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Radhika Parameswaran

Coverage of “Bride Burning”

in the Dallas Observer:
A Cultural Analysis of the “Other”

February 17, 1994, Thursday

My feminist theory class met today at the library. I listened to the
reference librarian, who was giving us information on feminist
sources in the library. She began talking about feminist journals
from foreign countries. She picked up the feminist journal Manushi
from India and said, “I read this two or three times a year, when I
feel bad or depressed. After reading this, I feel much better about
my own situation. I encourage all of you to read this.” I looked at
her and felt a strange and inexplicable pain and a feeling of numb-
ness. Undoubtedly, she was trying to be nice. She was doing her bit
to motivate students to read about women of other countries. Then,
why was I angry?

And what does this incident in my personal life have to do with
the coverage of a “bride burning” case in the Dallas Observer, the topic
of this paper? Plenty. Although I could not name the phenomenon that
took place at the library (racism seemed inadequate), later it came to me
like a flash, crystal clear. This was what “othering” was all about. What
the librarian did openly and overtly was what lurked within the text of
the article I analyze in this paper. The reference librarian located Indian
women firmly within an oppressive framework and distanced their
experiences from her own by viewing them as much more oppressed
than women like her who live in the “progressive” Western world.

What are the consequences of identifying the experiences of third
world women with patriarchal oppression alone?! Chandra Talpade
Mohanty, an Indian feminist scholar, explores the production of “third
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world woman” in Western feminist discourse and asks what the pre-
vailing image of third world women as victims of oppressive tradi-
tional structures does to their agency2 She argues that acknowledging
difference in terms of oppression may be a step forward from universal-
izing Western white middle-class women’s experiences yet continues
the ethnocentrism of postcolonialism. The framework of “traditional
oppression” makes Western feminists the only feminist subjects and
objectifies third world women as victims. It renders their experiences as
“exotic” and “different,” and allows violence to become a characteristic
of “them” (third world societies) and not “us” (Western societies).

It is this same distancing, the same “us” versus “them,” that we
see recurring throughout the Dallas Observer’s coverage of the death of
Aleyamma Mathew, a member of the Indian diasporic community liv-
ing in the United States.3 Although Chandra Mohanty makes her argu-
ments in the context of Western feminist writing on third world
women, much of what she has to say is relevant for my critique of
Western media discourse and how it chooses to cast Indian women as
victims of male violence. The article in the Dallas Observer attempts to
probe in depth the neglected issue of domestic violence in the Indian
community and is therefore in a sense breaking the silence around this
issue. However, what is problematic is that we find Indian culture
being essentialized and defined as a patriarchal culture that only
oppresses women. Analyzing the tendency of the media to essentialize
the third world, a strategy that ultimately serves to cast the third world
as “other,” Peter Dahlgren and Sumitra Chakrapani observe: “Inces-
sant glimpses of disorder and violence serve as a reminder that these
societies continue to act out their essential character; they are virtually
driven by violence. ‘We,” on the other hand, the industrialized West,
are typified by order and stability, a higher form of civilization.”4 Dahl-
gren and Chakrapani suggest that the problem is not only that violence
in the third world is always the center of attention in the media, but it
is also the way in which the media present violent situations: “Devoid
of social, political, and historical causation, the manifestations of disor-
der and violence take on the quality of eternal essences which define
the nature of these countries. ‘That’s just the way they are.””>

In this paper, I argue that the Dallas Observer constructs
Aleyamma Mathew as the “other” by framing her death as the natural
and inevitable consequence of oppression stemming from Indian cul-
ture and tradition. Discussing the challenge postcolonial scholars pose
to “mimetic theories of representation,” Keya Ganguly, an Indian femi-
nist scholar, writes:

70



FRONTIERS, VOL. XVI, NO. 2/3

Among the most important arguments offered from these quarters
is the insistence on the need to shift debates on representation from
the terrain of truth or transparency to a consideration of “regimes”
of representation; that is, to a specification of the machineries and
discourses that constitute both the possibility of representing an
“other” [my emphasis] and the criteria by which such representa-
tions function in the field of knowledge.6

Taking the analytical direction pointed out by Keya Ganguly, I focus the
discussion in this paper on the Observer’s exoticization and “othering”
of Mathew’s death. It is important to critique media representations of
non-Western cultures not merely because they may be false or stereo-
typed, but because “representation as ideology”’ constitutes and
defines the creation and production of knowledge about these cul-
tures.8 As Sander Gilman says in his book Seeing the Insane, “We do not
see the world, rather we are taught by representations of the world
about us to conceive of it in a culturally acceptable manner.”? While this
paper focuses on dismantling the process by which the Observer con-
structs Aleyamma Mathew as the “other,” I also point out instances
where more attention and sensitivity could have been paid to differ-
ences between Western and Indian cultures. I analyze how the Observer,
by focusing on the oppression of women as a universal element of
Indian culture, objectifies Indian women, including Aleyamma, and
produces a seamless, homogenous image of a diverse community. Fur-
ther, I also briefly examine how the urge to portray her as a victim
undermines Aleyamma’s struggles and denies her human agency.

The problems with media representations of India or Indians in
the United States media are undoubtedly influenced by Western per-
ceptions of India acquired through mainstream media representations.
A study of representations of India in the United States print media,
conducted in Bloomington, Indiana, shows that in The New York Times,
Time, National Geographic, The Economist, and local Bloomington papers
three themes dominated: “India as over-populated and impoverished,
India as exotic and primitive, and India as a land of turmoil.”10 In dis-
cussing the United States’s media’s coverage of violent situations in
India, Wes Cecil, Pranav Jani, and Stacy Takacs note that the pervasive-
ness of reporting on religious riots and political unrest “naturalizes”
these events as endemic to India. Further, they also find that the media
exacerbate the problem by pathologizing and essentializing violence in
India through the indiscriminate use of words and phrases such as
“hurricanes of hate,” “primal violence,” and “born in blood.”

The persistence of depictions of India as impoverished, exotic, and
violent in the United States mass media serve not only to constitute
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India as a “backward” third world country, but also to reinforce the
superiority of Western civilization. Chandra Mohanty points out that:

Without the overdetermined discourse that creates the third world,
there would be no (singular and privileged) first world. Without the
“third world woman,” the particular self-presentation of Western
women mentioned above [Western women as secular, liberated,
having control over their lives] would be problematical. I am sug-
gesting, then, that the one enables and sustains the other11

I suggest, similarly, that media representations of India in the United
States cast India as chaotic and primitive not only to exoticize India but
also to reify the modernity and stability of Western nations.

