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ABSTRACT
Iranian memoirs narrate the horri�c experiences of people in Iran during and after the Islamic 

Revolution. The memoirs are mostly written by female authors because they have endured 
brutal, physical, and psychological trauma under a highly oppressive system. They struggle to 
�nd a platform for expressing their indomitable spirit of resilience and story of survival. These 
memoirs have always served as a paradigm to the rest of the world. These can be viewed as real 
and raw testimonials for understanding Iran since the Iranian Revolution of 1979. The Revolution 
acted as a catalyst by providing the courage and energy essential for the writers to pen down the 
darkest experiences witnessed by them. Marina Nemat, an Iranian-born author and human 
rights activist, is a former prisoner of conscience. She was arrested at the age of sixteen for 
opposing the Islamic regime’s policies and sent to Evin Prison where she was inhumanly tortured. 
Her memoir titled Prisoner of Tehran: A Memoir (2007) records her lived experiences of violence 
and betrayal that shape futures, relationships and self-perception. The brutality of political and 
ideological repression and the subsequent imprisonment is re�ected in the memoir. The study 
examines the systemic injustices and brutality where basic human rights, freedom and peaceful 
co-existence is curtailed. This paper discusses how despite facing criticisms and her ideologies 
and writings being tagged as Orientalist discourse, Nemat regains her perspicacity and true self 
from the traumatic experiences by writing about it.

Key Words: Memoirs, Islamic revolution, political prisoner, physical torture,psychological trauma, 
resilience and survival.

The tormenting experiences and horrendous encounters during the period of Islamic 
Revolution, the Iran- Iraq war and also the shift of power forms the core of memoirs written by 
Iranian female writers. The period was highly challenging for women as they were silenced by the 
regime. They su�ered under a highly nocuous power and wanted the world to know how it felt 
like to live under their regime. The ideas of rebellion and liberation stirred up the minds of the 
women for a long time. But they never found a platform to let it out. The 1979 Revolution fueled 
the spark and women realized the need to be empowered. The revolution administered courage 
in them to speak against the detrimental power and let the world know about their near-death 
distressing experiences.

A tremendous advancement in the writing of memoirs by Iranian women could be traced 
since the 1979 Revolution, Prisoner of Tehran by Marina Nemot is a memoir that deals with the 
narrator’s personal experiences of political and ideological repression. The memoir narrates her 
life, before arrest inside Evin Prison and after her release. Nemat was arrested at 16 for 
questioning the policies of the Islamic regime at school. The physical and mental trauma 
endured by Nemat, her friends and other co-prisoners inside Evin Prison is brought to light 
through this memoir. The darkest and bitter truth is the violation of human rights inside the 
prison and this happens to both men and women. This was observed during the 1980s and 
continues till date. The violations of Human Rights are reported by prisoners worldwide. The 
abuse they face can be listed as physical, emotional and mental.Nemat was taken by the guards 
of the Iran Revolutionary regime from her home on January 15,1982. She was accused of being 
involved in political activities that spread ideas against the ideologies propagated by the Islamic 

government in Iran. Similar accusations were also charged upon many young students, both 
male and female, and were arrested during the same period for revolting against the Islamic 
government led by Ayatollah Khomeini.Ayatollah Khomeini, the leader of Islamic revolution, was 
also a radical cleric. His new rule and laws implemented under it have undone the laws 
implemented under the revised law: mandatory hijab for women, which was previously not 
practiced. The Islamic government made plans to exert strict control over its female population 
by making hijab mandatory for them. And intensi�ed enforcement for violations of dress code. 

Apart from the strict dress code enforced upon women; laws limiting judicial and political 
roles of women were also put in action. Strict gender segregation in public places was followed 
by law. Women were also restricted by imposing travel bans, family law reforms and restrictions 
in the workplace. They also have to su�er long years of incarceration for taking part in 
revolutionary activities. These newly enforced restrictions were strict contradictions to women’s  
freedom, empowerment and advanced upgrades on gender initiated by the Shah government. 
These were the early indications of nullifying the advancement of women who were taking 
prominent steps backwards.Nemat was born to a Russian- Iranian orthodox Christian family in 
1965. Split between her home in Tehran and summers by the Caspian Sea, she lived a peaceful 
childhood. She loved to read English books and novels and usually got it secretly from the nearby 
book store. The Islamic Revolution of 1979 disrupted her studies as her schooling was uprooted. 
Nemat noticed that the school has become a mere place for moral policing. It has been changed 
into the mouth piece of the Islamic government and started to spread their ideas among 
students. Academic activities, teaching and learning no longer happened at school. This change 
forced Nemat to question one of her teachers. Later, she even took part in a student-led protest 
at school. The Head of the school reported Nemat’s and her friends’ names to the government 
guards. She was arrested on political charges and was interrogated and imprisoned in the 
notorious Evin Prison. A death sentence was also imposed upon her.

Men and women who publicly protested against the autocracy were imprisoned by the 
Khomeini rule. They were viewed as possible threats to their power. The Khomeini rule’s power 
structure was designed in such a way that it held certain cultural and gender-based beliefs. 
Regarding women in the country. The head of these Institutions and other authorities were also 
blind followers and practitioners of these ideologies. Thus, it became far easier for the State to 
exert its control throughout the country.Imprisonment, torture and murder was the tool used by 
the highly repressive government to silence its enemies and protestors. The imprisonment takes 
place in the Evin prison located in the Evin neighborhood of Tehran in Iran. The prison was 
established in 1972 but became notorious during the Islamic revolution of 1979 as it became the 
most infamous detention facility of the Islamic Republic. Nemat could never keep herself away 
from the harsh memories of Evin even after her release. She realized that writing about the 
period could actually help her come out of the trauma:

The past was gaining on me, and I couldn’t keep it at bay; I had to face it or it would completely 
destroy my sanity. If I couldn’t forget, perhaps the solution was to remember. I began writing 
about my days in Evin-Tehran’s notorious political prison- about the torture, pain, death, and all 
the su�ering I had never been able to talk about. My memories became words and broke free 
from their induced hibernation (2).

Nemat’s only hope to overcome her fear was to write it by remembering each and every 
moment she lived inside the prison. She felt the need to share her experience in Evin; thus, her 
memories became words. Trauma is stated as an intensely painful encounter. This can be very 
hurtful that the person might not be capable of cases the victim may. Even forget about the 
event. Normal discursive language cannot be used e�ectively to discuss trauma. Whereas 

imaginative literature can be used for the same. Joshua Pederson analyses the assertions made 
by Caruth, that the victim may be unable to describe the traumatic experiences in words if the 
memories return after the incident. He asserts, “Hence her theory of trauma is a ringing 
endorsement of the testimonial power of literature” (34).Kristen L, Zalenski in an article 
postulating Judith Herman’s Trauma Theory discusses how Herman discloses “remembrance and 
mourning” to be second the stage of therapy for trauma. “In this stage, the survivor has regained 
control over her hyperarousal and will begin to tell her story of trauma and transform the 
traumatic memory so that it can be integrated into the survivor’s life story” (385).

            Nemat shares nostalgic remembrance of pre-revolutionary Iran where she lived happily 
as a child worried about no political restrictions. She juxtaposes images of two women in the 
street of Iran where one wears a fully covering attire from head to toe while the others wear a 
mini skirt and a tight T-shirt. It was the time of Shah and women need not dress according to the 
Islamic rules. Earlier, Marina could read Western novels of her choice from the book store but 
soon possession of Western novels was taken by the guards as evidence of her activities against 
the Islamic government. She was arrested and taken to Evin. “Evin had been a political prison 
since the time of Shah. The name brought fear to every heart: it equaled torture and death. Its 
many buildings were scattered across a large area north of Tehran at the foot of the Alborz 
Mountains. People never talked about Evin; it was shrouded with fearful silence” (7). The very 
thought of the prison evoked deadly fear in the people as they believed that escape from the 
walls of the prison was nearly impossible. Long hours of torturous and mind-numbing sessions 
of interrogation under the presence of male prison guards and senior interrogators were the 
most traumatic of all episodes described in the memoir. Nemat was handcu�ed both the hands 
in a single cu�, dragged to bed and fastened to the metal headboard. The soles of her feet were 
whipped with a black cable and the interrogators went on counting the lashes as if it was a bet. 
She had no secrets regarding the revolutionary agencies to tell them but still had to endure 
violent treatment. “We just needed to know more about you, and you proved to us that you’re an 
enemy of the revolution. You’re a danger to Islamic society” (35). Nemat was labelled as an enemy 
to the revolutionary government.

              Nemat was later sent to the women’s dorm in Evin 246. Every time when taken out of 
the interrogation room she was blind folded like all the fellow prisoners. On reaching the room 
she realized from her roommates that her name was marked on her forehead, which later turned 
out to be the sign for death sentence, from which she was rescued by Ali. Many of her friends 
were arrested by the police and Gita was executed for not speaking up the name of other 
revolutionaries.Nemat recalled how she lost Arash, her �rst love, as he was involved in 
revolutionary activities against the Shah. “He explained that he had been supporting the Islamic 
movement against the Shah to the best of his abilities, and he was well aware that what he was 
involved with was dangerous. He wrote that he had never been very courageous, but now he felt 
he had put fear aside, and he understood that he could lose his life for his beliefs” (84). After being 
brutally lashed, Marina felt that it might be “the line that separated life and death,” because it was 
a near death experience for her. The prison is ignominious for pathetic and inhumane conditions 
imposed on political prisoners and dissidents since 1979. Survivors of the prison reported 
systemic torture, severe overcrowding, lack of basic amenities and medical care, sexual and 
psychological abuse and much more. Food was limited and the tea was mixed with camphor 
everyday as it is believed that camphor stopped female prisoners from menstruating. This is 
done in prison because sanitary pads were expensive. Most females in the prison didn’t get their 
periods at all and those came with side e�ects including swelling of the body and depression. 

 Rape was a form of torture against females in Evin prisons. A couple of girls in the prison 
told Nemat that they were raped and threatened by the guards that if they informed anyone 

about it, they would be executed. Taraneh said that she had once heard that before executing 
girls, guards raped them, because they believed virgins went to heaven when they died. One of 
the prisoners named Sheida, twenty years old, was pregnant, but her execution had been 
postponed because it was against the laws of Islam to execute a pregnant or breastfeeding 
woman. Nemat exposes how one of the fellow prisoners named Sarah attempts to commit 
suicide. The intense emotional and physical su�ering along with a pervasive feeling of 
hopelessness has led to this incident. However, this event snatched away the last bit of hope that 
was left in her. “It was spring, and the air was light and carried the fragrance of blossoms. Life was 
going on outside the walls of Evin” (118). Fear increased day by day as executions became 
frequent in Evin.Ali appeared to be a savior for Nemat as he rescued her from being executed and 
cancelled her death sentence by using his in�uence with Ayatollah Khomeini. She still faced trial 
and continued to be in Evin. Nemat was interrogated by two guards in Evin prison named 
Hamehd and Ali. Hamehd used every opportunity he got to torture Nemat but Ali was 
sympathetic towards her. It is later revealed that Ali was in�uenced by her fearless nature and 
physical charms and was interested to marry her. In return, he asked her to marry him after 
converting to Islam leaving behind her faith in Christianity. He threatens to execute her lover 
Andre and arrest her parents when she initially refuses.

         To save her parents and Andre, Nemat had to marry Ali and convert to Islam. Even though 
Ali loved her and assures her that it was not a temporary marriage or a passing physical attraction 
and also was very considerate towards her by arranging for all basic needs and requirements, 
Nemat had no love for Ali because the marriage was not done out of a�ection but to save her 
parents and her lover, with no other choice left. She was forced to spend her time in prison as the 
secret bride to Ali, for satiating his physical desires, and had to keep it a secret from her prison 
mates. It was not less than a rape as she was forced each time to be with him. Ali never felt that it 
was a mistake on his part to never ask for Marina’s consent or take her resistance towards the act 
seriously. He wanted Marina to get used to it. For Marina it was nothing but rape. The concept of 
marital rape is not legally recognized as a crime under Iranian law. The law considers all sexual 
relations within marriage as consensual.

… He came toward me. I took a few steps back and bumped into a cabinet. Even if Iran, I 
couldn’t go for. He grabbed my arms, and his �ngers dug into my �esh

“You’re hurting me,” I said.

“Am I hurting You?”

“Yes. You’ve been hurting me since I �rst saw you. And you’ve been hurting other people, and 
you’re been hurting yourself” (196).

Vibha Yadav asserts that, “more than hundred countries across the world have made marital 
rape, an o�ence against the fairer sex” (137). She further adds the reality of how marriage is 
viewed as a license for sexual intercourse by men. “… As per this theory, a woman “belongs” to 
her father before marriage, and is her husband’s property thereafter. Since the owner of the 
property is empowered to use his property to his own needs, the question of a husband raping 
his wife does not arise” (139).

 Shadi Sadr and Shadi Amin report the reality of sexual abuses in the prisons of Iran based on 
testimonials of victims, survivors, witnesses and experts. It also analyses the parallel processes of 
authority and the heinous way in which Iranian security o�cials raped and tortured female 
prisoners those were about to face execution or forced prisoners into marriage as a barter for 
their life. Prison marriage between prison interrogators or prison o�cials and female prisoners 
were common during the 1980’s. In such cases, the consent of the woman prisoner is gained 
under threat, enforcement or harassment. “Hence these prison marriages must be treated as 

forced marriage. Any sexual relation that stemmed from such a marriage should be considered 
as rape” (95).One of the most brutal practices of all were the rape of young virgin girls. Young girls 
were raped by the guards the night before their execution. They use the religious term “siqih” to 
justify this act. It is believed that young virgin girls attain paradise after death. “Siqih”- the 
temporary marriage and rape was to take away their virginity. These actions and practices are 
fanatical and assures the male prison guards that the female prisoners would never cross their 
limits and would never take part in any anti-revolutionary practices in the future. 

