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Abstract

This paper examines Anek (2022), directed by Anubhav Sinha, as a cinematic exploration of biopolitical governance and subaltern
resistance in India’s Northeastern region. Employing Michel Foucault’s theories of biopolitics and surveillance, alongside Giorgio
Agamben’s concept of bare life. This analysis interrogates how state mechanisms such as the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act
(AFSPA) institutionalize the marginalization and cultural erasure of Northeastern communities. The paper draws upon Spivak’s
subaltern studies and postcolonial critiques presented by Partha Chatterjee and Homi Bhabha for contextualizing the film’s
critique of state power, cultural homogenization, and identity politics. In this matrix, the perspectives of subaltern scholars such as
Ranajit Guha, David Arnold, and James C. Scott are utilized to illuminate the dynamics of resistance and representation further.
This paper seeks to bridge the gap between film representation and lived realities through an integrated methodology of cinematic
analysis, theoretical critique, and case study integration, focusing on real-world incidents like the Malom Massacre and Irom
Sharmila’s hunger strike. Ultimately, it explores how Anek simultaneously critiques and contributes to the discourse on cinema’s
potential as a transformative tool for amplifying marginalized voices, while interrogating its limitations as a Bollywood
production.
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Introduction

Contemporary Indian cinema is seen grappling with themes of
identity, marginalization, and resistance, yet rarely do mainstream
films attempt to centre on the unique sociopolitical struggles of
India’s Northeastern region. Despite its complex histories and
diverse identities, the region remains underrepresented in national
narrative canvases (Chatterjee, 1993). Anubhav
Sinha’s Anek attempts to  foreground these narratives by
uncovering the systemic alienation and state oppression faced by
Northeastern communities. However, its significance goes beyond
its plot into discussing how this film serves as an entry point into a
broader debate on how cinema can critique biopolitical governance
and amplify subaltern voices (Sinha, 2022).

This paper identifies a significant gap in the cinematic
representation of Northeastern struggles and the theoretical
frameworks employed to analyze such representations. While films
addressing systemic oppression often rely on postcolonial or
feminist frameworks, the unique intersection of biopolitics and
subalternity in Anek requires a distinct theoretical lens. Michel
Foucault’s concept of ‘biopolitics,” focusing on how states regulate
life and populations through mechanisms of control, provides a
powerful framework for understanding the militarization and
surveillance of Northeastern communities under laws like AFSPA
(Foucault, 1990). Giorgio Agamben’s notion of ‘bare life,” where
individuals exist in a “state of exception” devoid of political rights,
complements this analysis by contextualizing the legal and
institutional structures that render these communities voiceless and
vulnerable (Agamben, 1998).

The choice of Foucault and Agamben as the theoretical pillars of
this research is deliberate. Foucault’s biopolitics, a theory with its
feet deeply entrenched in exclusion, captures the systemic
regulation of Northeastern identities through militarisation and
surveillance. Meanwhile, Agamben’s work illuminates how legal
frameworks like AFSPA perpetuate a “state of exception” that
legitimizes violence and erasure. These theories, when paired with
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s subaltern studies, which examine
how dominant power structures silence marginalized voices
(Spivak, 1988), Partha Chatterjee’s critiques of postcolonial
nationalism, which highlight the exclusion of peripheral
communities (Chatterjee, 1993), and James C. Scott’s concept of
‘hidden transcripts,” which reveal how everyday acts of resistance
undermine state power (Scott, 1985), create a multidimensional
framework for analyzing Anek.

The methodology utilized in this paper combines cinematic
analysis, theoretical critique, and real-world case studies. Through
closely reading pivotal scenes and dialogues in Anek, the paper
analyses how the film portrays biopolitical governance, subaltern
resistance, and cultural othering. Case studies such as the Malom
Massacre (2000), Irom Sharmila’s hunger strike, and the Mon
District killings (2021) contextualize these portrayals within lived
realities. The paper also critiques the limitations of Bollywood’s
‘outsider gaze,” interrogating how mainstream cinema can
simultaneously amplify and distort marginalized voices. By
combining these methodologies, the paper attempts to bridge the
gap between cinematic representation and the lived experiences of
Northeastern communities, proposing a way forward for subaltern
film studies as a genre dedicated to authentic and transformative
storytelling.

