Globalization — A New Avenue to Women
Empowerment

Dulal Kumar Basu & Manikuntala Basu

In ancient India women enjoyed equal status with men in all fields of life.
They were educated in early vedic period. They were free to select their husband.
They used to enjoy equal status and rights during early vedic period. But the sta-
tus of women began to decline with Smritis (esp. Manusmriti in 200 BC.) and with
the Islamic invasion of Babur and of the Mughal empire and later Christianity
curtailing women'’s freedom and rights. It can be traced from one of the sayings of
Manusmriti that goes like this — “In childhood a female must be subject to her fa-
ther, in youth to her husband, when her lord is dead to her sons”. It means woman
is undeserving for independence. Since then the women in India began to face
confinement and restrictions.

Gradually with the passing of times the social status of women deterio-
rated particularly from medieval period when Sati, Child marriages and ban on
widow remarriages became part of social life in India. The Muslim conquest in the
Indian subcontinent brought purdah practice in the Indian society. In some parts
of India, the Devdasis or the temple women were sexually exploited, polygamy
was widely practiced esp. among Hindu Kshatriya rulers and in many Muslim
families women were restricted to zenana areas.

Practically speaking, patriarchal and social pressures like caste based dis-
crimination and social restrictions, lack of education, inadequate access to produc-
tive resources, perennial poverty, insufficient advancement facilities and power-
lessness in all spheres of life have plagued the lives of Indian women with little

respite. Socially the majority of Indian women is still tradition bound and is in a
disadvantageous position,

With this social background in view, this paper tries to give an overview ol
what are the pros as comparing to the cons for women empowerment in India in
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Mahasweta Devi and Caste Movement in
West Bengal: A Study on ‘Mother of Hazar
Churasi’ A

Rajarshi Maity

ABSTRACT

In Mahashweta Devi’s story, a mother who had been
changed over in the wake of losing her child is enlivened
against the setting of the systematic “destruction” of the
Naxalites in Bengal during the 1970s. During the level of
her vocation, one such renowned dissident, Mahasweta Devi,
composed for eighteen hours every day, revealing insight
into the difficulty of those living under the equitably masked
dictator system. She upheld for the strengthening and
freedoms of the Lodha and Shabar clans in the Indian
provinces of West Bengal, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, and
Chhattisgarh. She is perceived for daring to confront serious
areas of strength for the that most of the male creators of
the day dreaded. She advanced into the reference point for
the muddled thoughts of the clans and the results of the
situation, known as the Naxalites. Mahasweta uncovered
the counter tribal, enemies of ladies, hostile to poor, and
against turner medieval system. With the guide of her picked
work “Mother of 1084” and a couple of others, the ongoing
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Feminism and Intersectionality in
India: Challenges and Opportunities

Rajarshi Maity

It has become a staple of feminist activism to ensure that

diverse, converging persecutory systems are used to sh
women's lives. Antiracist movements

understanding that persecution is
particular cycle or linked political con

seen as constituted of various, unifying, or united frameworks
begins. Women's rights activists examine the claim that
women's oppression may be discovered by looking solely at
their orientation. The lengthy and painful heritage of its
rejections is perhaps "the most pressing challenge confronting
contemporary feminism," and intersectionality is offered as a
speculative and political answer. The "primary commitment

that ladies' examinations have made to date" has been praised
as the intersectionality theory!.

ape
are  where this
most definitely not g

nection but is instead best

Women's activist artistic analysis has existed for around 200
years at this point. This academic analysis is made in light of
the perception of women's circumstances in the long run and
accomplishment of their unique and helpful activity without
assistance from anyone else. Feminism serves as the foundation
for scholarly research of women's activist movements. Two
Waves of feminism have come and gone. In the Primary Wave,
Women had successfully fought for their social liberties, the
OPportunity to pursue hj gher education, and the ability to obtain
Positions in the relevant business sectors. The fact that this wave
*¢rved as a prelude to later women's activists' more profound
and unpretentious social activism was more significant. The
Second Wave, also known as the Ladies' Freedom Movement,

569

@ Scanned with OKEN Scanner



ISBN: 978-93-91535-57-5

Certificate

VI'"INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON
RESEARCH, ANALYZE, COMMUNICATE AND EVALUATE

THE CERTIFICATE IS PROUDLY PRESENTED TO

Rajarshi Maity
Sardar Patel University, Balaghat
FOR PARTICIPATING AND PRESENTING HIS/HER PAPER
TITLED

Penetrating Realms: An In-Depth Analysis of
Social Realism in Selected Novels by Khushwant Singh