The coverage of Aleyamma’s death by the Dallas Observer indicates
that the problem is twofold: that the media in the United States tend to
cover minority communities only when acts of “deviance” take place,
and the manner in which the “deviance” is portrayed. As an Indian
feminist it is troubling for me to note the rigid framework of “Indian
tradition” within which the Dallas Observer locates Aleyamma Varugh-
ese’s death. Such a framework freezes the image of Indian women into
a series of metaphors and renders them solely as victims of Indian cul-
ture, thereby distancing Aleyamma’s experiences from the experiences
of women of other cultures and preventing an examination of crucial
issues common to the lives of most women subjected to violence.

I begin the paper by locating Aleyamma Mathew as a member of
the Indian/South Asian diasporic community in the United States, dis-
cuss the image of this community, and present the perception of
domestic violence in the community. I then identify critical elements in
Aleyamma’s life that are neglected due to this focus on the “horrors” of
Indian culture and provide some suggestions for culturally sensitive
approaches to covering issues related to the Indian community.

Aleyamma Mathew: A Brief History

Aleyamma Mathew, a registered nurse at Parkland Hospital in
Carrolton, Texas, died of burn wounds at her home in the same town
on April 5, 1992. Aleyamma was the wife of Mathew Varughese, a
machinist at the Texas Instruments Plant in Carrolton. The couple had
emigrated to the United States from India two decades previously and
by 1992 had three daughters — Dixie, Deepa, and Dimple. Aleyamma
and Mathew were both Christians from Kerala, a state in the southern-
most part of India. According to the Dallas Observer, the couple had
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been having marital problems since 1987, when Mathew Varughese
began consuming huge quantities of alcohol and often abused his wife
verbally and physically. Matters between the couple came to a head on
April 5, when Mathew and Aleyamma had a bitter argument at about
11:30 p.m. Minutes later Aleyamma was found by her children, writh-
ing in pain from the flames that engulfed her. She soon succumbed to
severe wounds inflicted by the burning flames of ignited gasoline that
had been poured over her body.

The Indian Diaspora in the United States: A Growing Community

Aleyamma Mathew and her family are part of the growing
Indian diasporic community in the United States, which in the 1990s
is one of the fastest growing immigrant groups. According to the
Bureau of the Census, there are 815,447 Indian Americans living in the
United States, and this group has one of the most rapid growth rates
among Asian groups.12 The Indian population increased by a record
125.6 percent since the 1980 census, surpassed only by the Vietnamese
population rise of 134.8 percent.13> While Indians have been emigrat-
ing to the United States since World War I, it was only with the liberal-
ization of the immigration law in 1965 that large numbers of Indians
began arriving.14

The wave of immigration in the 1960s to countries in the West
such as the United States consisted largely of educated and technically
qualified people. The exodus of educated Indians from India to the
United States has been called “brain drain.”1> Gayatri Spivak, a noted
Indian feminist and literary critic, who belongs to the group of Indians
who came to the United States during the sixties, points out that “The
Indian community in the United States is the only coloured commu-
nity which came in with the brain drain. This is quite different from
Indians and Pakistanis in Britain, and certainly very different from
Indians of the Afro-Caribbean diaspora.”16

For this reason, the Indian community in the United States has
been quite visible in universities, corporations, hospitals, computer
firms, large manufacturing companies, and other white-collar jobs.
Since the 1980s, Indians have also become owners of businesses such
as motels, liquor stores, gas stations, and convenience stores, especially
in larger cities such as New York, Dallas, and San Francisco. The eco-
nomic success of the Indian community in the United States, coupled
with the low incidence of violence, drug abuse, and other crime in the
community, has produced a positive image of Indian Americans as a
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fairly successful and productive immigrant population.1? This positive
image of the Indian diasporic community, however, is not seamless, a
fact that becomes quite clear from the tragic story of Aleyamma
Mathew’s life and death.

The Indian diasporic community in the United States is both dif-
ferent from and similar to Indians living in India; while Indian Ameri-
cans have assimilated in some ways, they have also attempted to retain
their cultural identity. Although many Hindu Indian Americans cele-
brate the holidays of Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Christmas, they
also maintain contact with Indian culture by building Hindu temples,
celebrating Hindu festivals, and learning the Hindu scriptures. Indian
Christians in the United States, like many Asian Americans, have their
own churches with sermons presented in Indian languages. Some of
the ways in which all Indian Americans — Hindu, Christian, and Mus-
lim — maintain their cultural identity is by speaking Indian languages
at home, eating Indian food, wearing Indian clothing at home or for
special occasions, visiting India periodically, and associating with
other Indians.

Aleyamma Mathew was a member of the Indian diasporic com-
munity. Her experiences with violence and abuse in her marriage are
symptomatic of the looming problem of domestic violence among
members of the South Asian community living in the United States.
Given the scant media coverage of the issue of domestic violence, the
Dallas Observer’s in-depth story on the murder of Aleyamma Mathew
is significant. Responding to the story in the Observer, a reader com-
ments in a letter to the editor “Your article was extremely thought-pro-
voking and filled me with many emotions. Sympathy for the victims,
rage at the perpetrator, abhorrence at the act, and anger at myself for
projecting an unrealistic, idyllic view of the Asian community.”18

The Dallas Observer Constructs Aleyamma:
The Shaping of the “Other”

The story in the Observer is one of the first attempts made by a
publication in the United States to go beyond the cursory few lines
accorded to such deaths in the crime news section of mainstream
newspapers. Approximately eight months after Aleyamma’s death,
the Dallas Morning News, on January 22, 1993,1 published a brief arti-
cle discussing Mathew Varughese’s conviction by the court for killing
his wife. An even briefer article was published by The Atlanta Journal
and Constitution the following day.20 The Dallas Observer’s detailed
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treatment of the story, which ran to nine pages, is definitely proof of
this weekly’s stance as an alternative magazine.

The story behind Aleyamma’s death is vividly described by jour-
nalist Rebecca Sherman, who avoids the usual dry and detached style
of writing and instead constructs, in a very literary and fictional style,
the events that led to Aleyamma’s death. Congratulating her for her
thought-provoking story, one reader, Jorge Pinada, responds in a letter
to the editor, “I just wanted to congratulate you [the Dallas Observer], or
rather compliment you, on your article. Rebecca Sherman’s near-invis-
ible presence allowed the story to unfold on its own.”?1 Apart from an
engaging style, Sherman also takes the trouble to unearth facts and sta-
tistics on “bride burning” in India, provide a historical background to
Aleyamma’s life, and interview a wide range of sources to piece
together the complex threads of the story.