The marriage of Ali and Nemat was short lived. Ali was shot to death by his enemies, Nemat 
was left injured in the accident. She was eight weeks pregnant then and lost the baby after the 
incident. Her life once again took a drastic change. Nemat felt, “Now, there was another life that 
was a�ected: an innocent child” (222). Hopes appeared again after Ali’s death. The Will left by Ali 
a few days before his death reveals the goodness in him. Ali left everything he had to be inherited 
by Nemat. He wanted his father Mr. Moosavi to help Nemat to return to her parents if he ever 
died in an accident. Nemat was released after many trials and pleas and Ali’s family helped her in 
every stage. She returned to her parents and �nally got reunited with her lover Andre. They got 
married a year later.  “I realized that although my time in Evin felt like a lifetime, it had only been 
two years, two months, and twelve days’’ (243).

The Iran-Iraq war still continued to a�ect the life of Iranian people after the revolution. Nemat 
and Andre made e�orts to escape the country but Nemat’s passport was denied in Evin. Andre 
got a teaching job at the university in Zahedan and both became parents to a boy child. Even 
after the death of Ayatollah Khomeini the reign of terror continued under the leadership of 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Finally, after many struggles Nemat was issued a passport and was 
permitted to leave the country on-paying 500,000 tomans; about 3,500 American dollars, as a 
deposit to guarantee her return. She migrated to Canada.Nemat shares the story of Zahra 
Kazemi, a Canadian, who died in Evin on July 11 2003. She was arrested in June during a student- 
led protest in Iran and was soon reported to be in a coma. Later her death was reported and due 
to external pressure, an internal investigation was made. Even though Canadian foreign a�airs 
o�cials and Kazimi’s son demanded the return of her body to Canada, she was buried in Iran. On 
March 31,2005, the horri�c details regarding Kazimi’s death were made public by Dr. Shahram 
Azam. It appeared that Zahra was brutally raped, scratched and bruised, had two broken �ngers, 
a broken nose, three broken and missing �nger nails, a skull fracture, a crushed left toe, and 
�ogged feet. Marina happened to read Zahra’s story in the newspaper and decided to �nally 
speak up the truth about Evin by not letting her fear hold her captive any longer.

Zahra’s story was known to the world just because she was a Canadian. Hundreds of 
thousands of Iranian women prisoners su�er in Evin and they are nobody to this world. Marina, 
gaining inspiration from Zahra, decides to speak up for the rest of the prisoners. Terry A. Kupers 
discusses how the equation of rape and gender works in prison. “Rape is not about sex; it is about 
power and domination. I can’t claim that insight, which many have had. But it’s true in prison, and 
in society as a whole. Men use their superior strength to objectify, abuse and dominate women. 
And in prison, those with power, on average, use their power to abuse those with less power’’ 
(433). The brutality encountered by political prisoners in Iran has no limits. Female prisoners in 
detention facilities like Evin have shown sustained resistance against the autocratic regime’s 
oppressive actions and brutality. Political protests, hunger strikes, public de�ance are all 
examples of their resistive actions. The very recent “Women, Life, Freedom” movements were also 
examples of Iranian women’s persistent struggles through which they question the mandatory 
Hijab laws, executions and gender- based violence. Their courage persists despite receiving 
brutality and injustice including torture, rape, beating and death sentences. Even though the 
narratives of the political detainees explain the complexities between the prison administrative 

system and the female prisoners, the autocratic rule of the religious masters have altered and 
disrupted the normal living conditions of women living in these countries. The memoirs of 
prisoners, both men and women, exposes the systemic injustices and brutality of life under 
authoritarian rule, raising questions about morality, complicity and survival in oppressive 
environments.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 
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ABSTRACT
Iranian memoirs narrate the horri�c experiences of people in Iran during and after the Islamic 

Revolution. The memoirs are mostly written by female authors because they have endured 
brutal, physical, and psychological trauma under a highly oppressive system. They struggle to 
�nd a platform for expressing their indomitable spirit of resilience and story of survival. These 
memoirs have always served as a paradigm to the rest of the world. These can be viewed as real 
and raw testimonials for understanding Iran since the Iranian Revolution of 1979. The Revolution 
acted as a catalyst by providing the courage and energy essential for the writers to pen down the 
darkest experiences witnessed by them. Marina Nemat, an Iranian-born author and human 
rights activist, is a former prisoner of conscience. She was arrested at the age of sixteen for 
opposing the Islamic regime’s policies and sent to Evin Prison where she was inhumanly tortured. 
Her memoir titled Prisoner of Tehran: A Memoir (2007) records her lived experiences of violence 
and betrayal that shape futures, relationships and self-perception. The brutality of political and 
ideological repression and the subsequent imprisonment is re�ected in the memoir. The study 
examines the systemic injustices and brutality where basic human rights, freedom and peaceful 
co-existence is curtailed. This paper discusses how despite facing criticisms and her ideologies 
and writings being tagged as Orientalist discourse, Nemat regains her perspicacity and true self 
from the traumatic experiences by writing about it.

Key Words: Memoirs, Islamic revolution, political prisoner, physical torture,psychological trauma, 
resilience and survival.

The tormenting experiences and horrendous encounters during the period of Islamic 
Revolution, the Iran- Iraq war and also the shift of power forms the core of memoirs written by 
Iranian female writers. The period was highly challenging for women as they were silenced by the 
regime. They su�ered under a highly nocuous power and wanted the world to know how it felt 
like to live under their regime. The ideas of rebellion and liberation stirred up the minds of the 
women for a long time. But they never found a platform to let it out. The 1979 Revolution fueled 
the spark and women realized the need to be empowered. The revolution administered courage 
in them to speak against the detrimental power and let the world know about their near-death 
distressing experiences.

A tremendous advancement in the writing of memoirs by Iranian women could be traced 
since the 1979 Revolution, Prisoner of Tehran by Marina Nemot is a memoir that deals with the 
narrator’s personal experiences of political and ideological repression. The memoir narrates her 
life, before arrest inside Evin Prison and after her release. Nemat was arrested at 16 for 
questioning the policies of the Islamic regime at school. The physical and mental trauma 
endured by Nemat, her friends and other co-prisoners inside Evin Prison is brought to light 
through this memoir. The darkest and bitter truth is the violation of human rights inside the 
prison and this happens to both men and women. This was observed during the 1980s and 
continues till date. The violations of Human Rights are reported by prisoners worldwide. The 
abuse they face can be listed as physical, emotional and mental.Nemat was taken by the guards 
of the Iran Revolutionary regime from her home on January 15,1982. She was accused of being 
involved in political activities that spread ideas against the ideologies propagated by the Islamic 

government in Iran. Similar accusations were also charged upon many young students, both 
male and female, and were arrested during the same period for revolting against the Islamic 
government led by Ayatollah Khomeini.Ayatollah Khomeini, the leader of Islamic revolution, was 
also a radical cleric. His new rule and laws implemented under it have undone the laws 
implemented under the revised law: mandatory hijab for women, which was previously not 
practiced. The Islamic government made plans to exert strict control over its female population 
by making hijab mandatory for them. And intensi�ed enforcement for violations of dress code. 

Apart from the strict dress code enforced upon women; laws limiting judicial and political 
roles of women were also put in action. Strict gender segregation in public places was followed 
by law. Women were also restricted by imposing travel bans, family law reforms and restrictions 
in the workplace. They also have to su�er long years of incarceration for taking part in 
revolutionary activities. These newly enforced restrictions were strict contradictions to women’s  
freedom, empowerment and advanced upgrades on gender initiated by the Shah government. 
These were the early indications of nullifying the advancement of women who were taking 
prominent steps backwards.Nemat was born to a Russian- Iranian orthodox Christian family in 
1965. Split between her home in Tehran and summers by the Caspian Sea, she lived a peaceful 
childhood. She loved to read English books and novels and usually got it secretly from the nearby 
book store. The Islamic Revolution of 1979 disrupted her studies as her schooling was uprooted. 
Nemat noticed that the school has become a mere place for moral policing. It has been changed 
into the mouth piece of the Islamic government and started to spread their ideas among 
students. Academic activities, teaching and learning no longer happened at school. This change 
forced Nemat to question one of her teachers. Later, she even took part in a student-led protest 
at school. The Head of the school reported Nemat’s and her friends’ names to the government 
guards. She was arrested on political charges and was interrogated and imprisoned in the 
notorious Evin Prison. A death sentence was also imposed upon her.

Men and women who publicly protested against the autocracy were imprisoned by the 
Khomeini rule. They were viewed as possible threats to their power. The Khomeini rule’s power 
structure was designed in such a way that it held certain cultural and gender-based beliefs. 
Regarding women in the country. The head of these Institutions and other authorities were also 
blind followers and practitioners of these ideologies. Thus, it became far easier for the State to 
exert its control throughout the country.Imprisonment, torture and murder was the tool used by 
the highly repressive government to silence its enemies and protestors. The imprisonment takes 
place in the Evin prison located in the Evin neighborhood of Tehran in Iran. The prison was 
established in 1972 but became notorious during the Islamic revolution of 1979 as it became the 
most infamous detention facility of the Islamic Republic. Nemat could never keep herself away 
from the harsh memories of Evin even after her release. She realized that writing about the 
period could actually help her come out of the trauma:

The past was gaining on me, and I couldn’t keep it at bay; I had to face it or it would completely 
destroy my sanity. If I couldn’t forget, perhaps the solution was to remember. I began writing 
about my days in Evin-Tehran’s notorious political prison- about the torture, pain, death, and all 
the su�ering I had never been able to talk about. My memories became words and broke free 
from their induced hibernation (2).

Nemat’s only hope to overcome her fear was to write it by remembering each and every 
moment she lived inside the prison. She felt the need to share her experience in Evin; thus, her 
memories became words. Trauma is stated as an intensely painful encounter. This can be very 
hurtful that the person might not be capable of cases the victim may. Even forget about the 
event. Normal discursive language cannot be used e�ectively to discuss trauma. Whereas 

imaginative literature can be used for the same. Joshua Pederson analyses the assertions made 
by Caruth, that the victim may be unable to describe the traumatic experiences in words if the 
memories return after the incident. He asserts, “Hence her theory of trauma is a ringing 
endorsement of the testimonial power of literature” (34).Kristen L, Zalenski in an article 
postulating Judith Herman’s Trauma Theory discusses how Herman discloses “remembrance and 
mourning” to be second the stage of therapy for trauma. “In this stage, the survivor has regained 
control over her hyperarousal and will begin to tell her story of trauma and transform the 
traumatic memory so that it can be integrated into the survivor’s life story” (385).

            Nemat shares nostalgic remembrance of pre-revolutionary Iran where she lived happily 
as a child worried about no political restrictions. She juxtaposes images of two women in the 
street of Iran where one wears a fully covering attire from head to toe while the others wear a 
mini skirt and a tight T-shirt. It was the time of Shah and women need not dress according to the 
Islamic rules. Earlier, Marina could read Western novels of her choice from the book store but 
soon possession of Western novels was taken by the guards as evidence of her activities against 
the Islamic government. She was arrested and taken to Evin. “Evin had been a political prison 
since the time of Shah. The name brought fear to every heart: it equaled torture and death. Its 
many buildings were scattered across a large area north of Tehran at the foot of the Alborz 
Mountains. People never talked about Evin; it was shrouded with fearful silence” (7). The very 
thought of the prison evoked deadly fear in the people as they believed that escape from the 
walls of the prison was nearly impossible. Long hours of torturous and mind-numbing sessions 
of interrogation under the presence of male prison guards and senior interrogators were the 
most traumatic of all episodes described in the memoir. Nemat was handcu�ed both the hands 
in a single cu�, dragged to bed and fastened to the metal headboard. The soles of her feet were 
whipped with a black cable and the interrogators went on counting the lashes as if it was a bet. 
She had no secrets regarding the revolutionary agencies to tell them but still had to endure 
violent treatment. “We just needed to know more about you, and you proved to us that you’re an 
enemy of the revolution. You’re a danger to Islamic society” (35). Nemat was labelled as an enemy 
to the revolutionary government.

              Nemat was later sent to the women’s dorm in Evin 246. Every time when taken out of 
the interrogation room she was blind folded like all the fellow prisoners. On reaching the room 
she realized from her roommates that her name was marked on her forehead, which later turned 
out to be the sign for death sentence, from which she was rescued by Ali. Many of her friends 
were arrested by the police and Gita was executed for not speaking up the name of other 
revolutionaries.Nemat recalled how she lost Arash, her �rst love, as he was involved in 
revolutionary activities against the Shah. “He explained that he had been supporting the Islamic 
movement against the Shah to the best of his abilities, and he was well aware that what he was 
involved with was dangerous. He wrote that he had never been very courageous, but now he felt 
he had put fear aside, and he understood that he could lose his life for his beliefs” (84). After being 
brutally lashed, Marina felt that it might be “the line that separated life and death,” because it was 
a near death experience for her. The prison is ignominious for pathetic and inhumane conditions 
imposed on political prisoners and dissidents since 1979. Survivors of the prison reported 
systemic torture, severe overcrowding, lack of basic amenities and medical care, sexual and 
psychological abuse and much more. Food was limited and the tea was mixed with camphor 
everyday as it is believed that camphor stopped female prisoners from menstruating. This is 
done in prison because sanitary pads were expensive. Most females in the prison didn’t get their 
periods at all and those came with side e�ects including swelling of the body and depression. 

 Rape was a form of torture against females in Evin prisons. A couple of girls in the prison 
told Nemat that they were raped and threatened by the guards that if they informed anyone 

about it, they would be executed. Taraneh said that she had once heard that before executing 
girls, guards raped them, because they believed virgins went to heaven when they died. One of 
the prisoners named Sheida, twenty years old, was pregnant, but her execution had been 
postponed because it was against the laws of Islam to execute a pregnant or breastfeeding 
woman. Nemat exposes how one of the fellow prisoners named Sarah attempts to commit 
suicide. The intense emotional and physical su�ering along with a pervasive feeling of 
hopelessness has led to this incident. However, this event snatched away the last bit of hope that 
was left in her. “It was spring, and the air was light and carried the fragrance of blossoms. Life was 
going on outside the walls of Evin” (118). Fear increased day by day as executions became 
frequent in Evin.Ali appeared to be a savior for Nemat as he rescued her from being executed and 
cancelled her death sentence by using his in�uence with Ayatollah Khomeini. She still faced trial 
and continued to be in Evin. Nemat was interrogated by two guards in Evin prison named 
Hamehd and Ali. Hamehd used every opportunity he got to torture Nemat but Ali was 
sympathetic towards her. It is later revealed that Ali was in�uenced by her fearless nature and 
physical charms and was interested to marry her. In return, he asked her to marry him after 
converting to Islam leaving behind her faith in Christianity. He threatens to execute her lover 
Andre and arrest her parents when she initially refuses.

