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Introduction: Portrayal of Dalit in Hindi Cinema 

Dalits are the most oppressed people in the caste hierarchy in India. Their exclusion 

has resulted in several forms of social, cultural and political exclusion particularly 

from social space, property right and knowledge sources. Also, the word ‘Dalit’ has 

been described as an untouchable under the Hindu caste system. Prior to 1950s, 

Dalits were considered the lowest of the low and were relegated to society’s most 

cranky jobs and subjected to violence, harassment and abuse. This enormity became 

an everyday reality for millions and continued to be the most enchanting 

phenomenon which has gained prominence amongst academicians and intellectuals. 

Dalits were discriminated publicly and were seen as a part of assertive movement of 

social justice. Even though the Indian constitution forbids discrimination along caste 

lines, it still exists. Caste has been the unique phenomenon of Indian social structure 

from ancient times to the contemporary decade. Despite constant critical opposition 

by various reformers, thinkers, religious liberals and literature in ancient and 

medieval times, the caste system has continued to deepen the social divide through 

its various manifestations. “There is a sense of stigma attached to those who came 

from the SC/ST/OBC quota, which create a lack of confidence in them”(Varun 

Grover p.8). The practice that has accepted the caste system over the thousands of 

years has nurtured a vicious mind set, one that affects not only the dominant caste 

Hindu but sometimes also leads to self-doubt among the Dalits themselves. The 
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oppression of Dalits is not merely material but cultural. They have been treated and 

termed as untouchable, impure to touch. 

 

The portrayal of Dalits in cinema has its own historical foundation. Ambedkar 

points towards the absence of cinematic support for Dalits and their motivation in 

umpteen quantities for events in history. He remarks, “Dalits have no press and the 

congress press is closed to them. It is determined not to give them the slightest 

publicity. They cannot have their own” (Ratna Mala p.2). Indian film fraternity has 

always remained a key source of fun, entertainment and employment but at the 

same time it has also served the purpose of idea sharing and social reforms among 

different levels of classes. Moreover, it has done some remarkable changes in Indian 

society with its direct impact on Indian mass as a medium of artistic expression 

which reflects the politico-ideological stance regarding oppression of Dalits in 

society. If one delves into the portrayal of Dalits in Hindi cinema, one can trace a 

submissive and repressive representation of them. Caste as a peculiar Indian reality 

is an acceptable fact but it is very often neglected by the Hindi filmmakers. There has 

been very little or no space for Dalit representation in the century long history of 

Hindi cinema. Our films have so far been dominated by protagonists that endorse 

upper caste cultural values and middle class privileges. Hence, from Dalit 

perspective when one enquires about Dalit’s space during the past one century of 

the film world, only a handful of non-decrepit, uncertain examples are presented. 

The caste question is often invisible here and Dalit characters appear on screen, they 

are often portrayed with stereotypical connotations for instance as a poor helpless 
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fellow facing oppression. Film makers use the real life experience as well as 

imaginary, mythological, fictional or historical imprints to express their ideas and 

translate them creatively. 

 

The first era of the Hindi cinema after Independence responded quite significantly to 

the modernist – socialist attitude. The rich and social elites were presented as 

insensitive towards the underprivileged, self-centred in their greed and also violent 

with animalist instinct. The issue of caste turned to be prominent in films. The 

marginalization that is a reality in the social space and how far filmmakers have 

been able to do justice with that is discussed in the present research article. “Caste is 

the foundation of our society; discrimination is in the air we breathe. These are our 

realities, but could not have avoided them either” (Nagraj Manjule p. 3).  