What is troubling, however, is that while writing in the third per-
son, especially in a fictional style, allows for greater creativity and
imagination in constructing a story, it erases the subjective nature of
the interpretation of events and gives the reporter the power to estab-
lish objective, “normative” reality.22 By writing in the third person,
Sherman’s treatment of Aleyamma’s death as an inevitable and logical
consequence of her being an Indian gains legitimacy and a sense of
“truthness.”23 The third-person narration conceals Sherman’s interpre-
tive role and enables the reader to accept more easily her incrimination
of Indian culture as the sole motivating factor for Mathew Varughese’s
criminal action. And it is through this emphasis on Indian culture that
the “Other” is constructed as a victim of a non-Western culture, the
essence of which is the brutal oppression of women.

The headlines on the cover page of the Dallas Observer of April 15,
1993 declare: “Battered by her husband, Parkland Nurse Aleyamma
Mathew remained true to her culture. In the end she became its vic-
tim.” In this construction, Aleyamma’s death becomes a synecdoche
for Indian culture. By establishing at the outset that Aleyamma’s situa-
tion is unique to her culture, the story ensures that the reader is given a
glimpse of the savage culture of India, a strategy that “exoticizes”
Aleyamma’s predicament. Roland Barthes identifies the problem
inherent in confronting difference and writes, “How can one assimilate
the Negro, the Russian? There is here a figure for emergencies: exoti-
cism. The Other becomes a pure object, a spectacle, a clown.”24

Such objectification and exoticization of non-Western cultures is
not recent; it has a long history dating back to European colonization
of Asia. By objectifying Asian peoples and investing them with “sav-
age,” “primitive” or child-like qualities, the benevolent colonialists
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justified their imperialistic rule for hundreds of years. Peter Dahlgren
and Sumitra Chakrapani trace the historical origins of the tendency of
Western culture to “other” Asian or African people and observe that
“The origins of such perceptions can be traced back to the colonial and
imperial legacy which Europe and America imposed on these societ-
ies. For centuries, ‘the native’ has been seen as sorely deficient in
civilization. . . . In transforming third world societies, often by force,
into instruments to serve their will, Westerners assured themselves of
their cultural superiority.”25

In defining and describing the “other,” there is often a tendency to
draw on stereotypes, regardless of how irrelevant or erroneous these
representations might be for the particular instance. For example, the
cover of the Dallas Observer depicts a painting of a Hindu woman with
a bindi (dot/mark) on her forehead, when in fact Aleyamma, an Indian
Christian, featured in the photographs inside, did not wear a bindi.26
The Indian woman on the cover is also shown wearing white to signify
an Indian widow, when in reality it was Mathew, Aleyamma’s hus-
band, who was left the widower. Additionally, it is also ironic that the
widow is shown wearing the bindi when, in fact, according to the tra-
ditional custom in India, widows do not wear a bindi.

The cover also proclaims Aleyamma to be a “Burning Bride”
when in reality she had been married for over two decades and hardly
qualified as a “bride.”?’ The term “burning bride” is a problematic
phrase that has been used by Indian media and Indian researchers to
discuss “dowry deaths,” that is, the deaths of young married women
in India who are in many cases suspected to have been killed by hus-
bands and husbands’ relatives for bringing insufficient dowry.28 In a
book titled Brides Are Not For Burning, Ranjana Kumari analyzes the
phenomenon of “dowry deaths” in India; she examines the nature of
harassment suffered by young wives from dowry demands that con-
tinue after marriage and she traces the history of legislation enacted to
curb the problem.?? Yet another essay, “The Burning Bride: The Dowry
Problem in India,” by Wanda Teays, studies the religious basis for
dowry in India, the historical antecedents for dowgy, dowry legisla-
tion, and feminist attempts to stop “dowry deaths.”30 Discussing the
use of the phrase “burning bride” to describe “dowry deaths,” Willi-
gen and Channa write, “The woman is typically burned to death with
kerosene, a fuel used in pressurized cook stoves, hence the use of the
term ‘bride burning’ in public discourse.”31 Clearly the term “burning
bride” has a specific connection with dowry and with the death of
young women who suffer at the hands of mercenary husbands soon
after their marriage. The inappropriate association of Aleyamma’s
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death with “dowry deaths” through the phrase “burning bride” is an
example of how Western media use popular phrases without consider-
ing the implications and history behind these phrases.32

The distortions in the Observer’s representation of Aleyamma are
not merely mistakes committed by oversight but rather manifestations
of how different stereotypical images of Indian women overlap and
merge in Western media discourse.33 What influences the collapsing of
these different circumstances by the Observer? Sander Gilman’s
insightful observations regarding the psychology behind stereotyping
might give us a clue: “Qualities assigned to the Other readily form pat-
terns with little or no relationship to any external reality. Since all of
the images of the Other derive from the same deep structure, various
signs of difference can be linked without any recognition of inappro-
priateness, contradictoriness, or even impossibility.”3 Making a simi-
lar observation, Wahneema Lubiano, who conducted a textual analysis
of media coverage of the Clarence Thomas hearings, finds that in the
process of “othering” illogical links are often made3’ Citing media
representations of Anita Hill as both lesbian and spurned woman,
Lubiano writes, “That lesbian and spurned woman cannot be ratio-
nally linked together simply means that a debased discourse doesn’t
care whether the terms of “othering” are logical or not.”36 Through the
contradictory representations of Aleyamma (bride/widow), her figure
becomes a blurred set of metaphors such as “victim,” “dot on the fore-
head,” and “burning,” all of which mask the facts and concrete realities
of her life.

Aleyamma'’s “Indianness” is subtly reinforced by the beginning of
the story: “Aleyamma Mathew’s kitchen filled with the pungent scent
of curry as she stirred the mixture of chili powder, turmeric, ginger,
kariapala leaves, and chicken in hot oil. Her mother in India had
taught her how to make curry, and she always added a little extra chili
powder to make it spicy ...” (11). The words “spicy” and “curry” are
two terms among a host of others such as “saris,” “yoga,” “snake
charmers,” and “Kama Sutra” that have come to stand for India in
popular Western discourse.37 In a survey of freshmen university stu-
dents at Indiana University, one of the ways in which students charac-
terized India was “a place where the foods are very spicy” and “people
wear dots between their eyes.”38 Cecil, Pranav, and Takacs note that
media representations of India shape people’s perceptions of India in
these ways and people’s perceptions in turn shape the course of future
media representations, in an endless cycle.3?

