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That Moment of Emergence

PRATIBHA PARMAR

To be a lesbian means engaging in a complex, often treacherous, system of cultural identities,
representations and institutions, and a history of sexual regulation. . . , Being a lesbian tests the
meanings of sexual identity in ways that evoke intense, sometimes violent, social disapproval,
while being straight is taken for granted as a neutral position from which gay folks deviate.

—Martha Gever'

For me being a lesbian is nor only a fight against homophobia and the kind of homophobia we
face everyday, but it’s also a fight against the system that creates that . . . a class system as well
as a system that is imperialist. It's a system that's responsible for the incidences of racism that
all of my family and all of the people I know of Asian and African descent have had to go
through in all of the Western countries, and I think its critical that we come together and bring
all these experiences together and actually reach beyond ourselves. . . .

—Punam Khosla®

ﬁmﬁaug
To be an artist, a lesbian and a woman of color engaged in mapping out our
visual imaginations is both exciting and exhausting. The creative upsurge in bncs
black women and women of color’s cultural production in Britain has notfﬁ’m
been given the spotlight and visibility that it deserves. Women of color have % S
been organizing and creating communities which have inspired a new sense
of collective identity, and it is only through our own efforts that we have
ensured against our erasure as artists and cultural producers.

I don’t think that this is because of a mere oversight or even deliberate
conspiracy. I think it is much more to do with the persistence of a fantasy audhanhols
of what constitutes an authentic national culture, a fantasy which POSits _jb ag ¥
what and who is English. The dominance of the ideology of English ethnicity, 75 i
although deeply ingrained in the cultural canons of British society and arts [°%) 5
institutions, is and has been challenged by black artists and cultural produc- ~he ¥

. Indiian
ers through our work. We have been changing the very heart of what
constitutes Englishness by recoding it with our diasporan sensibilitigsmw ;
ancestral as well as personal experiences of migration, dispersal, and disloca- AM;L
tion give us an acute sense of the limitations of national identities. Some ©
us claim an English as well as a British identity, and in so doing transform
the very terrain of Englishness and expose the ruptures in the discourses of
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constant challenge and struggle to defy those institutions and cultural canons
which seek repeatedly to make me believe that because of my visible differ-
ence as an Asian woman | am an “other” and therefore “marginal.”

There is a particular history that informs the thematic concerns of my
work as much as my acsthetic sensibilities. That history is about a forced
migration to an England that is intensely xenophobic and insular, an England
that is so infused with outdated notions of itself as the Mother Country for
its ex-colonial subjects that it refuses to look at the ashes of its own images
as a decaying nation, let alone a long-dead empire.

When my family, like many other Indian families, arrived in Britain in the
mid-sixties, anti-black feelings were running high and “Paki-bashing” was
a popular sport amongst white youths. It was in the school playground that
 first encountered myself as an undesirable alien, objectified in the frame of
“otherness.” All those of us perceived as “marginal,” “peripheral,” and the ™
“other” know what it is like to be defined by someone else’s reality and |
often someone else’s psychosis. /

We can read ourselves against another people’s pattern, but since it is not /
ours. . . we emerge as its effects, its errata, its counternarratives, Whenever
we try to narrate ourselves, we appear as dislocations in their discourse.

—Edward Said*

June Jordan (left) and Angela Davis in A Place of Roge, Pratibha Parmar

I do not speak from a position of marginalization but more crucially from
the resistance to that marginalization. As a filmmaker, it is important for
me to reflect upon the process through which 1 constantly negotiate the
borderlines between shifting territories . . . between the margin and the
center . . . between inclusion and exclusion . . . between visibility and invisi-
bility. For example, as lesbians and gays of color, we have had to constantly
negotiate and challenge the racism of the white gay community, and at the
same time confront the homophobia of communities of color.