 

Beginning with the first representation of an untouchable girl in Hindi cinema, the 

movie Acchut Kanaya- (The Untouchable Girl ,1936) revolves around the plight of 

Dalit girl Kasturi who is in love with a man of Brahmin caste. The movie projects 

caste prejudice and class barrier as a reason that prevents marriage between Kasturi 

and Pratap, a Brahmin youth –both childhood friends and in love. Soon, Kasturi is 

forced into a loveless alliance with the man belonging to her own caste. But a chance 

encounter at the village fair brings the two estranged lovers together. Kasturi’s 

husband, inflamed by jealously and suspicion, attacks Partap at the railway level 

crossing, where he is the gate keeper. While the two men are engaged in a fierce 
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fight unmindful of a fast approaching train, Kasturi, in an attempt to save them 

comes in front of train and dies. 

 

Prior to Acchut Kanaya only two other films had touched upon the caste problem in a 

significant manner: Nitin Bose’s Chandidas (1934) and V. Shantaram’s  Dharmatma 

(1935). Further, Punar Milan (1940) by Balraj Sahni also dealt with casteism. The plot 

centred around Mohan, a doctor raised by an upper caste family but actually a 

harijan who is in love and plans to get married but is called off for he belonged to a 

lower caste.  

 

Bimal Roy’s Sujata (1959) enjoys the status of a classic wherein many of the 

oppositions that sustain between wealth and worldliness, dharma and adharma, 

desire and law, the Brahmin and the Dalit are worked out in terms of the family as 

nation and nation as family ideal. Ankur (1974) and Nishant (1975) dealt with the 

oppression of people belonging to lower caste by the elites. In Ankur, a Dalit couple 

is exploited by the village landlord and the trauma of Dalit women is portrayed in 

the character of Lakshmi. The film provides a deeper insight into the ugliness of 

Indian caste system particularly visible in the rural areas.  

 

Shayam Benegal’s Manthan (1976) effectively portrayed the caste in the rural pockets 

of the country while some of the movies, without glamorizing or celebrating the 

casteism issue, focused mainly on how caste creates havoc in the lives of the people 

who are also crippled by poverty and illiteracy. In Govind Nihalani’s Aakrosh (1980) 
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a low-caste, poor and illiterate tribal is accused of having murdered his wife but the 

woman was gang- raped and murdered for she belonged to low caste.  

  

Sadgati (1981) by Satyajit Ray is about the cruel reflection of the Indian caste system 

wherein the village shoemaker is exploited as he belongs to a low class. Damul (1985) 

by Prakash Jha is one of the boldest film that seamlessly explored the casteism, 

politics and bonded labour in the areas of rural India. National Award Winning film 

Diksha (1991) by Arun Kaul traces the journey of low caste boy who dreams of 

learning the scriptures. Bandit Queen (1994) by Shekhar Kapur, and Indian 

biographical film based on  the controversial life of Phoolan Devi projects the 

exploitation and discrimination which women belonging to low caste often face. 

  

Gowariker’s Lagaan (2001) is a story which spins around small town tenants, 

troubled by high charges, wind up in an exceptional circumstances as egotistical 

officer provokes them to a session of cricket as a bet to avoid levy but when kachra 

was made one of the participant of the cricket team as a spinner, it was all about the 

charitableness of the upper station in tolerating him and utilizing him to grab 

triumph from the British. In the similar vein, marketing veteran Santosh Desai 

comments, “The inclusion has been self conscious, to get applause. They have been 

about the person who includes rather than the one who is getting included”. 

 

Eklavya (2007) by Vidhu Vinod Chopra had a radically new Dalit, a bold police 

officer Sanjay Dutt who not only asserted his Dalit identity but also bristled against 
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the caste based feudal oppression that still pervades in parts of Rajasthan. Akrosh 

(2011) by Priyandarshan deals with the honour killings in a pocket of Uttar Pradesh 

where the law and the police create havoc instead of implementing order and peace, 

the casteism is also played out between the two investigating officers who are 

brought into investigation of the mystery behind three young men who are missing. 

One of the protagonist is Dalit and other one is from the upper caste and the two 

often fall out because their perspectives on the oppression are different. Aarakshan 

(2011) by Prakash Jha revolves around the socio political drama based on the 

controversies due to caste based reservation in Indian government jobs and in 

education institution. 

