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An analysis of Wes Anderson´s The Darjeeling Limited (2007) and application of specialist film theory.

Word Count: 2301

Wes Anderson’s 2007 picture The Darjeeling Limited is described as a comedy drama which follows the Whitman brothers as they journey across India in search of meaning and to rekindle their brotherly bond after the death of their father. [footnoteRef:1] It is a film laden with typically Anderson-esque tropes, such as snappy dialogue, deeply flawed and idiosyncratic characters, a soundtrack littered with rock songs from the 1960s and wonderfully composed images. Anderson’s style is so distinct that in 2018, Screen Junkies, authors of the comical Honest Trailer series, created the video entitled ‘Honest Trailers - Every Wes Anderson Movie’ which offers a summary of some of Anderson’s typical directorial habits. [footnoteRef:2] [1:  The Darjeeling Limited – Rotten Tomatoes. (2020).]  [2:  Honest Trailers - Every Wes Anderson Movie - Screen Junkies, (2018).] 


The Darjeeling Limited is generally considered to be a success both critically and at the box office, however there have been number of reproaches levelled towards the film for its portrayal of India, Indian culture and Indian people in general. Indeed Brian Hu, of the UCLA Asia Pacific centre, described the ‘collective groan’ from the Asian American population upon hearing the premise of the film, as Hollywood rarely treats the ‘east’ with any kind of nuanced understanding, but rather depends on preconceived and historical ignorance with Hollywood often depicting ‘India as a land full of mystical powers and religious cults.’ [footnoteRef:3] [footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Wes Anderson's India - UCLA Asia Pacific Center. (2007).]  [4:  Davé. (2013). Indian Accents: Brown Voice and Racial Performance in American Television and Film. p.87. ] 


That being said, there have been other more positive treatments of The Darjeeling Limited in academic circles. Bose states that the film is not only a ‘finely tuned critique of American materialism, emotional vacuity, and lack of spiritualism’, but also ‘turns Orientalism and its inherent notions of the exotic East on its head’. [footnoteRef:5] Bose goes further to conclude that The Darjeeling Limited relies heavily on Orientalist cliché for much of the comic effect and that Anderson uses aforementioned ignorance of the ‘India of mystical powers and religious cults’ to ridicule the notion of ‘white men desperately seeking short-cuts to salvation.´ [footnoteRef:6] [5:  Bose, N. (2008). The Darjeeling Limited: Critiquing Orientalism on the Train to Nowhere. ]  [6:  Bose, N. (2008). ] 


Anderson’s representations of India are far from negative. The Darjeeling Limited presents a beautiful country that encourages the viewer to look upon India with a fondness, more often than not inhabited by welcoming, kind and generous locals. Vukovich however states that these positive representations ‘can still be Orientalist, dubious, racist’, and that by presenting India as a land inhabited by a series of ‘noble savage’ type characters, Anderson is at risk then of not only infantilising India but also creating ´images of the savage that serve primarily to re-define the Europeans´ or in this case, the West. [footnoteRef:7] [footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Vukovich, D. (2020).]  [8:  Ashcroft, B., Griffiths, G. and Tiffin, H. (2002). Key Concepts in Post-Colonial Studies. p 210. ] 


Differing assessments of the film are to a large extent centred around the representations of India and Indians within the film, which of course make this text ripe for analysis through a post-colonial and Orientalist lens. Also, Hall´s reception theory can also be used to further understand the film and the various differing sentiments that viewers have regarding Anderson´s representations of India.  

Within the following paragraphs, and with a view to ensuring clarity of argument henceforth, key terms will be defined. 

Postcolonialism within the field of film study is defined as the ‘analysis of issues of ‘otherness’, hybridity, national and ethnic identity, race, imperialism and language both during and after colonial times.´ [footnoteRef:9] It is these often-pervasive reinforcements of the ‘Otherness’ of India and Indians from the protagonists throughout the film that, it can be argued, are the root of criticism, as they can be considered perpetuations of historic ignorance’s from the colonial period. Kuhn and Westwell state that it is only in the wake of Said’s study of Orientalism that postcolonialism has gained prominence as an academic field and therefore it is appropriate to define the term Orientalism also. [footnoteRef:10] [9:  Kuhn, A. and Westwell, G. (2012). A Dictionary of Film Studies. p 322.]  [10:  Kuhn, A. and Westwell, G. (2012). p 322.] 


