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Abstract

This article attempts to rethink Indian anticolonial agitator Bhagat Singh within four 
alternative lineages, rooted in his often undiscussed love of early Hindi and American 
cinema. To date, Bhagat Singh has often been confined within the rubrics of a properly 
political form of revolution, whereby revolution is recognizable to the colonial state. 
To rethink revolution requires scholars to question the repetition of these colonial log-
ics by moving away from the “recognizably political” to other forms of anti-authorial, 
anticolonial practices. This article focuses on Bhagat Singh’s viewing and response to 
the 1927 American iteration of Uncle Tom’s Cabin and the 1927 Hindi film Wildcat of 
Bombay. The article considers the ways in which Bhagat Singh moved beyond “prop-
erly political” forms of agitation in favor of affective, aesthetic, and experiential models 
of movie-going in the early twentieth century. By doing so, it reorganizes the catego-
ries of “world literature” away from the nation-state in favor of worldwide circulation, 
distribution, and interpretation.

Keywords
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This article situates radical Indian anticolonial revolutionary thought alongside a sen-
timentalist tradition in American literature and film. It perambulates four times around 
a single Indian anticolonial figure, Bhagat Singh, and a series of texts, films, and plays 
inaugurated by Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (2009 [1852]). It intervenes 
simultaneously in two seemingly unrelated debates: the afterlives of revolutionary 
anticolonialism in South Asia and the various politics of literary analysis at our current 
conjuncture. I have separated these sections out and given them names, but by no 
means do they demarcate discrete fields of inquiry. On the contrary, like the texts and 
figures at hand, they overlap and prefigure one another in a multitude of intersecting 
ways that should be impossible to untether.
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Of the two primary figures at hand—Bhagat Singh and Uncle Tom—Bhagat Singh 
is the lesser known, especially outside of South Asia. In South Asia, he remains a  
central figure in the recuperation of anticolonial thought in the wake of national 
Independence; even though he was hanged by the British in 1931 at the age of 23, 
scholars and activists alike have wrestled over the possibilities of his afterlives 
(Maclean & Elam, 2014; Moffat, 2016; Elam, Maclean, & Moffat, 2014). Uncle Tom has 
had a substantially more global career (Davis & Mihaylova, 2017; Hochman, 1992; 
Parfait, 2007).

To recall, Bhagat Singh was born in 1907 in what is now Pakistani Punjab. In 1927, 
he and other students in Lahore founded the Hindustan Socialist Republican Army 
(hereafter HSRA), inspired by Giuseppe Mazzini’s Young Italy and the Irish Republican 
Army. He wrote manifestos on anticolonial revolution, pedagogy, and socialism.  
In 1928, Bhagat Singh sought to avenge the death of Punjabi nationalist Lala Lajpat Rai, 
and assassinated Assistant Superintendent of Police, J. P. Saunders. In order to escape 
Lahore, Bhagat Singh famously removed his turban, shaved his hair, and donned a 
British trilby. Passing as a White British citizen with his co-conspirator, Rajguru, as his 
dark-skinned servant, he escaped to Delhi.

In early 1929, Bhagat Singh and a colleague decided to turn themselves in to gain 
publicity for the anticolonial revolutionary cause. Against the wishes of the other 
members of the HSRA, Bhagat Singh created a smoke bomb and snuck into the Central 
Legislative Assembly, in Delhi, where Motilal Nehru’s Swarajya Party was debating 
its next co-legislation with the British. Bhagat Singh fired a gun in the air, yelled “inquilab 
zindabad” (long live revolution), and threw the smoke bomb and printed tracts. The 
smoke bomb, which was designed to hurt no one, appeared to explode like a book  
as the pamphlets fluttered in the air. Bhagat Singh awaited his arrest and was  
sentenced to life in prison and, later, death. In jail, Bhagat Singh gained immense  
popularity staging hunger strikes and publically debating M. K. Gandhi in Gandhi’s 
own Young India, and the HSRA and associated organizations carefully cultivated his 
celebrity status in Punjab. Bhagat Singh was such a threat to the British Raj that they  
expedited his hanging, and, early in the morning of 23 March 1931, he was secretly 
hanged and burned outside of Lahore.

Historians of Bhagat Singh have long been eager to recuperate his extensive and 
expansive collection of writing.1 Scholars, eager to claim Bhagat Singh as one of the 
proper leaders of Indian Independence, point to the philosophical sophistication on 
display in his published essays, and his masculine bomb-throwing, as the sign of his 
anticolonial authority. In response, I want to suggest an analysis that draws on Bhagat 
Singh to rethink Bhagat Singh’s vision as a refusal of this logic of authority and exper-
tise; in other words, I want to reimagine anticolonialism as anti-authoritarianism, and 
to ask what sensibilities—political, aesthetic, affective, and contagious—the refusal of 
authority acquires in the face of colonial rule.

Politics

In 1862, when Abraham Lincoln met Harriet Beecher Stowe, he might have said,  
“So you’re the little woman who wrote the book that started this great war.” Ten years 
prior, Stowe had written Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly, a sentimentalist 
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abolitionist novel that was second only to the Bible in the number of copies it sold 
globally in the nineteenth century.

It is highly unlikely that Lincoln uttered this famous sentence to Stowe—indeed, the 
apocryphal greeting did not appear in print until 1896, after both Stowe and Lincoln 
had died. Nevertheless, the line remains central not only to literary accounts of the US 
Civil War but also to the undergirding humanities philosophy that connects aesthetic 
consumption to “politics” throughout the twentieth century. The belief here is that 
books can create (or dismantle) bombs; that reading can rescue the oppressed; that 
readers are always revolutionaries in potentia.

Allow me to follow closely this line of thought for the first part of this article, and to 
quibble with it in the rest. Allow me, also, the completely counterfactual claim that 
Lincoln did greet Stowe with this line, and, moreover, that, unbeknownst to him, he was 
referring not to the US Civil War but to the long and great war of Indian Independence 
from the British.

Perhaps our fictional, psychic Lincoln was imagining Saturday, 17 November 1928, 
a fateful day well beyond his lifetime. That day, in Lahore, Indian anticolonial leader 
Lala Lajpat Rai succumbed to injuries resulting from having been brutally beaten by 
British soldiers a few weeks earlier. Rai had managed, despite his injuries, to declare, 
“the blows struck at me today will be the last nails in the coffin of British rule in India.”2 
Later that night, two cinemas in Lahore premiered a silent film that the British had 
deemed appropriate for Indian audiences. Directed by Harry A. Pollard and released 
by Universal Pictures, the film was the thirteenth silent film adaptation in as many 
years of the bestselling novel of the nineteenth century. Newspapers advertised it as 
the best adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin to date, starring famous actresses Margarita 
Fischer and Mona Ray (both in blackface) as slaves, George Siegmann as Simon Legree, 
and Black actor James B. Lowe as Uncle Tom.