 

In the ambience of casteism and binaries between the upper and the lower class, 

Hindi cinema, since its very inception, has been very well projecting the miserable 

voyage of marginalized and downtrodden.  The purpose of these movies lies not in 

appealing or catering the mass audience through romantic sequence or item 

numbers, but to portray a realistic plight of the downtrodden and to also bring to 

limelight, noteworthy social issues.  

 

Research Objectives  

● To analyze the narrative techniques used to explore the powerful portrayal of 

social issues in Hindi cinema from silent era till date.  

● To trace the transition and rethink the notion of resistance and resistivity 

through the minority struggle in the form of social betterment rather than any 
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specific group upliftment and how it assists in understanding the discourse of 

power. 

● To deconstruct hierarchy and create a world based on mutual recognition of 

human dignity and on formation of social relations which are free from power 

relation. 

 

 

Research Methodology 

The Mise-en-scene technique is employed to analyze the Hindi movie. “Mise-en-

scene from the While Rivette’s view is proposes that the technique is fundamentally 

important for film studies of engagements with paticularities of visual style”(Rivette 

p.13). Mise-en-scene is an articulation used to portray the design part of a cinema, 

which basically signifies "visual subject" or "recounting a story" in a visual artful 

ways through storyboarding, cinematography and stage outline. Mise-en-scene 

technique consists of Pro- filmic elements that include aspects of setting, props, 

costume, acting which camera imparts with organized scene. Mise-en-scene in Hindi 

cinema is adopted from the principles of Bharata Muni’s Natyashastra, a treatise of 

performative art. Literally, mise-en-scène, ‘what has been put into the scene’, can be 

illustrated as putting before the camera everything that happens within the frame, 

including the frame itself. Lighting, frame composition, setting, relationship between 

foreground and background, costumes, photography, characters, colours, symbols, 

special effects, sound effects and everything which is put into the frame comprise 

mise-en- scène. Collectively, these elements combine to create unity/disunity, 
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similarity/dissimilarity, and development in every film. Bruce Kawin in How Movies 

Work defines mise-en-scène as: 

 “… choice of filmstock (black-and-white or colour, 

fine-grain or grainy) … aspect ratio (the proportion of 

the screen) … framing (how much of the set or cast 

will be shown at a time)….Camera... movement... 

sound”. (98) 

French Film critic and theorist, Andre Bazin describes mise-en-scène as 

choreographed movement within the scene. The visual style comprising image 

structure and the style of the film i.e., the primordial style, dramatic metaphor, pace, 

mood and colour of the narrative, dialogues, and rhythmic pattern is what makes 

mise-en-scene. Film critic, Andre Sarris illustrates it through the mystical meaning 

related to the tone of the film which may be humorous, ironic, amusing, nostalgic or 

satiric. Cultural and historical locale, narrative themes like human dilemma, 

conflicts, redemption, resurrection, transformation, vengeance, voyeurism; character 

i.e., loneliness, oppression, rebellion; the point of view of the film maker; ideological 

stance as natural or taken-for-granted; all these sublime skills convey the meaning of 

mise-en- scène. 

 

M. M. Bakhtin in The Formal Method opines that “The meaning of art is completely 

inseparable from all the details of its material body and that the work of art is 

meaningful in its entirety” (12). This quoted insight of Bhaktin aptly applies to film 

studies, as much of the discourse on film is about the particularities of its narrative 
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content which is in the form of film reviews or what Cleanth Brook calls as ‘heresy of 

paraphrase’. Summarizing the film’s material body, its paraphrasing tends to 

overlook the material qualities like the mode of cinematography, key concepts, or 

editing choices or the techniques used during its formulation. Film, therefore, has a 

larger cultural or ideological context and film studies analysis the broader 

implications of not only what film connotes but what it denotes. Certainly, the basic 

premise of film studies is to fathom the impenetrable depth of this art form in the 

process of unravelling its material specificity. Bordwell and Thompson have 

explicitly elucidated this point in Film Art: An Introduction: 

 

“When we see a film, we do not engage with only a 

narrative or a non narrative pattern. We experience a 

film- not a painting or a novel… To understand a 

form in any art we must be familiar with the medium 

which that art utilize. Consequently, our 

understanding of a film must include features of the 

film medium”. (126) 

 

 Ostensibly, Film studies encompass the study of films as to how they are processed 

and later on consumed by the spectators. Syntactically, film production involves the 

framing of the shots; settings, costume, lighting and movement within the frame. 

