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Abstract
Confronting the Challenge of Distribution: Women Documentary Filmmakers in India

Dipti Gupta

Since 1980, Indian women have moved into documentary filmmaking in
increasing numbers using film as a tool for raising consciousness and social change. Their
work reflects an extensive variety of styles and genres, a comprehensive range of
subjects, a broad spectrum of ideological perspectives - revealing the diversity that India
represents. Yet, independent documentary filmmakers remain economically and
politically marginalized in India and unknown in the international community.

This is a study of four Indian women documentary filmmakers: Jharna Jhaveri,
Rinki Roy, Manjira Datta and Suhasini Mulay. At the center of this thesis are interviews
with these four women which were conducted in 1996 and 1997. These interviews
chronicle the practices of documentary film making and the struggles of these women to
make space in the industry. The thesis acknowledges the role of women in documentary
film making in India and the process of its production and distribution of documentary
films. In conclusion the thesis indicates the need for a distribution network in India to

promote and circulate the works of documentary filmmakers.
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INTRODUCTION

History and Context of the Study

There are two main reasons why [ initiated this study of Indian women
documentary filmmakers. First, women directors of Indian origin have been generally
ignored in academic film literature. Secondly, I wished to explore the question of
documentaries and social change. With these two preliminary ideas in mind I proceeded.
The task seemed quite simple: my approach was to conduct structured interviews and to
do a textual analysis of social or educational documentary films. These explorations
would take place within the rubric of a sustained development to understand the work of
these filmmakers within an Indian context. However, as I progressed with the research I
realized, that no documentation of the contribution of Indian women documentary
filmmakers existed. As in any initial exploration, I found less of what I was looking for
and more new directions to research. In the end, I did not really look at the films. Rather I
concentrated my efforts on writing about the challenges that women face in this field.

Since August 1987, I have been associated with Cinemart Foundation, an
independent group of documentary filmmakers based in New Delhi. The group was
headed initially by Tapan Bose and Suhasini Mulay who have since left to pursue other
interests. I was the second woman to join Cinemart Foundation. This was just the
beginning of my exposure to an industry mostly dominated by men. During the following
four years that I worked in that organization, I realized that there was a dearth of
documentation on the contribution of women in the field of documentary filmmaking. For

example, there was hardly any record of the work that women had done in the field and



most of the articles in journals and magazines focused on the development of
documentary and short film in India, rather than on individual contributions.
Upon moving to Canada, and entering the academic sphere, my view was further

confirmed. Many people were aware of the Bombay Film Industry and could discuss the

“song and dance” aspect of Bollywood cinema.' Journals like Screen, Cineaste
Framework and others within academic circles have carried extensive articles focusing on
different aspects of this industry. Yet, the movement of documentary filmmakers in the
Indian sub-continent remains nearly invisible. In the past decade or so there have been
only a few articles and some secondary literature that have featured the documentary
scene in India. Hence, my peers expressed surprise that there were any women
documentary filmmakers in India. In turn, I decided to write my thesis on the contribution

of Indian women documentary filmmakers.

First, Second and Third Cinema: A Literature Review

Cinema came to India within one year of its invention in the West. It started with
short films on wrestling and the training of monkeys made by the pioneering filmmaker
Sakharam Bhatwadekar.® Two tendencies emerged much later: the concept of film as an

art form and the culture of short and documentary films.’

! India's motion picture industry has been dominated by "commercial” or Bollywood films. Films
made with mega stars like Amitabh Bachchan, Rajesh Khanna, Dilip Kumar, Salman Khan and others are
widely known outside the country. This industry produces mainly popular and commercial films that are
the mainstay of India's film industry. These films are popular with most of the people and are widely
distributed within India and outside. They are quite popular with the Indian diaspora living outside the
nation.

2

For a comprehensive history of the Indian cinema, see: E. Barnouw and S. Krishnaswamy, Indian
Film, (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1963).

3 "Qut of Focus," Documedia: Federation of Film Societies of India, (Bombay: Filmotsav, 1986) 1.



There exists already a theoretically well developed division of the global film
industry into First, Second, and Third Cinema. This division has developed over the past
century in waves of reaction to and against the metropole-centred film industries of the
colonial powers, or what is called First Cinema, the cinema of corporate profits, that
requires massive capital investment. Second Cinema, the so-called "art cinema," is the
cinema of the post-World War IT European city exemplified by the neo-realist genre.
Finally, Third Cinema is the radical/subversive cinema that developed in Third World
countries with the intent to radicalize directly and call to action members of the
audience.* While global cinema can be divided into these categories, my study in India
indicates that these three categories exist within the geographical confinements of the
country. Bollywood films are India’s "First Cinema", films like Sholay (1975), Maine
Pyar Kiya (1989), Agneepath (1990) are massive money makers and fall into this
category.® These films also symbolize the national cinema of India. The Art films or the
parallel films of India, which became quite prominent during the 1970s and the early
1980s, can be categorized as the Second Cinema of India. Films like Manthan (1976),

Aakrosh (1980), Bhavani Bhavai (1980), Arth (1982), Mirch Masala. (1985) fall into this

category. Finally the documentary falls into the third category of Third Cinema of the

country. This cinema is the "counter or radical” cinema of the country with the intention

* Gerald M. Macdonald, “Third Cinema and the Third World,” Place, Power, Situation, and
Spectacle: A Geography of Film, eds.Stuart C. Aitken and Leo E. Zonn, (London: Rowman and
Littlefield, 1994) 28.

5 Sholay(1975) directed by Ramesh Sippy, Maine Pyar Kiya(1989) directed by Sooraj Barjatya,
Agneepath(1990) directed by Mukul S.Anand, Manthan(1976) directed by Shyam Benegal, Aakrosh(1980)
directed by Govind Nihalani, Arth(1982) directed by Mahesh Bhatt, Mirch Masala(1985) directed by Ketan
Mehta. Source: Ashish Rajadhyaksha and Paul Willeman, Encyclopaedia of Indian Cinema, (New Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 1994).




of transforming the ideology of its audience. Thomas Waugh elaborates more on the
position of this third cinema of India in his article ‘Words of Command.’

This dynamic counter-cinema is in effect a domestic third cinema, a small

but effective irritant in the flank of the elephantine first cinema, the crisis-

prone Bombay-Madras industry, and the anemic second cinema, the

prestigious state-subsidized art cinema that still monopolizes our attention

in Western festivals and even in progressive periodicals like Framework.®

This "domestic third cinema" as Thomas Waugh calls it has had to battle for its
survival against the first and second cinema of the country. As Waugh has stated, Indian
documentaries are the "Third Cinema" of India. Originally conceived by the theorist
Teshome Gabriel, the impetus of Third Cinema was and continues to be participatory and
contributive to the struggles for the liberation of the people of the "Third World.” At
present, these struggles for the liberation of the peoples of the “Third World” where "the
battles for history and around history" are ever more intensified, the original manifesto of
the "camera as a gun" still holds.” "Third Cinema" in India is constantly competing
against Bollywood films and the parallel/art cinema in India primarily for funding and
audiences. Within this existing framework women filmmakers are struggling for space
and recognition. The voice as well as the contribution of the women filmmakers in this
“Third Cinema” are practically absent or unrecognized, yet their work primarily falls in
this category.

Anand Patwardhan, a documentary filmmaker from India, has analyzed the

position of the "dominant cinema" against the "documentary” in India eloquently in Show

Us Life. He emphasizes the role of the guerrilla filmmaker.

6 Thomas Waugh, “Words of Command: Notes on Cultural and Political Inflections of Direct
Cinema in Indian Independent Documentary,” Cineaction, (Winter 1990-91) 28.

7 Gabriel H. Teshome, Third Cinema in the Third World, (Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Research Press,
1982) 59.