Anticolonial agitator Bhagat Singh did not witness the beating or death of Lala 
Lajpat Rai but declared that he would avenge Rai’s death by assassinating the super-
intendent of police who ordered the lathi charge, James A. Scott. Later that evening, he 
probably did not see Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Pollard, 1928) on its opening night. But the 
young agitator and his colleagues saw it soon after its release. Bhagwan Das Mahor, 
Bhagat Singh’s colleague, recalls:

We came to know from posters that a film Uncle Tom’s Cabin was being shown in Lahore. 
Bhagat Singh proposed that this revolutionary film, which shows the Blacks’ fight for their 
freedom in America, must be seen…. Eventually we saw the movie. It was excellent! Bhagat 
Singh gave a very impressive lecture on the film and underlined the usefulness of it for the 
revolutionaries…. (Yadav, 2007)

Advertisements in the Lahore Tribune corroborate the release of Pollard’s film in Lahore 
at the time of Lala Lajpat Rai’s death, and it stayed in Lahore through December 1928, 
showing alternately with Wings (William A. Wellman, 1927), the first film to be awarded 
an Oscar (Figure 1).

It is difficult to imagine, at first glance, what in Uncle Tom’s Cabin—film or novel—
could be “useful” to the anticolonial revolutionaries. The bulk of the interpretative 
history of the novel in the wake of US Reconstruction has focused on its negative  
stereotypes of Black people—mammies, pickaninnies, and blindly obedient slaves—
that only reinforced a genteel racism still alive today. Although Stowe wrote that Uncle 
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Figure 1. Lahore Advert
Source: Advertisement for Uncle Tom’s Cabin in the Lahore  

Tribune (December 15, 1928).
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Tom should be a “noble hero,” (Rosenthal, 2003; Stowe, 2009 [1852]) his name has 
become more commonly an epithet for Black people who support White people or 
structures of White supremacy (Christie, 2010). But even as an abolitionist text, its plot 
is propelled almost exclusively by well-meaning White people. Christian love, rather 
than economic and political freedom, is the mechanism by which humanity is gener-
ously extended from White people to their Black colleagues. Inspired by Quaker  
politics and written for a White abolitionist audience, Uncle Tom—the ostensibly titu-
lar Black protagonist—endures, while a chorus of White people sell, save, beat, kill, and 
are forgiven by him.3

Bhagat Singh was no Uncle Tom, even in the most generous of textual interpreta-
tions of the novel. Unable to stand by and wait for revolution to occur, Bhagat Singh 
repeatedly argued for revolt in the continual present—inquilab zindabad—and in the 
active voice. In his own words:

Are the people who are crying for “universal brotherhood” or “cosmopolitanism” from the 
house-tops really interested in bringing it about? For that imagined peace we will have to 
sacrifice the real present. For that imagined peace we will have to create chaos. (Yadav, 2007)

I have previously written that Bhagat Singh’s claims to “universal brotherhood,” “cos-
mopolitanism,” and “peace” are, metonymically, claims about a “love” for humanity 
(Elam, 2013). This “love” does not neatly align with Uncle Tom’s politely enduring 
Christian love but does maintain some of its desired ethical and political claims, 
namely a claim that “humanity” must be a political and ethical configuration of radical 
egalitarianism. But Bhagat Singh’s revolutionary fervor would not have allowed for 
the same type of self-sacrificial passiveness that marks Uncle Tom’s martyrdom, even 
though both the fictional character and anticolonial agitator are named as such.4 Bhagat 
Singh’s “love” was marked by a willingness and a desire to be the catalyst of revolu-
tion and his own death (Sawhney, 2012), whereas Uncle Tom’s “love” is marked by a 
willingness to forgive.

What then did Bhagat Singh see in Uncle Tom’s Cabin? The answer, I think, lies in the 
curious 1927 filmic adaptation that Bhagat Singh urged his coconspirators to watch. 
The film that Bhagat Singh saw in Lahore features scenes and actions entirely original 
to the 1927 iteration—scenes and plot lines that appear in neither Stowe’s novel nor the 
other 12 screen adaptations produced between 1903 and 1926.

The 1927 film was a product of extensive market research as well as a series of for-
tunate accidents. Universal Pictures knew that audiences across the United States 
would have been deeply familiar with the plot of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.5 Additionally, 
many stage versions of Uncle Tom’s Cabin had toured the United States and  
United Kingdom multiple times, to varying degrees of success. The previous 12 film 
adaptations had each been met with regional success (largely in the northern US). 
Executives at Universal Pictures knew that audiences wanted another Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin film, but also that they would want that film to go beyond the previous adapta-
tions. The film, a Universal “Super-Jewel” production, cost more than US$1.5 million 
(approximately US$20.5 million in 2017 currency). The film was the third-most expen-
sive film made at the time. The film’s budget required a wider distribution than the 
previous, less expensive, filmic adaptations; the film had to appeal to both abolitionists 
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in the North and still-loyal confederates in the South. Harry A. Pollard, a low-ranking 
Universal Pictures director—and the titular character, in blackface, of the 1913 Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin—took over after D. W. Griffiths allegedly turned down the script. The 
scene that makes the 1927 film significant for film historians is Eliza’s escape sequence 
over a frozen Ohio River. Using film techniques only recently technologically availa-
ble, the sequence was first shot on a frozen and particularly treacherous stretch of the 
Saranac River in upstate New York, and then again on one of the most expensive stage 
lots at that time.

The scene that makes the 1927 film important for our current consideration is a 
mostly forgotten fever-dream sequence in the second half of the movie. After beating 
Uncle Tom to death, Simon Legree sits down to drink, only to have the ghost of  
Uncle Tom haunt him (Figure 2). The text of Uncle Tom’s dying words of Christian 
forgiveness, “I forgive you—as I hope to be forgiven,” offers the cut between the 
mourning slaves’ cabin and the beginning of Legree’s unraveling. To “Swing Low, 
Sweet Chariot”—a required element of the studio-circulated soundtrack, at least in the 
United States6—the ghosts of Legree’s former slaves appear: crawling from his head, 
coming down the stairs, peering in through the window. Legree falls to his death after 
chasing the ghost of Uncle Tom through a second-story window. We see his fall, and 
then the film cuts to Union soldiers (who have been previously shown marching with 
freed slaves) marching in the night toward Legree’s plantation and then bombarding 
Legree’s foyer. Whatever the connection between the specter of Uncle Tom and the 

Figure 2. Tom Ghost Legree
Source: Still image from Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1927); the ghost of Uncle Tom appears to confront  

a drunken Simon Legree.
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arrival of Union soldiers, the cuts suggest a narrative relationship such that the ghosts 
of recalcitrant slaves do not simply portend but in fact engender the end of Legree’s 
despotic rule.7

It is unclear if this reading was available to predominately White US audiences or 
the British film censors, who might have merely viewed Legree’s mental deterioration 
as a result of his own moral turpitude. To my mind, it would have been this fairly  
apolitical reading that allowed the film to circulate in South Asia at the height of anti-
colonial fervor.8 But it is likely that this would have been the scene that Bhagat Singh, 
or at least Bhagwan Das Mahor, would have described as the cornerstone of “a revolu-
tionary film, which shows the Blacks’ fight for their freedom in America.”9

To be clear, this is not to suggest that Bhagat Singh was a poor reader of texts or that 
he cribbed his revolutionary politics from US media. Scholars have endeavored exten-
sively to show that this is not the case, and furthermore that Bhagat Singh’s reading 
practices reveal a significantly more egalitarian revolutionary politics than we might 
have previously accounted for (Elam, 2016). It is, rather, to highlight the astoundingly 
global scale of the circulation of texts and film in the 1920s, making the world of “world 
literature” a considerably more difficult place to account for than merely calculating 
the sum of national literatures and cinemas combined, which is what we have hereto-
fore attempted to do. In other words, untethered from the baggage of its national  
contexts, even a text as determinedly didactic as Uncle Tom’s Cabin can lose its grip to 
the possibility of new readings and new possibilities.10 It is also to suggest, once more, 
the inherently global scale of the imagination of late-colonial South Asian anti-imperial 
critique (Bose & Manjapra, 2010; Kapila & Bayly, 2010; Raza, Roy, & Zachariah, 2015).