It is interesting that the first image of Aleyamma portrayed to the
reader is one of a domestic housewife, when the writer could have
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begun with a description of her day at the hospital as a professional
nurse. Contrasting Aleyamma’s personal life with her professional life,
Rebecca Sherman writes:

Although Aleyamma earned a good salary — more than $35,000 a
year — and had won the respect of doctors and nurses in a decade
of service as a registered nurse at Parkland hospital, when she came
home she was a traditional Indian wife. After work she took off her
white nurse’s tunic and pants and covered her body in a full-length
pabada, or cotton skirt, over which she slipped a shorter cotton
gown. At home, she only spoke Malayalam, the official language in
her native state of Kerala. (11)

“Traditional” here is quite clearly equated to wearing traditional Indian
attire and speaking one’s native language, equations that are made due
to Western notions of what constitutes “traditional” and “modern.” The
possibility that people from non-Western cultures may wear traditional
clothing and yet not espouse the traditional patriarchal values of their
culture is not even a consideration — in fact such an outlook overlooks
the fact that many feminist activists in India today wear saris and are
committed to fighting oppression against women within traditional
patriarchal structures. Pointing out the problems with using Western
standards of evaluation in writing about third world women, Chandra
Mohanty observes “Legal, economic, religious, and familial structures
are treated as phenomena to be judged by Western standards. It is here
that ethnocentric universality comes into play.”40

The urge to stress the cultural aspects of violence in non-Western
cultures often leads to sweeping statements that tend to treat people of
the culture as homogeneous. It is disturbing that the phrase “Like
other Indian immigrants/women ...” is frequently used in the
description of specific characteristics of Aleyamma’s life to produce a
monolithic concept of the Indian community. Aleyamma, as an Indian
Christian, was a member of a minority community among Indians, a
majority of whom are Hindus, in India as well as in the United States.
Yet the story in the Observer suggests that Aleyamma “Like other Indian
immigrants [my emphasis] wore her best silk saris to church [my
emphasis] on Sundays. ...” (11). A majority of the Indian immigrants
in the United States who are Hindu do not go to church but to Hindu
temples — it would have been more appropriate in this case to say,
“Like other Christian Indian immigrants . . .”4! Similarly, Sherman also
observes that “Indian women” do not date, “Indian women” never reject
marriage proposals, and that “every Indian family” (12) worries about
unmarried daughters (all italics are my emphasis). Universalizing
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Aleyamma’s experiences, the Observer casts all Indian women as a
homogenous social group characterized by what Chandra Mohanty
calls “common dependencies” and “powerlessness.”42 Such a univer-
salization denies “historical specificity” to the experiences of particular
Indian women who have different experiences based on the structures
of caste, class, geographic location, and religion within which they are
located.3 Sweeping and universalizing statements regarding the social
lives of women in India also produce static images of a country; for
example, while it is true that dating is not an established social ritual in
India as it is the West and that many marriages are arranged, it is also
true that the situation has changed over the past two decades.

Apart from attributing universal qualities to the diverse Indian
community, the tendency to homogenize also leads to some serious
errors. Sherman contends that dowries are not common “among Chris-
tians in South India” (14), when in fact the prevalence of the dowry
system among certain groups of Christians in South India is quite well
known. Christians in South India constitute a heterogeneous group,
with wide differences based on class, the caste to which they belonged
before conversion, and the region they come from. In a study of Chris-
tians in Kerala (the state Aleyamma Mathew came from), Mathew
Kurian, who makes a distinction between Syrian Christians and other
denominations of Christians, writes that Syrian Christians are those
Christians who originally belonged to the Brahmin and other upper
castes, while a majority of the other Christians in Kerala belonged to
the lower castes.#4 A distinction between these two groups of Chris-
tians, Kurian notes, is the strong prevalence of the dowry system
among Syrian Christians.4> Making a similar observation about Syrian
Christians in Kerala, another scholar, George Kurian, also notes,
“Among Syrian Christians dowry by the parents of the daughters is a
custom which is very strong.”4¢ Thus the practice of dowry varies
across Christian denominations in South India. It is therefore critical
that writers and reporters specify which groups they are describing
when writing about social practices such as dowry in India.

Discussing Aleyamma’s familiarity with English, Sherman makes
the statement, “Like other Indian immigrants, she struggled with written
English” (14) (emphasis mine). While this may be true of some Indian
immigrants who come to the United States to open businesses or to seek
employment in manufacturing and technical areas, if Sherman had
taken the trouble to get some facts on this issue, she would have learned
that a majority of Indians who come to the United States do speak and
write English fairly well. When India was a British colony English was
established as a medium of instruction and as a consequence, schools
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and universities continue to offer English as the language of instruction
today.#” Large numbers of Indians who come to the United States for
higher education therefore arrive with previous knowledge of English.48

To firmly ground Aleyamma’s death within Indian tradition and
culture, the practice of Sati is described early on in the story, and a con-
nection is established between Sati and “bride burning.” Aleyamma’s
death is invoked as an inevitable and irreversible conclusion to an
Indian woman'’s life: “Aleyamma Mathew may have been fated to die
by fire” (11). Sati, or “widow burning,” is identified as an earlier form
of wife burning or “bride burning.” Sherman suggests an organic and
traditional link between Sati and wife burning when she notes that
“Sati was outlawed in the late 1800s, and only a handful of cases have
been reported in the last two decades. Yet the tradition of wife burning
continues” (11). Describing Sati, Sakuntala Narasimhan writes, “. ..
sati in popular usage has now come to mean a woman who burns her-
self along with the body of her deceased husband.”4? “Bride burning,”
as described earlier in this paper, is a contemporary phenomenon in
which young married women are burnt to death for not bringing a
large enough dowry to the homes of their husbands. It is difficult to see
how Sati and “bride burning” are connected except for the superficial
“burning” element — the burning of a widow took place for reasons
completely different from the reasons that married women (not wid-
ows) are burnt by their husbands today. In addition, it is also impor-
tant to note that Sati, unlike “dowry death,” is an uncommon practice
in India today.>0

Linking Sati, an older practice, to wife burning or “bride burning,”
a more widely prevalent, contemporary practice, through the use of the
word “tradition,” locates the murder of Indian women solely within
religious discourse and Hindu traditions.5! Yet dowry deaths, which
are on the increase in India today, are much more complex phenomena
than merely a continuation of Hindu traditions. Defining the common
understanding of dowry, Wanda Teays writes, “In an everyday sense,
the term dowry means the property that a bride brings with her at the
time of marriage.”>2 While the giving of dowry at the time of marriage
exists in various forms in South Asia, within the specific context of
India where the problem of “dowry deaths” is particularly prevalent,
the origin of the system of dowry has been difficult to trace. Attempting
to search as far back as possible in Hindu texts, Teays observes “It is not
clear how the dowry system evolved, but it reached expression in the
early compendium of sacred laws titled Laws of Manu, which
described the eight forms of marriage.”>3 S. J. Tambiah, an Indian
scholar noted for his research on dowry and women'’s property rights,
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explains the traditional Hindu view of dowry as “property given to the
daughter to take with her into marriage.”>* While the source of the
dowry system in India can be located within Hinduism, it is must be
noted that after independence the problem of “dowry deaths” has been
on the increase. The economic stratification produced by British colo-
nialism that favored the upper classes/castes, the economic devastation
left behind after colonialism, and the uneven development of rural and
urban areas have all contributed to the increase in the number of dowry
deaths. In India, a third world country in which a majority of the popu-
lation is poor, dowry has come to be seen as a quick and easy way for
families to procure money. Wanda Teays suggests that “Ironically, West-
ern values may be partially responsible for the dowry system turning
into a violent mutation of consumerism.”5> “Dowry death” must be rec-
ognized as a problem that has been exacerbated by India’s transition
towards a capitalistic economy in which the lower and lower middle
classes have been marginalized.