         To save her parents and Andre, Nemat had to marry Ali and convert to Islam. Even though 
Ali loved her and assures her that it was not a temporary marriage or a passing physical attraction 
and also was very considerate towards her by arranging for all basic needs and requirements, 
Nemat had no love for Ali because the marriage was not done out of a�ection but to save her 
parents and her lover, with no other choice left. She was forced to spend her time in prison as the 
secret bride to Ali, for satiating his physical desires, and had to keep it a secret from her prison 
mates. It was not less than a rape as she was forced each time to be with him. Ali never felt that it 
was a mistake on his part to never ask for Marina’s consent or take her resistance towards the act 
seriously. He wanted Marina to get used to it. For Marina it was nothing but rape. The concept of 
marital rape is not legally recognized as a crime under Iranian law. The law considers all sexual 
relations within marriage as consensual.

… He came toward me. I took a few steps back and bumped into a cabinet. Even if Iran, I 
couldn’t go for. He grabbed my arms, and his �ngers dug into my �esh

“You’re hurting me,” I said.

“Am I hurting You?”

“Yes. You’ve been hurting me since I �rst saw you. And you’ve been hurting other people, and 
you’re been hurting yourself” (196).

Vibha Yadav asserts that, “more than hundred countries across the world have made marital 
rape, an o�ence against the fairer sex” (137). She further adds the reality of how marriage is 
viewed as a license for sexual intercourse by men. “… As per this theory, a woman “belongs” to 
her father before marriage, and is her husband’s property thereafter. Since the owner of the 
property is empowered to use his property to his own needs, the question of a husband raping 
his wife does not arise” (139).

 Shadi Sadr and Shadi Amin report the reality of sexual abuses in the prisons of Iran based on 
testimonials of victims, survivors, witnesses and experts. It also analyses the parallel processes of 
authority and the heinous way in which Iranian security o�cials raped and tortured female 
prisoners those were about to face execution or forced prisoners into marriage as a barter for 
their life. Prison marriage between prison interrogators or prison o�cials and female prisoners 
were common during the 1980’s. In such cases, the consent of the woman prisoner is gained 
under threat, enforcement or harassment. “Hence these prison marriages must be treated as 

forced marriage. Any sexual relation that stemmed from such a marriage should be considered 
as rape” (95).One of the most brutal practices of all were the rape of young virgin girls. Young girls 
were raped by the guards the night before their execution. They use the religious term “siqih” to 
justify this act. It is believed that young virgin girls attain paradise after death. “Siqih”- the 
temporary marriage and rape was to take away their virginity. These actions and practices are 
fanatical and assures the male prison guards that the female prisoners would never cross their 
limits and would never take part in any anti-revolutionary practices in the future. 

The marriage of Ali and Nemat was short lived. Ali was shot to death by his enemies, Nemat 
was left injured in the accident. She was eight weeks pregnant then and lost the baby after the 
incident. Her life once again took a drastic change. Nemat felt, “Now, there was another life that 
was a�ected: an innocent child” (222). Hopes appeared again after Ali’s death. The Will left by Ali 
a few days before his death reveals the goodness in him. Ali left everything he had to be inherited 
by Nemat. He wanted his father Mr. Moosavi to help Nemat to return to her parents if he ever 
died in an accident. Nemat was released after many trials and pleas and Ali’s family helped her in 
every stage. She returned to her parents and �nally got reunited with her lover Andre. They got 
married a year later.  “I realized that although my time in Evin felt like a lifetime, it had only been 
two years, two months, and twelve days’’ (243).

The Iran-Iraq war still continued to a�ect the life of Iranian people after the revolution. Nemat 
and Andre made e�orts to escape the country but Nemat’s passport was denied in Evin. Andre 
got a teaching job at the university in Zahedan and both became parents to a boy child. Even 
after the death of Ayatollah Khomeini the reign of terror continued under the leadership of 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Finally, after many struggles Nemat was issued a passport and was 
permitted to leave the country on-paying 500,000 tomans; about 3,500 American dollars, as a 
deposit to guarantee her return. She migrated to Canada.Nemat shares the story of Zahra 
Kazemi, a Canadian, who died in Evin on July 11 2003. She was arrested in June during a student- 
led protest in Iran and was soon reported to be in a coma. Later her death was reported and due 
to external pressure, an internal investigation was made. Even though Canadian foreign a�airs 
o�cials and Kazimi’s son demanded the return of her body to Canada, she was buried in Iran. On 
March 31,2005, the horri�c details regarding Kazimi’s death were made public by Dr. Shahram 
Azam. It appeared that Zahra was brutally raped, scratched and bruised, had two broken �ngers, 
a broken nose, three broken and missing �nger nails, a skull fracture, a crushed left toe, and 
�ogged feet. Marina happened to read Zahra’s story in the newspaper and decided to �nally 
speak up the truth about Evin by not letting her fear hold her captive any longer.

Zahra’s story was known to the world just because she was a Canadian. Hundreds of 
thousands of Iranian women prisoners su�er in Evin and they are nobody to this world. Marina, 
gaining inspiration from Zahra, decides to speak up for the rest of the prisoners. Terry A. Kupers 
discusses how the equation of rape and gender works in prison. “Rape is not about sex; it is about 
power and domination. I can’t claim that insight, which many have had. But it’s true in prison, and 
in society as a whole. Men use their superior strength to objectify, abuse and dominate women. 
And in prison, those with power, on average, use their power to abuse those with less power’’ 
(433). The brutality encountered by political prisoners in Iran has no limits. Female prisoners in 
detention facilities like Evin have shown sustained resistance against the autocratic regime’s 
oppressive actions and brutality. Political protests, hunger strikes, public de�ance are all 
examples of their resistive actions. The very recent “Women, Life, Freedom” movements were also 
examples of Iranian women’s persistent struggles through which they question the mandatory 
Hijab laws, executions and gender- based violence. Their courage persists despite receiving 
brutality and injustice including torture, rape, beating and death sentences. Even though the 
narratives of the political detainees explain the complexities between the prison administrative 

system and the female prisoners, the autocratic rule of the religious masters have altered and 
disrupted the normal living conditions of women living in these countries. The memoirs of 
prisoners, both men and women, exposes the systemic injustices and brutality of life under 
authoritarian rule, raising questions about morality, complicity and survival in oppressive 
environments.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 
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ABSTRACT
Iranian memoirs narrate the horri�c experiences of people in Iran during and after the Islamic 

Revolution. The memoirs are mostly written by female authors because they have endured 
brutal, physical, and psychological trauma under a highly oppressive system. They struggle to 
�nd a platform for expressing their indomitable spirit of resilience and story of survival. These 
memoirs have always served as a paradigm to the rest of the world. These can be viewed as real 
and raw testimonials for understanding Iran since the Iranian Revolution of 1979. The Revolution 
acted as a catalyst by providing the courage and energy essential for the writers to pen down the 
darkest experiences witnessed by them. Marina Nemat, an Iranian-born author and human 
rights activist, is a former prisoner of conscience. She was arrested at the age of sixteen for 
opposing the Islamic regime’s policies and sent to Evin Prison where she was inhumanly tortured. 
Her memoir titled Prisoner of Tehran: A Memoir (2007) records her lived experiences of violence 
and betrayal that shape futures, relationships and self-perception. The brutality of political and 
ideological repression and the subsequent imprisonment is re�ected in the memoir. The study 
examines the systemic injustices and brutality where basic human rights, freedom and peaceful 
co-existence is curtailed. This paper discusses how despite facing criticisms and her ideologies 
and writings being tagged as Orientalist discourse, Nemat regains her perspicacity and true self 
from the traumatic experiences by writing about it.

Key Words: Memoirs, Islamic revolution, political prisoner, physical torture,psychological trauma, 
resilience and survival.

The tormenting experiences and horrendous encounters during the period of Islamic 
Revolution, the Iran- Iraq war and also the shift of power forms the core of memoirs written by 
Iranian female writers. The period was highly challenging for women as they were silenced by the 
regime. They su�ered under a highly nocuous power and wanted the world to know how it felt 
like to live under their regime. The ideas of rebellion and liberation stirred up the minds of the 
women for a long time. But they never found a platform to let it out. The 1979 Revolution fueled 
the spark and women realized the need to be empowered. The revolution administered courage 
in them to speak against the detrimental power and let the world know about their near-death 
distressing experiences.

A tremendous advancement in the writing of memoirs by Iranian women could be traced 
since the 1979 Revolution, Prisoner of Tehran by Marina Nemot is a memoir that deals with the 
narrator’s personal experiences of political and ideological repression. The memoir narrates her 
life, before arrest inside Evin Prison and after her release. Nemat was arrested at 16 for 
questioning the policies of the Islamic regime at school. The physical and mental trauma 
endured by Nemat, her friends and other co-prisoners inside Evin Prison is brought to light 
through this memoir. The darkest and bitter truth is the violation of human rights inside the 
prison and this happens to both men and women. This was observed during the 1980s and 
continues till date. The violations of Human Rights are reported by prisoners worldwide. The 
abuse they face can be listed as physical, emotional and mental.Nemat was taken by the guards 
of the Iran Revolutionary regime from her home on January 15,1982. She was accused of being 
involved in political activities that spread ideas against the ideologies propagated by the Islamic 

government in Iran. Similar accusations were also charged upon many young students, both 
male and female, and were arrested during the same period for revolting against the Islamic 
government led by Ayatollah Khomeini.Ayatollah Khomeini, the leader of Islamic revolution, was 
also a radical cleric. His new rule and laws implemented under it have undone the laws 
implemented under the revised law: mandatory hijab for women, which was previously not 
practiced. The Islamic government made plans to exert strict control over its female population 
by making hijab mandatory for them. And intensi�ed enforcement for violations of dress code. 

Apart from the strict dress code enforced upon women; laws limiting judicial and political 
roles of women were also put in action. Strict gender segregation in public places was followed 
by law. Women were also restricted by imposing travel bans, family law reforms and restrictions 
in the workplace. They also have to su�er long years of incarceration for taking part in 
revolutionary activities. These newly enforced restrictions were strict contradictions to women’s  
freedom, empowerment and advanced upgrades on gender initiated by the Shah government. 
These were the early indications of nullifying the advancement of women who were taking 
prominent steps backwards.Nemat was born to a Russian- Iranian orthodox Christian family in 
1965. Split between her home in Tehran and summers by the Caspian Sea, she lived a peaceful 
childhood. She loved to read English books and novels and usually got it secretly from the nearby 
book store. The Islamic Revolution of 1979 disrupted her studies as her schooling was uprooted. 
Nemat noticed that the school has become a mere place for moral policing. It has been changed 
into the mouth piece of the Islamic government and started to spread their ideas among 
students. Academic activities, teaching and learning no longer happened at school. This change 
forced Nemat to question one of her teachers. Later, she even took part in a student-led protest 
at school. The Head of the school reported Nemat’s and her friends’ names to the government 
guards. She was arrested on political charges and was interrogated and imprisoned in the 
notorious Evin Prison. A death sentence was also imposed upon her.

Men and women who publicly protested against the autocracy were imprisoned by the 
Khomeini rule. They were viewed as possible threats to their power. The Khomeini rule’s power 
structure was designed in such a way that it held certain cultural and gender-based beliefs. 
Regarding women in the country. The head of these Institutions and other authorities were also 
blind followers and practitioners of these ideologies. Thus, it became far easier for the State to 
exert its control throughout the country.Imprisonment, torture and murder was the tool used by 
the highly repressive government to silence its enemies and protestors. The imprisonment takes 
place in the Evin prison located in the Evin neighborhood of Tehran in Iran. The prison was 
established in 1972 but became notorious during the Islamic revolution of 1979 as it became the 
most infamous detention facility of the Islamic Republic. Nemat could never keep herself away 
from the harsh memories of Evin even after her release. She realized that writing about the 
period could actually help her come out of the trauma:

The past was gaining on me, and I couldn’t keep it at bay; I had to face it or it would completely 
destroy my sanity. If I couldn’t forget, perhaps the solution was to remember. I began writing 
about my days in Evin-Tehran’s notorious political prison- about the torture, pain, death, and all 
the su�ering I had never been able to talk about. My memories became words and broke free 
from their induced hibernation (2).

Nemat’s only hope to overcome her fear was to write it by remembering each and every 
moment she lived inside the prison. She felt the need to share her experience in Evin; thus, her 
memories became words. Trauma is stated as an intensely painful encounter. This can be very 
hurtful that the person might not be capable of cases the victim may. Even forget about the 
event. Normal discursive language cannot be used e�ectively to discuss trauma. Whereas 

imaginative literature can be used for the same. Joshua Pederson analyses the assertions made 
by Caruth, that the victim may be unable to describe the traumatic experiences in words if the 
memories return after the incident. He asserts, “Hence her theory of trauma is a ringing 
endorsement of the testimonial power of literature” (34).Kristen L, Zalenski in an article 
postulating Judith Herman’s Trauma Theory discusses how Herman discloses “remembrance and 
mourning” to be second the stage of therapy for trauma. “In this stage, the survivor has regained 
control over her hyperarousal and will begin to tell her story of trauma and transform the 
traumatic memory so that it can be integrated into the survivor’s life story” (385).

