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TRAVELING STYLES
OR THE CHALLENGE OF APPROACHING COMMERCIAL HINDI CINEMA AS WORLD 
CINEMA

Alexandra Schneider, Universiteit van Amsterdam

Abstract

This article proposes a contribution to a methodological and theoretical discussion in con-

cinematic traditions can be understood in a comparative perspective, as the result of processes 

cinema, and along pathways of circulation not necessarily shaped and controlled by the sup-

posedly inevitable forces of Western capitalism. Commercial Hindi cinema is used as a case 

study – the article in particular discusses the temporal-spatial constellation of Pakeezah (Pure 

One, Kamal Amrohi, 1972).

beautiful and mysterious throughout. 

Peter Wollen on Pakeezah.1

cultures in the age of globalization? 

I use the expression “cinema cultures in the age of globalization” as a placeholder for what was 

formerly called World or Transnational Cinema. In a way similar to the label World Music, the 

more “transnational” at the level of production transnational studies tend to underestimate the 

that concept may be.2
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The concept of globalization is complicated and contested in itself. Nonetheless I propose that 

of both World Cinema and Transnational Cinema that I just outlined. I propose to understand 

globalization here as both a process and a perspective. As a historical process globalization unfolded 
3 As a perspective on the 

other hand, globalization is more recent, a concept arising from a new understanding of difference 

towards the late 20th 4 

In order to explore new ways of conceptualizing cinema cultures in the age of globalization 

I will begin by re-visiting the approach to World Literature proposed by literary scholar Franco 

Moretti and discuss its productivity and limitations in addressing the problems that I outlined.5 

Willemen.6

to the accidents of geography for studying South Korean Cinema in 2002,7 before developing a 
8 For Willemen a comparative 

cinematic functioning”9 and hereby expose the severe limitations of “the Euro-American model 
10 According to 

and its effect on cinema.11 As much I sympathize with Willemen’s plea for moving beyond a Eu-

the universal encounter with capitalism and its effect on cinema as the via regia for a comparative 
12 A strong case can be made that whatever critique of the universalizing tendencies of 

move of introducing a quasi-transcendental notion of “capitalism” as a new universal that guar-

antees the underlying unity of cinema, thereby subtly but effectively re-homogenizing the object 

of study from what remains essentially a Western point of view. Particularly in the light of new 

studies about the informal economies of cinema outside of the realm and reach of Hollywood and 

-

tasizing world capitalism as a force with which a “universal encounter” is inevitable produces a 
13 The subtleness of Willemen’s 

approach to the esthetics of cinema in a comparative perspective needs to be matched with an 

Another point of contention concerns Willemen’s continuing adherence to the basic tenets of 

The Imagi-

 (1977), in which he develops the analogy between the cinematic apparatus and the 

psychic apparatus according to Freud, this analogy is literally topical and contingent upon the 

accidents of geography: it is a theory developed by an European theorist to explain cinema culture 

in major European urban areas. It is a theory, cautions Metz, that may lose its explanatory power 

perfect sense if one subscribes to a universalizing reading of the Althusserian variety of apparatus 

theory. According to such a reading the processes of interpellation through the cinematic text, and 

thus of the production of subjectivity, occur regardless of any accidents of geography and culture 
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because they are part and parcel of the “universal encounter” with the forces of capitalism that 
14 

My own reading of Moretti’s proposals will follow a different path from Willemen’s, one that 

attempts to avert both a hegemonic understanding of capitalism as a homogenizing force of cin-

ema culture and a similarly hegemonic understanding of textual interpellation as the unifying 

of departure, is: how can different cinematic traditions be understood in a comparative perspective 

the paradigm of national cinema, and along pathways of circulation not necessarily shaped and 

controlled by the supposedly inevitable forces of Western capitalism?15 My reading of Moretti 

raises a number of critical points that I will address in my concluding section, and in answering my 

My own contribution will use commercial Hindi cinema as a case study for this discussion. As 

many scholars of Indian Cinemas have insisted, the diverse and manifold past and current cinematic 

traditions of the Indian subcontinent represent an ideal testing ground for the shortcomings and 

the essence of a national culture.16

17 commercial Hindi cinema 

continues to be treated as a relatively marginal object and to be discussed as either exotic or 

informed by such an understanding argue that Hindi cinema has developed its own language 

inclusive enough to include commercial Hindi cinema rather than treat it as a deviation from a 

standard model of cinematic narration.18

attribute to commercial Hindi cinema (or other non-Western cinemas) the status of an exception 

processes of exchange and circulation neither merge completely with the nation-state nor align 

seamlessly with the pathways of global capital:

