from “The ‘Valuable Deformity’: Calipers and the Failed Trope of Postcolonial Debt in Deepa Mehta’s Earth”

If one really thinks about the body as such, there is no possible outline of the body as such. There are thinkings of systematicity of the body, there are value codings of the body. The body, as such, cannot be thought, and certainly I cannot approach it. 






--Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “In a Word”


In Earth, director Deepa Mehta’s adaptation of the novel Cracking India by Bapsi Sidhwa, the opening scene is of main character Lenny dropping a piece of china and breaking it and asking “can you break a country?” The scene has Lenny drawing a fragmented picture of the culture, adjusting her calipers, and then deliberately breaking the dish; the parallel is clearly made between the broken plate, broken country, and broken bodily order. This mise-en-abîme raises questions about the body in film (that impossibility, that trick of light), the material inscription, and the codes of identity that are confiscating or foreclosing on flesh and bone. In the process of decoding Lenny’s disabled body through the various ideological lenses, the corporeal and lived body fades from critical view. 

I first started to consider these issues as a pedagogical problem in a postcolonial literature class. The question developed: how were we to read Lenny’s polio-affected legs, her calipers, and the symbolic value placed on them in the film? Two conflicting readings emerged but could not reconcile themselves:  1) Lenny’s callipered legs were rather crude symbols for the dependent and disadvantaged position of Pakistan in relation to colonial power. Pakistan’s independence then equaled the disappearance of the calipers in Sidhwa’s novel and, by contrast, their continued presence at the end of Mehta’s film, or 2) Lenny’s callipered legs were part of a larger net of shifting identities (female, Parsee, child, upper-class, etc) that was a semi-auto-biographical recreation of Sidhwa’s experience in mid-century Lahore. Sidhwa’s personal experience lent “authenticity” to Lenny’s disability and its representation in the film. Collectively, the postcolonial literature class found that neither of these readings was satisfactory. 