            Nemat shares nostalgic remembrance of pre-revolutionary Iran where she lived happily 
as a child worried about no political restrictions. She juxtaposes images of two women in the 
street of Iran where one wears a fully covering attire from head to toe while the others wear a 
mini skirt and a tight T-shirt. It was the time of Shah and women need not dress according to the 
Islamic rules. Earlier, Marina could read Western novels of her choice from the book store but 
soon possession of Western novels was taken by the guards as evidence of her activities against 
the Islamic government. She was arrested and taken to Evin. “Evin had been a political prison 
since the time of Shah. The name brought fear to every heart: it equaled torture and death. Its 
many buildings were scattered across a large area north of Tehran at the foot of the Alborz 
Mountains. People never talked about Evin; it was shrouded with fearful silence” (7). The very 
thought of the prison evoked deadly fear in the people as they believed that escape from the 
walls of the prison was nearly impossible. Long hours of torturous and mind-numbing sessions 
of interrogation under the presence of male prison guards and senior interrogators were the 
most traumatic of all episodes described in the memoir. Nemat was handcu�ed both the hands 
in a single cu�, dragged to bed and fastened to the metal headboard. The soles of her feet were 
whipped with a black cable and the interrogators went on counting the lashes as if it was a bet. 
She had no secrets regarding the revolutionary agencies to tell them but still had to endure 
violent treatment. “We just needed to know more about you, and you proved to us that you’re an 
enemy of the revolution. You’re a danger to Islamic society” (35). Nemat was labelled as an enemy 
to the revolutionary government.

              Nemat was later sent to the women’s dorm in Evin 246. Every time when taken out of 
the interrogation room she was blind folded like all the fellow prisoners. On reaching the room 
she realized from her roommates that her name was marked on her forehead, which later turned 
out to be the sign for death sentence, from which she was rescued by Ali. Many of her friends 
were arrested by the police and Gita was executed for not speaking up the name of other 
revolutionaries.Nemat recalled how she lost Arash, her �rst love, as he was involved in 
revolutionary activities against the Shah. “He explained that he had been supporting the Islamic 
movement against the Shah to the best of his abilities, and he was well aware that what he was 
involved with was dangerous. He wrote that he had never been very courageous, but now he felt 
he had put fear aside, and he understood that he could lose his life for his beliefs” (84). After being 
brutally lashed, Marina felt that it might be “the line that separated life and death,” because it was 
a near death experience for her. The prison is ignominious for pathetic and inhumane conditions 
imposed on political prisoners and dissidents since 1979. Survivors of the prison reported 
systemic torture, severe overcrowding, lack of basic amenities and medical care, sexual and 
psychological abuse and much more. Food was limited and the tea was mixed with camphor 
everyday as it is believed that camphor stopped female prisoners from menstruating. This is 
done in prison because sanitary pads were expensive. Most females in the prison didn’t get their 
periods at all and those came with side e�ects including swelling of the body and depression. 

 Rape was a form of torture against females in Evin prisons. A couple of girls in the prison 
told Nemat that they were raped and threatened by the guards that if they informed anyone 

about it, they would be executed. Taraneh said that she had once heard that before executing 
girls, guards raped them, because they believed virgins went to heaven when they died. One of 
the prisoners named Sheida, twenty years old, was pregnant, but her execution had been 
postponed because it was against the laws of Islam to execute a pregnant or breastfeeding 
woman. Nemat exposes how one of the fellow prisoners named Sarah attempts to commit 
suicide. The intense emotional and physical su�ering along with a pervasive feeling of 
hopelessness has led to this incident. However, this event snatched away the last bit of hope that 
was left in her. “It was spring, and the air was light and carried the fragrance of blossoms. Life was 
going on outside the walls of Evin” (118). Fear increased day by day as executions became 
frequent in Evin.Ali appeared to be a savior for Nemat as he rescued her from being executed and 
cancelled her death sentence by using his in�uence with Ayatollah Khomeini. She still faced trial 
and continued to be in Evin. Nemat was interrogated by two guards in Evin prison named 
Hamehd and Ali. Hamehd used every opportunity he got to torture Nemat but Ali was 
sympathetic towards her. It is later revealed that Ali was in�uenced by her fearless nature and 
physical charms and was interested to marry her. In return, he asked her to marry him after 
converting to Islam leaving behind her faith in Christianity. He threatens to execute her lover 
Andre and arrest her parents when she initially refuses.

         To save her parents and Andre, Nemat had to marry Ali and convert to Islam. Even though 
Ali loved her and assures her that it was not a temporary marriage or a passing physical attraction 
and also was very considerate towards her by arranging for all basic needs and requirements, 
Nemat had no love for Ali because the marriage was not done out of a�ection but to save her 
parents and her lover, with no other choice left. She was forced to spend her time in prison as the 
secret bride to Ali, for satiating his physical desires, and had to keep it a secret from her prison 
mates. It was not less than a rape as she was forced each time to be with him. Ali never felt that it 
was a mistake on his part to never ask for Marina’s consent or take her resistance towards the act 
seriously. He wanted Marina to get used to it. For Marina it was nothing but rape. The concept of 
marital rape is not legally recognized as a crime under Iranian law. The law considers all sexual 
relations within marriage as consensual.

… He came toward me. I took a few steps back and bumped into a cabinet. Even if Iran, I 
couldn’t go for. He grabbed my arms, and his �ngers dug into my �esh

“You’re hurting me,” I said.

“Am I hurting You?”

“Yes. You’ve been hurting me since I �rst saw you. And you’ve been hurting other people, and 
you’re been hurting yourself” (196).

Vibha Yadav asserts that, “more than hundred countries across the world have made marital 
rape, an o�ence against the fairer sex” (137). She further adds the reality of how marriage is 
viewed as a license for sexual intercourse by men. “… As per this theory, a woman “belongs” to 
her father before marriage, and is her husband’s property thereafter. Since the owner of the 
property is empowered to use his property to his own needs, the question of a husband raping 
his wife does not arise” (139).

 Shadi Sadr and Shadi Amin report the reality of sexual abuses in the prisons of Iran based on 
testimonials of victims, survivors, witnesses and experts. It also analyses the parallel processes of 
authority and the heinous way in which Iranian security o�cials raped and tortured female 
prisoners those were about to face execution or forced prisoners into marriage as a barter for 
their life. Prison marriage between prison interrogators or prison o�cials and female prisoners 
were common during the 1980’s. In such cases, the consent of the woman prisoner is gained 
under threat, enforcement or harassment. “Hence these prison marriages must be treated as 

forced marriage. Any sexual relation that stemmed from such a marriage should be considered 
as rape” (95).One of the most brutal practices of all were the rape of young virgin girls. Young girls 
were raped by the guards the night before their execution. They use the religious term “siqih” to 
justify this act. It is believed that young virgin girls attain paradise after death. “Siqih”- the 
temporary marriage and rape was to take away their virginity. These actions and practices are 
fanatical and assures the male prison guards that the female prisoners would never cross their 
limits and would never take part in any anti-revolutionary practices in the future. 

The marriage of Ali and Nemat was short lived. Ali was shot to death by his enemies, Nemat 
was left injured in the accident. She was eight weeks pregnant then and lost the baby after the 
incident. Her life once again took a drastic change. Nemat felt, “Now, there was another life that 
was a�ected: an innocent child” (222). Hopes appeared again after Ali’s death. The Will left by Ali 
a few days before his death reveals the goodness in him. Ali left everything he had to be inherited 
by Nemat. He wanted his father Mr. Moosavi to help Nemat to return to her parents if he ever 
died in an accident. Nemat was released after many trials and pleas and Ali’s family helped her in 
every stage. She returned to her parents and �nally got reunited with her lover Andre. They got 
married a year later.  “I realized that although my time in Evin felt like a lifetime, it had only been 
two years, two months, and twelve days’’ (243).

The Iran-Iraq war still continued to a�ect the life of Iranian people after the revolution. Nemat 
and Andre made e�orts to escape the country but Nemat’s passport was denied in Evin. Andre 
got a teaching job at the university in Zahedan and both became parents to a boy child. Even 
after the death of Ayatollah Khomeini the reign of terror continued under the leadership of 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Finally, after many struggles Nemat was issued a passport and was 
permitted to leave the country on-paying 500,000 tomans; about 3,500 American dollars, as a 
deposit to guarantee her return. She migrated to Canada.Nemat shares the story of Zahra 
Kazemi, a Canadian, who died in Evin on July 11 2003. She was arrested in June during a student- 
led protest in Iran and was soon reported to be in a coma. Later her death was reported and due 
to external pressure, an internal investigation was made. Even though Canadian foreign a�airs 
o�cials and Kazimi’s son demanded the return of her body to Canada, she was buried in Iran. On 
March 31,2005, the horri�c details regarding Kazimi’s death were made public by Dr. Shahram 
Azam. It appeared that Zahra was brutally raped, scratched and bruised, had two broken �ngers, 
a broken nose, three broken and missing �nger nails, a skull fracture, a crushed left toe, and 
�ogged feet. Marina happened to read Zahra’s story in the newspaper and decided to �nally 
speak up the truth about Evin by not letting her fear hold her captive any longer.

Zahra’s story was known to the world just because she was a Canadian. Hundreds of 
thousands of Iranian women prisoners su�er in Evin and they are nobody to this world. Marina, 
gaining inspiration from Zahra, decides to speak up for the rest of the prisoners. Terry A. Kupers 
discusses how the equation of rape and gender works in prison. “Rape is not about sex; it is about 
power and domination. I can’t claim that insight, which many have had. But it’s true in prison, and 
in society as a whole. Men use their superior strength to objectify, abuse and dominate women. 
And in prison, those with power, on average, use their power to abuse those with less power’’ 
(433). The brutality encountered by political prisoners in Iran has no limits. Female prisoners in 
detention facilities like Evin have shown sustained resistance against the autocratic regime’s 
oppressive actions and brutality. Political protests, hunger strikes, public de�ance are all 
examples of their resistive actions. The very recent “Women, Life, Freedom” movements were also 
examples of Iranian women’s persistent struggles through which they question the mandatory 
Hijab laws, executions and gender- based violence. Their courage persists despite receiving 
brutality and injustice including torture, rape, beating and death sentences. Even though the 
narratives of the political detainees explain the complexities between the prison administrative 

system and the female prisoners, the autocratic rule of the religious masters have altered and 
disrupted the normal living conditions of women living in these countries. The memoirs of 
prisoners, both men and women, exposes the systemic injustices and brutality of life under 
authoritarian rule, raising questions about morality, complicity and survival in oppressive 
environments.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 
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ABSTRACT
Iranian memoirs narrate the horri�c experiences of people in Iran during and after the Islamic 

Revolution. The memoirs are mostly written by female authors because they have endured 
brutal, physical, and psychological trauma under a highly oppressive system. They struggle to 
�nd a platform for expressing their indomitable spirit of resilience and story of survival. These 
memoirs have always served as a paradigm to the rest of the world. These can be viewed as real 
and raw testimonials for understanding Iran since the Iranian Revolution of 1979. The Revolution 
acted as a catalyst by providing the courage and energy essential for the writers to pen down the 
darkest experiences witnessed by them. Marina Nemat, an Iranian-born author and human 
rights activist, is a former prisoner of conscience. She was arrested at the age of sixteen for 
opposing the Islamic regime’s policies and sent to Evin Prison where she was inhumanly tortured. 
Her memoir titled Prisoner of Tehran: A Memoir (2007) records her lived experiences of violence 
and betrayal that shape futures, relationships and self-perception. The brutality of political and 
ideological repression and the subsequent imprisonment is re�ected in the memoir. The study 
examines the systemic injustices and brutality where basic human rights, freedom and peaceful 
co-existence is curtailed. This paper discusses how despite facing criticisms and her ideologies 
and writings being tagged as Orientalist discourse, Nemat regains her perspicacity and true self 
from the traumatic experiences by writing about it.

Key Words: Memoirs, Islamic revolution, political prisoner, physical torture,psychological trauma, 
resilience and survival.

The tormenting experiences and horrendous encounters during the period of Islamic 
Revolution, the Iran- Iraq war and also the shift of power forms the core of memoirs written by 
Iranian female writers. The period was highly challenging for women as they were silenced by the 
regime. They su�ered under a highly nocuous power and wanted the world to know how it felt 
like to live under their regime. The ideas of rebellion and liberation stirred up the minds of the 
women for a long time. But they never found a platform to let it out. The 1979 Revolution fueled 
the spark and women realized the need to be empowered. The revolution administered courage 
in them to speak against the detrimental power and let the world know about their near-death 
distressing experiences.

A tremendous advancement in the writing of memoirs by Iranian women could be traced 
since the 1979 Revolution, Prisoner of Tehran by Marina Nemot is a memoir that deals with the 
narrator’s personal experiences of political and ideological repression. The memoir narrates her 
life, before arrest inside Evin Prison and after her release. Nemat was arrested at 16 for 
questioning the policies of the Islamic regime at school. The physical and mental trauma 
endured by Nemat, her friends and other co-prisoners inside Evin Prison is brought to light 
through this memoir. The darkest and bitter truth is the violation of human rights inside the 
prison and this happens to both men and women. This was observed during the 1980s and 
continues till date. The violations of Human Rights are reported by prisoners worldwide. The 
abuse they face can be listed as physical, emotional and mental.Nemat was taken by the guards 
of the Iran Revolutionary regime from her home on January 15,1982. She was accused of being 
involved in political activities that spread ideas against the ideologies propagated by the Islamic 

government in Iran. Similar accusations were also charged upon many young students, both 
male and female, and were arrested during the same period for revolting against the Islamic 
government led by Ayatollah Khomeini.Ayatollah Khomeini, the leader of Islamic revolution, was 
also a radical cleric. His new rule and laws implemented under it have undone the laws 
implemented under the revised law: mandatory hijab for women, which was previously not 
practiced. The Islamic government made plans to exert strict control over its female population 
by making hijab mandatory for them. And intensi�ed enforcement for violations of dress code. 

Apart from the strict dress code enforced upon women; laws limiting judicial and political 
roles of women were also put in action. Strict gender segregation in public places was followed 
by law. Women were also restricted by imposing travel bans, family law reforms and restrictions 
in the workplace. They also have to su�er long years of incarceration for taking part in 
revolutionary activities. These newly enforced restrictions were strict contradictions to women’s  
freedom, empowerment and advanced upgrades on gender initiated by the Shah government. 
These were the early indications of nullifying the advancement of women who were taking 
prominent steps backwards.Nemat was born to a Russian- Iranian orthodox Christian family in 
1965. Split between her home in Tehran and summers by the Caspian Sea, she lived a peaceful 
childhood. She loved to read English books and novels and usually got it secretly from the nearby 
book store. The Islamic Revolution of 1979 disrupted her studies as her schooling was uprooted. 
Nemat noticed that the school has become a mere place for moral policing. It has been changed 
into the mouth piece of the Islamic government and started to spread their ideas among 
students. Academic activities, teaching and learning no longer happened at school. This change 
forced Nemat to question one of her teachers. Later, she even took part in a student-led protest 
at school. The Head of the school reported Nemat’s and her friends’ names to the government 
guards. She was arrested on political charges and was interrogated and imprisoned in the 
notorious Evin Prison. A death sentence was also imposed upon her.