Thus, modemnity, capitalism, upward mobility, increasing con-
sumerism, the spread of education among both men and women,
unemployment, and the fact that women are joining the workforce in
increasing numbers are all factors that have played critical roles in the
problem of “dowry deaths.”>6 By concentrating on “Indian tradition”
alone the story neglects the role of other socioeconomic conditions that
contribute to the problem of “dowry deaths” or “bride burning.”
While the Observer’s oversimplification of the “bride burning” prob-
lem in India is significant, what is more serious is that not only is
Aleyamma Mathew’s death, which did not involve the issue of dowry,
connected to “bride burning” but also that “bride burning” is unprob-
lematically linked to Sati. In the Observer’s story about Aleyamma, it is
quite appropriate to discuss various forms of violence against women
in India to show how “burning” is a particular form of violence; how-
ever, it is erroneous to conflate these forms of violence and to incor-
rectly label her as a “burning bride.” The practice of Sati has been
widely debated and discussed in Western discourse (especially in the
media and academia) as a prime example of women’s oppression in
India. As a result of this focus, all burning becomes Sati and all women
in India are constantly trying to escape the clutches of Sati. Geeta
Patel, an Indian feminist scholar, describes a conversation with a col-
league who was curious whether Geeta had left India for the United
States to save herself from being burnt through the practice of Sati.5
Commenting on the image of the “archetypal victim, the burnt bride,”
Patel observes:
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What I found curious about the figure of the burnt woman (includ-
ing in my encounter with my colleague) was the tenacious hold she
seemed to have on the representational possibilities open to Indian
women. But striking at her to dislodge her was like tilting at a medi-
eval straw woman. Like the ghost image from some fantasy, she
manifested when someone took aim at her, but disappeared imme-
diately after. At the same time, because she was treated as though
she were “real,” each time she reappeared she acquired the solidity
often possessed by “orientalist” colonial stereotypes.s8

In the obsessive focus on Sati, the specific context of the violence sur-
rounding Aleyamma’s death disappears and is replaced by the all-
encompassing figure of the “burnt woman” represented in discourses
on Sati. This ensures that Indian women become “not like us” to the
non-Indian reader and helps establish a distance between the victim’s
life and the reader’s life.

Because the Observer sensationalizes Aleyamma’s death as a pos-
sible future for all Indian women it precludes the possibility of looking
at Indian women in other ways. On the first page of the story, where
Rebecca Sherman tries to reconstruct the events that took place on the
day Aleyamma died, she writes “Aleyamma had to work early the
next morning, so she prepared for bed. But before going to sleep this
night, Aleyamma would repeat again what no Indian woman, even in
America, says without repercussions: she would tell her husband no”
(11) (Aleyamma had said no to her husband’s decision to take the fam-
ily back to India). In this construction all Indian women are made to
appear passive and the consequence of defying men is cast as com-
monplace and always predictable. After forecasting a dismal future for
all Indian women who would “say no” to their husbands, the story
briefly describes how Aleyamma died and then goes on to establish the
inevitability of “death by fire” for all Indian women. The tendency of
Western culture, including the media, to focus on the category of
“Indian women” primarily as victims of Sati and “bride burning” pre-
vents discussions of them as possessing human agency. For instance,
toward the end of the story, Sherman writes that Aleyamma’s Indian
co-workers had spotted a brief story in the MetroCrest News on
Aleyamma'’s death (20). The story in the MetroCrest News reported that
police investigators were considering the possibility of “arson” as a
reason for her death. Aleyamma’s co-workers, who were familiar with
Mathew Varughese’s history of wife abuse, were worried that he
would get away scott free; they sent a copy of the article to the Metro-
Crest News reporter with a message that urged him to investigate
Mathew Varughese as the person responsible for Aleyamma’s death
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(20). These Indian women, Aleyamma’s co-workers and friends, were
determined that Mathew Varughese should face retribution for his
crime. The story of Aleyamma’s death would have taken on a different
“frame” had it begun by discussing the actions of these women and the
support they extended to Aleyamma during difficult times when
Mathew Varughese abused her.”?

Lata Mani, an Indian feminist scholar who analyzes British colo-
nial accounts of Sati in India, discusses the construction of Indian
woman as victims of certain cultural practices in Western discourse. She
discusses reductive representations of Indian women within accounts
of Sati and articulates the consequences of such representations:

Such a constrained and reductive notion of agency discursively
positions women as objects to be saved — never as subjects who act,
even if within extremely constraining social conditions. This repre-
sentation of Indian women has been fertile ground for the elabora-
tion of discourses of salvation, in the context of colonialism,
nationalism, and more recently, Western feminism.50

The Dallas Observer portrays Aleyamma Mathew as the helpless
victim of a patriarchal Indian culture that annihilates women. The
overwhelming focus on this depiction fails to bring into the fore-
ground the efforts she made to be economically independent, her
struggles to escape her abusive situation, and her courageous attempts
to protect her children from their father’s abuse.6!

Aleyamma left her husband several times and even consulted a
lawyer about getting a divorce — actions that are hard to take for
Indian women far away from the familial ties and support structures
available to them in India. Describing the situations of women from
South Asia in the United States, Sayantani Dasgupta writes, “Bereft of
this supportive network in the unfamiliar culture of the U.S., immi-
grant women are too often alone and resourceless in the face of adver-
sity. Furthermore, fear of social sanction and family shame ensnare
South Asian women facing violence.”62 Given that the stigma of
divorce still remains very strong in the Indian community,
Aleyamma'’s act is noteworthy, despite the fact that she returned to her
husband. Instead of viewing Aleyamma’s struggles within the specific
context of her situation as a South Asian woman, the Observer chooses
to look at divorce as it takes place within Western culture and fails to
understand the courage it takes for immigrant Asian women in the
United States to divorce their husbands. The Observer describes
Aleyammma as “losing her nerve” about getting a divorce and mini-
mizes her struggles: “Despite it all — despite years of drunken threats
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and vicious beatings — Aleyamma had resolved once again to pre-
serve the traditions of her ancestors and her homeland, whatever the
personal cost” (17).63

The Observer subtly portrays the Varughese children also as vic-
tims of “tradition” in describing the children’s refusal to testify against
their father; “Like their mother before them, they are willing to suffer
for their father” (21). The Varughese children had just lost their mother
and were soon going to lose their only remaining parent. Overlooking
the obvious anxiety of these confused children who were desperately
clinging to their only hope of support and love, the Observer prefers
instead to see their behavior as an extension of their mother’s suffering
as an Indian woman. By emphasizing the cultural aspects of
Aleyamma’s murder, the Observer fails to bring forth other issues that
may have been as relevant to her murder as the dark side of Indian cul-
ture. It also fails to provide information that could be of critical use to
Indian women trapped in abusive relationships.

