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 Abstract  

It has been over 20 years since the first mainstream Indian cinema has been exploring 

homosexual love: Fire, was released in India. While it earned wide critical acclaim, the first 

part of the elemental trilogy found itself in the midst of a vigorous controversy. Sadly, in the 

world’s largest film producing and film viewing nation, same-sex relationships, was a taboo 

subject in 1996. Some people consider this trend still remains the same. Unrelenting, the 

Indian born Canadian filmmaker and writer Deepa Mehta produced the rest of the trilogy, 

ushering similar reactions. Set on post-colonial India, Earth and Water, areconsidered for 

being provocative and courageous by people who are orthodox. Water whose film set was 

vandalized, went on to be nominated for the best foreign language film for the Academy 

awards in 2007.  

This paper will explore the style and theme in Mehta’s films, and shall explore the elements 

in her story telling that established her as one of the most influential diasporic writers. 

Mehta’s films created an avenue for the world to explore India and the various facets of 

everyday Indian life in the post-colonial era. Despite having settled in Canada, she continues 

to be a progressive voice on social issues in India and Canada. This paper will also analyze 

the work of writers who live abroad but continue to strike a chord with readers back home. 

The journal will explore the works of diasporic writers like Taslima Nasrin, Salman Rushdie, 

Kiran Desai, V.S Naipaul and Amitav Ghosh who leave readers with a sense of nostalgia and 

at the same time have established themselves as native local people in different parts of the 

world.  
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Migration, displacement and its influence on literature 

 

Literature in every language has for long been influenced by the pain, alienation and the 

nostalgia of diasporic writers. The diasporic literature includes the work produced by authors 

away from their roots and this is the reason that the glaring feature of their work is its 

association with the native culture and background.  

 

The prominent theme running across diasporic literature has been the sense of loss, alienation 

and experiences which emerged due to migration and expatriation. These experiences 

develop a diasporic sensibility that reflects in their work. Kiran Desai’s award-winning novel  

“The Inheritance of Loss”aptly conveys this sensibility.  

 

Through the characters in her novel, Desai attempts to convey the struggles of an immigrant, 

especially in the US. Biju’s character in several ways resonates with millions of Indians who 

faced humiliation in their attempts to live the American dream. The kind of alienation that 

Biju’s character went through gives an insight into the author's own struggles to adjust in the 

US, where she migrated at the age of 14.  

 

Another award-winning novel that has similar themes running across its pages is V.S 

Naipaul's “A House for Mr. Biswas”. Readers of V.S Naipaul’s work would agree that 

displacement and exile is a dominant theme in most of his books. V.S Naipaul was born in 

Trinidad and Tobago in 1932 and breathed his last in 2018. Although his family had migrated 

from India, his connection towards India could be seen in his writings. 

 

The Nobel laureate was greatly influenced by the short stories of his father -- a journalist -- 

who wrote on the Indian community in Trinidad and Tobago. “Those stories gave me more 

than knowledge. They gave me a kind of solidity. They gave me something to stand on in the 

world,” Naipaul once remarked in a speech.  
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The theme adopted in Naipaul’s most celebrated novel “A House for Mr. Biswas” is perhaps 

the most glaring evidence of the writer's sense of longing for his motherland. The book, 

although a fiction, is autobiographical in nature.  It is through the protagonist Naipaul 

attempts to convey his experiences as an immigrant. Very similar to Desai, V. S. Naipaul had 

a painful experience while migrating abroad which he attempts to convey through the 

character of Mr. Biswas. Naipaul shows how Mr. Biswas suffers from homelessness, 

displacement and alienation. Naipaul in a way lays bare the poor conditions in which the 

Indian diasporic community lives abroad.  

 

Diasporic work in the shadows of a fatwa 

 

It has been 25 years since the Bangladeshi author Taslima Nasrin was forced into exile for 

her controversial book Lajja (1993). The bookdepicted the persecution of a Hindu family by 

Muslims during the riots post the Babri Masjid demolition was banned in Bangladesh and 

even earned her a fatwa. But the constant death threats never stopped Nasrin from writing; in 

fact, the exile molded her as one of the bravest diasporic voices of our times.  

 

Nasrin is among a dozen renowned storytellers whose work has been the result of the pangs, 

pain and the nostalgia of exile. Storytellers like Nasrin had to leave their motherland for one 

reason or the other but their stories still resonate with the natives. Despite being far from their 

birthplace their yearning for their roots has given birth to diasporic literature, an integral part 

of contemporary English writing. 

