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100 ROSIE THOMAS

how it is involved in constructing a modern Indian identity. I suggest that
the figure of the Mother largely defines (and usually concretely embodies)
the field of good, that of the Villain, the field of bad. What is particularly sig-
nificant is the way in which the good-evil opposition becomes subtly con
flated with another set of ideas: good with associations of the traditional,
that which is Indian; bad with those of the nontraditional and the “non-
Indian” This means that the ideal moral universe becomes integrally bound
up with a discourse on traditionalism and nationalism and, in particular,
that ideas about kinship and sexuality feed directly into notions about
national identity. I will argue that through operation of this moral universe
the films construct an Other—a cold, calculating, rai)acious, but exotic
West/outsider—which has implications for the construction of notions of
Indian-ness.” The narrative function of the hero is to mediate between these
two poles. In this operation certain elements of the “nontraditional” can be-
come “legitimated” and incorporated within the “traditional”—that is, con-
notations of, for example, love marriage or women driving motorbikes can
gradually be shifted through careful negotiation of the contexts within
which they appear.? Thus, films—including texts such as film-star gossip—
are an important locus for the ongoing negotiation and transformation of a
sense of “modern” Indian traditionalism. For many years sociologists have
recognized the relevance of Indian films to an understanding of the process
of “modernizing” India. Thus, as long ago as 1964, Singer went to Madras
with “two tentative research plans, both designed to explore the ways in
which cultural traditions are modernised”; the second of them was to study
“how modern cultural media, especially the films, were becoming vehicles
for the cultivation of new regional and national identities”® His model was
one of adaptation and selective assimilation into a continually evolving core
of traditions: “making Indian society more ‘modern’ without making it any
less Indian.”!® While this model lacked the sophistication of more recent
work on ideology and discourse theories, the notion of a constant, gradual,
almost imperceptible transformation was useful, although he never follow-
ed through his intention of studying films.

In focusing on a period from the mid-1970s to the early 1980s, I am con-
cerned with a period of particularly marked transition within Hindj cinema.
The ground rules of the moral universe against which the filmmakers of that
period pushed were very much the ideal system from the late 1950s to the
mid-1970s. The result of their pushing at these boundaries has meant some
significant shifts, particularly of certain of the associations of the key terms.

MELODRAMA AND LIE INDCUULLOLIULY Vs siasase-—s = -

The underlying logic of the system as a framework within which negotiation

 can take place, however, is still more or less intact today.

Films and National Identity

The literature on Indian cinema has fr}elqlg.ntg asfs:;’ie{cill tr:: ix;alst;;);tai 1;‘:}:;;
Hindi cinema. For example, the Hindi o . et

:;ii;f[lndia] has yet got toward evolving a 1an‘guage which has. Zl:til:,lllll_ti
simplicity and a quality which can best be descrlbec? as co}rlnm;zu o eldly
and, throughout the country, is understood more widely than the e
government bureaucratic Hindi. Equally, thc? appeal of .ﬁlmlslonflst. o
stars is said to transcend linguistic boundaries .and ‘re-:g1on:112 oyd. ies:

film stars are, in a sense, the most Indian of Indian citizens”** and:

The movies seem to be the single most powerful force in the forrgaéion rtr)li N
mass culture. The popularity and tremendous appeal (})1f ti;lllms an hr:ve
ior ians i i le. . . . With the cinema
the majority of Indians is a prime examp. ‘ ‘ !
::?)me ne“]r co;ycepts of speech, dress, life-style, values, family relationships,

dance and music."? ‘ .

It has been claimed that “the unconscious assimilation of. [ﬁllm]hng H c113
i i i ion”!* and also, more jokingly, that Hind1

tegration”'* an s
really a factor in national in 1 als e
) ifyi ing about India.”'* Whatever the tru
films are “the only unifying thing a ndi ; e
grand claims, at a very obvious level Hindi films are clearly important 1
ishi i identity.

establishing a sense of national i - .

First, all mainstream Indian cinema has shown an amazing res1st;nzle ttc;
Hollywood cultural imperialism. Since Indian cinema has alw:.iys a eln
own vast distribution markets capable of sustaining the industry, its c<f)n\{d i

i i wide
i i t conforming to the expectations o
tions were able to develop withou . "
international audiences. Thus, traditional entertainment forms, n.otablly \;h
lage dramatizations of the mythological epics and also, more direct Y Z
urban nineteenth- and twentieth-century Parsee theater with its adapt;%u?n
: . -
of Shakespeare and Victorian melodrama, inflected this development, inte
i i developments.!¢
_acting, of course, with many other . t
B:)gr’nbay filmmakers frequently stress that they aim to make: ﬁlmsﬁth.atl
differ in both format and content from Western films, that there is a de n; e
skill to making films for the Indian audience, that this audience has spe;ahc
indi the
needs and expectations, and that to compare Hindi films to t};lcl)lsg 0 o ]
West—or those of Indian “art” cinema—is irrelevant. No successful bom });
filmmaker simply copies Western films. Of course, most borrow ope;ﬂy}lljot
story ideas and sometimes complete sequences from Hollywood, Hong
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