Consequences of Othering: The Observer Neglects Critical Issues

Throughout the story of Aleyamma’s married life in the Dallas
Observer there are recurring references to Mathew Varughese’s alcohol-
ism. Even before their marriage twenty years previously, Mathew
Varughese had a reputation for drinking, and the problem only wors-
ened after he came to the United States. The Dallas Observer graphically
describes Varughese’s drinking habits and the violence that ensued
after heavy bouts of alcohol consumption. In one particularly grisly
incident that took place in October 1988, when Aleyamma’s nephew
came to her rescue after the children phoned him, the description of
Aleyamma'’s condition is particularly moving: “Blood streamed from a
gash on her nose and from a bald patch on her head where hair had
been ripped out. Her three daughters surrounded her. . . . Reiji could
smell the alcohol on his uncle’s breath from several feet away. Varugh-
ese sat in a stupor on the living-room sofa, and there were glasses of
whiskey on the coffee table in front of him” (14). In 1988 and 1989,
Aleyamma’s work in the hospital began suffering and she sometimes
came to work with gashes and bruises on her body (16). Mathew’s
problem became so acute that he even began physically abusing his
daughters. His drinking, as his daughter’s diary indicates, continued
until the day of Aleyamma’s death in April 1992 (17). From the
Observer’s account it is obvious that Mathew became violent under the
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influence of alcohol and at the time of Aleyamma’s death the police
found him intoxicated.

In the Observer’s treatment of Mathew’s alcoholism, his drinking
problem is emphasized and described in fair amount of detail but as a
parallel story and not as an integral part of Aleyamma’s life or as a fac-
tor that may have exacerbated existing problems in their relationship.
The Observer briefly discusses Mathew’s pursuit of wealth and his
desire to acquire possessions; Mathew and his wife clearly disagreed
on matters of how they should spend their money (16). In 1988, when
Mathew wanted to buy a bigger house, Aleyamma wanted to save the
money for their daughters’ education. When Mathew decided to buy a
new car it was Aleyamma who went into considerable debt to help
him. Toward the end of the story, Sherman quotes Mathew complain-
ing about Aleyamma’s role as a wife and mother: “She worked all the
time. That’s all she had time for. She didn’t take care of me or the chil-
dren so good anymore” (21). In addition to his complaints about
Aleyamma not spending sufficient time with him, Mathew also felt
dissatisfied with his sexual relationship with Aleyamma: “She used to
like to go to the bedroom with me, you know, but she didn’t like it so
much anymore” (21). Thus, there were several issues related to finan-
cial matters, work pressures, and personal/sexual matters that led to a
rift between Aleyamma and her husband. These issues may have influ-
enced Mathew’s increased consumption of alcohol; his alcoholism in
turn affected his relationship with his wife.

In spite of the overwhelming evidence regarding the influence of
alcohol on Mathew’s violent behavior, the Dallas Observer chose to let
this issue slip to the background and preferred to put “Sati” and
“Indian culture” on stage. The headlines on the cover page say in large
type, “Battered by her husband, Parkland Nurse Aleyamma Mathew
remained true to her culture. In the end she became its victim” (my
emphasis). On the first page of the story, across Aleyamma Mathew’s
face in even larger type are the words, “By the measure of Indian tradi-
tion, Mathew Varughese’s wife made two mistakes: she gave him only
daughters and she dared to tell him no. She paid for it with her life”
(my emphasis). Spread across the first two pages of the story are the
words “Aleyamma’s Pyre,” which invoke a strong association with
Sati. The first boxed statement (white letters in a black box) in the story,
featured on the third page, reads, “There is still a concept of woman
having to suffer in order to keep our home traditions alive.” The article
also begins with descriptions of Aleyamma cooking “curry” and being
a “traditional Indian wife” when she came home after work. The text
on the first page of the story, right after a brief description of
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Aleyamma'’s death, describes Sati and “bride burning” in India in a
very problematic way. The three headlines that announce the story and
the way the story itself begins highlight the role of Indian culture in
perpetrating Aleyamma’s murder and thus render Varughese’s alco-
holism marginal.

The problem of alcoholism, one of the most important factors in
the battering of many women in the United States by husbands or
boyfriends, obviously could not be a factor in Aleyamma'’s death —
the choice of “exoticizing” her death proved irresistible. Research on
the link between domestic violence and alcoholism shows that while
alcoholism does not cause violence, “a strong link between alcohol use
and physical abuse of wives does exist.”®> Murray Straus and Glenda
Kantor’s research indicates that in one out of four cases of wife abuse,
alcohol was consumed immediately before the violent act,% and they
point out that while alcohol does not cause violence, heavy drinking
allows men to be violent in order to assert power and control.6” Ann
Jones and Susan Schechter also maintain that alcohol and drugs can be
used by men as an excuse to attack women without feeling “guilt or
remorse.”68

I an not proposing here that the Observer should have laid the
blame for Aleyamma’s death on alcoholism instead of on Indian cul-
ture. Instead, I would like to suggest that the Observer could have prob-
lematized Mathew’s alcoholism and looked for its embeddedness
within other financial and interpersonal problems the couple was fac-
ing. It is both troubling and painful that in the urge to make
Aleyamma'’s death exotic, the Observer did not examine Mathew’s alco-
holism as a symptom of problems that had been simmering in the rela-
tionship for many years.

The Observer’s portrayal of Aleyamma'’s death becomes intelligi-
ble only by portraying her as (1) the victim of a blatantly patriarchal
culture where wives who say no to husbands are burnt, and (2) as the
victim of the practice of Sati. Such a framing of Aleyamma’s death
enables the Observer to sensationalize the event and to portray it as out
of the ordinary and deviant.