Especially for audiences in the Third World where literacy is low, films

are as much a source of information as of entertainment. The dominant

classes have already created the cinema of entertainment and escape. It

remains for the guerrilla filmmaker to create the cinema of reality and

change.®

Interestingly, this term “guerrilla” is used mostly for men and the chapter does not
include the role or contribution of women filmmakers from India. In this chapter, Anand
Patwardhan primarily relates to the challenges he personally has faced in the field. The
term “guerrilla filmmaker” relates to Anand Patwardhan and his style of filmmaking. It
has never been used for female filmmakers in India, regardless of the types of films they
make or the challenges they also face on the job. According to Patwardhan, the cinema of
entertainment and escape serves the interest of the bourgeoisie. The purpose of this
cinema is not merely money making in the immediate direct sense, but the propagation of
a system that legitimizes the making of profit that it elevates to an ideal. It reinforces all
the myths of the "Free World" such as the myths of "upward mobility," "equal
opportunity," "racial harmony," "international goodwill," "freedom of speech” - in short,
all the virtues of "democracy" as opposed to the evils of fascism, communism and
backward pre-capitalist religion.” Anand Patwardhan further discusses that this myth that
is presented by the "dominant cinema" to the illiterate people of India is a mockery and
an illusion. It’s a mockery because it often tries to (unsuccessfully) imitate the life of the
poor on the screen; and it’s an illusion because it portrays how the poor and the meek

come out as winners in the end - raising false hopes and desires in the minds of the

desolate. This portrayal contradicts the reality that the masses face in their daily lives.

8 Anand Patwardhan, "The Guerrilla Film, Underground and in Exile: A Critique and a case study
of waves of revolution" Show Us Life: Toward a History and Aesthetics of the Committed Documentary.
ed. Thomas Waugh (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow, 1988) 461.

9

Anand Patwardhan, “The Guerrilla Film - Underground and in Exile: A Critique and a case study



Whatever appellation one chooses, "counter-cinema"” has survived all odds.
Counter-cinema may be defined as a film practice that works against and challenges
dominant cinema, usually at the levels of both signifier and signified.'” Since the 1973
publication of Claire Johnston's essay "Women's Cinema as Counter-Cinema”
filmmakers and critics have been concerned with the strategies of production, exhibition
and distribution of independent feminist films. Claire Johnston argues that for feminist
cinema to be effective, it must be a counter-cinema.

Any revolutionary must challenge the depiction of reality; it is not enough

to discuss the oppression of women within the text of the film: the

language of the cinema/depiction of reality must also be interrogated, so

that a break between ideology and text is affected.'

Counter-cinema tries to question the dominant modes of cinematic representation
and to challenge the stereotypes that dominant cinema illustrates. Johnston indicates the
multiple challenges that counter-cinema has to face. For example, this cinema has to deal
with how the films will actually be made; and how they will reach their audience. The
challenges and hardships that women face in the west are also true for women working in
the field of documentary filmmaking in an Indian context.

My research on the subject of documentary filmmakers in India indicates that
even the most eloquent authors like Jag Mohaﬁ, Sanjit Narwekar, Thomas Waugh, Eric
Bamouw and S. Krishnaswamy, have grouped all Indian documentary filmmakers

together in a general category of Third Cinema. In this process they have created a

perception of unity that does not recognize the distinct contribution of women

of Waves of Revolution,” M.A. thesis, McGill U, July 1981,4-5.

10 Claire Johnston, "Women's Cinema as Counter-Cinema," Notes on Women's Cinema, ed. Claire

Johnston, (London, SEFT, 1973) 28.
1 Ibid.



documentary filmmakers. However, such a standpoint need not imply a common point of
view, experience, consciousness, psychology, or "nature” among women. Rather it
acknowledges that, within patriarchal society, women tend to be excluded and
subordinated. This is premised largely on the belief of most feminists that (i) we live in a
male-dominated society, (ii) this is unjust and unnecessary, and (iii) it can and must be
changed. It is clear that women filmmakers have made a specific contribution to
filmmaking because of the way they have portrayed the role and status of women in
India. For example, many issues like conjugal violence were never discussed through this
medium. Quite often in mainstream cinema a woman is ill treated by her husband or in-
laws and this has been an accepted form of behavior. Women have often been portrayed
as meek, docile and usually non-assertive in the dominant cinema in India. Women
documentary filmmakers have tried to break these stereotypes and give voice to women
and women’s issues through their documentaries. In a country like India that is unique for
its diversity - geographically, politically, socially, it is important that one understands the
distinct challenges women face.

There are several ways to look at the status of women in any society. One of the
ways is to examine the common demographic indicators that give an overall picture of
women's relative standing vis-a-vis men. According to the 1995 census in India, the sex
ratio stood at 933 females per 1000 males. The literacy rate was 46.89 per cent for males
and 24.82 per cent for females. Comparing these figures with the 1981 census data, one
notices that the status of women has improved very little. In other words, they continue to

remain a disadvantaged group.'? According to Rehana Ghadially women face many

12

: I wish to point out that India is a highly diverse country. It has a population of nearly a billion,
with six main religions namely: Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Sikh, Buddhist and Jain. The country has 16



hurdles in the Indian society.” She writes that according to grassroots autonomous
women's groups'® rape is a major issue. The second concern of such groups revolves
around women’s oppression in the workplace. These groups demand equal wages for
equal work, maternity benefits and creche facilities. They tend to also point out that
working women need to form organizations to fight for these rights. The third issue that
concerns these groups relates to representations of women in the media. They
problematize portrayals of violence against women, along with the perpetuation of
oppressive stereotypes of women that circulate throughout the mass media. A cluster of
issues such as dowry deaths, organizing training camps for women activists, leadership
training and sexual and mental harassment ranks fourth. The fifth set of problems
according to these groups includes abolition of devadasi, providing water facilities in
rural areas, alcoholism among men and analyzing the roots of women's oppression.'’ The
final set of concerns includes wife-beating, training women for health care, participation
of men in housework, setting up special courts for women, education of scheduled caste

women and protest against the rise in price of food items. Demographic factors, the

official languages spoken in the 25 states and 7 Union Territories. Each of the 16 languages possesses not
only its own ancient and contemporary literature, its own newspapers, radio and television programs, and
films, but also its individual script. It also has the classic language of Sanskrit. On top of that India has over
four hundred other languages, some written, others oral. And of course, as the joint language of
administration there is English, a language that Indians have made uniquely their own in more than two
centuries of usage.

13 Rehana Ghadially, ed., Introduction Women in Indian Society - A Reader (Sage Publications
India Pvt. Ltd., 1988) 14-15.

1 There are many women's groups in India, to name a few: Janwadi Mahila Samiti, Manushi,

Jagori, Saheli, kali and many others.

15 An ancient practice prevalent in the South of India where girls were given away by the family to
the temple to serve god. Later this practice was abused and the girls were treated as prostitutes by the
temple priests or the royalty.



marginalization of women in the developmental process and an oppressive social reality
highlight the miserable plight of women in India and the long struggle ahead of them.
Women documentary filmmakers have been struggling to raise these issues
through their films despite the challenges they face to produce and distribute their films.
Many questions emerge, but my focus for this study is to find out: How do Indian women
documentary filmmakers make their films and how do they distribute them? [ am
interested in the pressing theoretical and political question of filmmaking, documentaries,
and issues as articulated by the Indian women filmmakers themselves. For this study it is

important to narrow down the queries.

Thesis Question

According to Mary Ann Doane, the focus and effort of classical feminist studies is
to recapture the past, and to "fill out" or complete the historical record. The underlying
themes of such an approach are that women are "really there" or "did really do things,"
and that we can know in some direct or unmeditated way what these things were. With
respect to the documentation of the contribution of women documentary filmmakers from
India, the existing material says little about the role of women in the industry in earlier
times. It also often under-records or even excludes them altogether. Feminist film theory
and criticism has been particularly resistant to the naive empiricism of this
methodology.'* My attempt in this study is both to introduce the role and contribution of
women filmmakers from the Indian sub-continent and to understand the various processes

filmmakers embrace in India. As [ have emphasized earlier, [ will study the objective,

16 Mary Ann Doane, ‘Woman's Film: Possession and Address,” Re-Vision: Essays in Feminist Film
Crticism,(New York: The American Film Institute, 1984) 67.



modes of production and distribution that these filmmakers adopt by listening to their
own accounts of the process. The main point of this thesis is this: if women documentary
filmmakers are to survive, they must not only produce films but they must exhibit and
distribute them - for this is what connects the film to the audience. Insufficient attention

has been paid to the issue of distribution.