Men and women who publicly protested against the autocracy were imprisoned by the 
Khomeini rule. They were viewed as possible threats to their power. The Khomeini rule’s power 
structure was designed in such a way that it held certain cultural and gender-based beliefs. 
Regarding women in the country. The head of these Institutions and other authorities were also 
blind followers and practitioners of these ideologies. Thus, it became far easier for the State to 
exert its control throughout the country.Imprisonment, torture and murder was the tool used by 
the highly repressive government to silence its enemies and protestors. The imprisonment takes 
place in the Evin prison located in the Evin neighborhood of Tehran in Iran. The prison was 
established in 1972 but became notorious during the Islamic revolution of 1979 as it became the 
most infamous detention facility of the Islamic Republic. Nemat could never keep herself away 
from the harsh memories of Evin even after her release. She realized that writing about the 
period could actually help her come out of the trauma:

The past was gaining on me, and I couldn’t keep it at bay; I had to face it or it would completely 
destroy my sanity. If I couldn’t forget, perhaps the solution was to remember. I began writing 
about my days in Evin-Tehran’s notorious political prison- about the torture, pain, death, and all 
the su�ering I had never been able to talk about. My memories became words and broke free 
from their induced hibernation (2).

Nemat’s only hope to overcome her fear was to write it by remembering each and every 
moment she lived inside the prison. She felt the need to share her experience in Evin; thus, her 
memories became words. Trauma is stated as an intensely painful encounter. This can be very 
hurtful that the person might not be capable of cases the victim may. Even forget about the 
event. Normal discursive language cannot be used e�ectively to discuss trauma. Whereas 

imaginative literature can be used for the same. Joshua Pederson analyses the assertions made 
by Caruth, that the victim may be unable to describe the traumatic experiences in words if the 
memories return after the incident. He asserts, “Hence her theory of trauma is a ringing 
endorsement of the testimonial power of literature” (34).Kristen L, Zalenski in an article 
postulating Judith Herman’s Trauma Theory discusses how Herman discloses “remembrance and 
mourning” to be second the stage of therapy for trauma. “In this stage, the survivor has regained 
control over her hyperarousal and will begin to tell her story of trauma and transform the 
traumatic memory so that it can be integrated into the survivor’s life story” (385).

            Nemat shares nostalgic remembrance of pre-revolutionary Iran where she lived happily 
as a child worried about no political restrictions. She juxtaposes images of two women in the 
street of Iran where one wears a fully covering attire from head to toe while the others wear a 
mini skirt and a tight T-shirt. It was the time of Shah and women need not dress according to the 
Islamic rules. Earlier, Marina could read Western novels of her choice from the book store but 
soon possession of Western novels was taken by the guards as evidence of her activities against 
the Islamic government. She was arrested and taken to Evin. “Evin had been a political prison 
since the time of Shah. The name brought fear to every heart: it equaled torture and death. Its 
many buildings were scattered across a large area north of Tehran at the foot of the Alborz 
Mountains. People never talked about Evin; it was shrouded with fearful silence” (7). The very 
thought of the prison evoked deadly fear in the people as they believed that escape from the 
walls of the prison was nearly impossible. Long hours of torturous and mind-numbing sessions 
of interrogation under the presence of male prison guards and senior interrogators were the 
most traumatic of all episodes described in the memoir. Nemat was handcu�ed both the hands 
in a single cu�, dragged to bed and fastened to the metal headboard. The soles of her feet were 
whipped with a black cable and the interrogators went on counting the lashes as if it was a bet. 
She had no secrets regarding the revolutionary agencies to tell them but still had to endure 
violent treatment. “We just needed to know more about you, and you proved to us that you’re an 
enemy of the revolution. You’re a danger to Islamic society” (35). Nemat was labelled as an enemy 
to the revolutionary government.

              Nemat was later sent to the women’s dorm in Evin 246. Every time when taken out of 
the interrogation room she was blind folded like all the fellow prisoners. On reaching the room 
she realized from her roommates that her name was marked on her forehead, which later turned 
out to be the sign for death sentence, from which she was rescued by Ali. Many of her friends 
were arrested by the police and Gita was executed for not speaking up the name of other 
revolutionaries.Nemat recalled how she lost Arash, her �rst love, as he was involved in 
revolutionary activities against the Shah. “He explained that he had been supporting the Islamic 
movement against the Shah to the best of his abilities, and he was well aware that what he was 
involved with was dangerous. He wrote that he had never been very courageous, but now he felt 
he had put fear aside, and he understood that he could lose his life for his beliefs” (84). After being 
brutally lashed, Marina felt that it might be “the line that separated life and death,” because it was 
a near death experience for her. The prison is ignominious for pathetic and inhumane conditions 
imposed on political prisoners and dissidents since 1979. Survivors of the prison reported 
systemic torture, severe overcrowding, lack of basic amenities and medical care, sexual and 
psychological abuse and much more. Food was limited and the tea was mixed with camphor 
everyday as it is believed that camphor stopped female prisoners from menstruating. This is 
done in prison because sanitary pads were expensive. Most females in the prison didn’t get their 
periods at all and those came with side e�ects including swelling of the body and depression. 

 Rape was a form of torture against females in Evin prisons. A couple of girls in the prison 
told Nemat that they were raped and threatened by the guards that if they informed anyone 

about it, they would be executed. Taraneh said that she had once heard that before executing 
girls, guards raped them, because they believed virgins went to heaven when they died. One of 
the prisoners named Sheida, twenty years old, was pregnant, but her execution had been 
postponed because it was against the laws of Islam to execute a pregnant or breastfeeding 
woman. Nemat exposes how one of the fellow prisoners named Sarah attempts to commit 
suicide. The intense emotional and physical su�ering along with a pervasive feeling of 
hopelessness has led to this incident. However, this event snatched away the last bit of hope that 
was left in her. “It was spring, and the air was light and carried the fragrance of blossoms. Life was 
going on outside the walls of Evin” (118). Fear increased day by day as executions became 
frequent in Evin.Ali appeared to be a savior for Nemat as he rescued her from being executed and 
cancelled her death sentence by using his in�uence with Ayatollah Khomeini. She still faced trial 
and continued to be in Evin. Nemat was interrogated by two guards in Evin prison named 
Hamehd and Ali. Hamehd used every opportunity he got to torture Nemat but Ali was 
sympathetic towards her. It is later revealed that Ali was in�uenced by her fearless nature and 
physical charms and was interested to marry her. In return, he asked her to marry him after 
converting to Islam leaving behind her faith in Christianity. He threatens to execute her lover 
Andre and arrest her parents when she initially refuses.

         To save her parents and Andre, Nemat had to marry Ali and convert to Islam. Even though 
Ali loved her and assures her that it was not a temporary marriage or a passing physical attraction 
and also was very considerate towards her by arranging for all basic needs and requirements, 
Nemat had no love for Ali because the marriage was not done out of a�ection but to save her 
parents and her lover, with no other choice left. She was forced to spend her time in prison as the 
secret bride to Ali, for satiating his physical desires, and had to keep it a secret from her prison 
mates. It was not less than a rape as she was forced each time to be with him. Ali never felt that it 
was a mistake on his part to never ask for Marina’s consent or take her resistance towards the act 
seriously. He wanted Marina to get used to it. For Marina it was nothing but rape. The concept of 
marital rape is not legally recognized as a crime under Iranian law. The law considers all sexual 
relations within marriage as consensual.

… He came toward me. I took a few steps back and bumped into a cabinet. Even if Iran, I 
couldn’t go for. He grabbed my arms, and his �ngers dug into my �esh

“You’re hurting me,” I said.

“Am I hurting You?”

“Yes. You’ve been hurting me since I �rst saw you. And you’ve been hurting other people, and 
you’re been hurting yourself” (196).

Vibha Yadav asserts that, “more than hundred countries across the world have made marital 
rape, an o�ence against the fairer sex” (137). She further adds the reality of how marriage is 
viewed as a license for sexual intercourse by men. “… As per this theory, a woman “belongs” to 
her father before marriage, and is her husband’s property thereafter. Since the owner of the 
property is empowered to use his property to his own needs, the question of a husband raping 
his wife does not arise” (139).

 Shadi Sadr and Shadi Amin report the reality of sexual abuses in the prisons of Iran based on 
testimonials of victims, survivors, witnesses and experts. It also analyses the parallel processes of 
authority and the heinous way in which Iranian security o�cials raped and tortured female 
prisoners those were about to face execution or forced prisoners into marriage as a barter for 
their life. Prison marriage between prison interrogators or prison o�cials and female prisoners 
were common during the 1980’s. In such cases, the consent of the woman prisoner is gained 
under threat, enforcement or harassment. “Hence these prison marriages must be treated as 

forced marriage. Any sexual relation that stemmed from such a marriage should be considered 
as rape” (95).One of the most brutal practices of all were the rape of young virgin girls. Young girls 
were raped by the guards the night before their execution. They use the religious term “siqih” to 
justify this act. It is believed that young virgin girls attain paradise after death. “Siqih”- the 
temporary marriage and rape was to take away their virginity. These actions and practices are 
fanatical and assures the male prison guards that the female prisoners would never cross their 
limits and would never take part in any anti-revolutionary practices in the future. 

The marriage of Ali and Nemat was short lived. Ali was shot to death by his enemies, Nemat 
was left injured in the accident. She was eight weeks pregnant then and lost the baby after the 
incident. Her life once again took a drastic change. Nemat felt, “Now, there was another life that 
was a�ected: an innocent child” (222). Hopes appeared again after Ali’s death. The Will left by Ali 
a few days before his death reveals the goodness in him. Ali left everything he had to be inherited 
by Nemat. He wanted his father Mr. Moosavi to help Nemat to return to her parents if he ever 
died in an accident. Nemat was released after many trials and pleas and Ali’s family helped her in 
every stage. She returned to her parents and �nally got reunited with her lover Andre. They got 
married a year later.  “I realized that although my time in Evin felt like a lifetime, it had only been 
two years, two months, and twelve days’’ (243).

The Iran-Iraq war still continued to a�ect the life of Iranian people after the revolution. Nemat 
and Andre made e�orts to escape the country but Nemat’s passport was denied in Evin. Andre 
got a teaching job at the university in Zahedan and both became parents to a boy child. Even 
after the death of Ayatollah Khomeini the reign of terror continued under the leadership of 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Finally, after many struggles Nemat was issued a passport and was 
permitted to leave the country on-paying 500,000 tomans; about 3,500 American dollars, as a 
deposit to guarantee her return. She migrated to Canada.Nemat shares the story of Zahra 
Kazemi, a Canadian, who died in Evin on July 11 2003. She was arrested in June during a student- 
led protest in Iran and was soon reported to be in a coma. Later her death was reported and due 
to external pressure, an internal investigation was made. Even though Canadian foreign a�airs 
o�cials and Kazimi’s son demanded the return of her body to Canada, she was buried in Iran. On 
March 31,2005, the horri�c details regarding Kazimi’s death were made public by Dr. Shahram 
Azam. It appeared that Zahra was brutally raped, scratched and bruised, had two broken �ngers, 
a broken nose, three broken and missing �nger nails, a skull fracture, a crushed left toe, and 
�ogged feet. Marina happened to read Zahra’s story in the newspaper and decided to �nally 
speak up the truth about Evin by not letting her fear hold her captive any longer.

Zahra’s story was known to the world just because she was a Canadian. Hundreds of 
thousands of Iranian women prisoners su�er in Evin and they are nobody to this world. Marina, 
gaining inspiration from Zahra, decides to speak up for the rest of the prisoners. Terry A. Kupers 
discusses how the equation of rape and gender works in prison. “Rape is not about sex; it is about 
power and domination. I can’t claim that insight, which many have had. But it’s true in prison, and 
in society as a whole. Men use their superior strength to objectify, abuse and dominate women. 
And in prison, those with power, on average, use their power to abuse those with less power’’ 
(433). The brutality encountered by political prisoners in Iran has no limits. Female prisoners in 
detention facilities like Evin have shown sustained resistance against the autocratic regime’s 
oppressive actions and brutality. Political protests, hunger strikes, public de�ance are all 
examples of their resistive actions. The very recent “Women, Life, Freedom” movements were also 
examples of Iranian women’s persistent struggles through which they question the mandatory 
Hijab laws, executions and gender- based violence. Their courage persists despite receiving 
brutality and injustice including torture, rape, beating and death sentences. Even though the 
narratives of the political detainees explain the complexities between the prison administrative 

system and the female prisoners, the autocratic rule of the religious masters have altered and 
disrupted the normal living conditions of women living in these countries. The memoirs of 
prisoners, both men and women, exposes the systemic injustices and brutality of life under 
authoritarian rule, raising questions about morality, complicity and survival in oppressive 
environments.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 
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ABSTRACT
Iranian memoirs narrate the horri�c experiences of people in Iran during and after the Islamic 

Revolution. The memoirs are mostly written by female authors because they have endured 
brutal, physical, and psychological trauma under a highly oppressive system. They struggle to 
�nd a platform for expressing their indomitable spirit of resilience and story of survival. These 
memoirs have always served as a paradigm to the rest of the world. These can be viewed as real 
and raw testimonials for understanding Iran since the Iranian Revolution of 1979. The Revolution 
acted as a catalyst by providing the courage and energy essential for the writers to pen down the 
darkest experiences witnessed by them. Marina Nemat, an Iranian-born author and human 
rights activist, is a former prisoner of conscience. She was arrested at the age of sixteen for 
opposing the Islamic regime’s policies and sent to Evin Prison where she was inhumanly tortured. 
Her memoir titled Prisoner of Tehran: A Memoir (2007) records her lived experiences of violence 
and betrayal that shape futures, relationships and self-perception. The brutality of political and 
ideological repression and the subsequent imprisonment is re�ected in the memoir. The study 
examines the systemic injustices and brutality where basic human rights, freedom and peaceful 
co-existence is curtailed. This paper discusses how despite facing criticisms and her ideologies 
and writings being tagged as Orientalist discourse, Nemat regains her perspicacity and true self 
from the traumatic experiences by writing about it.