Media critic Todd Gitlin explains the concept of “media framing”
and writes that these frames are unavoidable because they “enable
journalists to process large amounts of information quickly and rou-
tinely: to recognize it as information, to assign to it cognitive categories,
and to package it for efficient relay to their audiences.”®® He also adds
that stories that do not fit neatly into the accepted reality can be chan-
neled into frames that convey some sort of deviance. Standard news
values tend to skew the coverage of minorities whose “difference” can
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be attributed to culture and exploited to provoke “horror” in readers. It
is not surprising, therefore, that mainstream newspapers like the Dallas
Morning News do not even mention Varughese’s alcoholism and
instead focus only on the “Indian culture” aspect of the death. The
Morning News writes that prosecutors made a point of attributing the
cause of Aleyamma’s death to the dispute between the couple over
going back to India.”0 Discussing the defense, the newspaper observes:
“Defense attorneys at one point suggested that the woman’s death
might have been suicide, based on the ancient Indian custom of immo-
lation, which is now outlawed in that country. Immolation required
widows to throw themselves on their dead husbands’ burning funeral
pyres.”71 Once again, Aleyamma'’s death unquestioningly becomes one
more event in the pageant of Sati. The Observer gives us additional
information about the prosecutors: “Convinced that Varughese’s native
culture played a key role in his decision . . . the prosecution summoned
an expert in Indian culture to testify about the prevalence of wife burn-
ing in India” (20). The prosecution, the defense, and the Observer all
invoke culture as the cause of Aleyamma’s death and thus there is
overwhelming consensus among the media and the courts regarding
the role of Indian tradition in Varughese’s murder of Aleyamma.

One question stayed with me after I finished reading the story of
Aleyamma’s death in the Observer: Could Aleyamma have sought pro-
fessional help or support for her problems? Although Aleyamma had
close relatives living in the area, the stigma of separation or divorce
often makes women suffer in private. Sayantani Dasgupta discusses
the different problems faced by South Asian women in the United
States and comments, “Furthermore, fear of social sanction and family
shame ensnare South Asian women facing violence in a web of silent
suffering.”72 Aleyamma’s situation thus raises an extremely important
issue of practical significance for women who may be victims of
domestic violence, an issue that is not even discussed by the Observer:
Where can South Asian women in Aleyamma’s situation seek help? Are
there any support groups or women’s groups that can address her
needs, which may be different from those of Western women? It is the
omission of such critical information in an otherwise in-depth article
that I find indicative of the Observer’s superficial interest in
Aleyamma’s death. Although the story contains a brief quote from
Anannya Bhattacharjee, who works with Sakhi, a South Asian
women’s organization, there is no description of the efforts of this orga-
nization to help immigrant South Asian women in abusive situations.”
Even though these organizations are located far from Dallas, some ser-
vices may still be obtained by phone or mail: personal counseling, job
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counseling, legal assistance, and advice on immigration.”* Describing
these organizations and their activities would probably have destroyed
the image of Indian women as helpless submissive victims, an image
that the Observer is so bent on portraying.

Sakhi in New York and Manavi in New Jersey were the first orga-
nizations to break the silence surrounding the issue of domestic vio-
lence in the South Asian community. Describing the goals of their
organization, Sakhi’s mission statement says “Our main concern is
domestic violence within our community. Our aim is to support and
empower battered women.””> Manavi’s mission is to “empower
women of South Asian descent through awareness of social rights and
bringing about social changes” and it is also committed to eliminating
violence against women.”6 An indication of the success of their efforts
is the help Sakhi gave to an Indian woman who tried to escape from a
husband who gyhysically and mentally tormented her for not bringing
a good dowry.” This woman sought help from Sakhi on the advice of
her sister who had seen a flier advertising the organization. She praises
their efforts and comments, “They really understood what I'm going
through. Their being Indian really helped.”78

Omitting useful information about organizations that offer help to
South Asian women has unintended consequences. An Indian woman
(an acquaintance of mine) who happened to read about Aleyamma’s
death in the Observer, when asked to react to it, said, “Oh, that’s terri-
ble, but what could she do? She has nowhere to go and nobody could
have helped her — it’s such a disgrace to ask people you know for help
in this situation.” It is precisely this problem that the Dallas Observer
could address if it were even the slightest bit interested in assisting
other women who might be facing Aleyamma’s problems rather than
merely increasing its circulation.

The Observer, like most media organizations, is not genuinely
interested in helping women — if it were, it undoubtedly would have
at least discussed these women’s groups and their efforts to help
women in Aleyamma’s situation. The media, in their coverage of the
third world, prefer to highlight and sensationalize disaster and death
rather than provide positive information. As we have seen, this ten-
dency influences the coverage of diasporic peoples from third world
countries living in the United States.
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Conclusion

The Dallas Observer, in covering the murder of Aleyamma
Mathew, a person from a non-Western culture, failed to adopt a cul-
turally sensitive attitude that would have led to a story that was less
stereotyped, less “Orientalist,” and a more accurate portrayal of
Aleyamma’s situation.”® To enable readers to process information eas-
ily, the printed media sensationalize problematic incidents and often
revert to stereotypical representations. Frequently, this results in dis-
tortion, factual errors, and, more seriously, the suppression or margin-
alization of some critical aspects that may be relevant to the problem.

As a feminist, media coverage of domestic violence is particularly
disturbing to me because it can often cause further problems for South
Asian women. When the media trace the causes of domestic violence
to certain practices in a culture, without looking at other factors, the
community is often offended and may even ostracize the woman for
talking to journalists. Blaming the culture and not paying enough
attention to other issues can only encourage apathy toward these prob-
lems. The media also fail to be socially responsible in their urge to
exoticize these incidents of domestic violence and to portray women
like Aleyamma as archetypal victims of their culture. As a consequence
they often do not provide practical information that can be useful to
other women who may find themselves in Aleyamma’s situation.

The media should also be careful in attributing violence in the
family only to cultural practices that exist within the community. The
Observer could have taken the trouble to verify the exact definitions of
Sati, “bride burning,” and wife burning before it associated
Aleyamma’s death with these practices. An in-depth story like the one
analyzed in this paper also warrants much more careful research to
ascertain facts regarding the Indian community on religious practices,
language, and regional differences.

In writing about people from a country/subcontinent as diverse
as India, which is characterized by very complex caste, class, regional,
and religious differences, journalists must tread very carefully when
they use the adjective “Indian” to produce a homogenous image. The
frequent use of this word is no doubt unavoidable, but it would proba-
bly not hurt to verify if the use is indeed appropriate. It would also be
advisable to avoid slipping into easy generalizations. As far as possi-
ble, if specific information can be found about people, events or phe-
nomena, specifics should be preferred over generalizations.