Method

In 1996, I traveled to India and met with a few filmmakers and attended the
International film festival for documentary, short and animation films held in Bombay. I
also tried to collect literature on the subject of women documentary filmmakers from the
Pune Film Institute library and the archives in Pune, as well as from the Films Division
library in Bombay. I soon realized that there was hardly any material on the subject.
Hence I decided to interview a few women filmmakers in order to get the necessary
information from them. These interviews were conducted between November 1996 -
January 1997. The process was initiated much before the actual time the interviews were
conducted.

Because of the lack of secondary literature, this thesis draws its analysis mainly
from the interviews conducted with the filmmakers based in Bombay and New Delhi.
These interviews allow the women to speak in their own voices. The interviews primarily
explore the process of documentary filmmaking that women filmmakers adopt in India.
Most of the theories pertaining to the documentary process emerge from westem
theorists. In order to understand the process in India, I depend and draw upon such

existing theories. However, I have also based a significant amount of my analysis on the

10



interviews as they highlight the experiences of the filmmakers themselves. I conducted
ten interviews for my research, but I have focused only.on four for this project.

I emphasize that at this moment, the lack of information we have about women
documentary filmmakers makes it more important to highlight the description of their
practice. While I have drawn some comparisons and similarities from existing western
theories when they have been applicable to the thesis, my emphasis is not on theoretical

debates within documentary film spheres.

Key Sources

The interviews that I conducted on a one to one basis with the filmmakers are my
primary source of information for this thesis. The questionnaire mainly focused on the
issues the filmmakers have dealt with through their documentaries, their methods of
production and their methods of distribution. For the interviews, [ had a pre-established
questionnaire that influenced the direction of my work. All respondents received the same
questionnaire. I offered the filmmaker/s the choice to read the questionnaire before the
interview. Most of them briefly browsed through it and a couple of them were
comfortable enough to go “with the flow.” Finally, they were interviewed face-to-face by
me. Each interview was structured around the questionnaire.

While designing the interview, I was fully aware that I would be placing the
filmmakers on the other side of the fence. Typically documentary filmmakers ask the
questions. In this case I would be interviewing the interviewer. A couple of the

filmmakers admitted that they were uncomfortable with this "new" position.

11



All of these interviews were recorded on either an audio or video format. I had my
own mini tape-recorder for recording and I rented the video recorder from a local
organization in New Delhi. Sometimes I borrowed a camcorder from friends. I would
have liked to have all the interviews recorded on video but this was not possible with
limited funds and the general unavailability of equipment at times in India. (Not to
mention power failures!) There were a couple of incidents where I was not able to hire a
camera at the opportune time and hence had to rely on my audio equipment to record the
interview.

The secondary sources for this research are historical texts, newspaper articles,
magazines and articles on the subject of "documentary filmmaking in India." Much of
this historical material was gathered at the library of the Films Division office in Bombay
that has a collection of newspapers and magazines. Other material was gathered from the
Film Institute at Pune, a city near Bombay. The 1965 special issue of MARG has been
helpful for this project.'” The majority of the articles in this magazine (not surprisingly)
were written by male documentary filmmakers/producers of that era. This issue clearly

indicates the dominance of men in the documentary scene in India.

Funding for the Project

This project was largely funded by the Indo-Shastri Canadian Institute. The
institute granted me a fellowship for a period of four months, which lasted from
November 1996 to February 1997. This allowed me to base myself in India to do my
research and field work. An initial trip was taken prior to this time, during which I did

most of my preliminary research. This was through personal funding/savings.

12



Organization of the Study

This thesis is divided into two parts. Part [ deals with the theoretical issues and the
analysis of the ‘modus operandi’ of the filmmakers in order to understand their method of
production, exhibition and distribution. Part II carries the transcription of the interviews
with the four filmmakers. [n my preliminary research three main topics emerged, which [
elaborated on during my interview with the filmmakers. These three aspects are the focus
of my study: (1) the objective of the filmmakers and their films, (2) the methods of
production and (3) the methods of distribution adopted by women documentary
filmmakers in India.

Focusing on these topics, I have divided Part I of the thesis in three chapters. The
first chapter overviews the history and major issues in documentary filmmaking and
draws upon existing theories particularly related to the term “committed documentaries”
as expounded by Thomas Waugh and Peter Steven. This chapter highlights some of the
issues that early documentary filmmakers explored in India and draws links or
comparisons with issues explored by contemporary documentary filmmakers.

The second chapter highlights three women filmmakers: Jharma Jhaveri, Manjira
Datta who are based in New Delhi and Rinki Roy who is based in Bombay. It examines
the objectives, the method of production and the distribution strategies adopted by
contemporary filmmakers. Following the model and concepts developed by Julia Lesage,
I study the format and modes of production and distribution that the filmmakers follow

within an Indian context.

" A quarterly published from Bombay that focuses on the Art & Cultural Aspect of India.

13



The third chapter highlights the work of one of the filmmakers - Suhasini Mulay -
who has been active in the field since 1965. This interview highlights her recollection of
her experiences and contributions to the field of documentary filmmaking in India.
Amongst all the women filmmakers that I interviewed, Suhasini Mulay has been active in
the field for the longest time and has made a significant contribution. This chapter closely
examines the issue of distribution with particular emphasis on Suhasini Mulay’s project.
I attempt to understand the modes of distribution and its importance as outlined by
Annette Kuhn, E. Ann Kaplan and other theorists who have extensively discussed the
significance of distribution in a western context. Finally, I conclude by outlining the main
points drawn from my research particularly focusing on the production, exhibition and
distribution of documentaries in India, and I suggest future prospects for research in the
field.

Part II of the thesis includes the questionnaire that was presented to the
filmmakers, followed by the transcription of the interviews with the filmmakers. I have
included a current filmmography/videography for each filmmaker. It appears at the end of

their respective interviews.

14



CHAPTER ONE
THE EARLY FILMS, COMMITTED DOCUMENTARY AND WOMEN’S
CINEMA

The principal characteristic of Third cinema is really not so much where it

is made, or even who makes it, but, rather, the ideology it espouses and the

consciousness it displays. The Third Cinema is that cinema of the Third

World which stands opposed to imperialism and class oppression in all

their ramifications and manifestations.'®

Teshome H. Gabriel

A Brief History of Documentary films

The first "actuality" films were made in India in 1898 when Sakharam
Bhatwadekar, filmed bouts of wrestling and the training of monkeys. Bhatwadekar had
opened a photographic studio in Bombay around 1880." Until 1902, there was only a
sporadic production of some travelogues, coverage of political events and news items of
the national Freedom Struggle on film. Even these meager efforts soon ceased as they
were largely ignored by Exhibitors and the public. The exigencies and needs of the
Second World War brought about the revival of short film production. The Government
sponsored the Film Advisory Board that was later named the Information Films of India.
This was the first organized encouragement given to the development of short films in
India. This organization produced films mainly for war publicity and propaganda. It also
produced some cultural shorts on Indian music and sculpture.*

During the Second World War, there was a compulsory exhibition of these films

and the spirit of nationalism rampant in the country clashed and created a certain hostility

18 Gabriel, H. Teshome, Third Cinema in the Third World. (Ann Arbor, MI: UMI Research Press,
1982) 2.
9 Erik Barnouw & S. Krishnaswamy, Indian Film, (New York and London: Columbia University

Press. 1963) 6.
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among the public towards the organization and its films. Information Films of India was
closed down in 1946 by the Interim National Government but it was soon revived under
the name of the Films Division of the Government of India in 1948. The history of the
Films Division is often credited as the launching pad of short films in India.

In Documentaries: A History of Non-Fiction films, Eric Bamouw states that film
units become an expression of nationhood, a chronicler of achievement. In India, the
Films Division of the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting kept the nation informed
about new power plants, steel plants and dams.* Most of the films produced by the Films
Division were shown in commercial theaters just before the screening of the main feature.