Aesthetics

A focus on the 1927 film adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in Lahore reveals a more 
expansive canon of anticolonial literature than we have heretofore allowed the revolu-
tionaries to possess. In the interest of resuscitating anticolonial thought as the prede-
cessor of postcolonial theory—an inheritance we often forget on its own—we have 
tended to focus on the philosophical density of anti-imperial critique or on its relation-
ship to literary and aesthetic avant-garde experiments in the North Atlantic world. 
This body of scholarship has produced fantastic work. In intellectual history, it has 
drawn necessary comparisons between M. K. Gandhi and nineteenth-century radical 
philosophers as well as interwar European pessimistic utopianists (Devji, 2012; 
Gandhi, 2014; Kumar, 2015; Skaria, 2015). In literary studies, it has rightly extended 
the modernist genre of the “manifesto” and experimental writing styles well beyond 
the boundaries of Europe. It has attempted to correct what Pascale Casanova diagno-
ses (and occasionally herself performs) as the “hierarchies and various forms of vio-
lence” that “the world republic of letters” produces (Casanova, 2002). It has also 
allowed for a proper refutation of the allegation of aesthetic colonial belatedness by 
suggesting that the literary qualities of political texts reveal an aesthetic practice very 
much alive in the colonies and in the metropoles, concurrently.

On the other hand, this has been very much in response to a remaining desire to  
unprovincialize Europe, whereby anticolonial thought is only valued insofar as it can 
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be dubbed “high theory” or “high modernism,” and therefore somehow “equivalent” 
with the European masters of twentieth-century philosophy (or worse: better by half). 
Such forms of mastery are, I think, totally antithetical to the truly anti-authoritarian 
practices of radical Indian anticolonial writing, which consistently sought to under-
mine notions of authority in both political and aesthetic realms.

Furthermore, this has tended to backfire. Postcolonial theory has been dogged by 
accusations of obscurantism and obfuscation since its origins in the 1980s. Such critics 
claim that it is elitist and vanguard, or, alternatively, that it is insufficiently political  
to be of use.11 By attempting to recuperate anticolonial writing as aligning with high 
European modernist aesthetics and philosophy, postcolonial scholars accidentally 
retreat into the equally untenable positions of, on the one hand, sacrificing the aesthet-
ics of anticolonialism to the “joylessness of a utilitarian dispensation” (Gandhi, 2006); 
or, on the other hand, replicating the very aesthetic hierarchies, canons, and authori-
ties—even if with new faces—anticolonial thought had attempted to undermine.

In response, I want to suggest a variety of anticolonial thought indebted to the  
quieter and subtler engagements with post-war modernity’s continued wrestling with 
its genteel and sentimentalist inheritance—even if this tradition was considerably less 
marked outside of the North Atlantic world than it was within it (Berlant, 2008; 
Radway, 1999; Rubin, 1992). In this sense, recovering the full spectrum of texts ren-
dered “anticolonial” requires that we go well beyond the most obvious influences and 
citations—Lenin, Marx, Proudhon—that already fit neatly in our contemporary  
conception of political philosophy. To this end, we should endeavor to develop a more 
historically sensitive canon of anticolonial writing that includes texts antithetical to  
(or at least texts that sit uncomfortably with) our notions of properly political and 
properly aesthetic.

I propose, therefore, that we understand Uncle Tom’s Cabin as an anticolonial text. By 
“text,” I hope to suggest a purposeful blurring of film (qua film) and text (the novel), 
suggested by the iterative history of Uncle Tom’s Cabin itself in the twentieth century, 
but without minimizing the differences between the work of cinema studies and liter-
ary analysis. This requires, of course, that we treat the circulation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
as more important than the text itself, and as possessing afterlives that Stowe (nor the 
apocryphal Lincoln) could have predicted. This also requires, more frustratingly, the 
relinquishing of our own critical authority in favor of Bhagat Singh’s generous  
cinematic reading, especially of a text with such overdetermined historical influence.

To my knowledge, there is no record of Bhagat Singh’s “very impressive lecture” 
after the HSRA watched Uncle Tom’s Cabin together. Nevertheless, that Bhagat Singh 
(as well as other members of the HSRA) found roughly the same political import in a 
popular film that they found in Lenin, Marx, and Proudhon should alert us to an anti-
colonial politics of aesthetic consumption that has little regard for the hierarchies that 
literary studies continue to press upon the past.

On the other hand, a silent film in the 1920s was hardly considered “literature” even 
if its purview was the “world.” I am not suggesting an uncomplicated lineage between 
a silent film and what we consider now the canon of “world literature,” even if one 
exists today. In the 1920s, these were two irreconcilable media: one high, one low.  
In India, the division would have been even more pronounced: given that literacy 
rates were low, print culture (let alone Anglophone print culture, and therefore access 
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to “world literature”) was restricted to a small set of fairly elite Indians.12 A silent film, 
on the other hand, required no ability to read in any language, and no need to know 
English.13 William Mazzarella argues that cinema bridged the gap between print and 
public festivals because “it united in an explosive way the mass reach of print with the 
corporeal appeal of theatrical and ritual performance” (Mazzarella, 2009).

Indeed, in the 1920s, a film was seen as a modern corruption of not only “literature” 
proper but also humanity in general. The popularity of a film was also a sign of its 
devastating influence on the allegedly mindless audiences it produced. Non-elite 
audiences were considered especially at risk. In the United States, a staff writer for 
Harper’s complained that films produced loose women; film was a medium that cele-
brated short and easy relationships with entertainment, rather than the long arduous 
fidelity required of the reader of a Victorian novel (Mayo, 1925). In India, Oxbridge-
educated Indian men suggested that films were too corrupting to the Indian masses 
and would produce brainless, “child-like” servants (ICC, 1928; Mazzarella, 2009). 
British colonial censors, whose job was to prevent the circulation of inappropriate 
films in South Asia, worried about the moral instability of the colonized. With equal 
disdain for Indians and the nascent Hollywood industry, the British Raj worried that 
films would ruin the impressionable minds of impressionable subjects.

Indians, especially in cities, were going to the movies in astounding numbers—the 
ICC estimates a minimum of 7,000 moviegoers a day across relatively few cinemas.14  
In 1927, American films made up 80 percent of the films shown in British India.15  
The British were especially worried that American filmic eroticism and egalitarianism 
would undermine British colonial rule by promoting democratic participation.16 In its 
defense, Hollywood published a 35-page memo to the ICC defending cinema as innoc-
uous “entertainment,” a defense the ICC finally agreed with (Mazzarella, 2009).