Mise-en-scène, the term which was first used in Les Cahiers du Cinema, one of the 

prominent film journal in France, as a notion to comprehend film as film, distinct 
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from its social context; is an expressive tool of cinematographic work which refers to 

putting together of the scenes according to the specific style of the film maker. 

Basically, it is a technique invented by film makers to express the ideas and quality 

of the work produced by them. 

 

Set design as a significant aspect of mise-en-scène is used to amplify character’s 

emotions which have physical, psychological, social, and cultural aspects in a film. 

The setting of the scene and the objects that are to be used in that scene coordinate 

together in designing of the set. In order to ensure desired effect on the spectators, 

the intensity, quality and direction of lighting is thoroughly executed as it influences 

spectator’s understanding of the plot, themes, motifs, actions, etc. Space, another 

important tool contributes in reading of the film. Space is represented through 

camera placement and lens, lighting and set design. Shot in film narrative includes a 

series of frames that run for uninterrupted period of time and are of various types 

like extreme or medium close-up; long, medium or distance shot, etc.  

 

 At the centre of the film, what remains inevitable in the progression of the narrative 

is acting.  Film study analyzes the signification of the body and voice of the 

performer in the shots as their actions and gestures connote the relationship between 

the character and the narrative circumstances. The denotative and connotative 

meanings of action, speech, gestures, appearance of an actor are well elaborated by 

Richard Dyer in “Don’t Look Now: The Male Pin-ups” (1982) wherein he also 

illustrates the usage of all these for the construction of the character.  Transmitting 
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meaning to the construction of the character, costume in a narrative signifies how 

character differs from one another. Its colour has a relational meaning in terms of 

mood and atmosphere of the scene. Illustrating the significance of colour in a film, 

Marshall Deutelbaum in “Costuming and the Colour System of Leave her to 

Heaven” (1987) remarks that the “film constructs a system of relational meaning 

through consistent oppositions encoded in the colours of the character’s costume” 

(17). Apart from the visual styling of a film, sound ascribes mental significance as the 

spectators hear what the director makes them hear. Somdatta Mandal avers upon 

sound as an integral part of any film as she suggests how films use sound to connect 

the visualization of filmic patterns which includes gestures, lighting, movements or 

the angle of camera.  

 

 Film narrative is constructed in the arrangement of time and space. Camera devices 

and techniques like flash-back, slow motion, stasis, ellipses, dissolve and jump cut 

are used to manage time. Time, thus, plays a spatial role in attaining lucidity and 

efficiency of expression on the screen. Montage technique (the putting together of 

different shots) is used to handle time and space. Along with these, setting and 

motionalso play dynamic role in making of the film. Setting functions virtually in 

infinite number of ways, whether it is constructed or historically authentic or 

stylized. One way of controlling the setting is by selecting an already existing locale 

in which to stage the action. Motion, on the other hand, is reflected through by 

portraying the same scene from different angles, by movement of the camera itself or 

by using camera lens. At times, camera lens assists in creating an illusion of the 
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motion through the zoom lens or the close up lens that helps to change the focal 

length. 