The Films Division held a virtual monopoly on the documentary film in India
during the first four decades of Independence, fattened by a regimen of omnipresent and
compulsory (but little heeded) theatrical screenings. These films were often a target for
criticism by the viewers who got bored by this short film format. I distinctly remember
that these "shorts" were never taken seriously by the audience. The people would be
talking or walking in the hall while these “shorts” were being screened. During the
screening some lights in the theater would be left on. When these lights went off, it was
an indication that the "main" cinema was going to commence. This clearly indicated how
dispassionate the audience was towards documentaries/short films. My own recollection
of these films is that they had boring narratives and dealt with boring subjects which
often highlighted the developments and the achievements of the government in power.
One complaint was that too large a proportion of newsreel items involved activities of

cabinet members. The members were featured cutting ribbons, laying comerstones and so

° Ibid. 200-205.
! Erik Bamouw, Documentaries: A History of the Non-Fiction films (Oxford University Press,

16



on. (No doubt this was partly a result of the readiness of ministers to cut ribbons and lay
comnerstones). Another charge was that this predilection for the activities of cabinet
members favored the party in power. The films were also criticized for their stodginess
and sameness of format. They were also criticized for their tendency to ignore

co1- 22
controversial issues.

Early films - the subjects and contents

Browsing through the digest of distinguished Indian documentary films produced
during the period 1946 - 1960, it is interesting to see which subjects were dealt with in
the early documentaries.”® Quite a number of films were travelogues, describing the

beautiful landscapes of India. Such films include: Along the Jamuna (1946), Rajasthan [

(Jaipur) (1951), Rajasthan II (1951), (Memories of Mewar) (1951), Glimpses of Assam,

Kumaon Hills, Mahaballipuram, Holy Himalayas, (1952-53), Darjeeling, Magic of the

Mountains, The Golden River, Spring Comes to Kashmir, (1954-55). Many of these films

were made on the picturesque landscapes of Kashmir and in the temples of India. Another
subject which was quite popular was the life and achievements of freedom fighters like
Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru and other political leaders of that time. After
Independence (1947) there were many new hydro-electric projects and industrial projects
which were initiated by the govermnment of India. Many of these projects were

documented by filmmakers as it was probably easier to find funding for such films. Most

1974) 207

= Erik Barnouw and S. Krishnaswamy, Indian Film, (New York and London:Columbia University
Press, 1980) 204.

3 The entire list is carried in the MARG issue, (Bombay, Marg Publications:Volume XIII, no.3 June
1960) 71-74. The list is compiled by Jag Mohan and Pyare Shivpuri.
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of these films were produced by the Films Division and a few of them were produced by

independent documentary producers.

The Independents

Though the Films Division controlled most of the production of the
documentaries, there were many filmmakers who preferred to survive on their own
strength and produce their films by raising funds independently. Among them were Paul
Zils, Dr. P.V. Pathy, Fali Bilimora, Clement Baptista, Vijaykar, Rajbans Khanna, Durga
Khote. These figures dominated the movement throughout the 1950's and 1960's.**
Except for Durga Khote all these filmmakers are male. The industry was clearly largely
ruled and dominated by men.

According to Sanjit Narwekar, in the 1950's and 1960's there was no documentary
which was longer than 22 minutes and documentary filmmakers faced many
restrictions.” In the 1980's there was a small boom of independent filmmakers on the
scene in India. Sanjit Narwekar attributes this to three trends. First, a large number of
feature filmmakers turned to short filmmaking, which had become a taboo for feature
filmmakers in the 1960's and 1970's. Many filmmakers from different parts of India
experimented with form and technique and widened the subject matter of Indian films
during this period. The second trend was that longer films were in vogue which meant a
possibility of bigger budgets. This lured more filmmakers (feature and many non-

feature). The third discernible trend was towards investigative filmmaking - using the

M This information was noted from the Films Division display on the ‘History of Short Filmmakers’
at the International Film Festival held in Bombay in February 1996.
3 Sanjit Narwekar, “Films Division and the Independent Documentary,” The March of the

Independents, (Bombay: Films Division, 1992) 63-65.
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camera to examine social and political issues. This trend soon became popular world
wide.

The 1970’s and 1980°s witnessed several political developments in India. Two
.were of major importance. One was the Emergency that was declared by the Indira
Gandhi government in 1975. The other was the quantum leap made by Doordarshan
(Indian Television) because of the Asiad (the Asian Games) in 1982. During the first
development, a state of Emergency was proclaimed by Indira Gandhi in India on June
1975 as she knew that she would lose the forthcoming elections.”® It lasted for twenty-
one months. Throughout the Emergency leaders who opposed government policies,
including elder dignitaries such as Jaya Prakash Narayan and Morarji Desai, were
suddenly awakened in the middle of the night and taken to prison. The Emergency had
devastating impact on the press. Both of these periods of Emergency as well as the Asian
games affected the Films Division and the Independents.?’ During this period, the Films
Division became a public relations firm for the new government and the filmmakers were
instructed to glorify the Emergency, "to issue extravagant claims" and "ignore the
objectionable."?®

Many people protested against the Emergency. Several political groups sprung up
within and outside India in response to the repressive Emergency. Many independent

filmmakers like Anand Patwardhan, Tapan Bose, Suhasini Mulay, and others found it

grossly offensive and unacceptable. Anand Patwardhan who had shot and completed his

2" In June 1975, Mrs. Gandhi evoked all democratic rights granted by the constitution of India
because of a court ruling against her electoral practices.
27

Jag Mohan, Documentary Films and Indian Awakening (Bombay: Films Division, 1990) 128.
8 [bid, 129.
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film Waves of Revolution (1974) was not able to acquire a Censor certificate for it.” The
film went underground during the Emergency and was shown in private and clandestine
gatherings. Once the Emergency was lifted in March 1977, the filmmaker obtained a
Censor's certificate for the film and was able to distribute the film more easily.*

The third trend that Sanjit Narwekar emphasizes is that of the popularization of
investigative filmmaking which was quite apparent in the work of independent
documentary filmmakers that emerged during and after the Emergency rule in India.
Anand Patwardhan, Tapan Bose, Suhasini Mulay, Ranjan Palit, Vasudha Joshi and
Manjira Dutta developed filmmaking activities that were an extension of their social
concerns. These filmmakers are a group of "committed" documentary filmmakers. All of
them have been engaged in the cause of fighting the systemic social injustice and
practices that repress the oppressed class in India.*’ Thomas Waugh has narrowed down
the term "committed documentary" which I have borrowed to explain, to some degree,
my understanding of the expression.”” By "commitment" Thomas Waugh means two
things. First, he means a specific ideological undertaking and a declaration of solidarity
with the goal of radical socio-political transformation. Second, he refers to a specific

political positioning, a form of activism or intervention in the process of change itself. To

» Waves of Revolution (1974) is a film documenting the Bihar movement of 1974, which was a
student and peasant led mass movement that eventually became the pretext for the Gandhi government's
imposition of Emergency rule.

1o Anand Patwardhan, "The Guerrilla Film, Underground and in Exile: A Critique and a Case Study
of Waves of Revolution" Show Us Life: Toward a History and Aesthetics of the Committed Documentary,
ed. Thomas Waugh, (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow, 1988) 459.

. For more information, please look up the filmography of each of these independent filmmakers
placed at the end of their respective interviews. All of them have largely spent their filmmaking careers to
deal with a social or political theme through their documentaries.

2 Thomas Waugh, Introduction Show Us Life: Toward a History and Aesthetics of the Commitred
Documentary. (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow, 1988) xiv.
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paraphrase Marx, a committed filmmaker is content not only to interpret the world but is
also engaged in changing it.

This utopian ideal is expressed through very pragmatic applications by most of
the filmmakers mentioned in an Indian context. For example, when Vasudha Joshi and
Ranjan Palit were making their film Voices from Baliapal (1989) the main purpose was
to stop the building of the missile plant in Baliapal, Orissa. Both the filmmakers got
involved in the issue primarily before they began to work on the film. Similar examples
are seen in the work styles of filmmakers like Anand Patwardhan, Suhasini Mulay, Tapan
Bose and many others. Patwardhan's film Bombay Our City (1985) is about the plight
and the concerns of the slum dwellers living in the city of Bombay. In the film, the
director exposes the hypocrisy of the government that creates these slum banks to draw
votes during the election and later gives orders to demolish them. Regardless of
censorship policies, these independent filmmakers constantly dig out controversial
subjects and question governmental policies and developments. Thus, the committed
documentary seems best described as a type of political practice within the larger genre of
documentary. The key issues center on the relations between makers and subjects and

between makers and the social world they hope to change.”

