kaur.”” Born in England to a Punjabi family, Kaur
suffered from polycystic ovaries and exhibited hirsutism. Tired of stigma, Kaur
decided to embrace her condition and grow a beard. She is now an influencer,
model, and even motivational speaker who talks about self-love in the face
of depression, bullying, and body shaming.

It is worth noting here that most body positivity influencers interact with
their followers. Occasionally, they also respond to messages that shame them
in order to emphasize their own significance and justify the existence of their
content. Many other online platforms, though not focused on body image
exclusively, regularly raise awareness about it. Some of these are Feminism
in India," SheThePeople.tv," and Agents of Ishq.”” With increasing follower-
ship, these platforms showcase stories about different bodies, desires, sexu-
alities, and so on. Although there are no statistics about the viewership of
these channels, from the comments on these sites, it appears that the major-
ity are women.

It goes without saying that the life narratives of body positivity influenc-
ers are almost always inextricably linked to their bodies. With the focus on
their bodies on Instagram, these influencers also try to situate themselves
within the larger discussion on society, feminism, and the online commu-
nity of women. On Instagram alone, there are more than ten million follow-
ers of #bodypositivity. Just after a cursory glance, however, it is clear that the
bodies depicted there belong to “plus size” white women, mostly in beach
wear. While the message on the dignity and acceptability of nonnormative
bodies is clear, one does wonder if a globally growing body positive movement
is yet another instance of how colluding forces of Eurocentrism, capitalism,
and patriarchy elide India’s feminist agenda on body inclusivity through bla-
tant commodification.

While speaking of resistive voices against appearance discrimination, it
is worth turning to the steadily growing popularity of graphic novels in India.
As mentioned earlier, graphic novels complicate discourses on space, nation,
identity, gender, sexuality, and body in many ways. One of the earliest Indian
graphic novels published was Kari by Amruta Patil. It is the story of a young
advertising professional who traverses life in Mumbai. The protagonist is ho-
mosexual and struggles with body dysmorphia. When a friend points out
that she is “Chow Yun Fat with boobs,” she is shocked and responds, “Sure
enough, I'd grown boobs. I fought them all evening.”*' Earlier in the book,
we are shown Kari and her female roommates enjoying a lunch together. We
notice how these straight cis women with conventionally beautiful and fem-
inine bodies make passes at Kari jokingly. We are told in confidence, “Make
no mistake—there is nothing like a fully straight woman.”** Just a page later,
Kari is shown bare chested, staring into the mirror. She confesses that she
does not hate mirrors but “just [does not] know what they are trying to tell
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[her].”* She says that while her friends wonder why Kari does not wear kohl,
she herself wonders “why I amn’t [sic] looking like Sean Penn.”** The con-
trast of Kari’s body image versus the normative female body aligns with the
images drawn by Amruta Patil in this graphic narrative. Despite Kari’s strug-
gles, we note how visual and textual images come together to construct a body
that is beautiful and erotic despite not falling within the parameters of het-
eronormative appearance for an Indian woman in her twenties.

Zubaan, one of the oldest feminist presses in the country, published a se-
ries of graphical anthologies as a response to the Nirbhaya rape case in 2012.%
One of these books is Drawing the Line: Indian Women Fight Back, and it has
a number of narratives on the crisis of female body image. The book has il-
lustrated stories born out of the lives of illustrators and story writers. It opens
with Harini Kannan’s graphical story, “That’s Not Fair.”*® Kannan narrates
the tale from the point of view of a female fetus, who responds to people ex-
pressing their desire for a light-skinned child to her dark-skinned mother.
Deepani Seth’s “The Walk”™ is a narrative of a woman working in a beauty
parlor in a small town in India. The story, more through images than through
the text, creates the elusive, temporary intimacy between the beautician and
her clients. Within the bubble that these spaces provide, women can come
together away from the male gaze and yet are compelled to “beautify” them-
selves and others to be accepted and appreciated by the world at large.

Another story in this collection that brings colorism to the fore is “Mel-
anin” by Bhavana Singh.?® Singh anthropomorphizes the pigment melanin
and draws various funny and absurd episodes around it. Singh also subverts
the fourteen-day shade card popularized by Fair & Lovely, calling it a “scale”
promoting “self-loathing,” by creating images of Melanin in two weeks’ time.
It shows the character Melanin indulging in various outdoor activities for
fourteen days and getting tonally darker. Melanin, in one of the Kafkaesque
episodes, transforms into a bug in what is called “Melanin in Morphosis.”
Melanin also interacts with UV rays in “Supermel & Yooviji in Entitlement.”
In “Melanin in Skinteresting Facts,” Singh gives us infographics taken from
several sources. For instance, she quotes the Economic Times from April 14,
2014, to argue that the pigment Melanin is responsible for annually bringing
abusiness of 3,000 crores to India. With this, Singh compellingly deconstructs
the fetish for light skin in India, which for her evokes complete hopelessness
and “bewilderment.” Singh’s narrative ends with a mandala-inspired draw-
ing of Melanin in “Melanin in Infinite Wonder” where the pigment revels in
almost goddess-like assurance, persisting despite all the skin-whitening and
skin-bleaching products.