State Oppression and Biopolitics in Anek

The governance of India’s Northeast, as depicted in Anek, reflects
Michel Foucault’s concept of biopolitics, where the state wields
power over life and death through mechanisms of regulation,
surveillance, and exclusion (Foucault, 1990). AFSPA, as a
biopolitical tool, suspends standard legal protections and
institutionalizes violence, turning entire communities into what
Giorgio Agamben calls ‘bare life’ where existences are stripped of
political rights and dignity (Agamben, 1998). The film portrays
this systemic control through the constant presence of military
checkpoints, patrols, and raids, visually rendering the Northeast as
a Foucauldian panopticon.

In one striking scene, Aido confronts the pervasive discrimination
she faces by asking, “How many certificates must I show to prove I
am Indian?” (Sinha, 2022). This line encapsulates the alienation
felt by Northeastern communities, whose cultural and physical
differences perpetually mark them as outsiders.

A crucial cinematic checkpoint illustrating the biopolitical dynamic
is the raid on Aido’s village, where the military destroys homes
and displaces families under the guise of maintaining national
security. This scene vividly depicts how state violence operates not
only through direct confrontation but also by disrupting daily life,
reducing entire communities to objects of state control. The
destruction of physical spaces parallels the erasure of cultural and
personal identities, underscoring the dehumanizing effects of
militarisation (Sinha, 2022).

Another scene highlighting the above is where Joshua, the
undercover agent, observes the checkpoints and interactions
between civilians and soldiers. The tense exchanges between
Northeastern residents and military personnel highlight how
AFSPA has normalized a culture of suspicion and surveillance.
These depictions, inspired by real-life checkpoints become sites of
power where individuals are forced to justify their existence,
embodying Foucault’s concept of ‘docile bodies’ subjected to
constant state scrutiny (Foucault, 1995; Sinha, 2022).

Further, the Foucauldian biopolitics becomes central when Aido’s
father laments the lack of agency and dignity afforded to
Northeastern communities. His dialogue, “The state sees us as
enemies, not as citizens,” articulates the biopolitical transformation
of an entire region into a militarised zone. His eventual
participation in insurgency reflects the desperation of communities
marginalized by systemic violence. This dynamic further aligns
with Frantz Fanon’s assertion in The Wretched of the Earth that
rebellion often arises from the structural failure of governance
(Fanon, 2004; Sinha, 2022).

The film’s critique of AFSPA resonates with real-world incidents
like the Malom Massacre (2000), where ten civilians in Manipur
were killed by Assam Rifles personnel under the protections
granted by AFSPA. Such atrocities illustrate the “state of
exception” that Agamben describes, where the suspension of law
legitimizes systemic violence (Agamben, 1998). Ranajit Guha’s
subaltern studies further contextualize this violence as a mode of
state power that perpetuates exclusion and justifies the
marginalization of certain populations (Guha, 1999). Guha’s
critique of colonial historiography by stating that it silences the
agency of the subaltern. This notion is echoed in Anek, where the
Northeast is portrayed as a region governed by the logic of
exceptionality, rendered voiceless within the larger national
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The cinematic framing of the Northeast as a site of control and
resistance highlights the contemporary relevance of biopolitical
analysis. Reports of extrajudicial killings, such as the Mon District
killings in Nagaland (2021) and the continued enforcement of
AFSPA, reveal the persistent alienation of Northeastern
communities (Human Rights Watch, 2021). The work of David
Arnold on the relationship between colonial governance as well as
the health policies in India lays out a useful parallel. Just as
colonial biopolitics sought to control the “body” of the population
through regulation, AFSPA controls the “body” of Northeastern
communities through militarisation and surveillance (Arnold,
1993).

While the movie Anek amplifies these issues, its Bollywoodisation
foregrounds the need for Northeastern voices to narrate their own
experiences, ensuring authenticity and avoiding reductive
representations. By centering its narrative on characters like Aido
and her father, the film significantly contributes to the discourse on
biopolitics and subalternity. Yet, it also raises critical questions
about the role of cinema in authentically representing marginalized
communities.