 

 Post-production course of film narrative includes its editing which in recent decades 

has involved the use of digital technology. On its foundational level, it includes 

assembling of raw footage, selection of appropriate shots, dialogue editing and their 

amalgamation to craft a coherent and cohesive series. It can be chronological editing, 

following logically the chronology of events or the parallel editing, connecting two 

sub-plots whose action run concurrently and independently within the narrative. In 

order to incorporate rapid modifications between a series of shots, montage editing 

is used for spectacular effects wherein a sequel of various small shots are modified, 

with respect to the time, space and information. Another predominant style of 

editing is continuity editing, emphasizing upon smooth transition and logical 

coherence between the shots. Thus, the plot of any film is constructed predominantly 

by the elements of mise-en-scene. All these elements enrich the over-all organization 

of film- its unity, development, action and its outline and also the styling of 

narration of the movie. 

 

Mise-en-scene Technique and Hindi Cinema: A Comparative Study 

 

Setting provides essence as well as meaning to the movie. It is a vital visual 

component of film, incorporates all that the spectators see which includes time and 

place. This part of mise-en-scene plays a dynamic part in film and intermittently 

may accept as much significance as action or event has in the aggregate films. 
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Narrative setting includes swirling desert sand, wildly lashing palm fronds, snowy 

mountains, barren land, greeny valley, desert sand, wildly lashing palm fronds, 

Snowy Mountain, green valley, falling autumn leaf, monsoonal etc. All these 

elements contribute towards dramatic effect. In spite of the fact that setting gives a 

container for sensational activity, its importance goes beyond that and welcomes the 

film makers to control its different viewpoints imaginatively. Setting in the movies 

can be of artificial or can also have “the reality effect” which makes the literary test 

more realistic. 

 The setting of the movie Manjhi-The Mountain Man revolves around the 30ft long, 

30ft wide and 25ft high hillock and provides a natural setting to the village with no 

artificiality. The locale is that of a barren land having muddy houses of the villagers 

and the daily chores of a Dalits. 

 

Likewise, the rural setting impinges upon the hierarchical status of the society where 

in low class suffers from poverty and oppression and is dominated by the landlords.  

One incident of the movie reflects the prevalence of evil practices in the society 

where in a lower class labour while making bricks in the furnace, mistakenly falls in 

it and the owner pays no heed, projecting exposing the upper class mentality having 

zero emotional feel for others living in the society. Further, the incident where 

Maanjhi after returning to the village hugs the chief and his son is beaten harshly by 

them, reflects the fear in the mind of upper class who cannot treat the lower class on 

equal strata with them.  
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The narration is as follows:- 

Maanjhi: Hum 

tohsunathasarkarsabhkobarabarkardiyahai, 

kisekobhishusktahai 

Chief’s Son: saalakirhakiaauladhhai, 

manhdakhnaalthukhwalegatohgorha ban jyegakya?  

Sarkar dealhdetihaitohtumatha par carhkarmuttaga?  

(23:06) 

 

Maanjhi: I heard the government made everyone 

equal. We can touch anybody. 

Chief’s Son: You Bastard! Son of a worm! Can a frog 

become a horse by wearing a horse shoe? If 

Government loosens the grip then will you piss on 

my head? 

(my own translation) 

 

The aforementioned dialogue clearly depicts the fear in the mind of upper class of 

losing their power which they have been exercising to continue the prevalence of 

their all-pervasive power. Since the government in Article 17 has abolished the caste 

system and untouchability (Sathy 2), the upper section of society feel threatened and 

perturbed that they might not abolish the zamindari system as well.  
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Likewise, resistance and resistivity is also projected through the rebellions attitude 

of the characters in the movie. There is one incident where in the naxalites attack 

landlords and make an attempt to blur the hierarchy that exists between the two 

binaries. The narrative tone highlights the fact, “Yehkrantihaikranti, ...abhna koi 

rhegaamirna koi garib, na koi unchna koi neach, sab brabar” (1:19:32). 

 

Throughout the movie, the main protagonist, Maanjhi is projected as a man who 

never gives up at any point of time. Struggling hard with the immovable mountain, 

he, despite of being miserable, replies consistently when someone asks about his 

whereabouts, “Shandar Zabardast Zindhabadh” (49:11). There is also a reflection of 

socio-politico condition of the politicians who are busy making money instead doing 

their jobs. The below mentioned scene reflects how Maanjhi is being cheated by the 

upper class who grab his money by portraying that whatever they do is for his 

welfare.  