In yet another graphic novel, entitled The Elephant in the Room: Women
Draw Their World, Priya Kuriyan’s “Ebony and Ivory”® talks about the au-
thor’s grandmother. In the course of the story, we are told that the grand-
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mother was pained by the dark skin of one of her granddaughters. She gives
some “pocket money” to the child’s mother and asks her to buy some Fair &
Lovely for the child. In this story, Kuriyan tries to understand the conditions
that made her grandmother become the woman she was. For Kuriyan, her
grandmother’s blatant colorism was one of her flaws, as was her thrift. The
grandmother, due to her own skin tone, is called “Ivory,” and her grandfather,
a seemingly flashy and likable person, is supposedly “Ebony.” Strikingly, this
contrast highlights the imbalance of power and acceptability where bodies
and skin tones of Indian men and women are concerned. “My Secret Crop,”
by Kaveri Gopalakrishnan,* is another graphic short story in the collection,
and it is her tribute to body hair. In an abstractionist style, Gopalkrishnan
records the growth of hair, panel after panel. Interestingly, the correspond-
ing speech bubbles have statements related to body shaming and body-hair
shaming. The juxtaposition of hair patterns with disparaging comments is
a subtle way to get across the message of body love. Beauty standards and
conventions are not absolute. Women with body hair are deemed repulsive,
but by aestheticizing hair mass in her drawings, Gopalkrishnan astutely sub-
verts the hairless body imperative for women.

Significantly, some graphical works also try to bring about gender sen-
sitivity and awareness of feminist issues among children and young adults.
Priya’s Shakti,* a comic and augmented reality venture by Ram Devineni and
others, was a response to the Nirbhaya rape case, like Drawing the Line: In-
dian Women Fight Back. The second installment, Priya’s Mirror,** was co-
written by Paromita Vohra (a filmmaker and the founder of Agents of Ishq)
and Ram Devineni and illustrated by Dan Goldman. The story uses tropes
from Indian mythology as an entry point into issues faced by survivors of
acid attacks. An acid attack is a particular form of violence against women,
especially in South Asia. It is usually perpetrated by a toxic man to punish
awoman by destroying her face in the most violent way possible and render-
ing her disfigured for life. In the comic, Priya, a superhero who is herself a
gang-rape survivor, comes across a group of acid-attack survivors. The sur-
vivors live an isolated life, away from society. Priya is gifted the mirror of love
by the goddess to empower the survivors. She shows the mirror to the women,
who initially react by calling Priya insensitive for showing a mirror to acid
survivors. Priya persists, and one after another, the women begin to “see”
themselves. The readers could have expected Priya’s mirror to reflect the sur-
vivors’ faces completely healed, but the mirror only reflects their current faces,
which remain disfigured because of acid and restorative surgeries. The mir-
ror goes beyond that and makes them see their inner selves, leading them to
accept their appearance. The realization that their bodily disfigurement has
nothing to do with who they really are brings about their transformation and
“frees” them. In the process, the narrative also engenders a powerful critique
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of India’s toxic masculinity and patriarchy, which together violate and shame
women’s bodies at will.

On similar lines, Orijit Sen, the first graphic novelist from India, created
Comixense, a collaborative comic quarterly for young adults. The recently
launched magazine covers stories that build critical and analytical under-
standing in readers. One of the issues in this quarterly carried a story titled
“The Tyranny of Beauty,” written and illustrated by Priyanka Paul. In this
story, Paul directly addresses the young readers and shares her thoughts about
beauty.* “Sitara Devi,”** written by Rupleena Bose and illustrated by Nayna
Yadav, is about a female star from West Bengal coming to terms with her aging
body after living indoors for years. The back cover features a graphically illus-
trated picture of Harnaam Kaur, the body positive influencer discussed ear-
lier. Clearly, the graphical works mentioned here are some attempts aimed
at both young adult and other readers to make them understand that beauty
is a social construct. These stories encourage them to question and disman-
tle the overarching power of heteronormative beauty and body ideals.