DURING VI""INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE RACE-2023 HELD ON
28""AUGUST 2023

ORGANIZED BY:

DOLPHIN (PG) COLLEGE OF SCIENCE & AGRICULTURE, CHUNNI KALAN,

PUNJAB, INDIA
AFFILIATED TO PUNJABI UNIVERSITY, PATIALA AND ACCREDITED WITH 'A' GRADE BY NATIONAL

ASSESSMENT AND ACCREDITATION COUNCIL (NAAC)
IN ASSOCIATION WITH

INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF RESEARCH AND DEVELOPED ORGANIZATION

(IARDO)
[UNDER THE BANNER OF INDIA EDUCATIONAL CHARITABLE TRUST (REGD.)] GHAZIABAD INDIA

www.iardo.com

: : oo
Er. Vibhav Mittal

Vice Chairman, Dolphin Group of Colleges ’ DI‘. A.K. ShClrmG
Fatehgarh Sahib & Dehradun . Director, IARDO




ISBN: 978-93-91535-95-7

CERTIFICATE

INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON GLOBAL

RESEARCH TRENDS IN HIGHER BDUCEION
(ICGRTHE-2023)

This Certificate is presented to

Tgmﬁy Rajarshi Maity wwuw.iardo.com

SARDAR PATEL UNIVERSITY, BALAGHAT
For participating and presenting his/her paper titled

Khushwant Singh's Literary Canvas: Exploring Social Realism in Chosen
Novels through Critical Analysis

during the International Conference ICGRTHE-2023 held on 30th September 2023
Organized by:
Trinity Academy of Engineering, Pune
Accredited by NAAC with ‘A+’ Grade

( Approved by AICTE, New Delhi, Govt. of Maharashtra & affiliated to
Savitribai Phule Pune University)

In association with

International Association of Research and Developed Organization
(IARDO)
[Under the Banner of India Educational Charitable Trust (Regd.)] Ghaziabad (India)

o Ok sy O

Principal Prof. &« HOD Asst. Professor
Dr. Nilesh J. Uke Computer Engg. Dept. Mechanical Engg. Dept.
Dr. Mukund B. Wagh Dr. Manoj K. Chaudhary
T5131

~L

20,

3
nference World

V)

.\§

www.conferenceworld.in

ICGRTHE
2023

St



Edited by MONA CHETTRI
with KTIEN HIMA & NIKITA RAI




Eastern Himalaya Series:
Gender, Sexual/Other Identities

Series Editor
MONA CHETTRI

Co-Editors
KTIEN HIMA, NIKITA RAI

RACHNA



Rachna Books & Publications
Development Area

Gangtok 737101

Sikkim

rachnabooks.com
mail@rachnabooks.com

First published in paperback by Rachna Books & Publications 2022
Copyright © Rachna Books and Publications, 2022
ISBN: 978-81-89602-13-0

10987654321

Typeset in Garamond Premier Pro by Jojy Philip, New Delhi
Cover design by Karchoong Diyali
Printed at Thomson Press India Ltd.

All rights are reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission of the

publisher.

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade
or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the
publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in

which it is published.

MIX
Pap!g:' from
responsible sources
Eﬁﬁ FSC® C010615




Contents

Notes on Contributors
Notes on the Editors

Acknowledgements

Introduction: Experiencing, Expressing and Performing
Gender/Sexual and Other Identities in the eastern Himalaya
Mona Chettri, Ktien Hima, Nikita Rai

1. Queer Tales from the Hills: Reading Two Inaugural Texts
from the Darjecling-Sikkim Himalaya
Anil Pradhar

2.  Migrant Women Labourers at the borders: The vulnerabilities
of seasonal trans-national women labourers in Darjeeling

Yojak Tamang

3. Being Plantation Women in the eastern Himalaya: Experiences
from Darjeeling and Sikkim
Babika Kbawas

4. 'The Fate That Comes with Being Born a ‘Cheli Beti’
Rinzing Ongmu Sherpa

5. The ‘Other’ Desires: Exploring Intimate Lives and Sexuality
of Disabled and Sorceress Women in Nepali Cinema

Jenisha Singh
6. ‘For Ladies Only’: Neighbourhood Beauty Parlours as Spaces

of Desire and Resistance
Ranu Kunwar

vii

xi

10

29

45

61

72

86



The ‘Other’ Desires

Exploring Intimate Lives and Sexuality of Disabled
and Female Ghosts in Nepali Cinema