Surveillance, Subalternity, and Cultural Othering

Based on the above discussion, surveillance emerges as a central
theme in Anek. It is reflective of Foucault’s panoptic model of
power, where the state’s gaze fosters compliance and distrust.
Joshua is seen as the focal embodiment of this biopolitical gaze,
infiltrating local communities to gather intelligence and monitor
dissent. His dual role as observer and enforcer highlights the
dehumanizing effects of surveillance, where individuals are seen to
internalize discipline under the constant fear of being watched.
This rigged, watchful dynamic fractures communal trust and
isolates individuals, perpetuating ongoing cycles of alienation.
Further, Joshua’s moral conflict, as articulated in his remark, “The
state’s job is to resolve conflict, not escalate it” (Sinha, 2022),
critiques the ethical failures of governance rooted in suspicion
rather than resolutions sought through the provided dialogue.

On deeper analysis, Foucault’s panopticism seeks counter through
the James C. Scott theory of “hidden transcripts,” where he argues
that marginalized communities often resist domination through
subtle, everyday acts of defiance that remain “under the radar” of
official power structures. In Anek, these hidden transcripts are
depicted through the character of Aido, whose boxing journey
challenges the state’s narratives of cultural erasure, and her father,
whose insurgency represents a more overt form of resistance. By
juxtaposing these forms of defiance, the film critiques how
surveillance seeks to erase public and private dissent.

The film’s depiction of cultural and racial othering draws attention
to the notion of how the marginalized groups are silenced within
dominant power structures, stamping further on the claims made by
Spivak in Can the Subaltern Speak? Aido’s poignant question, “Do
I not look Indian enough for you? (Sinha, 2022)” challenges the
homogenizing tendencies of Indian nationalism that exclude
Northeastern identities. Further, Partha Chatterjee’s concept of the
“inner and outer domains” of nationalism reinforces this critique,
depicting how the Northeast is relegated to the periphery of the
cultural and political imagination of the nation at large. The
intersection of gender and ethnicity further compounds this
marginalization, as Aido’s struggles as a Northeastern woman
aspiring to represent India in boxing highlight the overlapping
oppressions of racial and patriarchal exclusion.

Case studies such as Irom Sharmila’s 15-year hunger strike against
AFSPA underscore the real-world implications of these dynamics.
Sharmila’s protest, which drew international attention to the human
rights abuses in the Northeast, mirrors the film’s depiction of
subaltern resistance.

However, while Anek critiques these systemic issues, its framing as
a Bollywood production introduces limitations. The film’s outsider
gaze, though well-intentioned, risks reducing Northeastern
struggles to symbolic gestures rather than fully engaging with their
complexities. For cinema to authentically represent subaltern
voices, it must prioritize collaboration with Northeastern creators
and communities, ensuring that their narratives are shaped by lived
experience.

Resistance, Cinema, and the Need for Transformative
Representation

The resistance portrayed in Anek operates on both individual and
collective levels, reflecting Michel Foucault’s concept of counter-
conducts—acts of defiance against systems of power (Foucault,
1990). Aido’s journey as a boxer symbolizes personal resistance,
challenging the cultural and racial stereotypes imposed upon her.
Her father’s involvement in insurgency represents collective
resistance, contextualized not as criminality but as a response to
systemic violence and exclusion.

Cinematically, Anek employs visual metaphors and
multilingualism to reinforce its critique of state power. The
Northeast’s landscapes, scarred by conflict yet resilient, serve as a
metaphor for the enduring strength amidst systemic violence in the
region. Including regional languages asserts the cultural identity of
Northeastern ~ communities,  challenging  the  linguistic
homogenization of Indian cinema (Sinha, 2022). However, these
strengths are tempered by the limitations of an outsider’s gaze. As
a Bollywood production, Anek risks flattening the complexities of
Northeastern struggles into a narrative designed for mainstream
audiences, potentially reinforcing the marginalization it seeks to
critique.

Authentic representation requires centering subaltern voices,
ensuring that their stories are told not only about them but by them
(Spivak, 1988). By embracing this collaborative approach, cinema
can move beyond its role as a mirror of society to become a
catalyst for transformation, amplifying resistance and fostering a
more inclusive national narrative.