3 Peter Steven, Brink of Reality: New Canadian Documentary film and video, (Toronto, Between
the Lines, 1993) 41
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Distribution of the early films

In India, until 1934 distributors hardly existed and many producers dealt directly
with exhibitors. ** In the sound era, distribution had grown in importance and developed
a pattern. It had, like production of feature films become fragmented. In 1948 there were
887 distributors in India.** For the distribution of feature films the nation was divided
into five major territories and the producer dealt with a different distributor for each
territory.*®

For documentaries the scenario was quite different. There was no main
distributor. As most of the early films were funded by the Films Division, this
government body also handled the distribution of the films. Most of the earlier films were
funded either by the Films Division or by a government department and hence got shown
to the particular clients or the specific audience they were produced for. There was not a
large market for most of these films and they were stacked away in cans after a few
screenings primarily due to the lack of a distribution networks or designated screening
halls/theaters in India. Besides the difficulties of exhibition and censorship of non-
commercial films, many foreign filmmakers found the difficulties of importing their films
into India equally discouraging.’’ In the following chapters the question of distribution
will be studied further and I will attempt to understand if the scenario has changed for the

documentary filmmakers.

M There were no distributor’s during the silent era of films in India. This period lasted from 1913 to
1934.

3 Report of the Film Enquiry Committee, 1949, 1 15.

s Erik Barmouw and S. Krishnaswamy, Indian film (Columbia University Press, 1963) 145.

v Ibid, 191.
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Herstory

The history of women in documentary filmmaking in India is not new or even
relatively recent. It is, however, an uncertain history, except for the documentation on
Durga Khote who was perhaps the first woman documentary filmmaker in India. She
entered the field in 1952 and later set up her own production unit in 1960 called Durga
Khote Productions along with her two daughter-in-laws as partners. She scripted and
directed most of her work. Her film ‘Pariyakta’ (1958) on deserted women and her short
film on ancient and tribal methods of making iron made for the Films Division are well
known. However, this history is largely unwritten, it is largely unknown; being herstory,
it is typically left out of official accounts. But it exists nonetheless, a continuous presence
that begs one to question why the talent, the diligence, and the achievements of women
have not counted for more.

In India, women have been active in the field of filmmaking from the onset, yet
not much has been written about their contribution. In this thesis, I do not attempt to trace
the history of all women directors in India. Rather, I focus on the work of a select group
of documentary filmmakers. As mentioned earlier my goal is largely to understand their
objectives and purposes of making documentary films, and how they distribute their
work.

It is essential to note the importance that the 1960’s women’s movement has
attached to documentary film. This might be because the myths underlying film are the
very myths underlying our society. But these myths are much more complex than the
one-dimensional nature often presumed by Hollywood or Bollywood. For these reasons,

film has been a tool for women to project a different image of women, a way to raise
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consciousness, a means to document and study the society and its cultural systems more
closely. The following chapter studies this process in relation to three women filmmakers

in India.
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CHAPTERTWO

FILMMAKING AND DISTRIBUTION:
A CHALLENGE FOR WOMEN FILMMAKERS IN INDIA

Feminist filmmakers....have shown it is possible to reach new audiences -
in women's groups, libraries, and public schools - with films that combine

personal statement and political analysis with experimental and innovative
means.

Jump Cut

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens can
change the world: Indeed it’s the only thing that ever has.
Margaret Mead

The Filmmakers: Their image and style of documentary filmmaking

For this project, my task of choosing women directors to interview was simplified
by circumstance. Due to lack of resources and time I could only interview women in
Delhi, where I was staying with my parents, and then later in Bombay where I went to
attend the International Film Festival for Documentary, Short and Animation Films in
February 1995. In this chapter I outline the aims and objectives of these women who
entered the field of documentary filmmaking as well as their methods of production and
the modes of distributicn that they adopt. [ will attempt to elaborate on the links between
the personal lives and the political concerns of the filmmakers. Given Lesage’s
framework of the feminist documentary as a genre, I will study how these filmmakers
work within an Indian context.

As Claire Johnzton has stated, feminist documentary filmmaking is a cinematic

genre congruent with a political movement.’® In India, there were many factors that

” Claire Johnston, Introduction, Notes on Women's Cinema, ed. Claire Johnston, (London: Society
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encouraged more women to join the field, including the rise and the momentum of the
women's movement. Some of the main reasons that can be outlined were: the crisis of
state and government in the 1970s going into the Emergency; the post-Emergency
upsurge in favor of civil rights; the mushrooming of women's organizations in the early
1980s and the arrival of women's issues on the agenda. The mid-1980s were also marked
by a fundamentalist advance. This fourth factor has affected the 1990s Indian state, as the
political crisis has deepened with regard to state, government and society. Comparing the
Indian situation with its western counterpart one finds that in the late 1960s and early
1970s in the United States, women's consciousness-raising groups, reading groups, and
task-oriented groups emerged from, and often superseded, the organizations cf the anti-
war New Left.”

According to Julia Lesage, women who had learned filmmaking in the antiwar
movement and previously "uncommitted" women filmmakers began to make self-
consciously feminist films, and to learn filmmaking specifically in order to be able to
contribute to the movement. The films that Margaret Lazarus, Renner Wunderlich, Joan
Fink and others made came out of the same ethos as the consciousness-raising groups and
had the same goals.” Lesage further states that many of the first feminist documentaries
used a simple format to present to audiences (presumably composed primarily of women)

a picture of the ordinary details of women’s lives - told directly by the protagonists to the

for Education in Film and Television, 1973) 2.

» Radha Kumar, Introduction The History of Doing: An Illustrated Account of Movements for
Women's Rights and Feminism in India 1800-1990, (New Delhi: Indraprastha Press, 1993) xx-xvi

“ Julia Lesage, “The Political Aesthetics of the Feminist Documentary Film™ [ssues in Feminist
Film Criticism: ed. Patricia Erens, (Indiana University Press, 1990) 222.
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camera. This included tales of their frustrating but sometimes successful attempts to enter
and deal with the public world of work and power.*!

This trend can be seen in most of the work by Indian women documentary
filmmakers like Suhasini Mulay, Manjira Datta, Vasudha Joshi and Deepa Dhanraj who
concentrate on feminist issues such as: women’s health, literacy and female infanticide. [t
is important for these directors to present certain issues that affect women from a
women's perspective. In a country like India where the majority of women do not feel
comfortable discussing their problems with men, women filmmakers have been able to
tap into and reflect the experiences and ordeals of women.

In India, the mid-1980s have been characterized by an onslaught on the existing
rights of women through a harking back to ‘tradition’ and ‘culture,’ and to the positing of
images which emphasize women's reproductive role as the only natural and historical
one. The fundamentalist/revivalist face of dominant religious groups in India is directly
opposed to the radical demands and upsurges of a variety of parties. These revivalist
groups like the Bhartiya Janata Party, and the Vishwa Hindu Parishad are suppressing any
progress the women's movement has made towards gender equality. Women's groups
such as the Janwadi Mahila Samiti, Manushi, Kali for Women and others are trying hard
to confront and challenge these revivalist movements. The filmmakers discussed in this
chapter are part of this activist sphere. The women's movement in India is one of the
many burgeoning efforts towards the reassertion of citizen's claims to participate as
equals in the political and development process. This places it in a situation of direct

confrontation with the forces of conservatism and reaction.

# Ibid, 224.
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It would be wrong, ideologically and factually, to confine all of these women
filmmakers into a single feminist framework. The first impulse - and for many, the
continuing impulse - is an exploration of women's space in a patriarchal structure as it
exists in India. The fact is that even today in India, there are many places and situations
where women are denied even a modicum of dignity. Child marriages are still widely
prevalent and education of the girl child is often regarded as a frivolous issue. Dowry
deaths are as common as malarial deaths and the birth of a daughter is often considered a
crime to be punished by infanticide.” Yet again it would be wrong to state that most
women filmmakers deal or choose subjects relating to women only. That would be unfair
to the multiplicity of voices that articulate many realities within the sphere of women’s
documentary filmmaking in India. However, there is a multi-hued feminist thread that
runs through these films of vastly different styles and preoccupations.