Jenisha Singh

Introduction

Adrienne Rich (1995, p. 250) writes, “I know no woman ... for whom her
body is not a fundamental problem: its clouded meanings, its fertility, its
desire, its so-called frigidity, its bloody speeches, its silences, its speeches
and its mutilations” A woman’s body is never free of mediation and
interpretations (Suleiman 1998, p. 2). It is constantly under the scrutiny of
the male gaze and desire. The female body is seen as a site for constructing
the binaries of beautiful/ugly, pleasure/nurturance and angelic/monstrous.
A woman’s desiring body is situated at the central premises of scrutiny and
subsequent meaning-making. While her body is used to construct meaning,
she is “denied the opportunity of becoming the meaning creating bodily
subject” (Pateman and Gross 2013, p. 147). As Cixous (1976, p. 880) notes,
awoman’s body “has been more than confiscated from her... has been turned
into an uncanny stranger on display” The denial of a claim to on¢’s body
likewise signifies a denial of one’s sexuality, desires and passion. A woman is
thus deprived of laying a claim on her sexuality, passion and desirability in
a male society.

A popular proverb in Nepali—Chhori cheli gaali ko gund (a daughter
is a nest of shame/blame) explicates how women are at once relegated to
the realms of shame and honour. It is observed that Nepali women undergc
different levels of oppression in every sphere of their lives, be it private
or public. The antagonism against women is a result of the deep-rooted
patriarchal values of the Nepali society which sees the women’s body as a
site of reflecting the honour and respectability of the family (Greene 2015,
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p. 6; also see Ongmu 2022, this volume). In patriarchal Nepali society, the
location of a woman in her family determines her status and respectability
in the society. Her image in the social world is a reflection of her image
in the domestic sphere. As a bearer of the image of the family, the notion
of the family’s izzaz (honour) is attached to her body which ensures the
ineffability of her sexuality. Thus, any focus on female desire remains
unsolicited. Her sexuality is constructed as a symbol of defiance, her libido
perceived as an inherently uncontainable drive which might prove perilous
if unchecked. There is a moral hysteria attached to her body, where her
body becomes a site of exhibiting the morality of the society (Greene 2015).
One of the most significant challenges encountered by Nepali women are
constraints on their sexual mobility and autonomy since they are regarded
as the transmitters of group values and traditions and elevated to the status
of symbol of the community, thereby compelled to assume the burden of
reproduction of the group.

Seira Tamang (2011, p. 283) states that the “fiction of the ‘Nepali Mahila™
was constructed according to the “domestic roles of cooking, cleaning and
working exclusively within the household” (Tamang 2011, pp. 282-283).
Commenting on the married life of Nepali women, Nemu Joshi (in Mahtab
2016, p. 25) notes, “People here get married to produce children only...
what is required is that you have someone to carry on with your lineage.”
A Nepali woman is expected to present herself in a modest, shy, and highly
virtuous manner. Her only space of engagement should be the household. A
woman’s blatant assertion of her sexuality is seen as eccentric and abnormal.
Certain Nepali proverbs like pothi basnu ramro hudaina (it is not good for
a hen to crow), hints towards the abnormality of sexually assertive women.
Within Nepali society, the idea of female sexuality and desire is unnatural
and uncommon. Breaking the silence on the tabooization of Nepali women
and their inherent sexuality, films of the Eastern Himalayan regions have
engaged in voicing the female gaze and desires.

Cinema is a metaphor for life, juxtaposing art and humanity. It portrays
experiences which are otherwise repressed in real life (Jung 2001, p. 224).
Films are a signifier of social and cultural meaning. Films can also be seen as
an anthropological vehicle of depicting society as it is, in its bygone, existing,
and subsequent constructions. In postmodern culture, films act as a looking
glass for reality. Films are not what one perceives as a means of escape from
our predicaments but a means of representing our unconscious concerns.
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Having attributed films its realistic aspect, however, it is important to
note that it does not project reality in its absolute state, but a reality that
society reflects.

Films made in the Eastern Himalaya have evolved in recent years, from
being a source of sheer entertainment to a social and responsible cinema,
thus holdinga decisive influence on the masses. Slowly but surely, filmmakers
and artists from the region are working on social issues and creating
awareness amongst their viewers. These films are also creating spaces
for women to affirm themselves as sexual subjects capable of fashioning
their sexuality, and not simply existing as objects of patriarchal scrutiny.
By depicting women in intimate relationships, Nepali films question
the boundaries between the respectable/disrespectable, representable/
non-representable and the natural and unnatural female sensations and
sensualities (Padva and Buchweitz 2017, p. 1). This chapter studies the
notion of love, sexuality, intimacy and desire in two Nepali films, Kathaa
(2018) and Dhurba Tara (2015). By analysing the characters of a disabled
woman, Kumari, and a female ghost, Tara, as portrayed in these Nepali
horror romance films, the chapter will attempt to understand how the
notions of sexuality, intimacy and desire are (re)defined and negotiated by
the disabled and superhuman female body. It will further investigate how

non-human intimacy serves as a means of fulfilling what is rejected and

unfulfilled in reality.