In short, films were fun.17 Perhaps it is in this vein that Bhagat Singh was a mov-
iegoer before he was a martyr. Sukhdev Raj recalls:

Bhagat Singh was very fond of films. He always tried to see the first show of every film 
exhibited in the town. The “class” didn’t matter to him—third class was as good as first class. 
 It was the film that mattered…. (Yadav, 2007)

As Leela Gandhi has shown, aestheticism offered Indian anticolonial writers a way to 
correspond with their European colleagues by bypassing the recognition of state and 
economic concerns (Gandhi, 2006). To recover the aesthetic pleasure of anticolonial 
critique is to rescue anticolonial thought from postcolonial anti-aesthetic political 
pragmatism, whereby all anticolonial writing is condemned to be politically useful, 
rather than enjoyable. To follow Bhagat Singh to the movies is to enjoy the aesthetics 
of anti-imperial critiques, rather than sacrificing them to the dry rubrics of colonial 
recognition.

If Hollywood film aestheticized a particularly American brand of democratic and 
patriotic life, the Bombay film industry (later Bollywood) aestheticized a type of 
urbane existence. From oral history sources, we also know that Bhagat Singh enjoyed 
films starring Jewish actress Ruby Myers, who worked in the Bombay film industry as 
Sulochana (Yadav, 2007). He especially loved Wildcat of Bombay (Mohan Dayaram 
Bhavnani, 1927; re-released with sound in 1936 as Bambai ki Billi), wherein Sulochana 
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plays eight different characters, some of whom are Indian men and British spies. 
Sulochana plays “the Wildcat,” a sexy murderer who evades the British police by use 
of her cunning disguises: a gardener, a policeman, a Hyderabadi gentleman, a street 
urchin, a European blonde, a banana seller, and an expert pickpocket (Mohan Dayaram 
Bhavnani, 1927). Neither edition of the film has survived.

What does survive of Wildcat of Bombay is a collection of telling images for recon-
structing Bhagat Singh’s anticolonial imaginary.18 Kama Maclean has written exten-
sively about the production and circulation of Bhagat Singh’s famous and attractive 
studio portrait, made in early 1929 at Ramnath Photographers in Delhi (Maclean, 
2015). Similarly, Chris Pinney has argued that Bhagat Singh’s visual appeal is in his 
cosmopolitan mimicry of the White sahib, made even more compelling by the story of 
his escape from Lahore in 1929 (Pinney, 2006). Neither Maclean nor Pinney speculates 
on Bhagat Singh’s aesthetic inspiration for his famous studio portrait. In oral history 
testimonies held at Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, however, many of Bhagat 
Singh’s colleagues in the 1970s recalled how important Sulochana was for the revolu-
tionary martyr, and how much he loved Wildcat of Bombay (Yadav, 2006). Most schol-
ars are silent, however, on the possible implications of Bhagat Singh’s aesthetic 
pleasure, and quickly refer us to the more allegedly rigorous reading lists of the revo-
lutionary.19 Thus, what scholars dismiss as a late adolescent crush—even if repeated 
throughout many accounts—actually might offer us the key to finally unpacking the 
famous iconography of the HSRA. What to make of Sulochana’s British detective, 
whose studio portrait looks astoundingly like the same colonial drag Bhagat Singh 
would successfully accomplish two years after the film’s release? (Figure 3 and 4).

Figure 3. One of the eight characters 
played by Sulochana in The Wildcat of 
Bombay (1927/1936)
Source: Song booklet of the talkie version from 

1936.
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In our attempt to render Bhagat Singh the proper South Asian inheritor of a revolu-
tionary tradition, we insist that he align with Lenin, Proudhon, Mazzini, and Marx. 
There is no doubt that he read these “great men” of revolutionary thought—his surviv-
ing writings demonstrate the extent to which he was inspired by Irish, Bolshevik, and 
US anarchist successes. But these citations and influences should not prevent us from 
offering a history of Bhagat Singh the aesthete, whose love of films was an engagement 
with the aesthetic pleasures of the moving image—and whose iconography might be 
indebted equally to a Jewish woman in drag as to the manifestos of Mazzini.

How can we begin to untangle the various moments of colonial drag on display 
here?20 In the first instance, a Jewish woman performs the role of a Hindu actress 
(though this was not uncommon); in the second instance, Wildcat of Bombay marks a 
celebration of gendered drag that includes both men and women. Sulochana’s perfor-
mance in Wildcat of Bombay offers a large amount of gender ambiguity, not uncommon 
for the “stunt film” genre in which she earned her fame.21

Was Bhagat Singh, therefore, modeling his studio portrait after a woman playing a 
man? Even if the reception and circulation of the photograph allegedly attests to his 
masculinity (especially in postcolonial hagiographic accounts), it seems difficult to 
untangle the double-layered gender drag at play that might be charted from Sulochana’s 
performance of a male British detective to Bhagat Singh’s performance of a female to 
male British gentleman in his escape from Lahore.

There is, of course, the various—and much more troubling—intertwined layers of 
racial performance. It is unclear if the blackface actors of Uncle Tom’s Cabin were notice-
able to Indian audiences, and it seems unlikely that filmgoers would have had access 
to the racist history of blackface in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century US  
culture.22 Indian audiences would have certainly been aware of Ruby Meyers’s 
Jewishness—she was far from the only non-Indian actress portraying idealized Hindu 
female characters in early Bombay cinema—but the ICC speculated that this know- 

Figure 4. Bhagat Singh
Source: Bhagat Singh’s famous studio portrait, taken by 

Ramnath Photographers in Delhi, April 1929.
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ledge, along with portrayals of White women in Hollywood films, allowed her sexual-
ity to be an exception to the more conservative expected behaviors of Indian actresses.23

Finally, there is the lingering celebration of Bhagat Singh as light-skinned enough to 
evade British police while escaping Lahore in 1928. The famous iconography of a 
recently shaved Bhagat Singh with a moustache and trilby offers a “cosmopolitan” 
image of the agitator, especially in stark contrast to M. K. Gandhi’s undeniably Indian 
performance and self-portrayal (Pinney, 2006). According to Pinney, following Homi 
Bhabha, Bhagat Singh’s passing as White provoked the very contradiction of colonial 
mimicry (Bhabha, 1994) which otherwise justified continued colonial rule. Bhagat 
Singh racially “passed” in the same sense as Clare Kendry in Nella Larsen’s contempo-
raneous novel Passing (Larsen, 1929)—though with a much more celebrated narrative 
than Kendry’s, whose almost-but-not-quite whiteness eventually causes her death. 
Bhagat Singh’s almost-but-not-quite whiteness, on the other hand, is foundational to 
his status as a Punjabi celebrity.

The racial passing and multilayered gendered drag of Bhagat Singh (not to mention 
the famous anecdotal performance of chastising his much darker-skinned colleague in 
front of British police at the Lahore train station to truly prove he was White) has to 
take into account an aesthetics of gender and racial confusion, as well as an aesthetics 
of the celebration of such confusion.

Sentiment

We have been discussing Bhagat Singh at the movies in order to illuminate, tentatively, 
a connection between reception and a certain form of anticolonial politics. I have  
proposed that, in order to account for the wide range and imagination of anticolonial  
political thought, we must take seriously texts that are less serious, less authorial, and, 
indeed, less overtly revolutionary than we have previously allowed. This includes, 
notably, the seemingly apolitical 1927 film adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which, in 
the hands of Bhagat Singh, is revealed to have offered a filmic vocabulary to the aesthet-
ics of anticolonial agitation, which included both a political and an aesthetic vocabulary 
for anticolonial revolution. Secondly, I have suggested that this requires us to relin-
quish the burden of origin to the promiscuousness of a text’s global circulation.