What we have been seeing in recent years is the development of a new
politics of difference which states that we are not interested in defining’

i ourselves in relation to someone else or something else, nor are we simply
articulating our cultural and sexual differences. This is not a unique position,
but one that is shared by many cultural activists and critics on both sides of
the Atlantic. We are creating a sense of ourselves and our place within

- different and sometimes contradictory communities, not simply in relation
15 M4to .. (oot in opposition to) . . nor in reversal to . .. nor as a corrective to
P, . but in and for ourselves, Precisely because of our lived experiences of
“racism and homophobia, we locate ourselves not within any one community

but in the spaces between these different communities.
/~Toni Morrison was once asked why she wrote the books that she did, and
she replied that these were the books she wanted to read. In some ways, the

white supremacy. The fact that British national culture is hclcru.gcncou;i and

ethnically differentiated is something that still needs hammenng ‘hun.w to

2l s those who are persistent in their view that to be black and BI’II.ISh is an

,{,:Ill ’ anachronism. Our visual outpourings are our referents for our “1m}agmed

WA . ommunities™ and utopian visions, which we seek to articulate and live and
Wi work towards. .

’5{&4"*‘1"‘ By reflecting on my own working practices as a filmmaker and video artist,

and in unfolding my personal and historical context, | hop.e to be able to

contribute to the ongoing development of a general theorencal.framework

for discussing the cultural and political significance of black arts in postcolo-

nial Britain." It is a framework which differs from previous forms of cululnral

critiques because of the ways in which it seeks to centralize the black s‘ubjec‘-

tivity and our experiences of difference. The more we assert our own identi-

“tics as historically marginalized groups, the more we expose the tyranny of

a so-called center. . -
I came into making videos and films from a background in political
activism and cultural practice, and not from film school or art school. As an
[ Asian woman I have never considered myself as somebody’s “()thcr,“.n(?r
Qg have I seen myself as “marginal” to an ubiquitous, unchanging, monolithic
¥ “center.” But-sincc my arrival in England in the mid-sixties, it has been a
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reason why [ make the films and videos that I do is also because they are the .
kinds of films and videos 1 would like to see: films and videos that engage

with the creation of images of ourselves as women, as people of color and

!ndepf:ndcnr film and video cultures has shown that there are n f
working not only to challenge harmful images but also to ol e
as lesbians and gays; images that evoke passionate stirrings and that enable .___:m"f’ﬂ:aﬂg‘lfﬂ?,é .Gf visual representation.Instead of allowing our marginality
O st sl T Conspb e Ll in_t!:.l‘f_Sfe_C_l,_Tﬁ making ﬁ({f, _l}??"_a silence on us, we are actively engaged in making videos and
S e ety A yalicte o e ,\.msf’ at hg\{ibggp:l_t_o redefine and recast notions of “mainstream,” “differ-
ates our ence;” and “otherness.” L

*)

W to ourselves and our communities. As a lesbian I have searched in vaiii for
a ~ images of lesbians of color on the screen but I very quickly realized that they
huflexist only in my own imagination, so one of my aims as a filmmaker is to
begin to compile that repertoire of images of ourselves. The joy, the passion
and desire embodied in our lives is as important to highlight and nourish as
are the struggles against racism and homophobia. Desire for me is expressed
sexually, but also in a need to recreate communities which are affirming and

- whlitcllf ;npc;ftant l(; create Iand proclaim assertive and empowering images
uestion and unsettle the dominant di

. scourses of representation of
people who are not white, male, and h iti i

Ipeoy X y eterosexual, but it is llyi
to move beyond th iti : eﬁqua oS of

K e merely oppositional. Inter
s beyond the 1al. rupting the discourses of
ith a strong counterdiscou ive i

_ . ISe Oor corrective is sometimes
pec;s?‘.ar_y and hgs been an effective strategy used by some black filmmakers
in Britain, particularly in the early 1970s. But one of the dangers with

strengthening. - this has b he way in whi
Experiences of migration and displacement, and the need to make organic homo een the way in which perceptions of the black communities as a
« homogeneous group have been reinforced. Differences of class, culture
» 3

links between (;ace and sexualit):‘, guide my :llesire to create w?rks that throw ethmicity, sexuality, std grader b *
up the contradictions of bein ueer” and Asian. Images of Asian women : ’ s er became subjugated :
inpthe British media have th%irqroot in the heyday ofgthe British empire u;:s were represented as an Lmdifferentiatedlmgass f)?:i:ﬁ; btl!?:icl?lrt"l:;um-

G e 3 : ; ) of our hi i : R .. > ’ iphaty ),
The commonsense racist ideas about Asian women’s sexuality have been el 5:(11:165; experiences, and identities were reduced to “typical” an d/ﬁn