Contesting Bodies, Contesting Spaces: A Disabled Woman and
Female Ghost as the Intimate Other

The discourse of creating the Other lies at the heart of culture and
society. Simone De Beauvoir (2011, p. xii-x) explains that, “otherness is a
fundamental category... no group sets itself up as one without at once setting
up the Other against itself” Paul Santilli (2007, p.3) further explains:

“Every collective human order, insofar as it comprises an understanding
of itself, is also haunted by figures and shapes with which it tries to
identify its Other. It suffers from the phantasms of what lies outside
its comprehension, alien figures, obscure, dangerous, or contemptible
denizens of those amorphous regions defined only by its primal silences,
exclusions, and rejections.”
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The disabled and the female body are the most otherised within society,
both symbolically and literally. Bodies are texts in which we can read the
ideological premises of the social institutions, social discourses and social
forms. Bodies are metaphors for defining the social world and the meaning
that society attaches to it. Bodies are sites where society signifies its inclusion
and exclusion of certain subjects. The body is not taken as simply a part of
nature but becomes cultural and political. Inequalities and discrimination
based on disability inscribe on the body the notions of human-ness and
non-human-ness, desirable and undesirable. Tom Shakespeare (1994, p.
283) states that the culture of “othering” disabled people and women are at
the core of social stereotypes and oppressive structures. While the impaired
body is seen as “deficient and inherently anomalous” women’s physical
attributes are considered inferior compared to men. The two films that we
study here likewise represent how the female body is otherised based on its
femininity and disability. Kumari, a woman with a disability in the film
Kathaa, is seen as a less desirable subject, devoid of sexuality and intimacy,
while Tara in Dhurba Tara is able to assert her desires and sexuality only
after she leaves the natural human body.

Kathaa, written and directed by Prashant Rasaily, portrays the tragic
love story of Kancha and Kumari, a verbally disabled couple living in a small
village in the hills of Sikkim. Passionately and emotionally charged, the
story of Kancha and Kumari confronts the binaries of abled and disabled
and the disabled’s claim to love and intimacy. Located in a village in Mirik
Valley, Dhurba Tara, a film by Nikky Nawang Golay, narrates the romantic
experience of an unlikely pair Dhurba and Tara. Dhurba is a quiet and
reserved man, a porter by profession, who falls for a beautiful yet mysterious
woman named Tara. The only constraint in their love is that while Dhurba is
a man by nature, Tara is a ka/o chaya (an evil shadow), a ghost. Both the films
present the struggles of love and intimacy between unlikely and unnatural
pairs. The films, by narrating the tale of love and passions of the disabled and
a female ghost, ponder upon the radicalism of love and intimacy to challenge
the binaries of human/non-human, abled/disabled and establish women as
the powerful autonomous agents in a romantic relationship. Masquerading as
family romance, these films unleash an excess of female sexuality that cannot
be contained without recourse to the supernatural, or indeed the unnatural.
By blending drama, romance and horror, the films present women as agents
of resistance against their society’s discourse of othering,
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Kathaabegins in dark lighting with a jbyakri (shaman) informing Sonam
(Kancha’s friend) that:

“There is one problem I figured that is upsetting the village ... There is a
woman who died in distress ... Her spirit haunts and roams this village ...
She is fair, has a round face. Not too tall, not too short. It’s been many
years since she’s dead, but her spirit still roams the village. Her spirit

needs to be sent off.”

Barbara Creed (1993, p. 37) observes that, “all human societies have a
conception of the monstrous-feminine, of what it is about a woman that
is shocking, terrifying, horrific, abject.” The recognition of the abject is
followed by its radical exclusion from the place of the living subject. The
spirit which Sonam identifies as that of Kumari threatens life and as the
Jjhyakri suggests, must be “propelled away from the body and deposited on
the other side of the imaginary border which separates the self from that
which threatens the self” (ibid, pp. 39-40). At the very beginning of the
film, we are informed of the non-human status of Kumari. As the next
scene immediately introduces us to Kumari, we realise that she is verbally
disabled, where her primary means of communication is through her
bodily expressions.

