
Water – Deepa Mehta

Water is more than just a feminist theme film. It further shows religion-related tradition infringes
on women's basic human rights by depicting the ups and downs of the main character’s fate, and a
lamentable love story. From the perspective of Culture and Tradition, it is very critical, and does
not compromise to social factors in the final presentation of its theme.

The film opens from a very young widow’s viewpoint. Through a five minutes’ montage, the film
shows the audiences the traditional customs of India, while also delivers much information
efficiently. The reveal of the girl’s widow identity itself could be regarded as the most direct
criticism of the child marriage phenomenon. According to the Government of India's 1991 Census,
there are more than 33 million widows in India of whom some thirty thousand are below fifteen
years of age (Mukherjee, 2008, p37). The little girl Chuiya is one of the 30000 people. Then, the
film shows a series of rituals that are necessary for a female to become a widow. The rituals
marking the renunciation of the widow's sexuality are deeply humiliating and traumatic, the most
visible being the breaking of bangles and tonsure, or the shaving of the head (Mukherjee, 2008,
p36). Follows the girl's pace, the director leads the audiences into the ashram where the widows
living in. Most of the ashram widows are middle-aged and elderly. Through the close-ups of their
weather-beaten faces and empty eyes, combines the humdrum and gloomy hue, the film reflects
the old, dark, and lifeless features of the traditional system of widow treatment. The film also
includes many dialogue scenes, where the two sides of conversation are separated by an iron gate
or fence. When shooting these dialogue scenes, the camera is often shooting from inside the
window/door to the outside, strengthening the space's closure, narrow and isolated, which creates
a sense of repression. The parrot in the cage is a symbol of the imprisoned widows and emphasises
the situation of the main characters. The main perspective of the little girl makes the audiences
gradually form a female view angle when watching, and further empathizes with the characters.
Such precise perspective is also influenced by the director Deepa Mehta’s female identity. She
brought her progressive ideas into the film, projected these ideas onto several important female
characters, and made these characters unique among the crowd. The actions of the women in the
films disrupt mainstream convention, and re-define the nature of the margin on two levels: it
becomes both a site of resistance for the characters in the films, and a site for the expression of
that resistance for the filmmakers (Moodley, 2003, p69).

Kalyani is another narrative core of the film. Compare with other female characters, both her
character image and identity are more special. She lives on the second floor of the ashram and has
her own room, which shows her fundamental difference from most of the old people who have
already adapted to the status quo. Because of the constant need to provide sexual service, she is
the only person here that wears a long braid. However, the braid also represents her rebellion
against tradition and yearning for independence and freedom. When her long hair is cut by the old
lady Didi, it also represents her path to freedom is cut off. After she was rescued, comes following
her wedding with Narayan. This is one of the few cheerful and positive scenes in the whole film.
The representation of the dreary colourless life of the bidhva-ashram is so effective in the film that
the sudden splash of the hues of Holi and unrestrained laughter make a startling impact
(Mukherjee, 2008, p42). The concentrated burst of colour makes there finally has some good



atmosphere after persistent repressed emotions. However, most of the good things are ephemeral.
The crisis that the Indian women faced did not only come from conservative people. Even if
Narayan is progressive enough, his father is also constantly exploiting the values of the widows.
The whole society is full of spite against the vulnerable group so that Kalyani is in a dilemma. In
the end, she still did not cross the river that symbolizes bondage and death. The most valuable
thing about the film is that characters with progressive thoughts did not directly bring social
changes. The deep-rooted contradictions could not be solved in a short period. The most efficient
way for the characters is to escape. In the last part of the film, Gandhi appears as an almost divine
image. Shakuntala finally passes on Chuiya to Narayan, and the train that represents
modernization and progress takes Chuiya towards the distant. Shakuntala turns her head to the
camera, her resolute face sends a message to the audience: “This is an unfinished revolution.”

