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The Paucity of ‘Science Fiction’ in Indian Cinema

The question of Whether or it we-dre alone in the tniverse

has been answered.

INDEPERDENCE DA

Among the various genres in film, science
fiction is one of the few that rarely locate
themselves in any historical space. Genres are
generally known to ‘mythologize’ key histor-
ical experiences, giving eternal justification
to the exigencies of the historical moment in
question. As instances, the conventions of the
western can be associated with the origins of
the American nation-state — since it shows
the “Westerner’ as the civilizing influence in
a savage land. Post-War Germany saw the
genre of the Heimatfilme, a kind of rural film
which invoked the War as a natural calami-
ty. Indonesian and Egyptian cinema had their
own genres dealing with their various strug-
gles and wars — the colonial struggle with the
Dutch and occupation by the Japanese for
the Indonesians and the Arab-Israeli conflict
for the Egyptians. While the protagonists of
each of these genres belong to an identifiable
historical space, i.e. they are Americans, Ger-
mans, Indonesians or Arabs, those in science
fiction films are, by and large, identifiable as
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‘humans’ rather than belong to any specific
nationality or religion (as in Biblical epics).
When science fiction films specify a nation,
there is an effort to covertly involve other
nations as well. In Roland Emmerich’s /nde-
pendence Day (1996), India and Russia share
America’s predicament or join it against the
aliens. This does not mean that science fic-
tion is more ‘universal’ in its scope because
it proliferates only in certain cultures. India,
for instance, has not produced significant
science fiction either in cinema or literature.
But the observation is that even when only
certain cultures produce science fiction, each
text speaks out on behalf of or addresses all
humanity. Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand
Leagues under the Sea (1870), for instance,
is a French novel but the technological wizard
at the centre of the novel (Captain Nemo) is
the son of an Indian maharaja. Only the more
scientifically/ technologically advanced coun-
tries (like the US, Russia, England) have pro-
duced science fiction extensively and this may
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be partly attributed to one needing to imagine
oneself in the vanguard of humanity before

one presumes to speak on its behalf.
: : o T, :

Enthiran 2.0 (2018)

Among the various curiosities about Indian
cinema is the relative paucity of what may be
called genuine science fiction. There are of
course films dressed up to look like sci-fi. The
Rajnikanth starrer Enthiran (2010), for in-
stance, was about a scientist (Rajnikanth) who
creates a robot in his own likeness and finds
it falling in love with his girlfriend. Needless
to add there was also an evil scientist (Danny
Denzongpa), enlisting the robot for less than
laudable purposes. This is obviously not sci-
fi in the sense that there is little speculative
science here and it is merely a vehicle for Ra-
jnikanth to appear in a new avatar. Enthiran
2.0 (2018) appeared thereafter and was no
more sci-fi than the earlier film.

Science fiction is evidently older than cinema.
Its origins have been traced to colonial expan-
sion and the experiences of Europe. It was
arguably initiated by the marvellous journeys
to other worlds which precedes SF in litera-
ture. The Copernican shift from a geocentric
to a heliocentric understanding of the solar
system provides a crucial point where the
marvellous journey starts evolving into sci-
ence fiction. But developments in the physical
sciences were not the only important influence
because the recognition that the course taken
by one’s culture is only one among several
possible ones was also crucial. In the fifteenth
and the sixteenth centuries, Europeans greatly

expanded the extent and the kinds of contacts
they had with the non-European world. Euro-
peans mapped the non-European world, set-
tled colonies in it and exploited its resources.
Historians of science fiction generally agree
that utopian and satirical representations of
encounters between European travellers and
non-Europeans — such as in Thomas More’s
Utopia (1516) and Jonathan Swift’s Gulli-
ver’s Travels (1726) — form a major part of
the genre’s prehistory. They also concur that
the period of imperialist expansion in the late
nineteenth century is the crucial period for the
emergence of the genre.