, . : R s ntative” stereot By
determined by racist patriarchal 1d€}3)0gles. On the one hand we are seen as ypes. ot
i . . . M ers e . " i
scxuallylcrouc and exc})‘tlc cre;tures ulldolj or;lental promise, and or:jthe other mentyitflhe();?li Zﬁeﬁ(:it;lcia[ ;"5‘_0"_)’ of '“:’I"]‘Tmfnl in the antiracist move- u'.tf;x
i-clad women who are dominate ir men, as oppressed wives or . ; » In teminism, and in lesbi initiats *
as sari-cla men who are by the n, as oppresse giverrme the grounding for o i n, esbian a‘nd gay initiatives has
mothers breeding prolifically and colorizing the British landscape. s y work in film and video in many fundamental
The idea that many of us have our own self-defined sexuality is seen-as 5
: o : : oty i i : The development of cultural studies in the mid-eighti
subversive and threatening by the dominant white society in which we live, S g v alstudies in the mid-eighties has been an impor-
as well as by the ;naljurity of the Asian community. ‘;Xe’ithiin our c(;)mmunhties oy l‘;;:;: ﬁl;:;?;z;):r mi work as a glmmaker, and on the work of
xistence as lesbians : ays conti i r is dismis g s. As a postgra )
m;‘r ulsuimtc 1{%‘ esbt m.l‘ “lnv(ér gays L.()r;‘nnucs t(; h;: enied O {ts Ism‘lqsc asl Contcmpomry Cideurs) Sridies at thu[:) Ung l_lalc fStu.clv;en‘t at thc.(,entre for
a by-product of corrupting Western in uences. In fact many of us are interna cighties, | was Involved with ! iversity of Birmingham in the early
exiles within our own communities. This is despite the fact that there is an thia bo;)’k The E yed with a group of students in writing and publishing
ancient history of homosexuality in India predating the :Vester:; historg' of project was t(fc;:g::i fﬁ:k“ BSCk:I.Raje and Racism in 70s Britain.’ Our
xuality. This history i w bei ere i i . everyday lived experi g
I;::zm::iw}:nsalt:;}riilsts history is only now being uncov by Indian lesbian as culture. We developed critiques };f e pa[:;:iliegl:]::s?fblack ?r:_ttsh pc;l)ple
‘ 5 stornans. ) had consi i $ of race relations which
Unique to the British context has been the use of the word “black,” which i Stefltiyﬁ‘f'h0|08llfd black cultures and communities. We al
bilized litical definition f les of Afri Asi d critiqued white feminist theory and practice which di )
was mobilized as a political definition for peoples 0 rican, Asian, an grapple with the power d and practice which did not acknowledge or
Afro-Caribbean descent. As different ethnic groups use “people of color” in B st T P \;er ynamics around race and class. We rejected their
North America, so in Britain a political alliance was formed using the word Sapésarion the:t Ss:; put lfOrward our own analysis. We were the new
b!:?ck.'l"his uni_ted us ing(mgﬂc alhan_ce_agamst racism, since we experienced i COmmunitiourse v§§das both black and_ British, and, unlike the
British institutional racism in very similar ways. However, in recent years terms. Our alt t_es,d\-'.v.*: id not see a contradiction between these two
ar ernative discourse around issues of rac
ace, ge

lhis‘ stratf:gic use has lt_)sl its currency as questions of ethnic difference and et sesualideatior andcul . nder, national
national identities begin to take primacy. of postc’oloniql COIRY, and culture marked a turning point. We, the children
The mid-1980s have seen a new generation of video artists and filmmakers pulled al migrant citizens, were indeed striking back with no punches k

emerging from the different black communities in Britain. This growth of As one of th :
one of the founding members of the first black lesbian group in Britain
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i i olor
in 1984, it was invigorating finally to find a commumtfy of‘lesblar‘:lsiso(flztion
, i acism an
- our common experiences of r
where we could talk about I com! _ g
within the white lesbian and feminist cummunltlv{, as well as Sh:,-rmem i
i i mpow
imilariti f integration. The collective e L

similarities and a sense o ‘ o
: me as a result of this coming together was also crucial for our pol :,5 ;

came as ¢ ; ;
visibility. The key point here was that my experiences asl.a \:l'omasgen o
llesbian, and as an Asian person were not comp‘artmem? 1ze:t ‘;)Lursehes
' mutmliy exclusive; instead it was the ways I‘l'l‘“.?hlc};] I/'we ::1: e

ithi e se differing subjectivities that ga e

¢, within and between these ) . 0!
QW mitegration. Ihis was against the auallty that was consta:tly l:)i;ng :stion