While body positive discourses are gaining ground in India, it is also true
that mainstream television, Web series, and print media continue to air pro-
grams and advertisements that enhance body insecurities among women.
Nonetheless, and in contrast, Instagram and Facebook are platforms where
conscientious, small-scale, and exclusive companies advertise for an intimate
audience base. Tailor & Circus is one among many such body-conscious
brands. In addition to creating undergarments with a comfortable fit and soft
fabric, they call themselves and their customer base a “body positivity cir-
cus.”® Their advertisements feature models without makeup and with diverse
skin tones and sizes, and they often display body hair, stretch marks, or
vitiligo or other skin conditions. Some models flaunt their underwear from
wheelchairs. They include people of all genders, too. We are aware of neither
their profit and growth rate nor how their brand image helps them create
their client base, but we know that Tailor & Circus resists using commodi-
fied, picture-perfect bodies and displays a genuine interest in practicing body
positivity.

In the present day, the Internet is a space that arbitrates discourse on
bodies. The inherent contradiction of this space is that while it can propagate
the mainstream, patriarchal, and capitalist discourse, it also provides a plat-
form for individuals and groups who want to critique these values. Amid
this massive amalgamation of cultural and economic forces, it is clear that
some accounts that initiate discussions on body positivity end up as neolib-
eral marketing ploys. Despite that, we conclude that visual practices on the
Internet and elsewhere show that there are possibilities of resistance against
a hegemonic and prescriptive body image and that the discursive nature of
these platforms will enable the promises of inclusivity to be realized, at least
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to a certain extent. With changing discourses across India’s cultural sectors,
we hope to see more such possibilities and promises that accommodate wom-
en’s embodiment in all its diversity in the future. It is with this hope that we
conclude this project.

NOTES

1. Mohan in his introductory essay, “The Road to the 1991 Industrial Policy Reforms
and Beyond: A Personalized Narrative from the Trenches,” writes on this matter from
the point of view of the policymaker.

2. Researchers have critiqued the role of economic liberalization in creating inequal-
ity in the country. See Jha, “Reducing Poverty,” and Kannan and Raveendran, “Growth
sans Employment.”

3. Industrial Licensing Policy Inquiry Committee of 1969, quoted in Mohan, “The
Road,” 12.

4. See GlobeNewswire, “India Cosmetics Market Report 2021.”

5. See Jain, Greenfield, and Cavale, “Unilever’s ‘Fair & Lovely.”

6. Glow & Lovely, “About Glow & Lovely Careers.”

7. Parameshwaran, “Global Beauty Queens,” 347.

8. Shah, “The Selfie and the Slut,” 91.

9. Manzoor, “Aishwarya Rai’s Post-Baby Body.”

10. Njjhara, “Aishwarya’s Daughter.”

11. See Brown and Tiggemann, “Attractive Celebrity.” Also see Kleemans et al., “Pic-
ture Perfect,” and Tiggemann and Anderberg, “Social Media Is Not Real.”

12. TNN, “Sameera Reddy Speaks.”

13. Reddy, “Embracing Originality.”

14. See Vasavada’s Instagram.

15. Rathod, “Hershey’s HERSHE Bars.”

16. See Chakraborty’s Instagram.

17. To know more about Harnaam Kaur, see her website.

18. The Feminism in India: Intersectional Feminism Desi Style podcast, founded by
Japleen Pasricha, is an online portal that creates popular, accessible content on Indian
feminism.

19. SheThePeople.tv is an online channel that is committed to circulating positive sto-
ries of women from all walks of life.

20. Agents of Ishq is the first online resource of this kind and the brainchild of film-
maker Paromita Vohra. The website is a sex-positive portal focusing on “sex, love and desire
in India.”

21. Patil, Kari, 85.

22. Patil, 58.

23. Patil, 59.

24. Patil, 60.

25. The Nirbhaya case refers to a brutal gang rape of a twenty-three-year-old student
in New Delhi in December 2012. The brutality of crime created uproar and widespread
protests. It was instrumental in bringing some amendments in India’s rape laws. For more,
see McLoughlin, “India’s Nirbhaya Movement.”

26. Kannan, “That’s Not Fair.”
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27. Seth, “The Walk.”

28. Singh, “Melanin.”

29. Kuriyan, “Ebony and Ivory.”

30. Gopalakrishnan, “My Secret Crop.”

31. Priya’s Shaktiis a story of a young woman who survives rape. The goddess empow-
ers her to fight against her perpetrators and spread awareness about sexual violence. The
comic book is also an augmented reality project. See Devineni, Goldman, and Menon,
Priya’s Shakti.

32. See Paromita, Devineni, and Goldman, Priya’s Mirror.

33. Paul, “The Tyranny of Beauty,” 14-16.

34. Bose and Yadav, “Sitara Devi.”

35. See “Body Positive Circus.”
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