[R]ather, they operate at the level of the translocal-popular – the level which, while largely complicit 

with hegemonic apparatuses, continues to hold as-yet-unrealized promises of democratic imaginations 

and interventions.
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[b]y examining this translocal-popular exchange, we can avoid slipping into the problems of exception-

alism, exoticism and containment associated with the multiculturalist paradigm.19

formulates the thesis that the modern novel always arises as a compromise between a foreign form 

and local material and forms. There is, in other words, always a translocal-popular exchange at 

to a prescriptive standard format emanating from a dominant cultural source. In the following, I 

will argue that we can extend this hypothesis to commercial Hindi Cinema. Paraphrasing an idea 

of Moretti’s, it could be possible to say that the decisive question is not whether or to what degree 

connection is assumed between the so-called “Eastern” narrative and representational modes and 

“Eastern” materials, and between “Western” forms of the production of modern (commercial) art 

and entertainment forms such as Hindi cinema. In the case of Hindi cinema this trade of forms 

not least, to the country’s colonial past.20

in popular cinema, or rather: particularly in popular cinema – an act of cultural self-assertion, a 

politics through culture. One of the most stunning facts about Indian cinema, Hindi and otherwise, 

of sound and even after the liberalization of the early 1990s which included a liberalization of the 

constellation in Pakeezah (Pure One -

Pakeezah. Based on this 

21 By asymmetric ignorance, 

-

ence have produced theories that embrace the entirety of humanity.”22 Nonetheless, these theories 

problem of asymmetric ignorance is “not simply a matter of ‘cultural cringe’ […] on our part or 

of cultural arrogance on the part of the European historian.”23 Rather, it is about “the everyday 

ignorance of ‘us,’ eminently useful in understanding our societies.”24 In unfolding this paradox, 

declaring Europe a theoretical province. Or at least this is how one might encapsulate – admit-
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Provincializing Europe, which has become quintessential to 

post-colonial theory.25 In particular, it is important to him to counteract the posture, widely held 

even among social scientists in post-colonial countries, of measuring social development by the 

standards of European theoretical models. In these models, for instance, India’s absence of an 

Europe, in this case, consists in tracing the universal demand for validity of European intellectual 

-

In a quite similar way, Franco Moretti calls into question the normative canonical demands of 

certain European literary traditions, namely French and English literature since the Renaissance. If 

literary studies measures everything that is produced elsewhere by the heights reached in English 

provide universal norms because they represent an absolute exception in the history of literature 

the classical Hollywood cinema has produced more masterpieces, in absolute numbers, than all of 

Elizabethan poetry combined, we can still not elevate these masterpieces to the status of a norm 

against which everything else has to be measured. Where Moretti proposes to provincialize the 

European tradition, we have to provincialize both Hollywood and the European art cinema.

Franco Moretti’s conjectures on world literature and the study of film

Franco Moretti starts his essay with the question of what it means to turn to world. As a specialist 

in Western European narrative literature between 1790 and 1930 – that is, as a specialist of the 

Weltliteratur” as 

that world literature is not simply a new object, but a new problem, which therefore also requires 

from the school of World-sytems theory.26 For these, international capitalism is a system that 

is simultaneously one system and at the same time displays inequalities, that is, a system with 

inequality that extends into the periphery. The Israeli literary scholar Even-Zohar, for example, 

negotiates the relationships between “world literature” and national literary traditions by relying 
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in literary interference. A target literature is, more often than not, interfered with by a source 

literature which completely ignores it.”27 One could argue that Even-Zohar’s argument amounts 

Moretti’s idea of inequality, which regulates the relationships between different cultures according 

so-called peripheral culture) intersects and is altered by another culture (usually from the so-

called center), which is in turn completely unaware of the other. One could object that Immanuel 

Wallerstein’s model of center and periphery has little or no connection to a post-colonial position 

socio-economic realities, which have long ceased to be organized a singular center-periphery 

model. Just witness the rapid rise of the People’s Republic of China over the last two decades and 

the massive anxieties the scenario of a multi-polar economic world order generates in the minds 

rapid development of what Ramon Lobato proposes to call the informal economies of cinema, 

which do not follow the topology of center and periphery but evolve laterally and heterotopically 

to the global pathways of Western-dominated trade instead further complicates the application of 

being, however, I will maintain Moretti’s basic conception to explore to what extent the model 

can prove to be useful. 