The idea of constructing a dual identity of Kumari, as a ghost and a
disabled woman, underlines the interrelationship between disability and
monstrosity. Godden and Mittman (2019, p. 26) state that not having
ontological statuses themselves ... disability and monstrosity are not just
similar in their categories of “otherness.” They argue that able-bodied-ness
is a temporary status, but disability is one identity marker that every person
would undergo in life. Similarly, the definition of the monster as a deviation
from the normal human-ness, then means that all are monsters, since like
the temporality of able-bodied-ness nothing ever remains the same. Instead,
the boundary between the normal and deviant are so absorbent that the
distinction dissolves instantly (ibid., p. 26). Kumari’s entire existence
revolves around loving and caring for Kancha, as her mother says:

“You are never home. All you do is pack food and rush to that shepherd.
A good whacking is all you need, a whacking. I buy some sugar, milk and
it goes to that shepherd, hot rice for Kancha, everything for Kancha ...
only Kancha, only Kancha”
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At one point her mother questions, “What do you even get doing that?
Wiasting everything on that shepherd.” At first glance, Kumari’s interaction
with Kancha establishes her as a typical traditional woman in a romantic
relationship. Todd (2013, pp. 3-4) observes that love is socially seen as a
woman’s territory, where the fostering of love is primarily a woman’s task.
Men and women engage in romantic affinities in an asymmetrical manner
where the women renounce their self-identity and submissively accept the
male counterpart and their relationship as her only identity. She enters into
a hetero-real construction of always identifying her “self” with the man.
As such, romantic love is criticized by Friedman (1998, p. 169) as 2 “curse”,
which entraps women in a patriarchal universe. Shulamith Firestone (2003,
p. 78) perceives romantic love as the core of women'’s oppression. She argues
that romantic love is a mechanism employed by the male power to keep
women from realising their condition.

However, alternatively Kumari’s act of caring for Kancha can be read as
an act of sexualizing and feminising herself. For the villagers and her mother,
Kumari is not “able enough” to be a “complete woman.” Her idenrity as a
disabled person overpowers her identity as a woman. Disabled women
are deemed asexual and unfeminine which thereby builds in them a sense
of “roleless-ness.” They become socially invisible and their feminity is
invalidated. Kumari is seen by the villagers merely as disabled and considered
a less desiring/desired subject. She is perceived as being bereft of sexuality
and desires, and hence, her visits to Kancha are not bound by any restrictions.
The villagers believe that her disability has eliminated yearning and passion
within her; Kumari’s growing sexual needs and desire are dismissed because
she does not live up to the fractured ideal of the womanly abled body being
the quintessence of sexuality. With Kumari acting as an unconventional
female lover, she does not fall victim to patriarchy, rather she claims her
essential femininity which is denied to her by society (Davis 2006, p.-283). It
is also important to observe that although Kumari feeds Kancha, she never
cooks or cleans after him. She instead takes meals prepared by her mother
for him. Her feeding Kancha is her way of being intimate, her expression of
love for him. Kumari’s intimacy is not only limited to her feeding of Kancha.
She is not just a shy, modest, Nepali woman but a sexually assertive female.
Immediately after the scene where Kumari feeds Kancha with her hand, the
film portrays their sexual consummation.
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Their sexual union is rendered visible on screen not through their bodies
but through their hand gestures (Fig. 4.1). The camera singles out their
hands and gives us a closer look at them. Through Kumari’s hand, we see
her shyness and intense yearning of capitulating to her desire for Kancha.
Kancha’s hand is shown to fondle her. Their hands act as a metaphor for
sexually motivated bodies. Kumari’s hand twirls and turns signifying her
sexual climax, while Kancha’s hand falls slowly in a tired motion. While
this scene, in particular, highlights the sexual appetite of a disabled body, by
focusing on the hands of the characters, the film subdues the possibility of
visualising the disabled body as a sexual body.