- i : i that the much-asked qu

IH’AZ@'I elf-imposed or externally imposed upon us, so

g foriti [ as
i ace over our sexuality w
ing to prioritize our r T Our sexus
of_whether we were go ) . . s i
n:{‘j:cﬁr_u;dundant. This claim to an integrated identity was a strategic cl

iti 1 ive grou
inasmuch as many of us found political cmpowcrmcfm in a co‘llecdt :Cgourss
" : i [ i ess. Of course, in du
identi ening of our consciousn
identity and a heighteni : : i
i urn to, no w
d that “there is no real me to re _
s T e f color, and the (writer or the
i man, the woman of color,
that synthesizes the woman, ‘ ‘ e ok
i i here are, instead, diverse recogn _
artist or the lesbian). T . . i
difference, and unfinished, contingent, arbitrary closures that make p:
L]
H = nh
both politics and identity. . ‘ B cten
It \Eas only in the late eighties that a rigorous crmqulf‘ of al;“ |dDf og
Ak . g
i initi [ ritize or create hierarchie
itics” was initiated, attempting to prio ale Hieparen) |
it B 'mel ful and positive insights, namely,
his revealed some extremely useful ¢ ‘ iti e
ok iati hese identities that provides the
it : cons gotiating between thes . id
that it is the constant nege W . s the
framework for our cultural and political practllce. Se}::ondl);,‘ l(li}?r‘l:lll:)?f e
“ i is the multiplicity
ixed in ti e, but what is valuable is
ot fixed in time and space, ‘ T of ou
1‘\( criences as lesbians of color, as women and as black pcnpl’c(-i. _l:l&:: thouhi
) = ool b AT1S ; o - : oy
l'hfl'tl'lck American poet, writer, and political activist, |;:ls sai h, e s
try to measure each other on the basis of what we do for each o
»7
i e are. -
han on the basis of who wi . . -
! Indeed, some of the insights about the fluctuating nature of l:!ijm[l,“e}s,lack
a critiqu:‘ of identity politics have been ploneen‘:d and mlt:al i(;m iritings
.feminists and feminists of color, and subsequently incorporate
2 8
black cultural production. : . g o
UnThc choices 1 have made about what themes or issues to ngl;llgh[ |itic:i
imi i 2 ar po
work have also been about timing, funding, and how particular p

moments ave [hr()\\! up urgent 1ssues 1'(" X ““plc I IIIl‘dc the V!dCO o
cit h , n |I !-.,l. €s. CX¢ 3

1o 2 .

R( } ul”lm‘g AII)J mn lh(‘ summer Ui l 98 ; , WhEII [h(.l'e were concer ted 3Ild
IMAassive 3((.!(.‘(5 h()(h at {he lti(.'ﬂl a”d I].!tll)ll:]l ICH?] Jga"ls[ leSblall atld g&f

H. & “!1 i )UEIIIII!C[I! media
T '}It ain Il"‘) was at a tume cn [h(- 1rst g( d cam-
l, S m Bl’li . as

i : d through the video !
a gay plague. The antigay blacklash was vehement, and throug i

paign on AIDS fuelled existing antigay prejudices by r
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the dominant images of the disease by linking ideas about racial difference,
social difference, and sexuality in an historical context. The filmmaker Stuart
Marshall was instrumental in allowing me to make these historical connec-
tions within the video.