Nevertheless, I have hewed closely to a seemingly axiomatic belief in contemporary 
postcolonial literary studies: that texts can produce politics, whereby the potential 
“politics,” or “politics” to-be-accrued, of a text becomes its only justification for exist-
ence. This not only reduces texts to fit neatly within the confines of a dreary rubric of 
pragmatics, but it reproduces a logic that a text must possess a certain, narrowly con-
strued, form of value.24 It also reproduces a logic of consequentialism, whereby the 
value of a text is the future politics it will engender in due course (Gandhi, 2014; 
Jargose, 2002). Revolutionary anticolonial writing, on the contrary, urges us to privi-
lege the role of aesthetic enjoyment in the present by foregrounding inconsequential 
and non-authorial reading. Such anticolonial revolutionary practices should alter our 
teleological understanding of “revolution” itself, whereby revolution might become, 
instead, the slow and perpetual accretion of knowledge rather than a teleological 
moment to be attained (Elam, 2016).
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In that spirit, let us press on with the curious 1927 adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
after Bhagat Singh’s death in 1931. The film remained successful in the United States, 
certainly recouping its expenses. It was the last silent film adaptation of the novel—
and, in fact, the last filmic adaptation of the novel until 1965. Meanwhile, in 1951,  
30 years after Bhagat Singh’s death, Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein  
II released one of the most successful musicals of the twentieth century, The King and  
I. The play won the 1952 Tony Award for Best Musical and had one of the most suc-
cessful and long-running touring productions in the United States.

The King and I is the semi-biographical story of Anna Leonowens, an Anglo-Indian 
who traveled as an English tutor to Siam (now Thailand) in the 1860s. In 1862, 
Leonowens accepted a post as the English Governess to the King of Siam, charged with 
teaching his 39 wives and 82 children the English language and the value of “western-
style customs and education.” 25

Halfway through the second act of The King and I (film, Walter Lang, 1956; stage, 
Rodgers & Hammerstein II, 1951), to depict Anna’s pedagogical success, her pupils 
reenact “The Small House of Uncle Thomas” by “Harriet Beecher Stowa”.26 The play 
within a play marks itself as referring to Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, but having been 
crudely “translated” into heavily accented English by Anna and her many students. 
The play runs nearly 15 minutes long, and mostly accounts for “poor Eliza,” whose 
escape from “King Simon of Legree” is made possible by a deus ex machina Buddha. 
Uncle Thomas does not die, but rather emerges victorious after Simon and his “troops” 
drown in the river while chasing Eliza. Topsy dances for joy at the death of King Simon 
but says, “I bets I is the wickedest creature in the world.” One of the King’s concu-
bines, Tuptim, breaking from the approved script, announces: 

“But I do not believe Topsy is wicked creature, for I too am glad for death of king, of any king 
who pursue a slave who is unhappy and who try to escape. And Your Majesty, I wish to say 
to you, I beg of you…” 

But she is interrupted by the King,27 who snaps his fingers to silence her. The wife 
resumes “The Small House of Uncle Thomas,” and the play finishes.

There is much to say about this play that interrupts the play of The King and  
I (Berlant, 2008). With no shortage of Broadway orientalist extravagance, Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin is made to serve as the link between the English language, “Western education,” 
and the promise of anti-monarchical egalitarianism, especially if it arrives by way of 
British-cum-American colonialism. Consequently, Anna’s production of “The Small 
House of Uncle Thomas” is a thinly veiled critique of the King’s despotic rule as analo-
gous to American slavery—though transferred without regard from Black subjects to 
White women.

That Christian anti-polygamy moralization should be heralded under both “femi-
nism,” and a justification for colonialism is not surprising, as Kumari Jayawardena has 
extensively shown (Jayawardena, 1995). This includes early feminist American and 
British activists such as Margaret Sanger and Katherine Mayo, whose proposals to 
improve the quality of life for women in India and the Pacific colluded with American 
and British imperial interests in the same places. The “politics” here, therefore, can be 
described bluntly. What had been sentimentally political in Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s 
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Cabin—abolitionism, (White) feminism, and Christianity—becomes differently senti-
mentally political in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The King and I—colonial anti-polyg-
amy, Christianity, and (White) feminism—during the decline of the British Empire 
and the rise of the American Empire in the 1950s. Such are the troubling politics of 
“The Small House of Uncle Thomas.”

But it is not enough to connect The King and I to Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin without 
at least a brief detour through the novel’s most famous filmic adaptation, which is the 
only iteration that can offer the moment of active anti-racist or anti-sexist rebellion that 
Stowe’s novel lacks but that “The Little House of Uncle Thomas” possesses. What 
makes the play within a play noteworthy is its staging, which draws heavily from the 
1927 film version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, as well as the seemingly simple substitute of the 
fever-dream slave rebellion with an attempt at a complaint against Siamese patriarchal 
polygamy—both of which herald the death of Simon Legree at the end of the produc-
tion (which is unique to the 1927 film). The fever-dream and Tuptim’s interruption—
which occur at the same point in the narratives (and are both narratologically 
futile)—suture in a different way the alleged politics of these two texts. Refracted 
through another detour—Lahore in December 1928—such politics might actually 
come into starker relief. When Tuptim breaks from her scripted role, we might imag-
ine, for the first time, how this otherwise sentimental text might be “useful” for revolu-
tion, in Bhagat Singh’s words.

And yet, in this final section, I want to shirk away from the insistence that these 
texts be recognizably political, even in the moment of their rebellious break. As Lauren 
Berlant notes, both Uncle Tom’s Cabin and The King and I relinquish an actively political 
stance by taking up, instead, a passive “complaint about a world that might be other-
wise” (Berlant, 2008).28 In this sense, abolitionism is secondary to the noble love of 
Christian slaves; colonialism is secondary to the thwarted romance between Anna and 
the King. By rendering recognizable politics extraneous (or subservient) to the thrill  
of consumption, such works are often more ambivalent than the self-assuredness of  
liberal politics can allow. Consequently, they are dubbed insufficiently political in 
comparison to more assured and recognizably revolutionary texts. Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
and The King and I are both centerpieces of a long sentimentalist tradition that proffers 
solidarity and cosmopolitanism as affective goals, rooted in love and commitment, 
rather than measured by their political value.29