Science fiction came into visibility first in
those countries most heavily involved in im-
perialist projects — France and England — and
then gained popularity in the United States,
Germany, and Russia as those countries also
entered into more serious imperial compe-
tition. There are, consequently, two key re-
sponses to colonialism which take the guise
of science fiction. The first is that science fic-
tion becomes an extension of the Victorian
adventure novel — having no place on Earth
left for the exoticism of unexplored territo-
ries, the writers invent places elsewhere (e.g.
H Rider Haggard). The second kind of novel
is a radical reversal of hierarchies in which in-
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vaders treat earthlings the way the colonialists
treated ‘savages’ and this is a way in which

HG Wells’ The War of the Worlds (1898) has
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been read. If a cultural effect of contact with
‘savages’ was to regard them as models for
what the ‘civilized’ had once been, it found
itself reflected in science fiction which began
regarding humanity as a passing phase which
would be got beyond as in Welles’ The Time
Machine (1895). ldeas about the nature of
humankind are central to all literature, but
scientific accounts of humanity’s origins and
its possible or probable futures are especially
basic to science fiction. The historical past is
also important to science fiction in as much
as our experience of the past influences our
imagining of the future.

Science fiction no longer implicates only the
physical sciences and with the growing impor-
tance of biology, there is an enormous range
of SF dedicated to strange diseases, biologi-
cal warfare and cloning. With the coming of
the electronic age, the internet and robotics,
possible themes have multiplied further. What
remains constant is that true SF is speculative
and should concern itself with humankind’s
future. These futures could also be imagined
as extensions of today’s socio-political hap-
penings. Ray Bradbury’s novel Fahreheit 451
(1953) about a future in which all books are
burned was provoked by the threat of book
burning in the United States in the McCarthy
era and is considered a classic of science fic-
tion.

Cinema followed literature quite closely but
its capacity for spectacle has seen the science
fiction film subdividing into three distinct sub-
genres. Susan Sontag asserted in her seminal
essay The Imagination of Disaster that sci-
ence fictions films were not about science but
about disaster. This is true of SF films rang-
ing from the Japanese monster film Godzilla
(1954) to Spielberg’s film version of The War
of the Worlds (2005) but not of David Cronen-
berg’s The Fly (1986) or of Kubrick’s 2001: A
Space Odyssey (1968) and it is convenient to
see the SF film as composed of disaster, hor-
ror and visionary components. All of them are

preoccupied with mankind’s future but while
the disaster sub-genre dwells on the threats to
the physical world inhabited by man, the hor-
ror film exploits the contingent nature of bi-
ological man through subjects like mutation.
The visionary SF film is perhaps the closest
to science in being speculative — while not re-
stricting the imagination.

It may be self-evident that, with its capacity
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to produce the imagined as spectacle, cine-
ma has been particularly suited to take on SF
themes, and the advent of digital animation
has strengthened this capacity. But there are
nonetheless two aspects that cast doubts on
the validity of much of recent cinema as le-
gitimate SF, 1.e. most of it, while producing
spectacular effects pertaining to the ‘never-ex-
perienced-before’, are not engaged in imagin-
ing or speculating about the future of human-
kind. In the first place, public knowledge of
the frontiers of science today is so clouded
in misunderstanding and hype that audiences
are unable to distinguish even between phil-
osophically valid ideas and gibberish, as evi-
denced in recent films like Dr Strange (2016).
With technical jargon supplanting valid ideas
it would seem that speculation is actually be-
ing endangered in fiction — since audiences are
misled by obscure terminology into believing
that they ‘understand’. Secondly, spectacle
stupefies and visual effects distract one from
questioning. On seeing Jurassic Park (1994),
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for instance, one does not ask how the blood
extracted from a single mosquito trapped in
amber can produce so many species of ani-
mal (and plant) life. But while Jurassic Park
was still SF since it imagined a future affected
by man tinkering with creation, most recent
films taken to be science fiction bring in ele-
ments incompatible with science and scientif-
ic/technological speculation (e.g. technology
and Norse mythology mingling in The Aveng-
ers). Many of them are only covert allegories
which prey on current social concerns. Ava-
tar (2009) basically warns against climate
change, and does it by eulogizing primitiv-
ity. The dividing line between the fantastic

not be known rationally.