One of the responses to my making ReFraming AIDS was that of surprise.
What was I, an Asian lesbian, doing making a video about AIDS that did
not have just black women’s voices, but also the voices of black and white
men? Why had I dared to cr. undaries of race and gender? Underl?/
ing this criticism was the idea that, as an Asian lesbian mmaker, my

territory should be proscribed and limited to my very specific identities, and
to my “own” communities, '

It is such experiences that have reinforced my criticism of an essentialist
¢ identity politics as being divisive, exclusionary, and retrogressive. | wou
| _assert that our territories should be as broad as we choose. Without doubt “%;N* =
we still need categories of self-enunciation, but we need them in a political T L pdvr
- and theoretical discourse on identity which gives us the space for the diversity 'FCL o
.~ of our imaginations and visions, Aowhin'y
~ While it is crucial to acknowledge Stuart Hall’s valuable insight that “it »-:*‘-“*'i"_f::
.~ is important to recognize that we all speak from a particular place, out of O s 20
* Particular experiences, histories and cultures,” for me it is equally important ")
. that we are not constrained and contained by those positions . . . by fixed
identity tags . . . that we do not get caught up in an essentialist “bantustan™”
| that decrees that you do not cross boundaries of your experiences. Such
Prescriptive thinking can be both creatively and politically stultifying.
& One of my concerns as a filmmaker is to challenge the normalizing and

Iversalizing tendencies within the predominantly white lesbian and gay
imunities—to assert the diversity of cultural and racial identities within
umbrella category of 8ay and lesbian. There is a need also to redefine
munity,” and just as there isn’t a homogeneous black community,
arly there isn’t a monolithic lesbian and gay community.
1 my video Mentory Pictures, and my films Flesh and Paper and Khush,
trogate Asian gay and lesbian identities in ways which point to the
plexities that we occupy as lesbians and gays of color. | explore our
es of diaspora, the memories of migration and upheaval, the search
integration of our many selves, and the celebration of “us,” our
ences, and our eroticisms.
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It is a condition of these postmodernist times that we all live heterogeneous
realities, constructing our sense of selves through the hybridity of cultural
practices, and this is inevitably reflected in the aesthetic form employed in
my work. The form itself needs to be interrogated as much as the content, and
by using a combination of styles and narratives—for instance, documentary
realism, poetry, dramatic reconstructions, experimental, autobiographical—
1 attempt to enunciate the nuances of our subjectivities in my work. Further-
more, the influences of the mass media and popular culture inevitably find
their way into the work in a self-conscious way. The four-minute video,
Bhangra Jig, commissioned by Channel Four as a “television intervention”
piece to celebrate Glasgow as the cultural capital of Europe for 1991, bor-
rows unashamedly from advertising codes and pop promos.

In the film Khush, which 1 made for Channel Four’s lesbian and gay series
Out on Tuesday, one of my strategies was to use a diverse range of visual
modes. So, for instance, my reworking of a classical dance sequence from
an old Indian popular film utilizes the strategy of disrupting the given hetero-
sexual codes. In the original film, the female dancer’s act is intercut with a
male gaze, but for Khush | reedited this sequence and took out the male
gaze. | reused this sequence with scenarios of two Asian women watching
and enjoying this dance. The gaze and the spectator became inverted. Clearly,
postmodernist interest in reworking available material gives us an opportu-
nity to use strategies of appropriation as an assault on racism, sexism, and
homophobia. It is these politicized appropriations of dominant codes and
signifying systems which give us powerful weapons in the struggle for em-
powerment.

- This hybrid aesthetic, as it has come to be known, works with and against
the “tools of the master” because these are tools which we, as cultural
activists and artists, have appropriated and reformulated with our diasporic
imaginations. In Bhangra Jig this was precisely my aim: to allude to Glas-
gow’s history as the second biggest city of the British empire, as reflected in
the city’s architectural signs and symbols. At the same time I juxtapose
against these memories of colonial carnage the vibrancy of our cultures of
resistance: Bhangra music and dance as signifying practices of Asian youth
culture, crossovers of reggae, soul, and traditional agrarian Indian music
and dance. For Bhangra Jig to be shown several times within one week on
British TV (known for its history of stereotyping and the invisibility of self-

determined imagery of Asian people) not only disrupts dominant ideas of :

European culture but also offers new meanings of what constitute national
cultures and identities.

Just as much as | distance myself from any notion of an essentialist lesbian
or black aesthetic, so, too, do I reject the idea that 1 am forever relegated to
the confines of an outsider looking in. Lesbians of color around the world
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are asserting our visions through-film and video, a

only but grow in the twenty-first century as the ma
with our imaginations.

nd our creative efforts can
p continues to be redrawn
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