This chapter will study the process and style of Jharna Jhaveri, Manjira Datta and
Rinki Roy who are independent documentary filmmakers based in Delhi and Bombay. It
will highlight the issues that are dealt with by the filmmakers interviewed as well as

explore the challenges they confront to distribute their work.

The Filmmaker and her Politics of Filmmaking

In the interviews I conducted, the women filmmakers stressed the importance of
documentary filmmaking. Documentary filmmaking offers women the opportunity to
communicate, to enter into conversation with other women who hear, listen and respond
from their own experiences and needs. In speaking and representing they have given their

ideas and experiences a validity that strengthens their inner consciousness, along with a

2 Times of India, Editorial, (New Delhi: October 14, 1996) 10.
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public and political status that can, and often has, challenged established discourses of
power. As Julia Lesage has pointed out

the self-conscious act of telling one's story as a woman in a politicized yet

personal way gives....women's conversation.....a new social force as a tool

for liberation.*

Most of the films made by the women interviewed demonstrate this in their work.
For example, Rinki Roy's film Chaar Diwari (Behind Closed Doors, 1990) tells the story
of battered women who belong to the upper, middle and lower classes of Indian society.
In other words, for most of these filmmakers the personal is right at the center of their
politics. Interviews with the filmmakers also brought forth the fact that for most of these
women, documentary filmmaking is often not their "money earning” profession.
Documentary filmmaking is taken up mainly because of their commitment to address a

social or political issue through this particular medium.“

Rinki Roy’s film Chaar Diwari, on the issue of conjugal violence, is a

documentary that is circulated in academic circles as well as rural and urban
surroundings. Much has been written against conjugal violence - a problem that
transcends class, caste and creed in India and in other nations. [ saw the film for the first
time in a classroom of graduate film students at the Jamia Millia Institution in New Delhi.
The filmmaker was present for the screening and later led the discussion. The film has
many aesthetic faults - for example the sound track at times is out of sync, the picture

quality is not very good and the editing is not very smooth. Yet it was very clear that the
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Julia Lesage, "Feminist Documentary: Aesthetics and Politics." Show Us Life: Toward a History
and_Aesthetics of the Committed Documentary. ed. by Thomas Waugh, (Metuchen, N.Y.: Scarecrow,
1984) 250-51.

"‘ Here, allow me to identify my own dispositions. I am committed to the continued development

of the documentary practice. [ believe that documentary films provide one of the most powerful means we
have to represent communities to one another and to address social issues and problems.
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students appreciated that a documentary on the issue had been produced. Funding is
scarce for documentaries in India so often the technical part becomes secondary. Dunng
the discussion following the screening, the students debated the issues more than the
format of the film. Here the structure of the documentary became secondary, even for
these film students. Because most of the students could relate to the issue, they discussed
the impact and causes of conjugal violence in their personal lives and in Indian society.
For Rinki Roy the making of Chaar Diwari also served a personal therapeutic purpose,
helping her to make sense of the problems in her own life. Chaar Diwari illustrates how a
very personal experience was translated into a political and collective experience. In this
film, Rinki Roy has used the simple format of narration to present a complex problem
prevalent in Indian society. Here Lesage would state that biography, simplicity, trust
between women filmmakers and female subjects, a linear narrative structure, little self-
consciousness about the flexibility of the cinematic medium - are what characterize the
feminist documentaries of the 1970s in the West. But this format is also quite prevalent in

India in the 1990s.¥

Manjira Datta's film Rishte (Relationships, 1994) examines how in spite of many
social reforms and struggles girls/daughters are discriminated against in a society like
India. The film explores the death of Lali Devi who committed suicide because she bore
only daughters. The film portrays how some segments of Indian society value sons over

daughters and the pressures that this places on many women. The film traces the

s Julia Lesage, "Feminist Documentary: Aesthetics and Politics." Show Us Life: Toward a History
and Aesthetics of the Committed Documentary. ed. Thomas Waugh, (Metuchen, N.Y.: Scarecrow, 1984)
250-51.
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circumstances surrounding the suicide of the woman who failed to give birth to a male
child.

In my interview with Manjira Datta, she explained that after she made her film
Rishte an organization was formed in Mongolpuri in West Delhi to take up cases such as
Lali Devi’s. The film motivated people to form an organization to support women who
are dominated and oppressed by these societal pressures. People feel comfortable
knowing that there is a place/organization where they can go to get help. According to
Manjira Datta, when she has screened the film spectators have walked up to her
afterwards and told her that the film made them reflect on complicity in this system. She
feels that if these films make people think and reflect - it is a great accomplishment, and
the message will have been conveyed to the audience. In such a situation, the changes are
brought about on an individual as well as a collective level.

As Jharna Jhaveri states

One of the important aims of the filmmakers is to raise consciousness

through their films. Consciousness raising has always been seen as both a

method for arriving at the truth and a means for action and organizing.

Despite this emphasis on problems particular to women, these filmmakers don't
just make films on women. For Manjira Datta, who has directed a number of
documentaries, it is important to explore a gamut of issues concerning humanity. She
believes that she does not need to be ghettoized by dealing only with women’s issues in
her documentaries just because she is a woman. Manjira Datta does not agree with
categories such as "woman's cinema" as she feels that each issue effects different

communities and different groups in different ways. She elaborates by giving an example

from her recent work.
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Though Rishte was a film about a woman, there were hardly any women

in the film, and it is really about male conflict and contradictions. It was

interesting for me, because I have never before made a so-called woman's

film, and in this film the contradictions among the male members and

older women members of the family highlights what really is the problem

with our traditional beliefs.

It is clear that the experiences of women, their preferences and choices are limited,
defined and molded by the broader political and social setting. In turn they need to be
studied and understood in such a broad context.

Upon meeting the filmmakers that I interviewed, it became apparent that most of
them belong to a privileged cultural background, if not a very economically affluent one.
Active participation in social issues is a privilege of this class. Despite the fact that most
of the women filmmakers that I interviewed belong to a privileged cultural background,
each of them had to struggle in different ways to enter the field of documentarty
filmmaking. For example, when Jharna Jhaveri decided to enter the field, her mother was
horrified. Jharna Jhaveri was married at that time, and had to convince her parents as well
as her husband and his family why it was important for her to make films. She recounts
that this was a very difficult and tedious procedure. She remembers that the first time that
she decided to go and work in the interiors of Bihar her mother cried as though she was
going to war. This is quite a common experience of many women in India who enter a
field such as documentary filmmaking. This is largely because there is no structure or
fixed hours or time of work. This particular experience is not in any way restricted to a
certain class of women in India but is apparent in varied degrees across the board.

For most of these filmmakers, making a documentary allowed them to explore a

subject in its entirety through a medium extremely familiar with the masses in India. For
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most people in India, an article on the issue probably would not have had the same
significance or impact as a film due to the low literacy rate in the country.

As Manjira Datta states

Film is a medium which can make you think. In documentary film, the

victory is in the frame. The filmmaker can totally manipulate the audience.

It can make vou feel charged up, happy, angry, frustrated.....it can be

emotionally satisfying, intellectually uplifting.

According to Manjira Datta, film can motivate and politicize the audience on the
subject or issue in question. It can also encourage women to articulate their experiences
and collectively address political relationships and existing structures through the
medium of film.

The topic or the subject of the documentary is extremely important to all the
filmmakers. None of the filmmakers that I interviewed have made films that are not issue
based. As Jhama Jhaveri emphasized, it is important to film the fact that the practice of
devadasi’s still exists in Southern India. When she observed the literacy movement and
its success in Bihar she was instantly drawn to record the happenings. It is a coincidence
that most of her work concentrates on issues relating to women. As Jharna Jhaven puts it

I have never been able to see the women's movement in isolation of

anything else that is happening around it. I don't see women's issues in

isolation or alien to the rest of the issues. I think issues of caste,
communalism, issues of poverty, oppression are common and women

being the last in the whole hierarchy. My aim is to deal with women issues

not because it sells rather because / am concerned about them.