 

An author closely associated with the sort of journey Taslima Nasrin has had, is Indian-born 

British writer Salman Rushdie. Rushdie was born on 19th June 1947 in Bombay but in 1967 

his parents moved to Pakistan. He struck fame with his book ‘Midnight’s Children (1981)’, 

but drew sharp criticism over his fourth novel “The Satanic Verses” which got banned and 

led to a fatwa issued by the spiritual leader of revolutionary Iran, Ayatollah Ruhollah 

Khomeini.  

 

From the shadows of the fatwa came out “The Moor's Last Sigh”. Through the characters in 

the book -- Moraes and Boabdil -- who were forced to leave their country and wander, 

Rushdie incorporates his own restless search for belonging after he lost his home and went 

into hiding because of the fatwa.  
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Taslima Nasrin, she published her autobiography “Exile: AMemoir” which chronicled her 

struggles for survival in India in 2007.  A mob took to the streets demanding her ousterby the 

All India Majlis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen, an Indian political party. Nasrin in her powerful 

autobiography also talked about her childhood, her secular father and the tribulations of 

women in Bangladesh.  

 

 

Introduction: Deepa Mehta 

 

Often writers envision their homeland as a place of conflict and violence and others 

romanticise it. Few storytellers have been able to bring out these themes and elements such as 

Indian born Canadian filmmaker and writer Deepa Mehta. Through her unique style, Mehta 

managed to bring the focus of her global audience towards the Indian middle-class life and 

their problems. Few other diasporic filmmakers have been able to shed light on issue such as 

homosexuality, post-colonial life and feminism. Deepa Mehta was born in Amritsar in the 

year 1950. The family had to relocate from Lahore during the partition of India in 1947. 

Deepa never studied film-making, since she was born in a filmic environment (Mehta’s father 

was a film distributor) that had a great influence on her.   

 

Mehta made her first-ever documentary on child brides. She later moved to Canada in 1973 

after marrying a filmmaker, Paul Saltzman. She formed a production company, Sunrise Films 

with her brother Dilip Mehta and Saltzman in Canada. After several ventures, Mehta won her 

first success as a feature film debut when she filmed “Sam & Me” in 1991. The film played 

an important role in establishing Mehta’s image as a diasporic filmmaker. 

 

 

Sam & Me 

 

The film portrayed the struggles of a young Indian guy who moved to Canada with high 

hopes. He soon got frustrated with the work and the culture in Canada,and experienced that 

the Indian diaspora can relate too. Through this film, Mehta depicted her own experiences of 

being a brown-skinned ‘other’. After the film’s success Mehta worked on episodes of George 
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Lucas’s television series The Young Indiana Jones Chronicles (1992) and Travels with 

Father (1994). Later she went on to direct a big-budget feature called Camilla.  

 

 

 

 

 

Elemental Trilogy  

 

● Fire  

 

In 1996 Mehta made the first part of the renowned elemental trilogy, “Fire”. With this film, 

Mehta not only attracted praise but also sharp criticism.The film explored the theme of 

homosexuality. It revolved around the relationship between two women, named Sita and 

Radha. The two sisters-in-law are shown challenging the traditional values in a joint Hindu 

family. Sita and Radha were shown developing a sexual relationship between each other after 

experiencing a lack of attention from their husbands. The film proved to be ahead of its time 

in India. Despite winning laurels abroad “Fire”me with violent protests and massive 

criticism. Religious groups were against the film’s depiction of a lesbian relationship. Some 

even branded it a misrepresentation of women and Hindu culture.  

 

The fire proved to be an important diasporic film. It drew attention towards the oppressive 

conditions of a married woman's life, especially in an arranged marriage. Sita and Radha 

played the characters of women trapped between the harsh, oppressive traditions and desire.  

 

 

● Earth  

 

In 1998 Mehta produced the second part of the elemental trilogy, Earth. The film was a result 

of an inter-diasporic relationship between filmmaker Deepa Mehta and writer BapsiSidwa. 

While Mehta immigrated to Canada, Sidhwaa moved to the US. It was based on diasporic 

Pakistani writer BapsiSidhwa’s novel Cracking India. The film delved into the ethnic 

violence that took place during the partition of India in 1947.  
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● Water  

In the year 2000 when Deepa Mehta started filming the final part of the trilogy, she was 

stopped from making the movie. The film set was vandalised and Mehta had to stop shooting. 

Later the film was completed in Sri Lanka.Similar to the theme Mehta is known to use, Water 

also dealt with a provocative social theme which did not go down well with the Hindu 

fundamentalists. “Water” was about ostracism of Hindu widows. It depicted the social, 

cultural, economic, and religious side of the ostracism that they facedtherefore; Mehta was 

not able to complete her film. The film production of “Water”was then shifted to Sri Lanka 

in 2005. Although it made little noise in India, it went on to be nominated for the 2007 

Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film.  