 

Conversely, Setting in case of Achyut Kanya revolves around caste prejudice and 

class barrier. The railway train incident in the movie is a reflection of sacrifice made 

at the sake of untouchability and suggests how the movie failed to eradicate such 

prejudices against caste-marriages and oppression still prevailed. Another 

significant incident is when a snake bites the protagonist’s father and the 

untouchable sucks the poison. The dialogue uttered by him highlights how he is 

guilty of touching the upper class, even after saving his life. Likewise, the movie 

Sujata also brought to limelight the issue of caste system prevailing during the 

tenure of Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru. In the contemporary decade, the movie Lagaan is 
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set at the backdrop of rebellious farmers who resist against the colonial powers. 

Caste, although, is not the central issue of the movie, but one character, Kachra, an 

emblem of caste prejudice, who is mocked by others for his disability.  

 

Similarly, Costume and its adornments is additionally a critical visual component in 

film. Just like setting, costume is also a part of mise-en-scene and is considerably a 

signifier from which in orderly fashion, particular ‘signified’ or meanings can 

perused off.  Costumes establish hierarchy and serve to enhance the narrative, or 

story, by suggesting social position of characters. In the movie, when the protagonist 

Manjhi returns back to home after 7 years, he wears shirt and loose fitting pants with 

goggles reflecting himself to be a ‘shahribabu’ and in a way tries to imitate the upper 

caste. Later, when denied such appearance by the upper class, the visual appearance 

alters and he wears the attire of a low class citizen, a Dalit who cannot supersede the 

upper caste in any case. His plights of in-between-ness can be very well explained 

through Homibhabha’s concept of mimicry which explains “mimicry is a metonym 

of presence” (Gupta 4). Mimicry appears when members of a colonized society 

imitate and take on the culture of the colonizers, as a result of which they enter the 

third space. Clothing, being an emblem of social status, assists in perpetuating the 

ruling ideology in the society, thereby, circulating it according to what they desire.   

 

The very first appearance of the protagonist Manjhi wearing dhoti shirt stained in 

blood symbolises not only his miserable plight but is also a projection of the 

oppressed class to which he belongs. Likewise, the attire of his wife is an untidy sari, 
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clad around her dull and skinny waist. The character of Manhji is an emblem of 

simplicity and his wife, unlike the glamorous heroines of the most of the Hindi 

movies, is projected as devoid of make-up and sex appeal. Contrary to it is clean and 

well dressed attire of the upper class which in a way demarcates the boundary 

existing between the two social estates. A threadbare cotton shirt of a Dalit and attire 

made of silk clearly maintains hierarchy and assists in maintaining the low profilic 

element of the oppressed class. The movie in itself is a projection of Indian identity, 

its religion and caste differences that have been circulated by the ruling class. 

Further, wearing a sack instead of clothes, and having a messy hair cut adds to the 

reflection of binaries between the two estates and also to the impact on spectators 

regarding such boundaries that are drawn more deeply.   

 

One incident in Maanjhi the Mountain Man projects character’s desire to wear shoes 

but is being humiliated when the bourgeois, in furore, punishes him. The feet being 

nailed by horseshoes, not only arises sympathy as a spectator but projects the 

anxiety of the upper class who feel threatened thinking that the proletariat might 

acquire the same pedestal that he has been enjoying so far. The below mentioned 

conversation attests to the wretched predicament of the lower class who according to 

the village chief has shown the audacity to wear shoes: 

 Zamidar: Kya re juta phenke lard sahab ban gayaa kya (zamidaar) 

 Dalit Galti ho gayi malik ab nahi hoga (Dalit) 

 Zamidar Isko aisa juta pehnao ki zindhgi bhar jute ki zaroorat na Parhe  (5:16)                       

My own translation: 
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 Zamidar: You think that you have become Babuafter wearing shoes? 

