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To state this right at the outset, this is a very important volume. Any serious attempt to sensitise 
people for forms of discrimination and inequality involves Shifting the Gaze, as the Introduction 

by Joshil K. Abraham and Judith Misrahi-Barak is titled (pp. 3-14). The two editors make it 

clear straight away that in order to make visible and bring to consciousness the invisibilized 

and denied, it is actually not one, but two shifts that are required. The first is learning to see 
and to acknowledge the discrimination at all. This is still comparatively easy compared to the 

second shift, namely learning to see that this discrimination is not simply a problem of the 

discriminated, i.e. of ‘others’, but intrinsically implies the self. If one has to learn and see 

discrimination in the first place, it invariably means that one has not experienced it. And as an 
ignoramus, one is likely a discriminator, if not a direct perpetrator. To realize this personal 

implication in various forms of inequality and injustice, however, appears to be more actively 

and loudly rejected today than at any other point in history. One can safely assume that this is 
because never before have more discriminated people claimed their rights to equality so 

vehemently. At the same time, as Olúfémi O. Táíwo reminds us (2022), both the claim of being 

discriminated against and the politics of anti-discrimination have never before been more 

skilfully appropriated by political and corporate power.  

The practice of caste is probably the most entrenched form of structural discrimination in 

various societies and communities of South Asia. Concurrently, the historically most influential 

medium on the Subcontinent—cinema and the film industry—has hardly been the ideal field 

to help generate a critical visualisation of caste and caste politics. As one of the key cultural 
institutions of modern India, it continues to grossly marginalise filmmakers and actors/ 

actresses from the Dalit-Bahujan communities (former ‘Untouchables’—the majority of the 

lower castes). But  cinema has also been a central historical agent in concealing and 

reproducing caste hierarchies. Particularly under the current Hindu-nationalist government, 
moreover, the medium finds new ways of 'othering', appropriating, denying, or reinforcing 

caste to the advantage of the Savarna (‘twice-born’) castes. Crucially, this Companion’s editors 

Abraham and Misrahi-Barak extend this problematic to the scholarship on Indian cinema as 

they open up the volume to readers with a reflexion on their own editing process. They ended 
up declining a number of proposed contributions that had assumed this to be a compilation of 

‘Dalit cinema’ or ‘Dalit representation in Indian films’ and whose ‘misreading of the call was 

symptomatic of the way one can easily forget that caste exists for everybody living in India’ (p. 

3). It is equally crucial in this context that readers are presented here with the format of a 
Companion (rather than a Handbook), which reflects an evolving, critical field of research. 

While much can be said about Routledge publishing (and I will return to that below), the 

anthropomorphic companion, less than a friend and more than a stranger, unfolds an innate 
capacity in taking its readers—at times sober and patient, at times angry, and at times 

enthusiastic—to confront and engage with the ‘actual’ visibility of caste in Indian cinematic 

productions. 
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Before I introduce the book more structurally, let me give you some examples of the 
sensitisation of the gaze that the Companion enables. A film that is repeatedly centred across 

the eight thematic sections and the 29 chapters of the book is Article 15 (2019), directed by 

Anubhav Sinha. A mainstream Hindi production that ran internationally on Netflix and won 

critical acclaim, Article 15 refers to the respective article in the Indian constitution which 
guarantees a citizen the fundamental right to equality by prohibiting discrimination on the 

grounds of religion, race, caste, sex or birthplace. The plot line of the film revolves around a 

young police officer, Ayan Ranjan, who was elite-educated in the capital New Delhi and abroad. 

On his return to India, he is posted to a remote village, where his very first task turns out to 
investigate the gang rape and murder of two Dalit girls and the kidnapping of a third missing 

Dalit girl (the film is based on a true incident). Ayan is thus thrown into an environment that is 

depicted as rural, traditional, caste-ridden, and utterly unrelated to his own urban background, 

which comes across as progressive, liberal, and caste-free/ post-caste. In her historiographic 
analysis, Debjani Banerjee, in chapter 5 (pp. 79-90) sets an affirmative and pragmatic frame. 

She understands the movie itself to function like a companion that leads the likely caste-blind 

mainstream audiences along with its protagonist Ayan, through a successive ‘unmasking of 

upper-caste privileges’ (p. 87). Indeed, this perspective—perhaps not coincidentally placed 
early into the book—appears at first to go all the way towards ‘shifting the gaze’ and marks, as 

such, an important contribution. Subsequent chapters, however—notably the ones by Runa 

Chakraborty Paunksnis (6), Chinmaya Lal Thakur (14), and Rituparna Sengupta (15)—suggest 

different angles and allow the reader to successively realize how Article 15 actually retains the 
privileged blindness towards the own caste. In their view, the consequence that Ayan is shown 

to draw from his learning about caste discrimination is not that he begins to fundamentally 

reflect on caste. Instead, he puts his unquestioned Savarna-status to the best possible use by 
indicting the murderers and saving the missing girl against all odds. What this results in, is the 

generation of a neo-Gandhian vision of an ‘upper-caste messiah’ (p. 97),  a guardian of the 

Indian constitution, without whose help lower castes are lost, and against whose heroic 

charisma all potential Dalit and gender subjectivities fall by the wayside. 