The child marriage custom and traditional restriction concept toward widows makes India had a
high prevalence of young widows in history. As the film mentioned, the religious precepts have
very serious restriction on the widow’s fate. Wife has always been treated as the subordinate of
her husband. Once the husband is dead, the wife would lose her social status and her value in the
family. In a society where a woman's identity is governed by her male relative whether father,
husband, or son-and eventual patrilocality, it would appear that after the death of the husband, she
"ceases" as a person and passes into a state of "social death" (Mukherjee, 2008, p36). Just like
Narayan in the film said, “One less mouth to feed. Four saris saved. One bed, and a corner is
saved in the family home.” Thus, be destroyed, banished and marginalized seems to become the
inevitable fate of widows. Remarriage is generally unacceptable, which made the young widows
permanent lost their social rights and personal freedom that they should have. As a natural
consequence, the birth of a daughter became more and more undesirable and this led to the rise in
the number of female infanticide (Malik, 2013, p26). The traditional constraints kept women in a
very weak position in society, and the assault on women has gradually formed a vicious circle. In
fact, in the film’s set background, the national independent movements and women’s movement
have already gained many positive results. The rules that restrict widows’ right to remarriage has
also been replaced, but some of the male characters in the film still withheld this information from
the widows. “We ignore the laws that don’t benefit us”. This line has exposed the real driving
force behind the cultural tradition, which is the male group, as the vested interest under the
patriarchy system. Mehta’s film makes it clear from the outset that the male Hindu hegemony
seeks to rationalize the mistreatment of widows by appealing to the authority of Hindu scriptures
(Burton, 2013, p3). By using the traditions, men could relieve their financial burden, gain benefits,
consolidate their status and even vent their sexual desires. The most distressing plot of the film is
that Chuiya is sent to “receive guests” after Kalyani dead. Sexual exploitation becomes the most
prominent conflict in the film. However, it also attracts some criticisms to the film. Critics
sensitive to the issue of Orientalism are perhaps right to accuse Mehta of setting Water in late
colonial times and yet neglecting the manner in which the image of the victimized and vulnerable
Indian woman was manipulated to rationalize Western imperialism (Burton, 2013, p5).

In the film, when Narayan takes Kalyani to the British settlement, he describes that British people
would not mind her widow identity. The scenes of British settlement are very bright, in stark
contrast to the scenes of Indian people’s settlements that showed earlier in the film. This kind of



film language makes British people seem to become a representative of progressivism in the film.
However, what deeply influence the Indian tradition is not only patriarchy, but also the caste
system. In the post-colonial context, the caste system made the Indian nation constantly infighting,
and the internal contradictions are very serious. This exactly made the caste system became a good
way to maintain the British rule over India from the colonists' perspective. Thus, the continuation
and strengthening of the caste system could also be regarded as the result of colonial rule from a
certain view angle. Hence it can be noticed that the prohibition of widow remarriage was not
something contemplated by the Vedas but was introduced by men so as to maintain caste
hierarchy and to suppress women in every walk of life (Malik, 2013, p31). It could be seen that
colonial rule in some senses also makes these conservative traditional customs continue to affect
women’s living conditions. At the same time, the British colonists in India also had exploited
behaviours toward the local women. Thus, calls to stop women from being raped were growing in
the nationalist movements at that time. By the end of the nineteenth century, the issue of rape and
racism were interlinked, and this was used by the nationalists as a weapon against British rule
(Basu, 1995, p98). However, the core of these movements was still national interests instead of
women’s interests. The main purpose was anti-colonization and did not have many influences on
the Indian traditions, it was even a reinforcement.

Narayan is apparently a more rational intellectual image. In his conversation with Kalyani, he says
that even the traditions that be regarded as human nature would finally change someday. While
Kalyani says that good traditions should not die out. This conversation is the core of the film's
discussion of tradition. Tradition is bound to change in the course of social change, but change
does not mean total denial. The key question is, who should decide which part of the tradition is
good and which part is bad? In the film, Kalyani says to Narayan that he could be the one to make
the decision. What the director wants to express is that the hope of reforming tradition relies on
those people who have progressive ideas and are striving for national independence without
falling into the trap of ultra-nationalism.

Until today, the living conditions of women in India are still very grim. The progressives did make
a lot of efforts, but the movements of reform tradition and fight for women’s rights still not reach
the end. As a film, it is already very valuable to show people the real problems of society, but
people still have a long way to go to change the deep-rooted backward traditions and social
structures.
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