Most of the issues that filmmakers deal with are integral to women. As Jharna

Jhaveri has rightfully mentioned, in a country like India, one cannot study women's issues

in isolation.
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Process of Production and the Struggle for Funding

Once a theme has been chosen the process of production is initiated. This
"process" is explained well by Anand Patwardhan, who acts as a mentor for most
filmmakers in India. For Jharna Jhaveri, Rinki Roy, Sehjo Singh, Seemantini Dhuru,
Reena Mohan and many others in India, Anand Patwardhan has been extremely helpful in
the initial stages of their career in documentary filmmaking. He gave his equipment to
them, and he helped them to build their resources and networks. In his essay, “The
Guerrilla Film, Underground and in Exile...” he elaborates on the process of making a
guerrilla film. This process is common for making documentaries on controversial topics.

Once the theme has been chosen, it is discussed. A chain reaction
of discussions takes place and the original idea is repeatedly modified.
Every person who comes into contact with the idea, acts upon it and is
acted upon it to one extent or the other.

The consciousness process has already begun. A rough script
begins to be formed. A crew comes together. The making of guerrilla
cinema is a political act and every production meeting is a political
meeting. The meetings are secret or open depending on the circumstances
prevailing at the time.

The number of people involved increases at each succeeding stage.
From the person who types the script to the one who helps carry the
equipment, all share a degree of involvement in the real-life drama they
have chosen to participate in. In extremely repressive conditions, every
person involved, even at the very periphery of the filmmaking process,
takes a risk, and this conscious act of risk-taking transforms such a person
into an activist.

The risk-taking does not end with the production of the film but
continues, sometimes in much more acute form into the distribution
process, where at times every screening of the film is a militant political
act fraught with dangerous consequences if the screening is discovered by
authorities.*

The quote above represents the particular experiences of a guerrilla filmmaker,

but the female documentary filmmaker who makes a film on a political or social issue in

6 Anand Patwardhan, ‘The Guerrilla Film, Underground and in Exile: A Critique and a case study
of waves of revolution’ Show Us Life: Toward a History and Aesthetics of the Committed Documentary.
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India faces similar ordeals. If the issue has a controversial meaning and it challenges the
government’s norms and objectives, the filmmaker struggles from the beginning to the
end. During my research I found that most of the filmmakers interviewed picked
controversial subjects. For example, Jharna Jhaveri’s film on the Narmada movement is
anti-establishment/government. This means that the film was shot while dodging the
government officers or the local authorities, because of the constant fear of being locked
up or of the equipment being confiscated. Manjira Datta’s film Seeds of Plenty, Seeds of
Sorrow (1992) got her into trouble with the policy makers in charge of the food policy
between the north and the south. She had to shrewdly acquire the information from the
officers who were partially funding the project. Quite often due to the social commitment
and non-compromising attitude of the filmmakers certain projects like Suhasini Mulay’s
film on the Kashmir issue and Jharna Jhaveri’s film on the Narmada remain incomplete
due to a lack of resources.

For most fiimmakers funding is the biggest constraint. Because they are not
willing to compromise and they fear the Indian Censor board, most filmmakers try to
look for foreign funding. One can be committed to a cause or an issue but if there is no
money nothing can be accomplished. Quite of a few of the filmmakers have often worked
by raising money through friends and family or on very meager budgets which often
amounts to compromising on technique and quality.

As Jharna Jhaveri puts it

You believe you want to do something - sometimes you don't know how

and by the time you organize funds you loose focus or the drive. It can be
very frustrating.

(Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow, 1988) 447-48.
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As a result of the lack of funds, the crew is not very large for a shoot. Sometimes it is just
the director, an assistant and a camera-person. Most of these filmmakers are also not
professionally trained. In turn, they learn as they work. As [ have previously mentioned,
they are activists first and then filmmakers.

With the introduction of video technology things have become easier for the
filmmakers. Video technology was introduced in India in the late 1980's. Before this
period most of the documentaries were either shot on 16mm or 35mm which also meant
battling the non-availability of raw stock, laboratories, sound facilities, editing tables and,
worst of all, projectors in most rural and urban areas. Editing facilities were only
available in major cities like Bombay, New Delhi, Madras and Calcutta. With the coming
of video technology, the production costs were reduced and most filmmakers are now
slowly able to buy equipment. This equipment is much lighter and more compact which
helps to cut down the production costs. Editing facilities are also comparatively cheaper
and more easily available. Filmmakers like Nilita Vachani have been able to set up
editing suites and rent them out when they are not editing. This has become a lucrative
side business for some filmmakers. But the earlier filmmakers constantly struggled with
the non-availability of funds, huge bulky equipment, production and post-production
hassles, the battle with the censor board and the strains linked to the distribution and

projection of controversial documentary films.

Modes of Distribution

India lacks an infrastructure to distribute its documentaries and all the filmmakers

raised the issue regarding the problem of distributing their work. While the commercial
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feature film industry controls its own distribution, documentary film remains the
exclusive domain of the State, which controls both the Films Division (similar to but with
far less autonomy than the National Film Board of Canada) and TV. The documentaries
made for the Films Division or other government bodies are the only ones which find a
channel for distribution in certain sectors. This is largely due to lack of funds and interest
by government officials who are afraid to encourage an anti-establishment film. Another
source of production and distribution of documentaries dealing with India is the foreign
market. If a film has been funded by foreign investors than it has a better scope for
circulation. Most filmmakers tend to look for foreign funding. Manjira Datta, Suhasini
Mulay and others have found foreign funding in the past to support their projects.
However, one of the major drawbacks of getting foreign funding is that the film must
cater to a foreign audience by explaining to them the problems or the plight of Indian
society. Finally, most foreign investors want films in their language. Most of the time the
interviews and the text of these documentaries is predominantly in English, thereby only
satisfying the elite in India. I strongly believe that the documentaries need to be in the
local/regional language and should be shown within and outside the areas where a
problem or social condition exists, if they are to serve as a tool for disseminating
information and encouraging discussions.

Most of the filmmakers that I interviewed do not see filmmaking and distribution
in India as two separate things as a film is not complete if it is not distributed. Some of
the filmmakers have decided to circulate their work themselves by holding public

screenings followed by a discussion with the audience.
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Jharna Jhaveri and Manjira Datta mentioned that they often screened their friend’s
films besides their own in different cities or villages. As Jharna Jhaveri explains

I believe that you can't make films to show in festivals or stuff like that.

You have to decide why you make films. If you want to make films

because you really believe that this is an instrument for social

transformation - one of the tools of social transformation, then you have to

reach out.

Jharna Jhaveri says she has shown Anand Patwardhan's film Ram Ke Naam (1992) in
different towns and villages more than fifty to seventy times and after each screening
there were discussions and debates.’

It is interesting to note that without a proper distribution network, copies of films
are distributed either by the filmmakers themselves or through the help of a few non-
governmental organization. It would definitely help to have a distribution system in
place. As Sehjo Singh, a Delhi based filmmaker retorted with frustration when I asked her
how she distributed her films — “How do you expect me to do everything — I direct,
produce, raise funds, finally I have to distribute my own films! Do I work or network?.”
This question led me investigate if any of the filmmakers or anyone in the industry had

thought of devoting time to build an infrastructure to distribute these documentaries. If

there is no distribution system — the effort of all these filmmakers will remain futile.

s Ram Ke Naam(1992) directed by Anand Patwardhan is a film documenting the rise of Hindu
fundamentalism in India. It portrays the ideologies propagated by the BJP and the nationalist forces and
traces the reasons which led to the demolition of the mosque and the building of a Hindu temple on its site
by Hindu fundamentalists on 6" December 1992.
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CHAPTER THREE

SUHASINI MULAY: FOCUSING ON DISTRIBUTION

It suits me to make pictures on celluloid....memory pictures....that make

stories more interesting and exciting. With film, you are able to transpose

these pictures of memory, imagination and reality, and make a [visual]

story from them. It is, I think, a continuation of the oral tradition. That's

how I see my work.