Instead of recovering them as recognizably political, I might suggest here that it is 
the political non-recognizability of these texts that make them particularly “useful” for 
revolution. It is to ask, following Berlant, what it would mean to create a revolution 
that does not take place in the idiom of politics, or is valued in its “convertability to 
politics” (ibid., p. 24). It is, instead, to locate ourselves in what Berlant calls the “juxtapo-
litical,” in proximity to “the political,” which is “deemed an elsewhere managed by elites 
who are interested in reproducing the conditions of their objective superiority” (ibid., p. 
3) rather than the radical undoing of hierarchical politics altogether. Such practices of 
juxtapolitical ambivalence steer clear of the political realm, which requires “expressive 
assurance,” expertise, and authority rather than the juxtapolitical realm, which revels in 
“ideological incoherence or attachment to contradictory ethics” (ibid., p. 3).30
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A common criticism of Bhagat Singh by postcolonial leftist scholars has been, in 
fact, that Bhagat Singh’s revolutionary philosophy, formed “in motion” (Chandra, 
1997, p. 232), was incoherent and insufficiently political. This presages the ways in 
which contemporary political philosophers have placed postcolonial theory in what 
Leela Gandhi has called “the rudimentary schoolroom of ethics” (2011, p. 36). Rather 
than assert the coherence and politics of the postcolonial and anticolonial critique, we 
might refuse the demand for “convertability to politics”—that is, political recogni-
tion—as long as the realm of the political rests on the exclusion of ambivalent and 
anti-authorial (and, by extension, truly anti-authoritarian) subjects: women, people of 
color, and colonized subjects. Bhagat Singh’s insistence that a smoke bomb disrupt the 
sphere of allegedly “proper” political action is a further sign of his unwillingness to be 
easily subsumed into “politics,” if such a realm would continue to replicate the exclu-
sivity and hierarchy of colonial rule. Revolutionary anticolonial thought often relin-
quishes political recognition—it “endeavors to create chaos in the present” in Bhagat 
Singh’s own words—in favor of egalitarianism, even if that comes with the additional 
alleged cost of sentimentality (which would be, in Bhagat Singh’s words, “love”).

This detour through Lahore in December 1928 reveals a Bhagat Singh that held an 
altogether radical relationship with politics as both a site of revolutionary mastery and 
unknowing affect. To think these two positions not as opposed to each other but rather 
as operating simultaneously might require us to revisit Bhagat Singh as the figure who 
unites two very different trajectories we have attempted to create for his philosophical 
legacy. On the one hand, we can see Bhagat Singh as the figure who takes up, with 
authoritative political fervor, Vladimir Lenin’s famous question, “what is to be done,” 
and answer: total political upheaval, to end the current order of things (Lenin, 1929 
[1901]).31 On the other hand, we can see Bhagat Singh as the figure who takes up, with 
anti-authorial inconclusive sentimentality, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s closing question 
and answer in Uncle Tom’s Cabin:

But, what can any individual do…? There is one thing that every individual can do,—they 
can see to it that they feel right. An atmosphere of sympathetic influence encircles every human 
being; and the man or woman who feels strongly, healthily and justly, on the great interests 
of humanity, is a constant benefactor to the human race. See, then, to your sympathies in this 
matter! (Stowe, 2009 [1852], p. 240)

This is, admittedly, a fairly tepid call for the abolition of slavery. It is certainly a far cry 
from the “total revolution” of other anti-slavery activists, and it is equally distant from 
Lincoln’s own demand for emancipation. But in 1852, a book written for a predomi-
nately White female audience could not imagine a politics that demanded state recog-
nition—its readership had no political rights. It could, instead, imagine a juxtapolitical 
complaint of sympathetic sentiment that held “humanity”—“every human being”—as 
its extra-political realm, rather than the liberal state.

It is, therefore, impossible to reduce Bhagat Singh to the canonically revolutionary 
politics of Vladimir Lenin without taking into account his Stowe-esque demand to  
feel right. As Simona Sawhney has noted, to account for Bhagat Singh’s writings with-
out accounting for his notion of “love” (prem, ishq, pyaar) is to diminish the power of 
his secular, humanist, critique (Sawhney, 2013). Indian anti-imperial critique did not 
simply recreate the hierarchies embedded in the narrow encircling of the political 
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sphere, and we do it a grave disservice by insisting that it answer to those concerns in 
the present. Instead, we might follow Bhagat Singh to the cinema and revel in the 
expansiveness of what he considered properly political—a realm far beyond the reach 
of our current one, and one whose hospitality includes space for the loving humanity 
he sought to create.

Contagion

Bhagat Singh’s cinephilia allows us a way to draw out the importance of the cinematic 
experience for bridging the gap between the “merely political” and the “merely senti-
mental.” In this sense, allow me to suggest that Bhagat Singh as both a martyr and a 
moviegoer bridges the allegedly insuperable—not to mention gendered and raced—
barrier between sentimental aesthetics and political revolution.

Because there appears to be no recording of Bhagat Singh’s lecture on Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin, it is difficult to say whether he can be situated in any of the lineages I have 
offered. In any case, such a concern is besides the point. That Bhagat Singh loved going 
to the movies—and going to the movies together with his HSRA colleagues—should 
offer us an implicit theory of movie-going that revels in the collective effervescence of 
the cinematic experience. This is to suggest two things: one, that movie-going allowed 
a certain type of affective community to come into fleeting existence in the contagious 
space of the cinema hall; two, that aesthetics, differently conceived, rested in the  
chaotic cacophony of readerly interpretation.

Whereas print culture faces (and creates) the limits of nationalism on the basis of 
language, as Benedict Anderson has famously argued (1981), the silent cinema is where 
a work of art’s mechanical reproducibility might produce a mass, imagined community 
of viewers well beyond the restrictions of the nation.32 If a radical, non-nationalist, anti-
authorial politics can be heralded under the rubrics of collective reading, movie-going 
in the age of silent cinema might name a form of similar aesthetic consumption that 
produces, in traces, an antiauthoritarian and cosmopolitan anticolonial sensibility.

The cinema, as Miriam Bratu Hansen argues in her reading of Siegfried Kracauer, 
Walter Benjamin, and Theodor Adorno, was neither merely an aesthetic form nor a 
conduit for political practice (Hansen, 2011). The line from aesthetics to politics is  
considerably more complicated and less direct. Whereas previous interpretations of 
these early twentieth-century critical theorists have relied on simplistic definitions of 
“aesthetic” and “political,” Hansen shows that the importance of cinema is that it 
becomes, in the early twentieth century, “the most advanced cultural institution in 
which the masses, as a relatively heterogeneous, undefined, and as yet little under-
stood form of collectivity, constitute a new form of public” (ibid., p. 54). In other words, 
the experience of cinema, not simply cinema in and of itself, is the nexus of the aesthet-
ics and politics of film.

The elective affinity of strangers gathering together at motion pictures to become 
anonymous yet collective viewers suggests a more radical form of spectatorship than 
we tend to allow. In this sense, spectatorship emerges as a politics of anonymous view-
ership, aesthetic judgment, and reception. It stands in direct opposition to more overtly 
political forms of liberalism, which tend to be rooted in individual recognition,  



Elam 197

individual mastery, and individual critique. The cinema offers a space of collective 
unknowability, anonymity, and contagious cosmopolitan affect. In other words, the 
experience of cinema “served as a constant reminder of the coming-into-being of an 
abstract, general public, unknowable in its contours” (Mazzarella, 2009, p. 72).

I have argued that Bhagat Singh’s notion of “the masses” drew on contemporane-
ous sociological, political, and anarchistic thought that was very much en vogue in the 
global interwar period (Elam, 2013). Bhagat Singh, much like his fellow radical col-
leagues, viewed crowds and masses as metonymically related to a cosmopolitan vision 
of “humanity” more broadly, and argued for the egalitarian importance of remaining 
in, rather than transcending, the anonymous mob. As a new sociological unit, the 
crowd—neither an individual entity nor a sum of individuals, but something in  
addition to both—appealed to (and frustrated) radical thinkers around the world.  
The “elective affinities” that marked the “collective effervesce”33 of masses meant that 
new political subjectivities beyond liberalism, as well as beyond the nation, might be 
cultivated under the rubrics of “the public” (Negt & Kluge, 2016 [1972]).