 

Significance & Criticism  

 

The elemental trilogy stands out for an array of reasons.  Its impact, especially in India, was 

magnified owing to the prevailing political climate at that time. First, it sparked a debate on 

topics that were considered to be taboo. Second, it sought to challenge the patriarchal 

religious by challenging the deeply rooted power relations in the Indian society. 

 

While the diasporic and transnational identity of Mehta enabled her to write and produce 

cinematically rich films such as theelemental trilogywhich was able to attract an international 

audience, it also made the same identity as the subject of criticism. Diasporic observers of 

Mehta’s work claim that the portrayal of Indian culture in Mehta’s films lacked authenticity 

owing to the filmmaker’s privileged diasporic position. 

 

More aggressive criticism came from the Hindu religious fundamentalist groups, who sought 

to drive her away, burned her effigy and vandalised her film sets. In this regard, Mehta’s 

journey resembles that of other diasporic authors such as Taslima Nasrin and Salman 

Rushdie.  

 

Deepa Mehta’s idea of filmmaking   

 

The thought process behind provocative films like the elemental trilogy which are Fire, 

Water, and Earth can be understood by Mehta’s view on world cinema. Mehta in an 
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interview to Toronto International Film Festival (TIFF) said that “Hollywood, Bollywood, 

and all the other ‘Woods’ around the world arestill being run by boys’ clubs. 

 

“The good news is, slowly but surely, a dent is being made in the barriers that protect this 

hallowed ground. While not all-powerful men are intimidated by strong women, many still 

are. It's partly about the unknown factor— the idea that women are now your competition. I 

think these men need to loosen up, because the more variety we have in our creative voices, 

the better our films will be,” she added. 

 

An analysis of Mehta's film would often reveal the transformation of female characters from 

a state of oppression to breaking free from deep rooted and established rules of the 

society.Mehta has often spoken about the female gaze through her cinema. In the TIFF 

interview she remarked on the significance of it, “For me, the female gaze is a given. I am a 

woman and the way I look at relationships, men, and stories are unique — it simply has to 

be.As I grow older, my concerns are changing, as well as the political and gender-based 

investigations in my work. Stories move me and are notorious for taking us on the paths we 

know little about. I empathise with any female filmmaker who has a story she wants to tell, 

and would implore them to tell the industry to go fly a conceptual kite. It is so important for 

the women starting out in their filmmaking careers not to cater to what they think the market 

wants. Make the films and tell the stories that move you.”  

 

The diaspora impact on Deepa Mehta’s work 

 

The reason behind Mehta’s films such as Fire, Earth and Water have had an indelible 

impression on the viewers is because her characters reflected her understanding of prevalent 

social beliefs from her personal experiences which she had in India. In her interviews, she 

often spoke about her mother who faced the isolations of an arranged marriage. Indian 

womenhad to go through a metaphorical test of purity. These experiences always lived in her 

and reflected in her cinematic style even when Mehta immigrated to Canada. Mehta herself 

maintains that she produced Earth partly to break the exotic stereotypes about India. By her 

film she sought to raise dark political questions about the social customs prevalent. It was 

from her early memories of India that she was able to give a personal touch. 
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While talking about her first short film Mehta told Bright Lights Film Journal that the thing 

caught her imagination was the story of a sweeper's daughter who was getting married at the 

age of fourteen.“I was intrigued by her story. It wasn't a study, or in any way an academic 

film. She was a frightened young girl, and yet she was so excited because she was going to 

get new clothes. It just caught my imagination, and I thought I would like to document it”, 

she added. 

 

Further while talking about her inspiration during childhood, she told the journal that she was 

inspired by Luis Bunuel. She mentioned a quote by Bunel that inspired her in college:  It's 

only when a film is specific does it become universal. “I think it's much easier for me to tell a 

story that I'm familiar with, whether it's as a woman or whether it's about a subject that I 

would like to know more about. So, for me, while I'm writing the script, or researching the 

film, or evenmaking the film, I'm still learning,” she told Bright Lights Film Journal She also 

added, “So I never do a film where I think I know all about it because I think that's terribly 

boring. The process of exploration is what really intrigues me, and especially if it's on a 

subject that I really care about. For example, right now we are shooting Heaven on Earth, and 

it's very specific. It's about the Punjabi immigrant community in contemporary Toronto. 

That's a subject that has intrigued me for a long time”. 

 

Portrayal of diaspora life in “Heaven on Earth” 

 

Heaven on Earth (2008) was a continuation of Deepa Mehta’s women centric films -- such as 

Fire, Water and Earth --- where the oppressed female characters embark upon a journey. 

