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Slumdog Millionaire Fairytale Gone Wrong


For a film with such heart and good intentions as Danny Boyle’s smash hit Slumdog Millionaire from 2008, it is perhaps sad that it should have caused such bitter controversy between India and Europe/North America. The movie speaks to universal themes of “love conquers all” and the rewards of perseverance, telling of main character Jamal’s hard-won victory over abject poverty on the streets of Mumbai’s slums to become winner of India’s version of “Who Wants to Be a Millionaire”. Bearing in mind its story alone, Slumdog Millionaire is a crowd-pleaser with a valuable moral attached. And what could be wrong with that?


  The fact is, no movie in this global economy and culture market is separable from cultural context and signification. Though the plot of Slumdog Millionaire, which may be boiled down to “boy-makes-good-and-gets-the-girl” is, in this respect, practically identical to the staggering majority of both popular Hollywood and Bollywood romantic/comedy features, it is its particular setting, as a Hollywood/UK production, in the slums of Mumbai which complicates its (should-be) simple message. 


If Slumdog Millionaire had been set in a Bronx ghetto, for example, and its staging of the abuse of children at the hands of beggar mafias been transferred to the abuse of children at the hands of American gangs, nobody would have accused its makers of being culturally insensitive or misunderstanding. But the fact is that it is a primarily British and Hollywood-produced film (notwithstanding the fact that Danny Boyle’s co-director, Loveleen Tandan, is Indian) set in India, which means any moral judgments to be gleaned from the film may arguably be seen as British or North American judgments cast on Indian culture. 


It is a fair enough assumption, if you want to make it. There are, in theory, countless numbers of similarly affecting stories that could be written about the plight of children in Western society. But Slumdog Millionaire addresses the particular plight of Indian children for a Western audience, to the exclusion of referencing child abuse and abjection as a worldwide problem.


Thus it is with appreciable reason that such high-profile Indians as Aamir Khan, Salman Rushdie and Amitabh Bachchan have denounced Slumdog Millionaire as an unrealistic and misleading work of fiction. Interestingly, Bachchan features as a character in the slated movie, though not as played by the film star himself. In Slumdog, he is not portrayed negatively, but rather as an object of worship by young Jamal. If the real Bachchan did not speak out about his feelings about the movie, he would likely be seen as otherwise complicit with its portrayal of young life in the slums.


To call Slumdog Millionaire “misleading” is perhaps more accurate an accusation than to say it is “unrealistic” in its representation of Mumbai. Since the movie’s release in 2008, countless articles have been written and investigations launched into the reality of Indian poverty. 

The facts are these: in a country of 1.2 billion, a child is born every 2 seconds. India has unnervingly high infant and maternal mortality rates, and 1 million children lived abandoned on the streets of India, as reported by UNICEF. There are also 12.6 million child laborers – the most of any country. Mumbai is host to Asia’s largest slum, Dharava, with 1 million inhabitants. And like in the movie, such slums are rife with hordes of child beggars, who are often controlled by beggar mafias. These gangs will gladly maim children in order to achieve a more pitiful-looking workforce. Alternatively, they will abduct infants or sell children into sex slavery.


What is “misleading” about all this, as referenced by Slumdog Millionaire, is that it may appear, in a movie set almost entirely in Mumbai, that this is an Indian-specific problem. This is compounded by the fact that the movie, though released worldwide, is clearly directed at Western, English-speaking audiences – thus implicitly objectifying and subjectifying India to Western scrutiny and criticism. It would not be too much to call this a latter-day Orientalism.


Finally, what is most disturbing about this controversy is that at the heart of it are two real Indian children, Rubina Ali and Azharuddin Ismail, the young stars of Slumdog Millionaire, whose lives have been thrown into turmoil after the release of the picture. 

This past spring, reports surfaced that Ali’s father, Rubiq Qureshi, was negotiating a price for the adoption of his daughter in order to capitalize on her film success. Defensively, he claimed that he and his daughter were paid meagerly for her work (only about 150,000 rupees). Director/producer Danny Boyle then countered that a trust has been set up for her and Ismail, also from the Mumbai slums, to provide for them as they got older, and that they were being moved into new housing by the Maharashtra Housing and Area Development Authority.

If Ali’s father has in fact been negotiating her sale, this would indeed be a hideous offense against human rights. And if Boyle did pay his child stars so poorly upfront with the proviso that they would come into money later in life, this raises questions about the director’s authority and judgment – sound as it may have ultimately proved to be. The fact that Ali and Ismail have had to grow up in poverty prior to their finding fame as child actors is, in itself, disgraceful.

Beyond all these concerns is the unsettling fact that the weight of addressing world child poverty and public rations between India and Europe and North America now rests, at the minute, on the heads of two small children. It is akin to abuse to thrust a child into the spotlight as a symbol for millions or billions of others, when they have little control over their futures or even their present state of being.

One cannot blame audiences living in America and Britain for ringing up ActionAid, UNICEF, and other child charities expressing interest in the sponsorship of Indian children. Slumdog Millionaire has certainly raised awareness for their plight, and charity support has soared since its release (the “slumdog bump”, so-called by ActionAid fundraising director Richard Turner). But the beauty of human interest is, in this case, marred by the bitterest of controversies – embarrassing to all of us – Indian, American, European, or otherwise.