The film advances to Kumari’s separation from Kancha, as he leaves the
village to earn money. Before leaving, Kancha promises to marry Kumari
upon his return. Kumari is extremely disappointed with Kancha’s decision.
Kumari is more romantically charged than her male counterpart. She
challenges what Harlan Hahn calls “asexual objectification” of her body
(Davis 2006, p. 283), and asserts herself as a fully conscious sexual being.
After Kancha’s departure, Kumari falls into a spiral of intense longing for
him. The film takes a severe turn when Kumari becomes pregnant with
Kancha’s child. The news of her premarital pregnancy spreads quickly in the
village. Instead of an asexual being, she is now seen as a hypersexual woman.
Her unmarried motherhood transforms her image in the society from a
passive, weak, childlike and impotent person to a promiscuous woman.
Expressing his disgust over her, a villager comments, “Ae... who is the father
of that bastard?” and spits on her. From an object of society’s pity, she now
turns into an object of disgust. Pregnant and abandoned by her mother,
Kumari now undergoes shame and humiliation. She is no longer a childlike
figure but 2 woman who has transgressed the norms and morality of society.
This exhibits Foucauldian ideas of power and control that defines the norms
and creates a deviant, which in this situation was the act of Kumari’s sexual
relationship with Kancha.

Kumari’s sexuality opposes the overarching understanding of disability
in the village, it questions the morality and sanctity of women, particularly
scrutinizes women’s disability which is denied access to sexual cultures. As
punishment for transgressing the moral norms of the society, sheis boycotted
by the villagers. Unable to find food in one of the scenes we see her eating
a chicken bone stolen from a dog’s bowl. Kumari’s pregnancy modifies her
identity on two levels. First, she is now a socially recognised hypersexual
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woman, second, her pregnancy also instils in her a new marked sense of
pride. It is her unborn child which partially fulfills Kancha’s absence in her
life. Owing to her disability, Kumari was perceived as passive, impotent
and sterile but her pregnancy makes her feel like a normal woman. Her
pregnancy blurs the difference between her and the other women in the
village and threatens the boundaries of the self and the Other. Kumari’s
pregnancy puts her on an equal pedestal with the able-bodied women in
the village. We see a change in Kumari’s personality from being a passive,
sweet and playful lover to Kancha to a strong and enduring mother. She
perseveres through all social discrimination and alienation. However,
tragedy strikes, and during painful labour, Kumari dies along with the baby.
Some of the village men find her decaying body, secing which they spit on
her and later bury her. Kumari’s death and decaying body centres mainly
on a pedagogy that exemplifies the transience and the futility of passion
and desire. Kumari’s fellow villager, a woman, who laughs at the men’s
disgust over her body, seems to comprehend that Kumari’s death was a
consequence of her overarching sexuality and desire to transgress the moral
and patriarchal norms. Her death alludes to the impermanence of sexualiry.
The film takes yet another turn when Kumari returns to the village in the
form of an evil spirit.

She turns into a ghost and begins haunting the villagers. After her death,
Kumari takes on a new identity, one that is beyond human. While death
signals her punishment for being overtly sexual, her return asa ghost bestows
on her the autonomy to transgress further into regions unimagined. Disabled
are considered as surpassing or falling short of the natural characteristics of
man, so much that their bodily vulnerability signals towards unnaturalness
and non-human-ness. Kathaa in presenting us with Kumari, not just
suggests a relationship between the disabled and the transhuman, bur also
a continuity and existence of sexuality outside the living and the humanly.
Adrienne Rich (1995, p. 650) rightly states that sexuality is “unconfined
to any single part of the body or solely to the body itself” She perceives
sexuality as an “energy...omnipresent in the sharing of joy, whether physical,
emotional, or psychic” (ibid, p. 81). This extension of sexuality in non-
human bodies is captivatingly represented in the film Dburba Tara.

Dburba Tara is a highly charged, sentimental love story between
Dhurba, a porter, and Tara, a ghost. It is a mixture of horror and romance
which revolves around Tara’s sexuality and sexual vulnerabilities as a ghost.
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The film opens with Dhurba telling his mother that he will be going to
Panighatta carrying Pala’s goods for which he will be paid well. The film
portrays Dhurba as a stereotypical man upholding the patriarchal norms
of society. Dhurba is disrespectful towards his mother, who holds no
significance in his life simply because of her gender. A porter by profession
and as the only earning member of the family, Dhurba considers himself
superior to his mother. When his mother suggests finding another means of
livelihood, he rebukes her and dismisses her words as meaningless. Dhurba
perceives only the men in the village as worthy of conversation.

On his way to Panighatta along with his three friends, Dhurba’s horse
refuses to walk upon entering a jungle. Because of the horse, the men are
delayed in their journey. As night falls, they decide to seek shelter in any
available house. After walking for some time, they find a house, which is in
fact the only house in the entire jungle. In the house lives a young woman
named Tara. On seeing the men, Tara unquestioningly accommodates the
strangers in her house. On meeting Tara, Dhurba instantly develops a liking
for her. She feels familiar to him and he asks her if she used to come to
his village’s dbara (water spring). When Tara prepares roasted corn for him
and he happily eats them, Dhurba’s friends are shocked by the change in
his demeanour. In the company of Tara, Dhurba’s masculine demeanour
dissolves as he becomes gentle and soft-spoken.