 Dalit: I apologize my Lord. I will not repeat it again 

 Zamidar: Make him wear such shoes that he never dares to wear them   again  

  ever in his life.  

 

Encouraging the hierarchy, such factors hamper the growth and development of the 

unheard Dalits who are brutally beaten and assaulted by the upper class. In the echo 

of the same, the movie includes many anecdotes which are a witness to the barbarity 

and ferocity of caste system. Antonio Gramsci also elaborates this very notion of 

division of the upper class and the lower class. According to him the society is 

fragmented into various sections wherein the subaltern groups like the titular 

Maanjhi belong to the lower caste. He has in one of his seminal essays, “Race, Class 

and Religion” highlighted this fact by stating “Subaltern groups are originally of a 

different race (different religion and different culture) than the dominant groups” 

(116). Likewise, in the movie, it can be seen that the low class are oppressed due to 

their social standing which is considered inferior to the high class. 

 

In the similar vein, the movie Sairat portrays a Dalit burdened with his marginalized 

identity on his sleeves. His attire, the cotton kurta along with the scarf round the 

shoulders is a trademark of any downtrodden or marginalised identity. The entire 

visual appearance of the protagonist reflects his desires being suppressed by the 

upper class. 
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Prop formally known as showy property and is utilized by onscreen characters 

during the execution of their action in order to construct a more deep impact on the 

audience. Prop is considered to be portable and well-situated on a set and is 

different from rest of the elements of mise-en-scene, be it acting, setting, or costumes. 

Props in case of Maanjhi- The Mountain Man are non-living things but play a 

significant role in projection of rebellion and resistance of Maanjhi, the main 

protagonist. Maanjhi’s resentment of the caste based hierarchy and his anguish 

towards obstructions in the path of progress are projection through his consistent 

struggle against the mountain which he tries to break with his hammer.   

 

Mountain being a significant prop holds its significance in the title of the movie as 

well. French Surrealist, Louis Aragon in his essay ‘On Decor’ comments upon the 

various aspects of film props and defines it as “on the screen objects that were a few 

moment ago sticks of furniture or book of clock room tickets are transformed to the 

point where they take on menacing or enigmatic meaning (Beginning Film Studies 18). 

The monologue between Maanjhi and the mountain at the very inception of the 

movie, highlights not only the relation between the two but also reflects their 

individual determination of being stick to their goal. The below mentioned 

conversation between the two reflects their individual motive: Maanjhi, as breaking 

the obstruction and mountain as being stick to its roots, irrespective of what it 

represents;      

Bohat barha hai tu 

Bohat akarh hai toahra mei 
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Bhot zoar hai 

Arey Braham haibrahm                       (2.30) 

 

So… you think you are too big? … Too proud? Very Powerful? 

Its an illusion!           (my own translation)   

 

Mountain, being a powerful prop, symbolizes the cause of slavery in the first half of 

the movie and in the later half inspires slave rebellion thereby, recreating 

emancipated Dalit subject. In cue with this, the dialogue of the reporter in the advent 

of the movie highlights the fact, as he avers, “This is the most backward region of 

Independent India. Nothing has changed here for centuries. Its 13 years since 

Independence…No school, no hospital, no road… Do you see this mountain? It has 

enslaved Gehlore Village.” Although India as a whole is going through speedy 

urbanization but villages like Gehlore are still reduced to a state of feudalism by 

many external factors, be it the physical setting or the socio-political factors. 

Hammer and Chisel the second most important prop which acted as the 

revolutionary weapon supports the ambition of Manjhi throughout the movie. 