In the space of the cinema theater, audience members felt themselves to be sharing 
in a common mass experience: that is, watching a film. In the age of silent films, this 
sensation was global in scope. The silent cinema experience, in other words, proffered 
a feeling of being part of a global, cosmopolitan, humanity of moviegoers. It is in this 
final sense that Bhagat Singh’s commitment to cosmopolitanism was quintessentially 
modern and global: it was rooted in the truly common experience of going to the 
movies.

The British Raj, of course, also understood the cinema as a space of social conta-
gion—especially in Indian cities, where the ground floor in front of the screen would 
be crowded, loud, and possibly dangerous. Reports of cinema audiences in Delhi in 
the 1920s record acts of communal eating, sharing snacks, and inter-caste touching—
fairly radical acts (ICC, 1928). Discerning Indians and British bureaucrats could pur-
chase more expensive seats safely located in the balcony, where social mixing was less 
of a threat. Bhagat Singh, as his colleagues note, enjoyed the ground floor.

Bhagat Singh’s vibrant (if implicit) theory of the cinematic experience stands in 
direct opposition to his more famous interlocutor. M. K. Gandhi, responding to a ques-
tionnaire by the ICC in 1928, offers a fairly tedious theory of the cinematic experience: 
“I have never been to a cinema. But even to an outsider, the evil that it has done and is 
doing is patent. The good, if it has done any at all, remains to be proved” (ICC, 1928; 
Mazzarella, 2009). It would be too simplistic a task to characterize Gandhi’s stance as 
“anti-modern”—he was far more complicated a thinker than to deserve that crude 
epithet.34 I think, however, we can identify in Gandhi’s flippant reply a philosophy 
that hews closer to the pragmatic logics of colonial rule than he usually allows. First, 
Gandhi separates himself from the movie-going masses, whose anonymity remains 
below the realm of usable politics. Second, by alternatively suggesting or demanding 
that films do something, Gandhi requires aesthetic and sentimental pleasures be 
answerable to political (or moral) value that may or may not be accrued.

Bhagat Singh, on the other hand, reveled in the experience of cinema as a moment 
of mass collectivity, wherein he could imagine (if probably erroneously) Black 
Americans, White Americans, and Indians simultaneously coming together, around 
the world, to watch Uncle Tom’s Cabin.
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Conclusion

Taken together, these modes of reading offer us a tangled web of new interpretations 
of Bhagat Singh’s revolutionary thought, which was rooted in contagious affect,  
aesthetic pleasure, and political assuredness, rather than simply the final option.  
By highlighting the “bibliomigrant” world of the early twentieth century (Levine & 
Mani, 2013; Mani, 2016) and therefore the proliferation of texts available to revolution-
ary thinkers, this article shifts the focus away from the postcolonial hagiographic con-
cerns that Bhagat Singh read only “properly political” texts.35 On the contrary, he read 
fiction (Elam, 2016; Yadav, 2007) and went to the movies with and without regard for 
their “convertability to politics.” The global circulation of texts and the proliferation of 
their interpretations and viewing experiences produced an altogether different canon 
of “revolutionary thought” available to cosmopolitan anticolonial thinkers.

It also removes the pressure from Bhagat Singh to be consistently and recognizably 
“political” at every stage of his intellectual development. It celebrates a theory of revo-
lution “in motion” and, furthermore, celebrates what now seems like a set of incoher-
ent commitments. This article has endeavored to offer small hints on how to rearrange 
Bhagat Singh’s aesthetic, affective, and political pleasures as an ethical commitment to 
cosmopolitanism, solidarity, and the fundamentally modern sociopolitical unit of the 
crowd, to whom he remained deeply indebted (HSRA, 1929; Yadav, 2007).

Bhagat Singh’s love of American popular culture—both in the nineteenth century 
and as an auger of popular sentimentalism after his death—marks a global egalitarian 
imagination without regard to the hierarchies of canon and the confines of authorship 
postcolonial literary criticism has tended to demarcate and demand. To this end, 
Bhagat Singh is situated among the heroic and masculine genealogy of Vladimir Lenin, 
Karl Marx, and Leon Trotsky. In this article, I have resituated Bhagat Singh in a mark-
edly feminine (and thus often derided) genealogy of sentimentalist treacle inaugu-
rated by Uncle Tom’s Cabin not to dismiss his political vision or to render it of lesser 
political value than his hagiographers allow. It is, instead, to reveal how we might, 
with Bhagat Singh, think through the broader implications of the sphere of the political 
as we apply it to late-colonial anticolonial revolutionary thought in South Asia, and as 
part of a global intellectual history that re-centers anti-imperial critique as founda-
tional to a globalized modernity (Kapila & Bayly, 2010).

Furthermore, placing Bhagat Singh in this trajectory and experiencing the slight 
embarrassment at his participation in the uncomfortable, “middlebrow,” history of 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin highlights the ways in which a lingering presentism demands a tran-
scendental conception of authoritative politics, as well as the ways in which a lingering 
authoritarianism within academia continues to assert a scholarly interpretative tradition 
over popular and revolutionary readings—or, alternatively, readings out of context.

To place Bhagat Singh in a derided genealogy of the “popular,” the “middlebrow,” 
and the “sentimental” is to unmoor the anticolonial agitator from the confines of our 
presentist and authoritative political concerns. Finally, it offers a reconceptualization 
of the re-emergent category of “world literature.” It is to more fully appreciate what 
radical revolutionary politics was attempting to articulate in relationship to this thing 
called “world literature,” made available in British India by the circulation of texts 
(pamphlets, books, and film) along imperial lines. Rather than replicating the assuredly 
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expressive politics of European liberalism, Bhagat Singh endeavored, on the contrary, 
to locate within the sentimental and the popular the articulations of a more expansive 
political imagination. Rooted equally in Vladimir Lenin as it is in Harriet Beecher 
Stowe, Bhagat Singh’s imagination offers us a more capacious (and perhaps histori-
cally sensitive) account of what a broader (and therefore more radical) revolutionary 
politics might have been.
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Notes

 1. The most extensive English-language collection for Bhagat Singh’s writings remains Yadav 
(2007). 

 2. This line is central to the popular narration of Lajpat Rai’s death, though it remains unclear 
whether the famous quotation is apocryphal or not.