Tara is beautiful, almost ethereal. Her actual identity as a ghost is not
realised throughout the film. Dhurba finds her mysterious but never
questions her “human-ness” Unlike Kumari whose human-ness was
otherised through her disability, Taras feminine beauty dismisses her
non-human-ness. Tara as a ghost transgresses the “metaphysics underlying
symbolic boundaries, the boundaries that determine all those categories and
classifications that separate kinds of being off from one another” (Santilli
2007, p. 3). Tara immediately begins roasting corn for them, depicting
herself as a stereotypical Nepali woman. Her domesticity attracts Dhurba so
much that by the next morning he believes he is in love with her. Tara reveals
that her parents passed away when she was a child. She has a sister who was
studying in Kurseong. She reveals no other information about herself, When
asked by Jojo (one of Dhurba’s friends) if she is not terrified to live alone in
a jungle, Tara replies, “I do feel scared, but what else can I do?”

'Unlike Dhurba who is vocal about his feelings for her, Tara on the other
hand appears guarded and closed. It is only after Dhurba’s fervent pursuit
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of her that Tara begins to develop closeness with him. Their love is shown
as purified mutual affection. Tara does not give in to Dhurba’s declaration
of love easily. For her, even though a ghost, virginity is of great importance.
Her sexual chastity on meeting Dhurba is the only state of human-ness that
she carries with her. Further, it is her resistance towards his pursuits that
confers her with power, significance and prestige. She accepts him only at her
own volition. As Tara begins to romantically engage with Dhurba, certain
paranormal activities also begin to take place around Dhurba. Dhurba is
shown to be in a trance-like state without Tara, and a shaman warns his
mother about a bad spirit haunting the house. When his mother warns him
that a bad spirit has been residing in the house, Dhurba retorts that ghosts
and spirits are not real, an imagination of the shaman. He fails to realise
that he has transcended the boundaries of the real and rational to form
an intimacy with the unreal, the paranormal. Further, Tara embodies the
female gaze in the film. While at the beginning of the film, we see Tara asan
object of Dhurba’s male gaze and desire, as the film progresses, the dynamics
of the gaze reverses. Dhurba becomes an object of the femme fatale gaze.
As a ghost, Tara has the opportunity to gaze at Dhurba even in her bodily
absence. In several scenes, in the film, we see how Tara’s shadow keeps staring
at Dhurba’s sleeping body. Dhurba becomes the object of her desire and lust.
By placing her gaze on him, Tara usurps the powerful male gaze.

Tara’s approach towards love, intimacy and sexual relationship is different
from that of Kumari and other female lovers. It is important to note that it
is difficult to give a single definition of female sexuality since “woman” is
not a homogeneous category. Women'’s sexuality is not only an individual
and personal experience embedded in the physical and material realities
of bodies and biology, personal sexual identities, but is also influenced
by interpersonal context, life experience, cultural meanings, gendered
dynamics of power and oppression, and layers of silence in the family and
society surrounding sexual identity. Tara constantly challenges Dhurba’s love
for her—"Do you love me? How can I trust you?” While trusting Dhurba
emotionally is demanding for her, forming a premarital sexual relationship
with him does not unnerve her.

Tara does not belong to one category of the dominant dichotomous
good versus bad notions regarding women’s sexuality and sexual expression.
Women are given two options, first to become a sexual temptress who is
ultimately disciplined through rejection or seclusion; second, to be the virgin,
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pious one waiting to be rescued by a man (Daniluk 2003, p.34). Tara does
not fit into the two because she “ghost[s] the margins of ... unrecognizable,
[she] deflies] our accredited norms of identification” (Santilli 2007, p. 3).
She is someone who does not respect boundaries and threatens identity. She
is neither good nor evil, subject nor object but something that transgresses
these very differences. For Tara, embracing Dhurba sexually is acceptable
but accepting his love is not. Dhurba’s declaration of love and his proposal
to marry her becomes a source of strain in their relationship.

The idea of marriage is central to the narratives containing female
ghosts, as marriage is 2 medium through which ghosts can re-enter the
human world, in the body of the wife (Zipes 2015, p. 189). However,
when Dhurba proposes marriage to Tara, she refuses. Tara’s refusal to
marry Dhurba is a radical act in itself, as she desires to remain free from
the societal constraints and responsibilities of married life. Her rejection
of Dhurba poses a real threat to the patriarchal regulations of women and
her sexuality. Though she mostly appears subversive before a hot-headed
Dhurba, Tara has the strength to overpower and terrify him and other
living males.