-Merata Mita

Suhasini Mulay is one of the few filmmakers who has attempted to build a
distribution network. In this section, I will describe and analyze the work of Suhasini
Mulay and examine her contribution to the field of documentary film in India. My
information is recorded in an extended interview with her. Amongst all the filmmakers
that I interviewed, Suhasini Mulay has been associated with the field of documentary
filmmaking for the longest time. She understands the problems and obstacles in this field,
and she has recently taken on the daunting task of trying to improve documentary
filmmaking in India. Suhasini Mulay feels that this task of distribution has to be taken up
by the filmmakers themselves. Despite various attempts and pleas made to the Ministry
of Broadcasting, the Indian Documentary Producers Association and other groups, there
has been very little change. Because Bollywood films draw such handsome revenues, the
documentaries are shunted aside and little attention is paid to the fate of documentaries in
India.

Documentary filmmakers - especially those whose work reflects a social and

political commitment - are not often asked to describe their creative process. In this

chapter, I will shed light on the process that Suhasini Mulay adopts. I will also describe
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her intense commitment both to the field of documentary filmmaking, and to building a

distribution network in India.

The Process of Production

Having worked with Suhasini Mulay in India, I realized that work never ended.
She was always very conscious of whatever was happening around her, imagining how a
simple event could be translated and narrated on celluloid. From the woman who came to
do the daily chores at the office and the gardener who maintained the small garden to her
friends and colleagues - Suhasini Mulay took a personal interest in people's lives. I
remember an instance where her sister’s servant was suffering from tuberculosis and she
realized that no one was taking care of the situation. She took it upon herself to get him
proper medical attention. Similar sensitivity and care was taken while shooting and
interviewing people for her films. Suhasini Mulay is committed to knowing her subjects
extremely well before filming them. As a result most people are very comfortable talking
to her and narrating their experiences.

Certain significant stories often find their way into Suhasini Mulay's films. The
dialogues, narration and situations presented through her docu-fictional films feel
realistic, because they emerge out of retold stories. For example, in her docu-fiction film
Chitthi (The Letter, 1989), the whole idea of the film was sparked by a personal
experience.

I lived in a place where there was no privacy and mail got opened - and

this is very true of any Indian family - a letter arrives in the family and

everybody wants to read it - because the family unit in India is much

tighter knit. So I have always written two letters - one which talks of

general things and the other a personal one. So the idea of this film came
from there. The husband writes home two letters - one general letter for
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the entire family and the other one a personal one addressed to his wife.

But the woman has forgotten to read and both the letters get read publicly

by the village school master. The message of the film was to promote

adult literacy in the villages in a simplistic manner which people could

relate to.

While most of her films begin with a translation of a real event, Suhasini Mulay is
also of the opinion that all films are subjective as they are an interpretation of one's own
understanding of the situation. She feels they reflect the filmmaker's personal opinions.

My films are totally subjective. The objective-subjective argument from my

point of view, at least in film terms, is a lot of nonsense. The films are my
response to a certain experience.

Grierson once defined the documentary as “the creative interpretation of reality.”™®
But the question remains: What is reality? When I discussed it with Suhasini Mulay she
strongly stated that

It is a myth that documentaries portray reality. The fact that you are

shooting something - you have already tinkered with the image - just the

physical presence of the camera has changed the situation. The only thing

a documentary filmmaker has to do is to be truthful to the subject.

Suhasini Mulay feels that just by the mere fact that the filmmaker has used a
tripod and a camera to shoot, she “is tinkering with the reality.” In other words, the entry
of a foreign object and the people involved in the shoot changes the dynamics. People
tone down and may become self-conscious by the mere presence of the camera.

This phenomenon is explored by Eileen McGarry in "Documentary realism and

women's cinema." She points out that long before the filmmakers arrive at the scene,

reality itself is coded "first in the infrastructure of the social formation (human economic

8 Richard Dyer MacCann, A Montage of Theories, (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co.,1966) 44
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practice) and secondly by the superstructure of politics and ideology."*® The filmmaker,
then, is "not dealing with reality, but with that which has become the pro-filmic event:
that which exists and happens in front of the camera."** McGarry argues that to ignore the
manner in which the dominant ideology and cinematic traditions encode
the pro-filmic event is to hide the fact that reality is selected and altered by

the presence of the film workers, and the demands of the equipment.”'

E. Ann Kaplan takes this argument a step further in her "Realist Debate in
Feminist Film."

While this is true to a certain extent (obviously any screen image is the

result of a great deal of selection, in terms of what footage to show, what

shot to place next to which, angle and distance from subject, what words

to use, etc.) as we'll see the documentarist neither has control over the

referent nor is she totally controlled by signifying practices. Paradoxically,

what she does have more control over is precisely ideology. '**

Suhasini Mulay’s efforts to remain ‘truthful to the subject’ are practiced
constantly as she keeps a permanent vigil on what is important in dealing with the subject
or the issue as well as the person she is interviewing.

Kaplan tries to understand what makes a film “realistic” and suggests that such
films arise from (1) their use of working class people and issues (i.e. this class, and its
concerns, are somehow more "real" than the middle classes); (2) their focus on real-life

events as opposed to made-up stories; (3) their use of real locations as opposed to

artificial studio sets; and (4) their deployment of Italian neo-realism and its cinematic

49 Eileen McGarry: "Documentary realism and women's cinema,” Women and Film, (vol. 2. no. 7,
1982) 50.

50 Ibid.

3t Ibid.51.

2 E. Ann Kaplan, "Realist Debate in Feminist film", Women and Film: Both Sides of the Camera.

(New York: Methuen, Inc., 1983) 127.
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techniques, such as the long take, which was assumed to prevent the meddling with
actuality assumed in montage, etc.’

Despite the fact that documentary and fiction films begin with different material
(fiction films with actors in a studio, and documentaries with actual people in their
environment), once this material becomes a strip of film to be constructed in whatever

way the author wishes, the difference evaporates.

On the Question of Female Aesthetics

When Silvia Bovenschen in 1976 posed the question “Is there a feminist
aesthetic?” the only answer she could give was, yes and no:

Certainly there is if one is talking about aesthetic awareness and modes of

sensory perception. Certainly not, if one is talking about an unusual

variant of artistic production or about a painstakingly constructed theory

of art.**

In response to the question of female aesthetics, Suhasini Mulay explains that she
has noticed that there are differences between a male director’s work versus that of a
female director. She feels that in a country like India where quite often women are not
comfortable talking to men, it helps if there are more women on the crew - especially
behind the camera when a woman is being interviewed. She admits that the differences of
framing a shot or composing an image are probably psychological. However, based on

her experience in the field she can instantly know if the filmmaker or the camera woman

1s female or not.

» Ibid.126.

4 Silvia Bovenschen, “Is there a Feminine Aesthetic?” trans. Beth Weckmueller, New German

Critique, ( no 10: Winter, 1977.)
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Suhasini Mulay elaborates by giving an example which took place during the
shooting of Likh Ke De Do (1979). Tapan Bose was maneuvering the camera when they
were shooting a scene where they were trying to create the atmosphere of the loneliness
of a woman after her husband has gone. Mulay broke a branch of a tree and hung the
branch from the top of the window sill. The frame consisted of the window with a pot
near the window sill and the branch hanging from one of the comers of the window.
Suhasini Mulay felt that aesthetically the shot looked good but when Tapan Bose looked
at the shot through the lens he did not understand how the branch came into the frame
when the tree was so far above. Suhasini Mulay did not care about "cheating” as long as
the frame appealed to her. She explains that often these kind of clashes used to take place
between her and Tapan Bose and they could be attributed to difference of aesthetics, style
or opinion between the two of them. Yet again, Suhasini Mulay feels that she can often
tell when she looks at a frame if it has been composed by a man or a woman.

Certain techniques are very unique to Suhasini Mulay and her filmmaking style.
Having worked with her on several productions I have observed and leamnt from them.
One of these techniques involves letting people in the film talk for themselves. She is
careful never to prompt or suggest a point of view during the course of the interview.
Usually the camera person is given a detailed briefing before the shoot and the camera
person knows when to start his or her camera without letting the interviewee become
conscious of it. In this way, the camera remains unobtrusive and the people are more at
ease when they are being filmed.

Another way that Suhasini Mulay records natural actions on the part of her screen

characters is to accustom them to the camera, cameraman and sound recording devices
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