 3. A brief (and therefore very general) synopsis of the varieties of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (novel, 
plays, and films) is in order here. Kentucky farmer Arthur Shelby, a “benevolent” slave 
owner, decides to sell two of his slaves, Uncle Tom and Harry, to a slave trader. When 
another slave, Eliza, overhears this news, she decides to run away with her son. After he is 
sold, Uncle Tom meets a White woman, Eva, and the two bond over their Christian faith; 
Eva convinces her father to buy Tom to work at their home in New Orleans. As she is run-
ning away, Eliza finds her husband, George, who had previously escaped slavery; the fam-
ily attempts to run to Canada. Two years later, Eva becomes ill and asks her father to release 
Uncle Tom upon her death. Her father dies before he could honor the pledge, and so Tom 
is sold to Simon Legree, a Northerner with a plantation in Louisiana. Uncle Tom refuses to 
obey Legree’s orders that he whip his fellow slaves, so Legree becomes determined to ruin 
Tom’s Christian faith. Meanwhile, Eliza and George have successfully escaped to Canada. 
Back in Louisiana, Uncle Tom’s faith is unwavering, and eventually Legree orders his death. 
On his deathbed, Tom forgives Simon Legree. At the end of the book, Eliza’s children travel 
to Liberia; and Arthur Shelby’s children return to their Kentucky home to free his slaves. 

 4. There are considerable differences between Sikh martyrdom and Christian martyrdom 
which are also at play here; the former generally entails a fairly violent end, while the latter 
involves a fairly passive death. Both religious traditions have a fairly robust history and cel-
ebration of martyrdom. Although this remains a crucial difference in terms of martyrdom, 
I nevertheless think Bhagat Singh and Uncle Tom share a common vocabulary that Bhagat 
Singh would have made explicit.

 5. The primary logic behind the proliferation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin films between 1903 and 
1930 was that it was easy to depict a silent story when the audience already knew the plot, 
especially as audiences were still getting used to the medium. Furthermore, it remained a 
hugely popular novel, well into the twentieth century. For a first-hand account, see Henry 
James (1913); for a fantastic analysis of James’s passage on Uncle Tom’s Cabin as well as of 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin more generally, see Robin Bernstein (2011). 
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 6. The Report of the Indian Cinematograph Committee (hereafter ICC) notes that many Indian 
theaters would bypass costs by playing live “Indian music,” although some American 
films were accompanied by a record or live piano. See ICC (1928, pp. 19–20). It is unclear if 
“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” was thus played during the film’s screening in Lahore.

 7. It is worth noting here that ‘action’ is only available to dead Black people. The film, like the 
novel – and US society more generally – is unable to imagine Black lives as mattering.

 8. Prior to the 1927 ICC report, a number of British Raj Home-Political documents banned 
the import of American and Russian films that had been determined “revolutionary.” See, 
for example, a brief discussion in Public and Judicial Department 2061 (1921; India Office 
Files), which lists banned films in British India with an analysis; or Home Political 1925 
(243; National Archives of India at New Delhi) about the possibility of propaganda in film 
(both in support of and against the British Empire).

 9. The British Raj was well aware of the emergent discussion about the relationship between 
racism in the United States and colonialism (what might be called, anachronistically, 
Afro-Asian solidarity)—especially after Lala Lajpat Rai’s work on the topic at Columbia 
University in the 1910s—and would have screened and censored films that would have 
referred to this relationship. 

10. For an excellent reconsideration of silent film circulation, and the possibilities of silent  
cinema beyond the nation, see Jennifer M. Bean (2014). 

11. For a list of critics and a firm critique of such positions, see Leela Gandhi (2011). 
12. For extensive discussions on Anglophone literary culture in colonial India, see Gauri 

Viswanathan (1989) and Priya Joshi (2002).
13. Various silent film ethnographies at the time attested to the irrelevance of the title cards for 

global audiences to understand the plot. This was different for films made in India, which 
often featured text in Hindi, Urdu, Gujarati, and English; see Priya Jaikumar (2006).

14. The ICC also features much discussion over regional differences. Being “full of vigour,” 
Punjabi men, for instance, were said to appreciate “strong scenes” ICC (1928a, p. 68).  
See also Valentina Vitali (2008).

15. The numbers are different slightly between Mazzarella’s, Jaikumar’s, and the ICC’s three-
volume reports (as well as within the ICC report itself). 80 percent is the most common 
account. 

16. The close-up, which was seen to be a particularly American-style film aesthetic,  
for example, was deemed largely inappropriate, especially when it was of a woman’s face. 

17. For a discussion of viewer responses to films in the 1930s—ranging from “fun” to “political,” 
see Debashree Mukherjee (2013).

18. Some of these images can be found on various sites online; there are websites dedicated to 
finding any possible remaining copy of the film. In my personal collection, I have a copy of 
the film brochure that details the plot of the film and includes many of the images that can 
be easily found online. 

19. Kama Maclean notes that “Bhagat Singh delighted in the cinema hall … [and] reveled in the 
pleasurable escapism of comedy and gangster films. Perhaps it is there than he honed his 
sense of thriller nationalism” (Maclean, 2015, p. 222). 

20. I am grateful to B. Venkat Mani for beginning to untangle this knot. 
21. For robust discussions of gender ambiguity in Indian silent film—especially in the genre of 

the “stunt film”—see Neepa Majumdar (2009). For other discussions of gender and racial 
ambiguity in performance, see Kathryn Hansen (1999) and Priti Ramamurthy (2006). Rosie 
Thomas (2013) has also argued for gender ambiguity, especially in the case of Fearless 
Nadia, as part of the thrill of the stunt film genre. 

22. I am grateful for Shital Pravinchandra’s and Debashree Mukherjee’s provocations  
along these lines. Bombay cinema’s relationship to race, especially blackness, remains as 
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troubling in current films as it was in the films of the 1930s. For an excellent account of 
early performances of blackface, racial performance, and “innocent childhood,” see Robin 
Bernstein (2011).

23. For a rich discussion of another White woman in early Hindi cinema, see Rosie Thomas’s 
account (2013) of Fearless Nadia (Mary Ann Evans), who appeared in films in the 1930s—
including Fearless Nadia’s subtle references to Bhagat Singh after his death. See also Priti 
Ramamurthy (2006).

24. “Value” here being political or ethical, and decidedly not economic or commercial—though, 
of course, they are certainly related in their orientation.

25. The musical was loosely based on the 1944 bestselling semi-fictional account of Anna 
Leowens by Margaret Langdon, Anna and the King of Siam (Langdon (1944). 

26. The play does not appear in Langdon’s book.
27. The King is played by Yul Brynner in yellowface—a continued tradition/legacy of cross-

racial (and racist) performance.
28. Berlant is partly quoting Theodor Adorno (1974). 
29. See Berlant (2008), Radway (1999), and Rubin (1992), not all of whom address this question 

directly but all of whom are pertinent to this configuration. 
30. This is not to suggest an optimism in regards to the juxtapolitical—certainly Berlant 

remains, at best, ambivalent about its possibilities—but to highlight a sentimental trajec-
tory that runs alongside the more dominant realm dubbed “politics.”

31. Lenin is borrowing the question from Nikolai Chernyshevsky (1982 [Russian, 1863]).
32. To be clear, this is not inherent in the medium—silent film is equally useful for engender-

ing or emboldening nationalism and regionalism—but is a possibility that Bhagat Singh as 
moviegoer, in relationship to his own writings, opens up. 

33. These phrases belong to Wolfgang von Goethe (2009) and Emile Durkheim (2008) res- 
pectively. 

34. For a list of excellent work on M. K. Gandhi, see the citations earlier in this essay as well as 
in the reference list. 

35. For an excellent account of Bhagat Singh and his postcolonial afterlives, see Chris Moffat’s 
work, including his forthcoming Politics and the Promise of Bhagat Singh. 
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