Said states that orientalism is ‘a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s special place in European Western experience.’ [footnoteRef:11] More specifically, Bernstein states when discussing Orientalism in film, that it is a consideration ‘of the interrelations between society, history, and textuality.’ [footnoteRef:12] Bernstein seems to suggest here that any film created in the West that is illustrating the East will necessarily draw upon existing historical stereotypes and ideas to frame the Orient based on a western understanding.  [11:  Said, E. (1979). Orientalism. p 1.]  [12:  Bernstein, M. (1997). Visions of The East: Orientalism in Film. p 11.] 


Reception theory or the encoding / decoding model of communication is the theory that any text ´is not simply passively accepted by the audience, but that the reader/viewer interprets the meanings of the text based on her or his individual cultural background and life experiences´. [footnoteRef:13] Hall presents three positions that a viewer might take when viewing a text. They are the dominant-hegemonic position, where a viewer responds ´how the director/creator wants the audience to view the media text´, the oppositional position, ´when the audience rejects the preferred reading, and creates their own meaning of the text´ and finally the negotiated position, which is a ´compromise between the dominant and opposition readings, where the audience accepts parts of the director's views, but has their own views on parts as well.´ [footnoteRef:14] [footnoteRef:15]  [13:  Artandpopularculture.com - Reception Theory. (2020). ]  [14:  Artandpopularculture.com - Reception Theory. (2020).]  [15:  Artandpopularculture.com - Hall's Theory. (2020).] 


With a view to discussing issues of postcolonialism, the Orientalist gaze and audience reception within The Darjeeling Limited, specific areas of the film will be discussed below. 

Firstly, the character of Rita, played by Amara Khan, will be discussed. This character has the effect of demystifying Oriental women and by extension challenging any stereotypical representations of India or Otherness within the film. Said’s description of the Oriental women in media as ‘sensual’ and someone ‘who is there to be sort of used by the man’ is very much challenged by the behaviour of Rita’s character in The Darjeeling Limited. [footnoteRef:16] Here is an oriental woman who is sexually liberated and very Western in some of her behaviours, such as her smoking, fluency in English and the fact that she is planning to break up with her boyfriend. Bose states that Rita’s character is in ´sharp contrast´ with Said’s description of oriental women and therefore a fair distance away from perpetuating orientalist ideas about eastern women.  [16:  Said, E. (2005). ] 


Bose also argues that Anderson’s often reductive representations of India are subversive hyperbolic attempts to illustrate the ludicrousness of ‘westerners’ travelling to the spiritual East in search of enlightenment. She states that ‘western signifiers of Indian-ness’ such as elephants, snakes, temples, spiritual men, are all ‘Anderson’s way of laughing at the West’s stereotypical representations.’ [footnoteRef:17] This idea of Anderson making fun of the characters and by extension western stereotypes of India and spiritual tourists is of course supported by the fact that ‘much of the film is Wes Anderson delivering a savage criticism on just how awful and self-centred his characters are.’ [footnoteRef:18] In his review of the film however, Mathur acknowledges that ´The Darjeeling Limited could be a satire of cultural tourism, but I’m still not positive how much of that is intentional´ and therefore it is unclear whether or not Anderson is perpetuating orientalist ideas or entering in to some kind of post-orientalist satire. [footnoteRef:19] Mathur goes further to say that ´the satirical elements in the film are betrayed by Anderson delivering these men the spiritual reckoning they craved´, and therefore perpetuating the reductive notion of India as a land of spirituality. [footnoteRef:20] [17:  Bose, N. (2008).]  [18:  Barrett, D. (2020). ]  [19:  Mathur, M. (2016).]  [20:  Mathur, M. (2016).] 


Moving on from Anderson´s debateable subversion of orientalist clichés, the sequence of the film from 49:00 through to 1:05:00 contains some of the more challenging elements of the film and is arguably when damage is done to Anderson’s treatment of India. 

In the sequence, the Whitman brothers aim to rescue three Indian boys from a river after a rudimentary river crossing contraption fails as a result of the current. As one of the Indian boys dies in this incident, the Whitman brothers are invited to attend the funeral. This sequence arguably best outlines the Orientalist perspective within this film and offers a redefinition (and arguably a prioritisation) of the West using contrast with the East.