Geeta Patel proposes one strategy to question or problematize
generalizations that homogenize and create a distance between readers
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and the subjects of discussion.®0 Taking a paragraph from a story in the
New York Times on abuse of women 8! specifically “dowry deaths” in
India, she suggests a reading strategy that could turn us “from readers
positioned as outsiders pruriently perusing tales of horror from other
cultures, to readers who begin to ‘reverse the gaze.’”82 The paragraph
she examines in The New York Times reads: “In India’s system of
arranged marriages, the bride is often regarded as a source of dowry
income and in some cases little more than a servant in her husband’s
family home. "8 Suggesting that we momentarily imagine this to abea
story about the United States in the Indian media, Patel asks us to sub-
stitute “U.S.” for “India” in the first paragraph. With a few additional
word changes, it would then read, “In the U.S. system of marriages,
the bride is often regarded as a source of income and is in some cases
little more than a servant in her husband’s home.”84 This substitution,
she argues, would then produce a generic statement about all women
in the United States, a statement that would devalue all women in this
country in a frozen and static manner. Patel also analyzes a second
paragraph in the same story, which reads: “Mothers-in-law often put
the most pressure on the young woman, who has no protector in a
marriage contracted without love. Indian husbands and wives do not
meet until the wedding day, and . . .”85 Here she points out that opera-
tive phrases such as “India’s system of arranged marriages,” “mar-
riage contracted without love,” and “Indian husbands and wives,”
serve to subtly “create and reinforce the chasm between India and
other countries/cultures.”8¢ Patel’s reading strategy, if judiciously
used, illustrates one way that writers and journalists can turn ques-
tions back on themselves to challenge generalizations that homogenize
and distance cultures.

The issue of representing non-Western cultures in media dis-
courses of the West brings up certain problems that need to be
addressed: exoticizing, producing essentialist notions of a culture,
homogenizing diverse and specific experiences, and rendering non-
Western people as passive, among others. It is difficult to point out
quick and formulaic ways of achieving that fine balance between
acknowledging cultural specificities and stereotyping in various forms
of writing on non-Western cultures. To consider the example of cover-
ing domestic violence in the media, it is important to remember that
while certain “traditions” within cultures do play a role in perpetrating
violence against women, one must also examine how relevant these tra-
ditions are for each specific case. It is not wrong to describe the violence
inflicted on women in the name of “tradition” but it is a colonialist
move to cast “culture” and “tradition” as primarily responsible for such
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violence and to ignore other factors. Chandra Mohanty raises the issue
of the problematic manner in which cultural explanations for third
world women’s oppression are found in Western feminist writing. She
suggests that one way of avoiding reductionistic analyses of third
world women’s oppression is through “careful, politically focused,
local analyses.”87 Praising Maria Mies’s work on the lacemakers of Nar-
sapur in India,8 Mohanty observes that Mies avoids the simplification
of the lacemakers’ situation by resisting cultural explanations as the
sole factors for women’s oppression as “women,” as “housewives,” and
as “laborers,” and instead examines how sociocultural elements are
harnessed by a hegemonic, exploitative world market.

In the case of the story covering Aleyamma’s death in the
Observer, the writer’s move to frame violence against Indian women
within the family setting as originating from “Sati” or “bride burning”
— regardless of the precise relevance of these forms of violence for
Aleyamma’s death — is an exoticizing and ahistoric rhetorical gesture.
Generalizing from Aleyamma’s situation by using phrases such as
“Indian women,” “like other Indian women,” and “no Indian
woman,” produces images of Indian women as a “homogeneous socio-
logical grouping characterized by common dependencies and power-
lessness.”89 Just as it is critical to not seek “Indian culture” alone as the
primary reason for the violence suffered by Aleyamma, it is also crucial
to avoid being ethnocentric when interpreting the actions/customs/
clothing of people from other cultures. Both the focus on culture as an
“exoticizing” move and the dismissal of genuine cultural differences
are problems that can be addressed only by giving up the notion of
Western culture and Western ways as superior and as the “normative”
basis of human society.

Given the pressures of deadlines at media institutions it is
undoubtedly difficult for reporters to find the time to do thorough
research and to carefully edit their stories. The problem of finding time
is particularly difficult for reporters who cover events on a daily basis.
In the case of feature stories, such as the story on Aleyamma’s death in
the Observer, which appeared a year after Aleyamma’s death, writers
have a little more time because they are not bound by hourly and daily
deadlines. The problem of biased media coverage of non-Western cul-
tures is not one that will disappear overnight. A long-term approach to
this problem will have to take into account the way journalists are
being trained in classrooms, especially regarding the coverage of
issues related to minorities in the United States and the third world.
An awareness of the West’s colonial history — in the economic and
social spheres — and of the ways in which non-Western cultures were
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rendered “primitive” and “barbaric” in order to justify colonialism
would help to make future journalists wary of stereotyping as well as
ethnocentrism. Exposure to the writings of third world scholars such
as Chandra Mohanty, who has systematically dismantled the construc-
tion of “third world woman” in Western feminist discourse, will go a
long way in pointing out to students ways in which writers uncon-
sciously and subtly produce binary oppositions between Western cul-
ture and other cultures, oppositions that serve to reinforce the
superiority of the West. It is also important to stress that once students
graduate and go on to take up jobs as reporters and editors, they do
not really leave the classroom since continuous learning is a very
important part of being a journalist. Such learning after leaving the
classroom means continuing the process of remaining up-to-date with
critiques of the media that are generated within the academy. It is in
this realm that academic scholars can take an active part; they can
enable journalists to be familiar with some of the useful critiques of
media representations and also provide opportunities for dialogue and
conversation between media critics and journalists through workshops
and conferences.®0

It was with this purpose in mind that I shared my thoughts on this
story in the Dallas Observer with Rebecca Sherman, the journalist who
wrote the story for the Observer. I also sent her a copy of an earlier ver-
sion of this paper. My conversation with Sherman gave me the feeling
that it is only through dialogues between feminist scholars and other
institutions, even if such dialogues are only micropolitical forms of
intervention, that we can even hope to provoke reflection on issues
related to women. However, it is important to remember that criticiz-
ing the media alone for contributing to the problem of “othering” is
not sufficient; rather it is the presence of “othering” in all forms of dis-
course, including academic discourse, that must also be critiqued.

In addressing domestic violence in the media, in the academy, or
in support groups, it is important to remember that it is a problem that
affects women all over the world, of every race, culture, and class.
Going back to the incident in my life that took place at the library, I
would like to suggest that framing the oppression of Indian women
within the parameters of primitive cultural practices alone or suggest-
ing that their victimization is much more horrific only distances their
experiences from the experiences of other women. In doing this there is
an implicit assumption that such problems are invisible in the West.
The “othering” of the situation of Indian women facilitates turning
away from the problem of domestic violence in the United States by
projecting it on Indian women. As Anannya Bhattacharjee of Sakhi
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said in an interview, “The story was written by a person looking down
from above at the Indian community.”%1 Looking “down” from above
does not help to alleviate the problem of “othering.” What is needed is
to look “at” with sensitivity to the specifics of the situation whatever
race, class, gender, or ethnicity issues may be involved.
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Bank. I use the term self-consciously; Chandra Mohanty points out that it not only
makes concrete the economic relationship between the first world and the third
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