While these chapters allow for an evaluation and serve to intensify the journey of the reader’s 

gaze, Purnima Mankekar and Sucharita Kanjilal follow in chapter 8 (pp. 117-131), the travel of 

caste and cinema into transnational contexts. Aired on the so-called Over The Top (OTT)-

platforms, caste surfaces in new formats, in this case the reality TV show Indian Matchmaking 
(Netflix since 2020). Pivoting the contemporary avatar of the most central of Indian social 

institutions, arranged marriage, the show has been enormously popular and highly 

controversial both in India and among NRI (non-resident Indian) communities in ‘Indian 

America’. Moreover, it has also found enthusiastic audiences among those ‘unschooled in 
Hindu-Indian cultural codes of chromatics, community, and respectability’ (p. 118), and hence 

likely to become ready consumers of upper-caste, pop-cultural imaginations of ‘India’ and of 

‘Indianness’. Like many of the contributions to this Companion, Mankekar's and Kanjilal's 

analysis is set against the repeatedly-mentioned rise of anti-Muslim and caste-based violence 
in India in conjunction with the Hinduisation of ‘Indian’ culture. The very focus on marriage—

a space of physicality and intimacy, taste, and sexual desire as much as of economic power, 

aspiration and social influence—underlines not simply the absence of “‘lower’-caste, Dalit, 

Muslim, or Christian characters in Indian Matchmaking” (p. 120). Rather, caste is embroiled in 
an unquestioned way, as part of the various stories that revolve around the organized meetings 

between strangers, hence reinforcing an ‘absent presence’: it turns into a category that is 

rendered invisible in the image but becomes all the more legible in the seemingly harmless, 
everyday practices and things that are talked about (p. 117). Particularly because of the way 

the authors treat the intersection between caste/ class, race/ chromatics/ skin colour, and 

heteronormative sexuality/ erotics, I wonder whether the theoretical underpinnings of an 

‘absent presence’ might have gained from Ruth Frankenberg's theory of critical whiteness 



Britta Ohm / The Routledge Companion to Caste and Cinema 

 

121 

 

(2001). Equally, Roland Barthes' crucial concept of ‘exnomination’ comes to mind, which 
understands the bourgeoisie as “the social class that does not want to be named” (1972: 138) 

because it projects itself as the ‘normality’ against which all else becomes the ‘other’. Overall, 

however, it is fascinating to be led to see, through this current medial example, how precisely 

liberal notions and discourses of choice and cosmopolitanism that are deemed to have 
replaced traditional practices and regimes of strict arrangement and endogamy are 

instrumental for the intertwined normalisation and denial of upper-caste definitional power. 

A third, and closely related example of a potentially shifting gaze takes off from chapter 3 (To 

Kill or to Allow to Live, pp. 49-62) in the first section From Spectatorship to Agency that again 
resonates with various chapters in the later parts of the Companion. Rajesh James, Binu K.D., 

and Aswin Prasanth approach a selection of recent Malayali films through Achille Mbembe's 

concept of necropolitics (Mbembe 2003/ 2019). The authors' objective, however, is not simply 

to point to the detectability of upper-caste necropolitics, i.e. the applied power of letting live 
and die. Rather it is to question that the very criticism of such politics towards Dalits and 

Adivasis is in any way sufficient. Even as this chapter, like many along the Companion's way, 

introduces the reader to films that are far off the beaten track even in relation to regional 

mainstream cinema (notably Ozhivudivasathe Kali [2015] and An Off-Day Game by Sanal 
Kumar Sasidharan), the authors make it powerfully clear that the Dalit dead body on screen 

does not even necessarily represent an accusation of caste discrimination. It might as well be 

a normalised occurrence. Even more crucial, however, than this shift of seeing, is the 

underlying argument that informs large parts of the book, namely that the spectre of the killed/ 
disappearing/ absent Dalit equals the denial of Dalit agency and subjectivity, and hence of the 

space and freedom to speak and act and be seen without having to fear physical and/ or 

psychological violence, including the act of pity, and of the (upper-caste) pursuit of an 

‘inclusivist politics’ (p. 51). 