As argued in my earlier piece on the historical
film the truths pursued by popular cinema in
India are not contextualized in history but are
‘universals’, and the same is true of Koi Mil
Gaya (2003) which, to my knowledge, was
the first Bollywood film to claim to be SF.
This film, as readers may be aware, is about
a young man, the son of a scientist investi-
gating extra-terrestrial intelligence, who 1is
miraculously gifted with superhuman abilities
when he accidentally summons aliens using
his father’s computer. Koi Mil Gaya is hardly
‘speculating about humankind’s future’ and
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or marvellous and speculative science fiction
is blurred today by common people not un-
derstanding scientific thought but getting its
magical benefits in everyday life.

Science fiction was non-existent in Indian
cinema until relatively recently because Indi-
ans have not traditionally pursued ‘contextual
truths’. The ‘future of humankind’ is always
contextual speculation induced by historical
developments and I indicated how imperial-
ist expansion led to science fiction in the 19"
century. Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Od-
yssey (1968) was science fiction produced by
a sense of how the expansion of knowledge’s
frontiers exposed humankind to what might

this is substantiated when its sequel Krrish
(2006) emerges as a super-hero film which
is largely family drama and romance. What
gives these films the confidence to call them-
selves SF are references to ‘scientific notions’
like extra-terrestrials but this is moot: the pro-
tagonist of Koi Mil Gaya could equally have
been given his powers by a tantrik. One could
therefore propose that SF in Indian cinema
is largely innocent fantasy interspersed with
babble suggesting current science or technol-
ogy. This is also true of Ra.One (2011) where
techno-babble is used to create villains with
magical powers and justify the dead being
brought back to life. Mr X in Bombay (1964)
was also ‘SF’ since a supposedly dead person
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happened to be merely invisible!
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Bollywood’s biggest ‘SF’ hit may have been
Rajkumar Hirani’s PK (2014) with Aamir
Khan as an alien forced to confront aspects of
social behaviour in India. It is to PK’s cred-
it that it does not play up the extra-terrestrial
angle but positions itself as social satire about
present day Indian society and its contradic-
tions. ‘PK’ can also be understood as an intel

ligent reference to Pakistan as India’s ‘other’.
PK does not use expensive special effects as
Enthiran does and this is appropriate con-

sidering that such effects are only efforts to
convince audiences of ‘plausible science’ un-
derneath. Enthiran and 2.0 were big budget
films because of their pretence that they are
not merely stories about twins but actually
implicate robotics.

I have hitherto dwelt exclusively on the sci-
ence fiction produced by popular cinema but
a more difficult question 1s why the Indian art
film has ignored the possibilities offered by
the SF genre. Speculative science fiction is in-
tellectually challenging and the art film caters
to educated audiences. The reason for art cin-
ema not venturing into SF domain may be the
supposition that science fiction needs big bud-
gets; it could also be due to art cinema’s un-
wavering commitment only to social issues.
But I have already argued that science fiction
only needed to speculate about humankind’s
future and that even the socio-political devel-
opments of today — and not only technology —
could provide the impetus. Given this opening
for science fiction, cannot even the demone-
tization of currency notes provide film-mak-
ers with an opportunity? One can imagine a
future in which all use of cash is disallowed,
but with one exception. The only place where
cash might still be spent is the temple where
notes and coins are dropped into the priest’s
‘mangalarathi’ plate, beside the burning cam-
phor. The reason for this concession could be
the recognition that God is the only One with
neither a bank account nor an Adhaar number.
Such a scenario, I propose, would be straight
out of a science fiction film.
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