Hammer, originally, was utilized by divine beings; for destruction, protection and 

fertilization. Likewise, in the movie Maanji’s hammer traces a path breaking journey 

by acting as a support to Manjhi, facing the struggle along with him and craving a 

path through the mountain. In a way, it can be said that the Hammer symbolises 

abolition of the obstacles that have so far hindered the growth of lower class.   
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Acting assists in narrating the story by means of enactment by the actor. Although 

all components of mise-en-scene are significant and equally contribute in the 

development of the plot but the most noteworthy is performance. Actor and his 

performance focus on components of mise-en-scene that is for most part the most 

responsive among viewers. It is critical to observe how actors make their 

performance a focal point in mise-en-scene, while giving much space for audience to 

analyse. “Walter Benjamin in his essay, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction” characterises the film actors as an almost ghostly figure, surviving 

minimally in his or her two- dimensional screen image but deprived of that vivid 

bodily presence or ‘aura’, in Benjamin’s language- which the theatre actors 

communicates to the live audience”(Beginning Film Studies 22). The mise-en-scene 

component of acting and performance of the actors turns out to be more particular 

and determinable for the viewers by stressing skills in the actor’s voice, bodily 

movement and style of acting. Edgar Morin writes of the film actors as ‘borderline 

utility’ in the face of cinema’s array of visual and auditory effects (Beginning Film 

Studies 21).      

 

Voice as an essential component of acting incorporates the natural sound of an 

actor’s voice alongside the different accent he or she produces according to the 

situation. The voice could be contemplated as the most fundamental component of 

expression that an actor may have. In regards to Manjhi, there is a distinction 

between the voice modulations of every character. Manjhi’s voice is an 

amalgamation of disgust and annoyance he has. Pertinent to mention, his voice 



Ad Litteram: An English Journal of International Literati                         ISSN: 2456 6624 
 December 2018: Volume 3 
 

 Intertextuality and Hindi Cinema | Kamaldeep & Simran 98 

represents his emotional outburst when the mishap happens in his life, the untimely 

death of his wife when she falls from the mountain. This incident suggests how 

voice helps in recognizing the sentiments of every particular character and makes it 

perceivable for the audience. The voice copiously makes the actors a focal point in 

the mise-en-scene, assisting the spectator correlate with the emotions of the celluloid 

character.  

 

Bodily movements, further, are vital for performance as they help in carrying out the 

emotional weight of the mise-en-scene and works as rhetorical strategy that helps in 

keeping the viewers careful of what is happening in the film. Adding bodily 

movement to the voice enhances the acting as it includes the physical gestures, eye 

movements and facial expressions. When Manjhi and his wife Phaguni meet for the 

first time at a bus stand, their mute conversation is through their gestures and 

through eye contact which makes the audience to easily notice their attraction and 

further liking for each other. 

 

Further, another noteworthy incident that portrays actor’s emotions is when he is 

seen as breaking the mountain after the death of his wife. His acting is so intense 

that the life less, stubborn mountain symbolises a trap which has engulfed the life of 

an oppressed. 

 

Contrary to such portrayals, is the caste free representation of the main protagonist 

in the recent bollywood movie, Newton (2017). The celluloid Dalit character, is an 
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emblem of free, rationale, intelligent thinking and equally contributes in his 

constitutional duties towards society. The celluloid narrative projects how prejudices 

can be neglected in order to construct caste free discourses in an opportunistic way.  

 

Conclusion 

 

All the profilic elements of mise-en-scene unanimously collaborate to make a 

particular climate in Hindi Cinema, be it the setting, costume, prop, lighting, acting, 

etc all independently enable the audience to comprehend their individual function. 

They permit the producer to create imperative attribute in his characters. All of them 

combine together to portray the resistance and rebellion of the oppressed against the 

obstacles that hinder their growth and progress. By studying each element 

independently, one can comprehend the real essence of the movies and the motive 

behind producing such avant-garde movies.   

 

Thus, it can be said that the idea of transforming society through the conquest of 

power is totally changed into an understanding of the discourse of power, into the 

struggle against power. For what is at issue in the revolutionary transformation of 

the world is not whose power but the very existence of power. What is at issue is not 

who exercises power, but how to create a world based on the mutual recognition of 

human dignity, and on the formation of social relations which are not based on 

power relations. 
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