The Role of Soft Power in Subverting Narratives

Cinema, as a form of soft power, wields immense potential to
subvert dominant narratives and reshape public consciousness. In
the context of Anek, this power lies in its ability to bring visibility
to Northeastern struggles, a region often sidelined in national
discourses. Soft power in cinema is not merely about storytelling, it
is about fostering empathy, driving cultural understanding, and
challenging the structures perpetuating marginalization (Nye,
2004). By focusing on lived experiences and amplifying subaltern
voices, cinema can catalyze change within and beyond national
borders.

One of the key strengths of cinema as soft power is its capacity to
humanize systemic issues. In Anek, including Aido’s personal
journey and her father’s insurgency paints a nuanced picture of
resistance (Sinha, 2022). These narratives offer a counter-narrative
to the state’s portrayal of insurgents as mere threats to national
security (Scott, 1985). Furthermore, the film’s multilingualism and
use of regional languages push back against the homogenizing
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tendencies of mainstream Indian cinema, asserting the cultural
identity of the Northeast.

International examples of cinematic soft power provide valuable
parallels. Films like Ava DuVernay’s Selma and Ken Loach’s I,
Daniel Blake have used storytelling to bring attention to systemic
injustices and spark global conversations. In India, Mira
Nair’s Salaam Bombay! Leveraged its portrayal of street children
to inspire real-world activism (Nair, 1988). Similarly, Anek could
serve as a springboard for movements advocating policy reforms
such as the repeal of AFSPA, promoting anti-racism initiatives,
and including Northeastern histories in mainstream education.

However, the role of soft power in cinema also necessitates critical
introspection. The Bollywoodisation of sensitive topics, as seen
in Anek, often dilutes their complexity for mainstream
consumption. This trend risks commodifying marginalized
experiences, reducing them to symbolic gestures rather than
actionable calls for justice (Sinha, 2022). The film’s narrative
framework, for instance, occasionally simplifies insurgency,
framing it as a monolithic response to oppression rather than
exploring its varied and deeply personal motivations.

The way forward needs to involve leveraging cinema’s soft power
to foster authentic and collaborative storytelling. Case studies from
grassroots filmmaking initiatives in India’s Northeast demonstrate
how locally driven narratives can authentically represent
marginalized communities. These films, often produced on limited
budgets but rich in cultural context, challenge dominant
representations and reclaim the gaze (Living Shadows, 2015).

In this matrix, cinema’s soft power can serve as a bridge between
critique and transformation. By prioritizing authenticity, fostering
collaboration, and engaging with broader socio-political
movements, films like Anek can move beyond being cultural
artifacts to becoming instruments of real-world change.

Conclusion

The failures of Bollywoodisation, its tendency to prioritize
mainstream appeal over authenticity, depict the challenges of
representing subaltern struggles in a way that avoids
commodification.  While Anek makes strides in  bringing
Northeastern issues to the forefront, its narrative framework
occasionally simplifies insurgency and resistance for broader
consumption (Sinha, 2022). This dilution not only undermines the
lived experiences of marginalized communities but also risks
framing their struggles as peripheral to the larger narrative of
Indian nationhood (Chatterjee, 1993).

To address these limitations, Subaltern Film Studies must evolve as
a genre that not only critiques systemic inequities but also
reimagines cinema as a participatory space for resistance and
resilience. Building on the foundational ideas of scholars such as
Spivak (1988) and Guha (1999), the emphasis must shift toward
enabling the subaltern to speak through cinematic production,
framing cinema as alingua franca—a universal language that
facilitates dialogue between the mainstream and the margins. Such
an approach can foster a shared platform for inclusive discourse,
creating a middle ground where diverse voices converge.

The snowballing effect of ideological contexts in cinema,
historically utilized to reinforce national or mainstream narratives,
now needs to be redirected to amplify marginalized voices. By
positioning excluded narratives as central themes, cinema can
serve as a transformative medium for reconfiguring the

mainstream. This reframing ensures that the narratives of the
marginalized become integral to global discussions, offering an
authentic and inclusive representation of diverse cultural identities.
Such a shift not only enriches cinematic discourse but also
challenges the hegemonic structures that have long dictated the
parameters of mainstream storytelling.

In reimagining its gaze, cinema can move beyond mere
representation to become a platform for action. Films like Anek
serve as stepping stones toward this transformation, but the path
forward requires systemic changes that empower subaltern voices
to reclaim their narratives.
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