At the very beginning of this sequence, the lack of safe and reliable infrastructure (in the form of a bridge) to cross the river immediately places the community we’re about to encounter at odds with the Whitman’s and by extension the western viewing audience. We are led to understand that the people who inhabit this land are technologically inferior to us, and this is a notion that is supported when Francis Whitman, played by Owen Wilson remarks, ‘Look at these Assholes’, as if what is happening is ridiculous to the western viewer, even though the three boys are transporting food across the river, a necessity for their survival, suggesting that this perilous journey is one that they probably make on a regular basis. [footnoteRef:21] The lack of a safe river crossing presents the idea of a people not yet industrialised and closer to nature than us, which is again a feature of the ‘noble savage’ type of character who exists in a purer ‘state of the natural’. [footnoteRef:22]  That these young boys and the community that they belong to are at the whim of nature and appear to exist in a pre-industrialised state again serves to define the West as superior using this contrast and perpetuates the ‘Otherness’ of India as a place that ‘doesn’t develop, it stays the same’. [footnoteRef:23] [21:  The Darjeeling Limited. (2007).]  [22:  Ashcroft, B., Griffiths, G. and Tiffin, H. (2002). p 210.]  [23:  Said, E. (2005).] 


Throughout the entire sixteen-minute long sequence in which Hindi is spoken fairly regularly by the natives, there are no subtitles offered to what is no doubt a primarily western viewing public. One might argue that Anderson made this decision to place the viewer in the position of the Whitman brother’s and that the non-verbal communication is powerful enough to understand what is being said, however, the counter argument is we are not able to share in the grief of the community at the loss of a young boy and that not offering subtitles is a refusal to ‘engage with the ‘true’ India’. [footnoteRef:24] In failing to offer subtitles and removing the ability of the Indian community to articulate their grief, Anderson makes the decision to only allow the viewing audience to experience that grief through the direct experience of the Whitman brothers, which is of course characteristic of Orientalism, that is the coming to terms with the Orient through the Western experience.  [24:  Mason, J. (2017).] 


It can be further argued that the death of the young boy serves only as a vehicle for the Whitman’s to move on from the death of their own father. Mathur states that now ‘they can appreciate their lives and each other, since they helped the boy’s two brothers bring the body back to their family’ and that ‘rather than look outward and see real Indians for the first time, the Whitman´s still centre this Indian family’s tragedy on their own lives. [footnoteRef:25] This treatment of the tragic death of the young boy as secondary to the death of the Whitman´s father serves to prioritise the death of the westerner at the expense of the tragedy of the more recent event.  [25:  Mathur, M. (2016).] 


Finally, the crescendo of this sequence will be discussed, which is a tracking shot that follows the brothers though the village in which the funeral of the boy has just taken place. [footnoteRef:26] The shot is built up of a foreground, middle ground and background and the Whitman brothers occupy the middle ground, whilst various ´western signifiers of Indian-ness´ (such as camels, men and women in ethnic attire) to use Bose´s phrasing occupy the fore and backgrounds. Mason, in her review states that ‘as the camera tracks the brothers’ journey, the spectator recognises them as possessing authority and is aligned with them’. [footnoteRef:27] This authority and alignment is at the expense of the entire village, who are denied individuality in favour of the Whitman brothers, whose journey now appears to be more important than the suffering of the entire village. The non-diegetic sound choice of Strangers by British band The Kinks is also noteworthy, as because we are tracking with the brothers during the shot, it is unclear who is meant to be the strangers. Certainly, the brothers are the strangers in India, but the it seems that in this shot, the countless anonymous Indian villagers are the strangers in the story focussed on this western desire for spiritual growth.  [26:  The Darjeeling Limited. (2007) ]  [27:  Mason, J. (2017).] 


In conclusion then, it is very clear that throughout The Darjeeling Limited, Anderson relies heavily on historically constructed Orientalist stereotypes to create his version of India through which the Whitman brothers are journeying. What is less clear, and seems to be a contentious issue of perspective, is whether or not Anderson purposefully and successfully uses Orientalist clichés to satire a largely western viewing audience or not. If so, there is the further issue of the (one would imagine) great many cases where this subtle satire may not have been perceived and therefore unintentionally perpetuates Orientalist ideas about India. Where the consumer of the text falls on this spectrum will entirely depend on, as Hall states, ´the ideological dimensions´ of the consumer. [footnoteRef:28]  [28:  Hall, S. (1973). Encoding and Decoding in The Television Discourse. p.12.] 


The film has been subject to criticism because it fails to engage with the real India and real Indians, however it is primarily a story about the Whitman brothers, and any focus on them rather than India is reasonable. Anderson´s version of India can be viewed as merely a setting for the drama of the Whitman brothers to unfold, however there are times when absolute focus on the brothers does appear to undermine and infantilise India and the Indians that appear in the film. 
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