The film was inspired from the theatrical adaptation of Naga-Mandala by Neelam 

MansinghChowdhry in New Delhi in 1989.  

 

The critically acclaimed film ‘Heaven on Earth’ depicted the plight of a woman trapped and 

harassed by her husband in a foreign country. The film reflected Mehta’s own experience as a 

migrant from India and the thousand other Indian origin women in Canada, which Mehta 

talked about frequently in her interviews. 

 

Mehta portrays a young Punjabi woman, Chand, who married into a Brampton family and left 

India to settle in Canada being trapped in an abusive family. Chand however grows as a 

character and breaks away from the troublesome relationship. The realistic portrayal of 
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Chand’s plight could find its roots from Mehta’s own experience. Her first marriage with 

Paul Saltzman had also ended in a bitter divorce.This transnational film not only supports but 

also forwards feminist concerns. Very similar to Mehta’s other movies, Heaven on Earth 

sought to break a traditional thought process: moving to a foreign land improves women’s 

status.  

 

Deepa Mehta remarkably portrayed the tough living conditions of immigrants in Canada. The 

film managed to capture the emotions like hope that migrants come with when they first 

arrive abroad but it is soon put to test.  Mehta accurately describes the impact of the stress 

falling on the women more than on men living abroad.  

 

Through the female character in the film, the filmmaker throws light on the condition of 

Indian women in Canada who are not only expected to be traditional housewives that entails 

being submissive and respectful but also play the role of a modern working woman who can 

support the family financially.  

 

Modern diasporic Indian writers 

 

Modern diasporic Indian writers, some who have spent a part of their life in India and have 

carried the baggage of their native land offshore and others who have been raised since 

childhood outside India. Such writers while depicting migrant characters in their books 

express the theme of displacement, alienation, assimilation and acculturation. Among the 

novels written by modern diasporic writers that have aptly portrayed the diasporic Indian 

character are Anita Desai’s Bye Bye Blackbird and Kamala Markandaya’sThe Nowhere Man. 

The theme in these books is the racial prejudice against Indian abroad.  

 

Another author that falls in this league is Amitav Ghosh. ‘The Shadow Lines’ depicts the 

characters feeling of rootlessness as a result of their birth on foreign land. On the other 

hand,Amit Chaudhari’s novel Afternoon Raag portrays the advantages of being an Indian 

student abroad. The book takes you through the advantage of dual identities. 

 

Literary works like Jhumpa Lahiri’sThe Namesake Meera Syal’sAnita and Me, Chitra 

Banerjee- Divakaruni’sThe Queen of Dreams have depicted the issue of the intergenerational 

gap of the Indian Diaspora. In their stories the first-generation parents expect their children to 
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live by the value system of Indian culture but the children encounter different cultural 

surroundings. The result is a feeling of being sandwiched in the two cultures.  

 

Characters who have shown undergoing such feelings are Gogol in The Namesake and 

Meena in Anita and Me, who face racial comments owing to their brown skin. This creates a 

confusion in the minds of such people -- depicted in diasporic literature --   as to which is 

their real home. 

 

 

Conclusion  

 

Home and dislocation are a major theme in the Indian Diasporic literature and films. These 

themes managed to bring attention of the global audience to taboos. In the globalised world 

where immigration seems inevitable, diasporic literature has proved to be a link between the 

world and struggles of a diaspora community.   

 

Filmmakers like Deepa Mehta have forged an unbreakable bond with her audience by 

exploring taboos topics one after another. She has contributed to diasporic literature not only 

as a Canadian --by producing films like “Heaven on Earth” but also as an Indian depicting 

the pangs and of Hindu women in India in provocative films like “Fire and Earth”.  

 

Women diasporic authors especially, Mehta have avoided giving a judgment on the diasporic 

lives. She is among the few storytellers who have successfully kept her stories open ended. It 

is left on her audience to decide what they make of the story.  

 

Another key theme of diasporic writers' work is the understanding of that diaspora 

community and description of it in both positive and negative images. In the beginning 

immigrants suffer from homelessness and other physical challenges but later they have more 

experience, face problemsand sufferings in bold fashion.  As a result, these stories show the 

diasporic community not only facing problems in their adopted land but also enjoying 

economic opportunity.  

 

Authors like Salman Rushdie and Taslima Nasrin have also created a different genre in the 

diasporic literature. Their struggles with death threats and exile gave birth to a unique form of 
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writing. Literary works like Jhumpa Lahiri’s“The Namesake”,Meera Syal’s“Anita and Me” 

and Chitra Banerjee- Divakaruni’s“The Queen of Dreams”are some works of diasporic 

literature that will always act as a kind of bridge between two different cultures. 
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