Key Words: Memoirs, Islamic revolution, political prisoner, physical torture,psychological trauma, 
resilience and survival.

The tormenting experiences and horrendous encounters during the period of Islamic 
Revolution, the Iran- Iraq war and also the shift of power forms the core of memoirs written by 
Iranian female writers. The period was highly challenging for women as they were silenced by the 
regime. They su�ered under a highly nocuous power and wanted the world to know how it felt 
like to live under their regime. The ideas of rebellion and liberation stirred up the minds of the 
women for a long time. But they never found a platform to let it out. The 1979 Revolution fueled 
the spark and women realized the need to be empowered. The revolution administered courage 
in them to speak against the detrimental power and let the world know about their near-death 
distressing experiences.

A tremendous advancement in the writing of memoirs by Iranian women could be traced 
since the 1979 Revolution, Prisoner of Tehran by Marina Nemot is a memoir that deals with the 
narrator’s personal experiences of political and ideological repression. The memoir narrates her 
life, before arrest inside Evin Prison and after her release. Nemat was arrested at 16 for 
questioning the policies of the Islamic regime at school. The physical and mental trauma 
endured by Nemat, her friends and other co-prisoners inside Evin Prison is brought to light 
through this memoir. The darkest and bitter truth is the violation of human rights inside the 
prison and this happens to both men and women. This was observed during the 1980s and 
continues till date. The violations of Human Rights are reported by prisoners worldwide. The 
abuse they face can be listed as physical, emotional and mental.Nemat was taken by the guards 
of the Iran Revolutionary regime from her home on January 15,1982. She was accused of being 
involved in political activities that spread ideas against the ideologies propagated by the Islamic 

government in Iran. Similar accusations were also charged upon many young students, both 
male and female, and were arrested during the same period for revolting against the Islamic 
government led by Ayatollah Khomeini.Ayatollah Khomeini, the leader of Islamic revolution, was 
also a radical cleric. His new rule and laws implemented under it have undone the laws 
implemented under the revised law: mandatory hijab for women, which was previously not 
practiced. The Islamic government made plans to exert strict control over its female population 
by making hijab mandatory for them. And intensi�ed enforcement for violations of dress code. 

Apart from the strict dress code enforced upon women; laws limiting judicial and political 
roles of women were also put in action. Strict gender segregation in public places was followed 
by law. Women were also restricted by imposing travel bans, family law reforms and restrictions 
in the workplace. They also have to su�er long years of incarceration for taking part in 
revolutionary activities. These newly enforced restrictions were strict contradictions to women’s  
freedom, empowerment and advanced upgrades on gender initiated by the Shah government. 
These were the early indications of nullifying the advancement of women who were taking 
prominent steps backwards.Nemat was born to a Russian- Iranian orthodox Christian family in 
1965. Split between her home in Tehran and summers by the Caspian Sea, she lived a peaceful 
childhood. She loved to read English books and novels and usually got it secretly from the nearby 
book store. The Islamic Revolution of 1979 disrupted her studies as her schooling was uprooted. 
Nemat noticed that the school has become a mere place for moral policing. It has been changed 
into the mouth piece of the Islamic government and started to spread their ideas among 
students. Academic activities, teaching and learning no longer happened at school. This change 
forced Nemat to question one of her teachers. Later, she even took part in a student-led protest 
at school. The Head of the school reported Nemat’s and her friends’ names to the government 
guards. She was arrested on political charges and was interrogated and imprisoned in the 
notorious Evin Prison. A death sentence was also imposed upon her.

Men and women who publicly protested against the autocracy were imprisoned by the 
Khomeini rule. They were viewed as possible threats to their power. The Khomeini rule’s power 
structure was designed in such a way that it held certain cultural and gender-based beliefs. 
Regarding women in the country. The head of these Institutions and other authorities were also 
blind followers and practitioners of these ideologies. Thus, it became far easier for the State to 
exert its control throughout the country.Imprisonment, torture and murder was the tool used by 
the highly repressive government to silence its enemies and protestors. The imprisonment takes 
place in the Evin prison located in the Evin neighborhood of Tehran in Iran. The prison was 
established in 1972 but became notorious during the Islamic revolution of 1979 as it became the 
most infamous detention facility of the Islamic Republic. Nemat could never keep herself away 
from the harsh memories of Evin even after her release. She realized that writing about the 
period could actually help her come out of the trauma:

The past was gaining on me, and I couldn’t keep it at bay; I had to face it or it would completely 
destroy my sanity. If I couldn’t forget, perhaps the solution was to remember. I began writing 
about my days in Evin-Tehran’s notorious political prison- about the torture, pain, death, and all 
the su�ering I had never been able to talk about. My memories became words and broke free 
from their induced hibernation (2).

Nemat’s only hope to overcome her fear was to write it by remembering each and every 
moment she lived inside the prison. She felt the need to share her experience in Evin; thus, her 
memories became words. Trauma is stated as an intensely painful encounter. This can be very 
hurtful that the person might not be capable of cases the victim may. Even forget about the 
event. Normal discursive language cannot be used e�ectively to discuss trauma. Whereas 

imaginative literature can be used for the same. Joshua Pederson analyses the assertions made 
by Caruth, that the victim may be unable to describe the traumatic experiences in words if the 
memories return after the incident. He asserts, “Hence her theory of trauma is a ringing 
endorsement of the testimonial power of literature” (34).Kristen L, Zalenski in an article 
postulating Judith Herman’s Trauma Theory discusses how Herman discloses “remembrance and 
mourning” to be second the stage of therapy for trauma. “In this stage, the survivor has regained 
control over her hyperarousal and will begin to tell her story of trauma and transform the 
traumatic memory so that it can be integrated into the survivor’s life story” (385).

            Nemat shares nostalgic remembrance of pre-revolutionary Iran where she lived happily 
as a child worried about no political restrictions. She juxtaposes images of two women in the 
street of Iran where one wears a fully covering attire from head to toe while the others wear a 
mini skirt and a tight T-shirt. It was the time of Shah and women need not dress according to the 
Islamic rules. Earlier, Marina could read Western novels of her choice from the book store but 
soon possession of Western novels was taken by the guards as evidence of her activities against 
the Islamic government. She was arrested and taken to Evin. “Evin had been a political prison 
since the time of Shah. The name brought fear to every heart: it equaled torture and death. Its 
many buildings were scattered across a large area north of Tehran at the foot of the Alborz 
Mountains. People never talked about Evin; it was shrouded with fearful silence” (7). The very 
thought of the prison evoked deadly fear in the people as they believed that escape from the 
walls of the prison was nearly impossible. Long hours of torturous and mind-numbing sessions 
of interrogation under the presence of male prison guards and senior interrogators were the 
most traumatic of all episodes described in the memoir. Nemat was handcu�ed both the hands 
in a single cu�, dragged to bed and fastened to the metal headboard. The soles of her feet were 
whipped with a black cable and the interrogators went on counting the lashes as if it was a bet. 
She had no secrets regarding the revolutionary agencies to tell them but still had to endure 
violent treatment. “We just needed to know more about you, and you proved to us that you’re an 
enemy of the revolution. You’re a danger to Islamic society” (35). Nemat was labelled as an enemy 
to the revolutionary government.

              Nemat was later sent to the women’s dorm in Evin 246. Every time when taken out of 
the interrogation room she was blind folded like all the fellow prisoners. On reaching the room 
she realized from her roommates that her name was marked on her forehead, which later turned 
out to be the sign for death sentence, from which she was rescued by Ali. Many of her friends 
were arrested by the police and Gita was executed for not speaking up the name of other 
revolutionaries.Nemat recalled how she lost Arash, her �rst love, as he was involved in 
revolutionary activities against the Shah. “He explained that he had been supporting the Islamic 
movement against the Shah to the best of his abilities, and he was well aware that what he was 
involved with was dangerous. He wrote that he had never been very courageous, but now he felt 
he had put fear aside, and he understood that he could lose his life for his beliefs” (84). After being 
brutally lashed, Marina felt that it might be “the line that separated life and death,” because it was 
a near death experience for her. The prison is ignominious for pathetic and inhumane conditions 
imposed on political prisoners and dissidents since 1979. Survivors of the prison reported 
systemic torture, severe overcrowding, lack of basic amenities and medical care, sexual and 
psychological abuse and much more. Food was limited and the tea was mixed with camphor 
everyday as it is believed that camphor stopped female prisoners from menstruating. This is 
done in prison because sanitary pads were expensive. Most females in the prison didn’t get their 
periods at all and those came with side e�ects including swelling of the body and depression. 

 Rape was a form of torture against females in Evin prisons. A couple of girls in the prison 
told Nemat that they were raped and threatened by the guards that if they informed anyone 

about it, they would be executed. Taraneh said that she had once heard that before executing 
girls, guards raped them, because they believed virgins went to heaven when they died. One of 
the prisoners named Sheida, twenty years old, was pregnant, but her execution had been 
postponed because it was against the laws of Islam to execute a pregnant or breastfeeding 
woman. Nemat exposes how one of the fellow prisoners named Sarah attempts to commit 
suicide. The intense emotional and physical su�ering along with a pervasive feeling of 
hopelessness has led to this incident. However, this event snatched away the last bit of hope that 
was left in her. “It was spring, and the air was light and carried the fragrance of blossoms. Life was 
going on outside the walls of Evin” (118). Fear increased day by day as executions became 
frequent in Evin.Ali appeared to be a savior for Nemat as he rescued her from being executed and 
cancelled her death sentence by using his in�uence with Ayatollah Khomeini. She still faced trial 
and continued to be in Evin. Nemat was interrogated by two guards in Evin prison named 
Hamehd and Ali. Hamehd used every opportunity he got to torture Nemat but Ali was 
sympathetic towards her. It is later revealed that Ali was in�uenced by her fearless nature and 
physical charms and was interested to marry her. In return, he asked her to marry him after 
converting to Islam leaving behind her faith in Christianity. He threatens to execute her lover 
Andre and arrest her parents when she initially refuses.

         To save her parents and Andre, Nemat had to marry Ali and convert to Islam. Even though 
Ali loved her and assures her that it was not a temporary marriage or a passing physical attraction 
and also was very considerate towards her by arranging for all basic needs and requirements, 
Nemat had no love for Ali because the marriage was not done out of a�ection but to save her 
parents and her lover, with no other choice left. She was forced to spend her time in prison as the 
secret bride to Ali, for satiating his physical desires, and had to keep it a secret from her prison 
mates. It was not less than a rape as she was forced each time to be with him. Ali never felt that it 
was a mistake on his part to never ask for Marina’s consent or take her resistance towards the act 
seriously. He wanted Marina to get used to it. For Marina it was nothing but rape. The concept of 
marital rape is not legally recognized as a crime under Iranian law. The law considers all sexual 
relations within marriage as consensual.

… He came toward me. I took a few steps back and bumped into a cabinet. Even if Iran, I 
couldn’t go for. He grabbed my arms, and his �ngers dug into my �esh

“You’re hurting me,” I said.

“Am I hurting You?”

“Yes. You’ve been hurting me since I �rst saw you. And you’ve been hurting other people, and 
you’re been hurting yourself” (196).

Vibha Yadav asserts that, “more than hundred countries across the world have made marital 
rape, an o�ence against the fairer sex” (137). She further adds the reality of how marriage is 
viewed as a license for sexual intercourse by men. “… As per this theory, a woman “belongs” to 
her father before marriage, and is her husband’s property thereafter. Since the owner of the 
property is empowered to use his property to his own needs, the question of a husband raping 
his wife does not arise” (139).

 Shadi Sadr and Shadi Amin report the reality of sexual abuses in the prisons of Iran based on 
testimonials of victims, survivors, witnesses and experts. It also analyses the parallel processes of 
authority and the heinous way in which Iranian security o�cials raped and tortured female 
prisoners those were about to face execution or forced prisoners into marriage as a barter for 
their life. Prison marriage between prison interrogators or prison o�cials and female prisoners 
were common during the 1980’s. In such cases, the consent of the woman prisoner is gained 
under threat, enforcement or harassment. “Hence these prison marriages must be treated as 

forced marriage. Any sexual relation that stemmed from such a marriage should be considered 
as rape” (95).One of the most brutal practices of all were the rape of young virgin girls. Young girls 
were raped by the guards the night before their execution. They use the religious term “siqih” to 
justify this act. It is believed that young virgin girls attain paradise after death. “Siqih”- the 
temporary marriage and rape was to take away their virginity. These actions and practices are 
fanatical and assures the male prison guards that the female prisoners would never cross their 
limits and would never take part in any anti-revolutionary practices in the future. 

The marriage of Ali and Nemat was short lived. Ali was shot to death by his enemies, Nemat 
was left injured in the accident. She was eight weeks pregnant then and lost the baby after the 
incident. Her life once again took a drastic change. Nemat felt, “Now, there was another life that 
was a�ected: an innocent child” (222). Hopes appeared again after Ali’s death. The Will left by Ali 
a few days before his death reveals the goodness in him. Ali left everything he had to be inherited 
by Nemat. He wanted his father Mr. Moosavi to help Nemat to return to her parents if he ever 
died in an accident. Nemat was released after many trials and pleas and Ali’s family helped her in 
every stage. She returned to her parents and �nally got reunited with her lover Andre. They got 
married a year later.  “I realized that although my time in Evin felt like a lifetime, it had only been 
two years, two months, and twelve days’’ (243).

