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A migrant f

s a young schoolgirl in the “70s, when

Indira Somani would reveal her Indian
origins, fellow students would confuse
her for a native American. “No one knew
where India was,” she says in her first
film, Crossing Lines — a documentary that
uncovers several issues around the early
Indian diaspora through Somani’s own
personal story.

The film, co produced by Somani and
Leena Jayaswal, was screened recently in
Sydney by PriceWaterHouseCoopers and
TiE, followed by a Q&A with Somani.

For new immigrants like myself, coming
from a confident “new” India, it is close to
impossible to imagine the world in which
Somani grew up — leading a dual existence
of the Indian at home and the American
outside. The film follows Somani’s
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the migrant tale from her own perspective.
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transformation from her early struggles
against “patriarchal dictatorship”, to her
embarrassment at being advertised as a
bride into an arranged marriage; from
her attempt at making a dosa to finally
understanding what it meant to be a

discovering India and her own Indianness.
Yet the film seems to touch chords on
different levels — the finding of one’s sense
of belonging, the parent-child relationship,
discovering the unconditional love of an
extended family that transcends language
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her father’s death
that helped her see
India through her
own eyes. “I made
a connection to the
country through my relatives,” she said
at the screening. “They saw my father
through me.”

Somani clarifies that the film is in no
way a reflection of the entire diaspora,
but merely her own experience of re-
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creating this sense
of intimacy and
connection not just
between a viewer
and the filmmaker,
but within the audience itself. At the end
of the screening in Sydney, | felt like |
almost heard a collective sigh — the sense
of a combined humanity, that we all feel
the same things and have gone through
similar phases in our own lives.

inds her way home

This was probably because Somani’s
story is honest, heartfelt and almost a
cathartic telling of her experiences. She
uses footage of home videos shot by her
father of their family’s visit to India and
their early life in the Midwest. There are
incredibly intimate moments — visiting
her father’s early home in Hingoli,
Maharashtra; a cousin revealing the
dreams of a career lost in happy, but at
times monotonous married life; and going
through some old photographs with her
father’s sister, who can’t speak Somani’s
language, but brings her to tears with her

unreserved love.

Though this is Somani’s first film, she
has ten years of broadcast journalism
experience as a producer and is also
currently an Assistant Professor with the
Department of Journalism, Washington
and Lee University, Lexington, VA.

She has also been undertaking
academic studies of Indians who have
migrated to the US. Her latest research
studied the impact of satellite television
on the Asian Indian community in the
States, specifically the Washington Metro
Area. This study also included a historical
overview of the various kinds of media
Asian Indians used over 40 years in the
US, from 1960 to 2000. “A study has
shown that in the US, the VHS was used
most by ethnic groups,” said Somani,
commenting on how the community kept
in touch with what went on back home
in India through pre-recorded videos at a
time when technology had not yet made
real-time news available.

During her three-week stint in Australia,
Indira was completing the same study,
with the Indian Australian diaspora as her
subject.
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