Finally, I deeply recommend the section The Entanglement of Caste and Nature (pp. 237-274), 

which opens up perspectives towards caste hierarchies that become naturalized through 

different registers of human-animal relationships, for instance, the increasingly belligerent 
sacralisation of the cow through Hindu(tva) Brahminism and the equation of Dalits with 

‘polluting’ and ‘fungible’ animals such as sheep and pigs (p. 253). Shalmali Jadhav in chapter 

18 (pp. 249-259), introduces us to the symbolic world of Dalit-Bahujan agency in another 

frequently mentioned film: Nagraj Manjule's Marathi-language Fandry (‘The Pig’ 2013). Jadhav 
shows how Dalit agency is always contingent on the fear of dehumanisation and of upper-

caste hypocrisy and selectivity. Yet, drawing on John Berger's gaze theory, her analysis 

reveals the imagination of the young protagonist Jabya's to be incredibly potent. She describes 

how he fights the humiliating spectacle of his family's subjection to a pig hunt in front of 
cheering villagers through the metaphor of hunting a black sparrow. The bird appears as a 

fleeting yet recurring messenger both of animal liberation and of the undoing of caste, asking 

us to keep in mind that as long as we can imagine freedom, freedom remains a possible reality. 

These examples only indicate the richness of cinematic material as well as of interpretative 
and analytical perspectives that this Companion offers in supporting a shift of what 'we' as 

readers of this volume are ready to see and acknowledge. In addition to extensive references 

and an additional bibliography, the volume compiles a very large corpus of films, spanning 

across blockbuster Bollywood productions and regional cinemas to include Punjabi, Kannada, 
and, of course, Tamil productions, complete with a filmography and a topical index. The eight 

thematic sections build meaningfully upon one another, engaging, next to the areas already 

mentioned, the complex tensions between caste and gender and the tensions between justice 
and judiciary that are explored in Caste on Trial. The final section From Closer Up offers us a 

more in-depth reading of single films, notably of mainstream Hindi films Lagaan (2001) and 

Padmaavat (2018), as well as the Tamil action-drama Kaala (2018), set in Mumbai's Dharavi.  
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Apart from the partly perfunctory copyediting, which has unfortunately become a hallmark of 
Routledge books, the less than inviting typesetting in a dense font size 10 (or even smaller) on 

rather large pages, often containing only two or less paragraphs, coupled with the exorbitant 

pricing, somewhat foils the great effort underlying this Companion. Two other downsides 

should be mentioned. One is the impression, contrary to the introductory statement, that caste 
is basically confined to India's Hindu majority society rather than really existing for everybody 

living in India (p. 3). There are two notable and very interesting exceptions to this overall 

impression: Amandeep Kaur and Sahil Sharma touch upon caste among Sikhs in their 

engagement with Punjabi cinema (chapter 21), and Grace Mariam Raju analyses the visual 
representation of Latin Catholics in the Malayali film Ee.Ma.Yau. (2018) in chapter 28. 

Positioned at the end of the volume, though, they appear almost like an addition, and neither 

authors introduce their understanding of caste sufficiently. On the other hand, whereas 

Muslims are referred to in many chapters as a category of analysis, the significance of caste 
in South Asian/ Indian Islam remains unmentioned, hence reproducing rather than questioning 

the homogenisation of Muslims in Indian cinema(s). Secondly—and this makes for perhaps 

less of a downside than an alert—this Companion is almost exclusively the fruit of literary film-

as-text analysis, i.e. of cinematic representation. While the Introduction provides a few early 
examples for the importance of caste in the production of films (and by indication their 

distribution), this approach is not, beyond the critical relation to audiences, taken further in any 

of the chapters. Such empirical research, however, would also require an ethnographic, 

archival or systems-analytical methodology. Thus, this Companion's important groundwork 

virtually calls for a second volume along those lines.  

Overall, these qualifications do little to diminish the insights and potential realisations the 

volume offers its readers. In particular, the contributions make one thing abundantly clear: in 
contrast to virtually all other discriminated groups, Dalits have no adequate representation to 

fight for, neither in cinema nor in politics (quotas/ reservations are only a necessary auxiliary). 

In their case, there is no distinct identity that could be freed from discrimination and be 

defended as ‘normal’ or ‘positive’. There is positive womanhood, or positive Black life, because 
neither exist to be discriminated against, but there cannot be a positive Dalit identity. Theirs is 

a truly invented category, designed through the ages by the powerful to be exploited and 

dehumanised. Their struggle can only be, in Ambedkar's terms, for the annihilation of caste 

through a struggle for a humanity that understands, unlike both liberalism and Hindu 
nationalism, that the declared rejection of caste discrimination is worth nothing if it refrains 

from questioning the structures that (re)produce it. This Companion shows us that a critical 

understanding of caste in cinema can help in this precarious process of questioning the 

structuredness of caste, if we allow it to take us along.   
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