The Iran-Iraq war still continued to a�ect the life of Iranian people after the revolution. Nemat 
and Andre made e�orts to escape the country but Nemat’s passport was denied in Evin. Andre 
got a teaching job at the university in Zahedan and both became parents to a boy child. Even 
after the death of Ayatollah Khomeini the reign of terror continued under the leadership of 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Finally, after many struggles Nemat was issued a passport and was 
permitted to leave the country on-paying 500,000 tomans; about 3,500 American dollars, as a 
deposit to guarantee her return. She migrated to Canada.Nemat shares the story of Zahra 
Kazemi, a Canadian, who died in Evin on July 11 2003. She was arrested in June during a student- 
led protest in Iran and was soon reported to be in a coma. Later her death was reported and due 
to external pressure, an internal investigation was made. Even though Canadian foreign a�airs 
o�cials and Kazimi’s son demanded the return of her body to Canada, she was buried in Iran. On 
March 31,2005, the horri�c details regarding Kazimi’s death were made public by Dr. Shahram 
Azam. It appeared that Zahra was brutally raped, scratched and bruised, had two broken �ngers, 
a broken nose, three broken and missing �nger nails, a skull fracture, a crushed left toe, and 
�ogged feet. Marina happened to read Zahra’s story in the newspaper and decided to �nally 
speak up the truth about Evin by not letting her fear hold her captive any longer.

Zahra’s story was known to the world just because she was a Canadian. Hundreds of 
thousands of Iranian women prisoners su�er in Evin and they are nobody to this world. Marina, 
gaining inspiration from Zahra, decides to speak up for the rest of the prisoners. Terry A. Kupers 
discusses how the equation of rape and gender works in prison. “Rape is not about sex; it is about 
power and domination. I can’t claim that insight, which many have had. But it’s true in prison, and 
in society as a whole. Men use their superior strength to objectify, abuse and dominate women. 
And in prison, those with power, on average, use their power to abuse those with less power’’ 
(433). The brutality encountered by political prisoners in Iran has no limits. Female prisoners in 
detention facilities like Evin have shown sustained resistance against the autocratic regime’s 
oppressive actions and brutality. Political protests, hunger strikes, public de�ance are all 
examples of their resistive actions. The very recent “Women, Life, Freedom” movements were also 
examples of Iranian women’s persistent struggles through which they question the mandatory 
Hijab laws, executions and gender- based violence. Their courage persists despite receiving 
brutality and injustice including torture, rape, beating and death sentences. Even though the 
narratives of the political detainees explain the complexities between the prison administrative 

system and the female prisoners, the autocratic rule of the religious masters have altered and 
disrupted the normal living conditions of women living in these countries. The memoirs of 
prisoners, both men and women, exposes the systemic injustices and brutality of life under 
authoritarian rule, raising questions about morality, complicity and survival in oppressive 
environments.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 
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ABSTRACT
Iranian memoirs narrate the horri�c experiences of people in Iran during and after the Islamic 

Revolution. The memoirs are mostly written by female authors because they have endured 
brutal, physical, and psychological trauma under a highly oppressive system. They struggle to 
�nd a platform for expressing their indomitable spirit of resilience and story of survival. These 
memoirs have always served as a paradigm to the rest of the world. These can be viewed as real 
and raw testimonials for understanding Iran since the Iranian Revolution of 1979. The Revolution 
acted as a catalyst by providing the courage and energy essential for the writers to pen down the 
darkest experiences witnessed by them. Marina Nemat, an Iranian-born author and human 
rights activist, is a former prisoner of conscience. She was arrested at the age of sixteen for 
opposing the Islamic regime’s policies and sent to Evin Prison where she was inhumanly tortured. 
Her memoir titled Prisoner of Tehran: A Memoir (2007) records her lived experiences of violence 
and betrayal that shape futures, relationships and self-perception. The brutality of political and 
ideological repression and the subsequent imprisonment is re�ected in the memoir. The study 
examines the systemic injustices and brutality where basic human rights, freedom and peaceful 
co-existence is curtailed. This paper discusses how despite facing criticisms and her ideologies 
and writings being tagged as Orientalist discourse, Nemat regains her perspicacity and true self 
from the traumatic experiences by writing about it.

Key Words: Memoirs, Islamic revolution, political prisoner, physical torture,psychological trauma, 
resilience and survival.

The tormenting experiences and horrendous encounters during the period of Islamic 
Revolution, the Iran- Iraq war and also the shift of power forms the core of memoirs written by 
Iranian female writers. The period was highly challenging for women as they were silenced by the 
regime. They su�ered under a highly nocuous power and wanted the world to know how it felt 
like to live under their regime. The ideas of rebellion and liberation stirred up the minds of the 
women for a long time. But they never found a platform to let it out. The 1979 Revolution fueled 
the spark and women realized the need to be empowered. The revolution administered courage 
in them to speak against the detrimental power and let the world know about their near-death 
distressing experiences.

A tremendous advancement in the writing of memoirs by Iranian women could be traced 
since the 1979 Revolution, Prisoner of Tehran by Marina Nemot is a memoir that deals with the 
narrator’s personal experiences of political and ideological repression. The memoir narrates her 
life, before arrest inside Evin Prison and after her release. Nemat was arrested at 16 for 
questioning the policies of the Islamic regime at school. The physical and mental trauma 
endured by Nemat, her friends and other co-prisoners inside Evin Prison is brought to light 
through this memoir. The darkest and bitter truth is the violation of human rights inside the 
prison and this happens to both men and women. This was observed during the 1980s and 
continues till date. The violations of Human Rights are reported by prisoners worldwide. The 
abuse they face can be listed as physical, emotional and mental.Nemat was taken by the guards 
of the Iran Revolutionary regime from her home on January 15,1982. She was accused of being 
involved in political activities that spread ideas against the ideologies propagated by the Islamic 

government in Iran. Similar accusations were also charged upon many young students, both 
male and female, and were arrested during the same period for revolting against the Islamic 
government led by Ayatollah Khomeini.Ayatollah Khomeini, the leader of Islamic revolution, was 
also a radical cleric. His new rule and laws implemented under it have undone the laws 
implemented under the revised law: mandatory hijab for women, which was previously not 
practiced. The Islamic government made plans to exert strict control over its female population 
by making hijab mandatory for them. And intensi�ed enforcement for violations of dress code. 

Apart from the strict dress code enforced upon women; laws limiting judicial and political 
roles of women were also put in action. Strict gender segregation in public places was followed 
by law. Women were also restricted by imposing travel bans, family law reforms and restrictions 
in the workplace. They also have to su�er long years of incarceration for taking part in 
revolutionary activities. These newly enforced restrictions were strict contradictions to women’s  
freedom, empowerment and advanced upgrades on gender initiated by the Shah government. 
These were the early indications of nullifying the advancement of women who were taking 
prominent steps backwards.Nemat was born to a Russian- Iranian orthodox Christian family in 
1965. Split between her home in Tehran and summers by the Caspian Sea, she lived a peaceful 
childhood. She loved to read English books and novels and usually got it secretly from the nearby 
book store. The Islamic Revolution of 1979 disrupted her studies as her schooling was uprooted. 
Nemat noticed that the school has become a mere place for moral policing. It has been changed 
into the mouth piece of the Islamic government and started to spread their ideas among 
students. Academic activities, teaching and learning no longer happened at school. This change 
forced Nemat to question one of her teachers. Later, she even took part in a student-led protest 
at school. The Head of the school reported Nemat’s and her friends’ names to the government 
guards. She was arrested on political charges and was interrogated and imprisoned in the 
notorious Evin Prison. A death sentence was also imposed upon her.

Men and women who publicly protested against the autocracy were imprisoned by the 
Khomeini rule. They were viewed as possible threats to their power. The Khomeini rule’s power 
structure was designed in such a way that it held certain cultural and gender-based beliefs. 
Regarding women in the country. The head of these Institutions and other authorities were also 
blind followers and practitioners of these ideologies. Thus, it became far easier for the State to 
exert its control throughout the country.Imprisonment, torture and murder was the tool used by 
the highly repressive government to silence its enemies and protestors. The imprisonment takes 
place in the Evin prison located in the Evin neighborhood of Tehran in Iran. The prison was 
established in 1972 but became notorious during the Islamic revolution of 1979 as it became the 
most infamous detention facility of the Islamic Republic. Nemat could never keep herself away 
from the harsh memories of Evin even after her release. She realized that writing about the 
period could actually help her come out of the trauma:

The past was gaining on me, and I couldn’t keep it at bay; I had to face it or it would completely 
destroy my sanity. If I couldn’t forget, perhaps the solution was to remember. I began writing 
about my days in Evin-Tehran’s notorious political prison- about the torture, pain, death, and all 
the su�ering I had never been able to talk about. My memories became words and broke free 
from their induced hibernation (2).

Nemat’s only hope to overcome her fear was to write it by remembering each and every 
moment she lived inside the prison. She felt the need to share her experience in Evin; thus, her 
memories became words. Trauma is stated as an intensely painful encounter. This can be very 
hurtful that the person might not be capable of cases the victim may. Even forget about the 
event. Normal discursive language cannot be used e�ectively to discuss trauma. Whereas 

imaginative literature can be used for the same. Joshua Pederson analyses the assertions made 
by Caruth, that the victim may be unable to describe the traumatic experiences in words if the 
memories return after the incident. He asserts, “Hence her theory of trauma is a ringing 
endorsement of the testimonial power of literature” (34).Kristen L, Zalenski in an article 
postulating Judith Herman’s Trauma Theory discusses how Herman discloses “remembrance and 
mourning” to be second the stage of therapy for trauma. “In this stage, the survivor has regained 
control over her hyperarousal and will begin to tell her story of trauma and transform the 
traumatic memory so that it can be integrated into the survivor’s life story” (385).

            Nemat shares nostalgic remembrance of pre-revolutionary Iran where she lived happily 
as a child worried about no political restrictions. She juxtaposes images of two women in the 
street of Iran where one wears a fully covering attire from head to toe while the others wear a 
mini skirt and a tight T-shirt. It was the time of Shah and women need not dress according to the 
Islamic rules. Earlier, Marina could read Western novels of her choice from the book store but 
soon possession of Western novels was taken by the guards as evidence of her activities against 
the Islamic government. She was arrested and taken to Evin. “Evin had been a political prison 
since the time of Shah. The name brought fear to every heart: it equaled torture and death. Its 
many buildings were scattered across a large area north of Tehran at the foot of the Alborz 
Mountains. People never talked about Evin; it was shrouded with fearful silence” (7). The very 
thought of the prison evoked deadly fear in the people as they believed that escape from the 
walls of the prison was nearly impossible. Long hours of torturous and mind-numbing sessions 
of interrogation under the presence of male prison guards and senior interrogators were the 
most traumatic of all episodes described in the memoir. Nemat was handcu�ed both the hands 
in a single cu�, dragged to bed and fastened to the metal headboard. The soles of her feet were 
whipped with a black cable and the interrogators went on counting the lashes as if it was a bet. 
She had no secrets regarding the revolutionary agencies to tell them but still had to endure 
violent treatment. “We just needed to know more about you, and you proved to us that you’re an 
enemy of the revolution. You’re a danger to Islamic society” (35). Nemat was labelled as an enemy 
to the revolutionary government.

              Nemat was later sent to the women’s dorm in Evin 246. Every time when taken out of 
the interrogation room she was blind folded like all the fellow prisoners. On reaching the room 
she realized from her roommates that her name was marked on her forehead, which later turned 
out to be the sign for death sentence, from which she was rescued by Ali. Many of her friends 
were arrested by the police and Gita was executed for not speaking up the name of other 
revolutionaries.Nemat recalled how she lost Arash, her �rst love, as he was involved in 
revolutionary activities against the Shah. “He explained that he had been supporting the Islamic 
movement against the Shah to the best of his abilities, and he was well aware that what he was 
involved with was dangerous. He wrote that he had never been very courageous, but now he felt 
he had put fear aside, and he understood that he could lose his life for his beliefs” (84). After being 
brutally lashed, Marina felt that it might be “the line that separated life and death,” because it was 
a near death experience for her. The prison is ignominious for pathetic and inhumane conditions 
imposed on political prisoners and dissidents since 1979. Survivors of the prison reported 
systemic torture, severe overcrowding, lack of basic amenities and medical care, sexual and 
psychological abuse and much more. Food was limited and the tea was mixed with camphor 
everyday as it is believed that camphor stopped female prisoners from menstruating. This is 
done in prison because sanitary pads were expensive. Most females in the prison didn’t get their 
periods at all and those came with side e�ects including swelling of the body and depression. 

 Rape was a form of torture against females in Evin prisons. A couple of girls in the prison 
told Nemat that they were raped and threatened by the guards that if they informed anyone 

about it, they would be executed. Taraneh said that she had once heard that before executing 
girls, guards raped them, because they believed virgins went to heaven when they died. One of 
the prisoners named Sheida, twenty years old, was pregnant, but her execution had been 
postponed because it was against the laws of Islam to execute a pregnant or breastfeeding 
woman. Nemat exposes how one of the fellow prisoners named Sarah attempts to commit 
suicide. The intense emotional and physical su�ering along with a pervasive feeling of 
hopelessness has led to this incident. However, this event snatched away the last bit of hope that 
was left in her. “It was spring, and the air was light and carried the fragrance of blossoms. Life was 
going on outside the walls of Evin” (118). Fear increased day by day as executions became 
frequent in Evin.Ali appeared to be a savior for Nemat as he rescued her from being executed and 
cancelled her death sentence by using his in�uence with Ayatollah Khomeini. She still faced trial 
and continued to be in Evin. Nemat was interrogated by two guards in Evin prison named 
Hamehd and Ali. Hamehd used every opportunity he got to torture Nemat but Ali was 
sympathetic towards her. It is later revealed that Ali was in�uenced by her fearless nature and 
physical charms and was interested to marry her. In return, he asked her to marry him after 
converting to Islam leaving behind her faith in Christianity. He threatens to execute her lover 
Andre and arrest her parents when she initially refuses.

         To save her parents and Andre, Nemat had to marry Ali and convert to Islam. Even though 
Ali loved her and assures her that it was not a temporary marriage or a passing physical attraction 
and also was very considerate towards her by arranging for all basic needs and requirements, 
Nemat had no love for Ali because the marriage was not done out of a�ection but to save her 
parents and her lover, with no other choice left. She was forced to spend her time in prison as the 
secret bride to Ali, for satiating his physical desires, and had to keep it a secret from her prison 
mates. It was not less than a rape as she was forced each time to be with him. Ali never felt that it 
was a mistake on his part to never ask for Marina’s consent or take her resistance towards the act 
seriously. He wanted Marina to get used to it. For Marina it was nothing but rape. The concept of 
marital rape is not legally recognized as a crime under Iranian law. The law considers all sexual 
relations within marriage as consensual.