By bypassing the canon-building devices of classical literary studies and applying the explanatory 

matrix of social history, Moretti creates a methodological conundrum which he himself highlights 

by quoting French social historian Marc Bloch: “Years of analysis for a day of synthesis.”28 Rather 

lead of Fernand Braudel, Wallerstein and re-built, if you will, on a broad empirical foundation. For 

Moretti’s approach to literary history, by Braudel.29

in chronological series, Moretti proposes to replace the traditional hermeneutics of the close reading 

of canonical texts with what he calls distant reading.30 In order to analyze and understand a certain 

time period of regional literary culture, the method is no longer to closely read a representative 

With this approach, which requires a large amount of data, it becomes possible to discern and 

analyze entities that are either much smaller or much larger than particular texts, such as patterns of 

geographical mappings of plots, aesthetic/narrative modes, themes, tropes, or genres and systems. 

Combined with his assumption that the Western European novel should not be viewed as the norm 

and rule of literature, but as an exception in the history of literature, this approach allows Moretti to 

 

In cultures that belong to the periphery of the literary system (which means: almost all cultures, inside 

-
31
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The modern novel thus does not arise in cultures on the periphery as an autonomous development, 

 

Four continents, two hundred years, over twenty independent critical studies, and they all agreed: when 

a culture starts moving towards the modern novel, it’s always as a compromise between foreign form 

and local materials.32

which undercuts his own claim of a supposedly ab-normal status of the modern European 

novel. Rather, it would seem that in this passage Moretti posits the modern novel as the telos 

of literary development toward which all cultures sooner or later start to move. Later in the 

a compromise between a foreign form, local materials, and local forms, or more precisely: a 
33 This 

other forms of the novel. However, the mixed forms, which are supposedly really typical of the 

novel as such, only become discernible against the normative idea of the modern novel towards 

Europe seriously one could go one step further and argue that the formula of a mixture of foreign 

plot, local characters and a local narrative voice already applies to Cervantes Don Quixote, 

Don Quixote derives its interest from 

sets, i.e. systematic examinations of how forms vary in space and time, and of how they travel 

and circulate in space and time, but provincialize his claims of an exceptional/non-normative 

status of the European model (which is, as it turns out, really a claim of an exceptional/

normative status of the European novel) and combine his approach and this critique with a post-

metaphysical, post-universalist understanding of capitalism and global trade, we may arrive at a 

methodology that proves useful for the study of cinema in a globally comparative perspective. 

Commercial Hindi cinema: The case of Pakeezah

aesthetics of commercial Hindi cinema and to my original question, i.e how can cinema 

traditions be understood in a comparative perspective as the results of a process of mutual 

exchange, circulation and friction beyond a paradigm of national cinema, and along pathways of 

circulation not necessarily shaped by Western capitalism? I will use Kamal Amrohi’s Pakeezah 

as my example, less in the sense of a case study than as an example that allows me to discuss 
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Pakeezah

demonstration.34

Pakeezah

problem of the merging of the migration and interpenetration, if you will – of different modes and 

technical staff. The director of cinematography was Joseph Wirsching, originally from Austria.35 

Indian cinema. However anecdotal the evidence, the examples of Pakeezah and the Wadia action 

36

Aside from Joseph Wirsching’s involvement, Pakeezah is also interesting for the context that I 

am delineating here because despite its obvious artistic merits, it is considered only a moderately 

a good thirteen years. As Valentina Vitali writes in her essay “The Families of Hindi Cinema: A 

Socio-Historical Approach to Film Studies,”37 the preparations for Pakeezah began at a time when 

the feudal romance was the dominant genre of Hindi cinema.38

in 1972 came at a time of disillusionment, when Jawaharlal Nehru’s nationalist modernization 

project was hitting up against its limits and social fears were running rampant. All of this found its 

Bachchan.39 In this sense, Pakeezah
40 It stands in symptomatically 

Revolution, a transition that also included forming a new audience, a new middle class. If we 

follow Vitali’s reading, the aesthetic heterogeneity of Pakeezah – which from a critical point of 

view is of course only a problem if you adhere to a neo-humanistic norm of coherence and unity 

the female lead and her spatial positioning. Vitali distinguishes between three scopic regimes: 

hierarchical, perspectival, and theatrical-frontal. She writes:

not yet worked out the narrative strategies required to erase successfully perception of contradiction.41
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Vitali’s symptomatic reading of Pakeezah has its merits, despite the somewhat literal fashion in 

artistic practice.42

so much as the product of a protracted production history, but as the result of a compromise that 

cinema that appeared to be at the cultural periphery. 

What I mean by this can be best demonstrated through a sequence from Pakeezah.