The film progresses to Tara finally agreeing to marry Dhurba. However,
on the day of their marriage, Dhurba falls severely ill. His friends leave to
meet Tara and deliver her the news of Dhurba’s sickness. When they reach
Tara’s house, they find it locked. Confused, they ask three passers-by about
Tara’s whereabouts. The three men in a state of disbelief answer, “Tara has
been dead for over a year. We buried her with our own hands.” On knowing
Tara’s true identity, the men rush to find Dhurba and save him from her
clutches. The scene shifts to Dhurba meeting Tara at their usual meeting
place (Pitledara). When Dhurba sees Tara waiting for him near a tree he
says, “Tara, look, I have come to marry you.” Upon realising that Dhurba
has come to her fighting against his sickness, Tara breaks down and starts
crying. Dhurba consoles her saying, “I know Tara, you were worried that
I would break my promise and not come to marry you, but look at me, I
am here for you. I have come just for you.” Tara sadly looks at Dhurba and
replies, “Dhurba, I am not what you think, I don’t deserve your love.”

She further says:

“I never had good intentions for you Dhurba, I am a £alo chhaya (evil
shadow), I wanted to ruin you, but your true love has changed me. I
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never knew you could love me like this, your love has changed me for
the better.”

Dhurba, though shocked at the revelation of her real identity, asks her
to marry him and stay with him. For Dhurba her identity as a non-human
does not matter as long as she loves him. Tara however once again rejects
him saying, “Dhurba, if I can live without you, you also have to learn to live
without me,” and slowly disappears into a fog. She does not reciprocate his
love and claims to be beyond human love. She refuses to be (re)defined in
a heteroreal structure. Her leaving of Dhurba is also an act of transcending
the patriarchal expectations from a woman in love. The ending of the film,
where we see an unkempt and lunatic looking Dhurba sitting in Tara’s house,
hints at the dependency of the male counterpart on the female. While Tara
has the power to leave Dhurba and retain her identity, Dhurba on the
other hand subsumes his identity and turns into a madman, away from the
real world.

Conclusion

The figure of the ghost represents a deviant other whose demeanour and
actions are deemed as manifestations of the moral and social ills in society.
Through the figure of female ghosts Tara and Kumari, the films respectively
challenge the notions of normality which is embodied by the patriarchal and
heteronormative society. Tara and Kumari tell us about feminine subjectivity
in socio-cultural contexts. They disrupt patriarchal narratives, make an
absence present and give expression to how women are rendered invisible.
As horror-romance films, Dhurba Tara and Kathaa subvert and
destabilise gendered subjects in a given society. These films ideally represent
existent and imagined apprehensions over the way women engage with their
male counterpart, and the way they experience, exemplify or employ their
femininity (Subero 2016, p. 2). Kumari and Tara are women who assert their
sexuality and navigate through their needs and desires. Sexuality becomes a
tool of claiming power over the exclusive society. The power of sexuality
rests in its potentiality of constructing spaces for (re)creation of identities.
Sexuality enables them to uncover or build alternative spheres and modes of
being in place. It helps them find a place and space to define their “self” and
challenge the prescribed identities of disabled and non-human. It facilitates
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them in discovering a place or space to (re)define themselves. Their assertion
of sexuality subverts, transgresses and transforms oppressive spaces.

The two films also present us with the concept of sexuality and intimacy
beyond the notions of the abled and the human. Kumari and Tara both
break the stereotype of romantic love as being only for the abled and the
human. These films swerve from the male monster/female victim dichotomy
by offering characters of a vengeful female ghost, thereby removing gender
hierarchies. Although the women in these films may start as vulnerable
objects of the male gaze and desire, they take charge of their situation, while
also complicating the nature of the feminine identity. It is also interesting
to look at the male characters in the two films respectively. While Kumari
tragically dies but returns as a ghost, her male counterpart, unable to bear their
separation, turns into a mad man and ultimately commits suicide. Tara, as a
strong woman, ends her relationship with Dhurba and leaves, while Dhurba,
unable to deal with her loss, like Kancha, turns into a mad man. By portraying
the male lovers as “mad” and lost without their female counterparts, the film
also points towards the strength and power that women have in intimate
relationships. With both Kancha and Dhurba taking on the role of madmen,
the films predict the systematic dismantling of patriarchy.
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