The courtesan Nargis/Sahibjaan (Meena Kumari) and Salim (Raj Kumar), who has fallen in love 

scene occurs in Salim’s tent, where Sahibjaan is led to by chance. A boat belonging to a rich suitor 

the right word to describe this encounter: love. A musical number begins and segues into another 

with the courtesan lying on the cot. From off screen we hear the hoofbeats of approaching horses. 

him. There is a cut to his face, then a counter-shot to the courtesan lying on the cot. With the pan 

from her face and down to her feet, the shot is attributed to Salim as his point of view. There fol-

he slowly turns his head away from her. Cut to her face, her eyes are now closed again and her 

her daydream were continuing: “Allah, he is close to me and I’m on the verge of suffocating…” It 

is a sort of imaginary address, in which it is not (yet) clear whether she is aware of Salim’s pres-

ence. Then the camera changes again to a medium shot, which includes both of them, in which he 

again turns toward the tent, and we see the shadowy outline of Sahibjaan sitting up in the bed. 

to him as he directly greets her. Then the camera changes again to an outside shot of him in front 

outside in front of the tent. The sequence of shots does not correspond to an eyeline match, such 

as would have been compulsory in classical Hollywood cinema at this point. At the level of sound 
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course of the scene, this turns into a dialogue of sorts since she attempts to answer his questions 

-

ing positions remains in place, which, as I have mentioned, can be seen as the consequence of not 

maintaining the eye-line match. Even though the two characters remain in two different spaces, in 

front of and inside the tent, within Hollywood continuity editing, a crossing of the line would be 

avoided, since this would rather question the status of the sequence: wish, dream, reality, fantasy? 

-

ally becomes a reality for the characters.

When later in the scene Salim addresses the letter declaring his love, which he had laid at 

Sahibjaan’s feet in the train, her hand, which has been slowly reaching up in the direction of her 

At this moment, however, a dialogue from an earlier scene is replayed, which has to do with the 

up). Then we see a shot of the setting sun, the next cut brings us (as evidenced by the lighting 

conditions) to the following morning. The passing of time is palpable, but this abrupt ellipsis 

is not clearly coded. The two characters are still separated by the wall of the tent, but they are 

nonetheless shown in a single shot. We get the impression that the couple has gotten closer in the 

clearly melodramatic instrumentation, typical for Hindi cinema at the time. 

and time, and the alignment and non-alignment of sound and voice with visuals. To a large extent 

and the narration, and between subjective and objective narrative position/voice. The scene jumps 

shots and narrative zero-degree, “objective” narration. As for narrative space, the two characters 

not respecting the conventions of the construction of characters with its clear delineations of 

inner states and physical action, and of the coherence of narrative space as a space of action (the 

“diegesis” of Etienne Souriau). This effect of “non-clarity” or confusion emerges not only from 

the disregard for eye-line matches, but also from the acoustic analepses and interior monologues. 

of Western narrative cinema for a scene of this type, we realize that disregard for eye-line matches, 

acoustic analepses and interior monologues are all techniques. Rather than deploy a regime of 

space and subjectivity where cinematic space is constructed primarily as a stage for physical 
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action with attendant psychological states that may or may not be explained through techniques of 

focalization and subjectivation, popular Hindi cinema appears to favor a regime of spatiality that 

Thus the sequence may be read as a formal compromise, as a negotiated solution, that transfers 

some of the tenets of regional narrative traditions into an adapted narrative medium, fundamentally 

changing, as it were, the established conventions of that medium in the process.

Coda

As I indicated above the approach that I am advocating in this article has a number of points 

Asian processes of circulation and exchange in the example of Hong Kong action cinema in 

South-India,43 in which he shows how certain aspects of the Hong Kong martial arts genre are 
44

of “borrowing.” He writes:

never been an absolute or even crucial requirement for Indian (or other) popular cinemas: as a modern 

cultural medium, cinema has thrived on cross-cultural interaction and pollination. He [Srinivas] calls 

for a shift of focus to the “processes at work in the act of borrowing,” which get “obfuscated” by the 
45

the terminological corset created by Wallerstein and from its own residual Eurocentrism and to 

Similarly, we need to review the concept of “distant reading” and the postulate of large data 

sets.46

with a few exceptions, just that: a project. Film is a complex multi-modal art form, and analyzing 

methodology to be used than analyzing large sets of novels.47 A reductionist approach that focuses 

of the sequence I just discussed. The call for a distant reading also conjures up the specter, and 

the pitfalls, of a purely quantitative understanding of empirical research. In addition, then, to a 

triangulation of methods, in which approaches from the social sciences and the humanities cross-

fertilize each other and where contradictions and ambivalences remain admissible. To the degree 
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something that Dudley Andrew highlights in his own critical reading of Moretti: “A close analysis 
48
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