… He came toward me. I took a few steps back and bumped into a cabinet. Even if Iran, I 
couldn’t go for. He grabbed my arms, and his �ngers dug into my �esh

“You’re hurting me,” I said.

“Am I hurting You?”

“Yes. You’ve been hurting me since I �rst saw you. And you’ve been hurting other people, and 
you’re been hurting yourself” (196).

Vibha Yadav asserts that, “more than hundred countries across the world have made marital 
rape, an o�ence against the fairer sex” (137). She further adds the reality of how marriage is 
viewed as a license for sexual intercourse by men. “… As per this theory, a woman “belongs” to 
her father before marriage, and is her husband’s property thereafter. Since the owner of the 
property is empowered to use his property to his own needs, the question of a husband raping 
his wife does not arise” (139).

 Shadi Sadr and Shadi Amin report the reality of sexual abuses in the prisons of Iran based on 
testimonials of victims, survivors, witnesses and experts. It also analyses the parallel processes of 
authority and the heinous way in which Iranian security o�cials raped and tortured female 
prisoners those were about to face execution or forced prisoners into marriage as a barter for 
their life. Prison marriage between prison interrogators or prison o�cials and female prisoners 
were common during the 1980’s. In such cases, the consent of the woman prisoner is gained 
under threat, enforcement or harassment. “Hence these prison marriages must be treated as 

forced marriage. Any sexual relation that stemmed from such a marriage should be considered 
as rape” (95).One of the most brutal practices of all were the rape of young virgin girls. Young girls 
were raped by the guards the night before their execution. They use the religious term “siqih” to 
justify this act. It is believed that young virgin girls attain paradise after death. “Siqih”- the 
temporary marriage and rape was to take away their virginity. These actions and practices are 
fanatical and assures the male prison guards that the female prisoners would never cross their 
limits and would never take part in any anti-revolutionary practices in the future. 

The marriage of Ali and Nemat was short lived. Ali was shot to death by his enemies, Nemat 
was left injured in the accident. She was eight weeks pregnant then and lost the baby after the 
incident. Her life once again took a drastic change. Nemat felt, “Now, there was another life that 
was a�ected: an innocent child” (222). Hopes appeared again after Ali’s death. The Will left by Ali 
a few days before his death reveals the goodness in him. Ali left everything he had to be inherited 
by Nemat. He wanted his father Mr. Moosavi to help Nemat to return to her parents if he ever 
died in an accident. Nemat was released after many trials and pleas and Ali’s family helped her in 
every stage. She returned to her parents and �nally got reunited with her lover Andre. They got 
married a year later.  “I realized that although my time in Evin felt like a lifetime, it had only been 
two years, two months, and twelve days’’ (243).

The Iran-Iraq war still continued to a�ect the life of Iranian people after the revolution. Nemat 
and Andre made e�orts to escape the country but Nemat’s passport was denied in Evin. Andre 
got a teaching job at the university in Zahedan and both became parents to a boy child. Even 
after the death of Ayatollah Khomeini the reign of terror continued under the leadership of 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Finally, after many struggles Nemat was issued a passport and was 
permitted to leave the country on-paying 500,000 tomans; about 3,500 American dollars, as a 
deposit to guarantee her return. She migrated to Canada.Nemat shares the story of Zahra 
Kazemi, a Canadian, who died in Evin on July 11 2003. She was arrested in June during a student- 
led protest in Iran and was soon reported to be in a coma. Later her death was reported and due 
to external pressure, an internal investigation was made. Even though Canadian foreign a�airs 
o�cials and Kazimi’s son demanded the return of her body to Canada, she was buried in Iran. On 
March 31,2005, the horri�c details regarding Kazimi’s death were made public by Dr. Shahram 
Azam. It appeared that Zahra was brutally raped, scratched and bruised, had two broken �ngers, 
a broken nose, three broken and missing �nger nails, a skull fracture, a crushed left toe, and 
�ogged feet. Marina happened to read Zahra’s story in the newspaper and decided to �nally 
speak up the truth about Evin by not letting her fear hold her captive any longer.

Zahra’s story was known to the world just because she was a Canadian. Hundreds of 
thousands of Iranian women prisoners su�er in Evin and they are nobody to this world. Marina, 
gaining inspiration from Zahra, decides to speak up for the rest of the prisoners. Terry A. Kupers 
discusses how the equation of rape and gender works in prison. “Rape is not about sex; it is about 
power and domination. I can’t claim that insight, which many have had. But it’s true in prison, and 
in society as a whole. Men use their superior strength to objectify, abuse and dominate women. 
And in prison, those with power, on average, use their power to abuse those with less power’’ 
(433). The brutality encountered by political prisoners in Iran has no limits. Female prisoners in 
detention facilities like Evin have shown sustained resistance against the autocratic regime’s 
oppressive actions and brutality. Political protests, hunger strikes, public de�ance are all 
examples of their resistive actions. The very recent “Women, Life, Freedom” movements were also 
examples of Iranian women’s persistent struggles through which they question the mandatory 
Hijab laws, executions and gender- based violence. Their courage persists despite receiving 
brutality and injustice including torture, rape, beating and death sentences. Even though the 
narratives of the political detainees explain the complexities between the prison administrative 

system and the female prisoners, the autocratic rule of the religious masters have altered and 
disrupted the normal living conditions of women living in these countries. The memoirs of 
prisoners, both men and women, exposes the systemic injustices and brutality of life under 
authoritarian rule, raising questions about morality, complicity and survival in oppressive 
environments.
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caste. An ecofeminist reading reveals that the �lm not only critiques caste oppression but also 
highlights the parallel exploitation of ecological spaces and women. The natural landscape and 
the female body are both depicted as sites for control and domination.The paper also utilizes the 
theory of intersectionality, a concept introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which refers to the 
interaction and cumulative e�ects of multiple forms of discrimination that shape an individual’s 
life. As Crenshaw argues, "Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in 
fact, it is frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with 
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment" (Crenshaw 
1249). Thus, systems of oppression do not operate independently but intersect in complex ways. 
This framework is particularly relevant to Papilio Buddha, where gender, class, and caste intersect 
to sustain the marginalisation of communities. The �lm demonstrates that these structures of 
inequality are interconnected, with individuals experiencing layered forms of oppression rather 
than a single, isolated form of discrimination. 

Thus, the concepts of ecofeminism and intersectionality operate together in Papilio Buddha, 
contributing to the marginalisation of both nature and the indigenous people of Meppara. These 
forms of oppression are interconnected and function simultaneously, resulting in the 
exploitation and dispossession of both ecological spaces and marginalised communities. The 
character of Manjushree in the �lm can be understood as one of the victims of these intersecting 
structures of power, including patriarchal domination, caste-based marginalisation, and the 
systemic displacement of indigenous populations.The �lm begins with a variety of visual 
sequences of the lush landscape of Wayanad, a tool that Cherian uses to establish the ecological 
narrative as central to the text. This is followed by Shankaran, the protagonist carrying a dead 
peacock from a bushy area to the top of a mountain and lying beside it. The dead peacock thus 
turns into a visual representation of the ecological degradation which is prevalent not just in the 
�ctional place Meppara but also around the world. The visual of the peacock feathers resting on 
Shankaran’s face adds on a layer of intimate connection between nature and individual.

To understand how the female characters in the movie are exploited, it is important to analyse 
the di�erent ways in which violence targets both indigenous women and the natural 
environment, and how these two threads run side by side. Cherian visually juxtaposes shots of 
degraded hills and landscapes with moments of explicit violence against women. In one such 
sequence, images of environmental degradation are immediately followed by police raiding two 
indigenous women. The police o�cers do not hold back, instead they humiliate the women with 
language loaded with sexual threats. This incident is not just a dramatic choice of Cherian but a 
key to ecofeminism. The �lm leans into an ecofeminist stance, showing that patriarchal power 
doesn’t just dominate nature or women in isolation. It ties the two together, so the ruined 
landscape and the abused bodies both end up as sites of control and exploitation.

 The character of Manjushree o�ers a signi�cant example of gendered oppression within the 
�lm. As a woman who earns a living by driving an auto-rickshaw, she openly de�es traditional 
gender roles, this results in hostility from male drivers.  A targeted campaign of sexualized verbal 
abuse similar to the earlier treatment of indigenous women follows. However, she refuses to be 
a passive subaltern; she actively resists the aggressors by confronting one of the men. Her 
realisation becomes explicit when she tells Shankaran, “I thought his problem was me being an 
auto driver. Now I realize, it is because I am a girl” (35:16–35:20). This moment highlights how her 
identity as a woman becomes the basis of her marginalisation.When Manjusree shares her 
experience of harassment to Shankaran, he responds by reducing it to her body, aiming to say 
that such attention is inevitable because of her physicality. This response reveals how the female 
body is seen as something to be desired, used and consumed rather than respected. Manjusree 
does not hold back her anger at such kind of objecti�cation. The entitlement and tone of 

consumption that the male �gures in the �lm embody re�ect a larger pattern, where nature too 
is considered as something to be taken, used and controlled. The female body and environment 
are exploited without consent.

Further, outsiders who claim to support indigenous struggles often view the landscape 
merely as a site of visual beauty to be captured through the camera, reducing nature to an object 
of aesthetic pleasure. In a similar way, Manjusree and the other indigenous women are subjected 
to the patriarchal gaze, where they are viewed as objects for voyeuristic pleasure. This parallel 
becomes striking in the scene where an earth moving machine removes the last tree from a hill, 
symbolising the violent stripping of the environment. Just as how the environment is valued 
only for its resources and beauty before being stripped of its dignity, women too are stripped 
away of all their identity and dignity.The brutal gang rape of Manjusree within the bushy fringes 
of the forest serves as the �lm’s most visceral metaphor for the dual exploitation of nature and 
the marginalized body. By staging this assault in a natural space that has been rendered 
‘unprotected’ by the state, Cherian establishes a direct parallel between the desecration of the 
topography and the violation of the female subject. The act of the attackers urinating upon her 
is particularly signi�cant; it functions as an act of abjection, reducing the woman to the status of 
‘waste’ or ‘dirt’ in the same way that the industrial-patriarchal state treats the landscape as a site 
for toxic disposal and extraction.

Cherian utilizes the image of a tribal pregnant woman being brutalized to illustrate the 
intersectional vulnerability of the displaced subject. As the woman intervenes to prevent the 
extrajudicial ‘dragging’ of her husband into a police vehicle, the o�cer’s boot to her stomach 
symbolizes the patriarchal State’s desire to abort the resistance movement itself. Within an 
ecofeminist framework, the bleeding of the pregnant mother mirrors the ‘bleeding’ of the 
Wayanad soil; both the maternal body and the earth are treated as sites of extraction and 
disposal. The police o�cer’s violence highlights a chilling reality: in the eyes of the hegemony, 
the indigenous womb is a threat that must be disciplined, while the indigenous man is a criminal 
for demanding his right to the soil. Ultimately, the ecofeminist trajectory of Papilio Buddha 
establishes the idea that the degradation of the Meppara landscape and the systemic violation 
of female bodies are two branches of the same patriarchal tree. By visually putting together the 
excavation of the hills and capturing the Dalit land with the sexualized disenfranchisement of 
indigenous women, Cherian argues that the state’s developmental agenda is essentially for 
extracting the fertility of the earth and the autonomy of women. The �lm suggests that the rape 
of the land and the rape of the woman are part of a singular, phallocentric logic of conquest.  

Intersectionality is another important theoretical framework that can be traced throughout 
the �lm. Although Kimberlé Crenshaw primarily developed this concept in relation to African 
American women, it is equally relevant in understanding the experiences of indigenous 
communities in Papilio Buddha. Intersectionality highlights how multiple forms of oppression 
operate together rather than separately. As Britannica notes, “Crenshaw introduced the concept 
to address experiences of oppression that could not be adequately understood as the result of 
ordinary patterns of discrimination” (August Samie). In the �lm, caste, gender, ethnicity, and class 
collectively contribute to the marginalisation of individuals and communities. The experiences of 
Manjushree, as discussed earlier, demonstrate how indigenous women are not oppressed solely 
on the basis of gender but through multiple, overlapping factors. While she faces harassment as 
a woman, her marginalised social background and economic condition further intensify her 
vulnerability, “the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If … the 
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is more deeply in the 
shadow’’ (Spivak, 2013). Class, in particular, plays a signi�cant role in shaping her lived reality. Her 
economic circumstances compel her to take up work as an auto-rickshaw driver, a profession 

dominated by men, where she continues to face hostility and discrimination. “I want to make a 
living too. I am struggling to run that school. They all want to have me” (35:21 – 35:29) is what she 
says to Shankaran.

Being a Pulaya woman becomes yet another reason for marginalisation in the �lm. “Gender 
relations are circuitous in a subaltern community with women double oppressed and occupying 
liminal spaces within the caste-entrenched patriarchal society.” (Raj et al. 10) In the �lm 
Manjusree is subjected to the voyeuristic gaze of male auto drivers, not just because she is a 
woman but also because she belongs to a marginalised caste. Her body is considered as 
accessible within this social hierarchy. The brutal rape in�icted upon her and the denial of justice 
highlights how caste intensi�es gendered oppression.Ethnicity functions a major role in 
intersectional Marginalisation within the �lm. Because the residents of Meppara are ethnically 
and culturally distinct from the dominant state apparatus, the land rights activism is frequently 
re-coded as terrorism and insurgency. This is evident in the dialogue by a politician: “The Dalits of 
Meppara has put the government in crisis” (1:25:26- 1:25:28). This reframing enables the state to 
impose a criminalizing gaze, where the simple act of inhabiting ancestral land is transformed 
into trespassing state-controlled forest spaces. Cherian argues that this erasure is deliberate, “In 
Papilio Buddha, we captured visually the horror of this ecocide in a region where Adivasis and the 
Dalit population were leading an environmentally-friendly life. These were people whose living 
depended on the forest” (Misrahi-Barak and Thiara 6). By portraying these lives as inherently 
disposable, the state ensures that “The state-sanctioned deforestation and ecocide go hand in 
hand with the genocide of the people who were displaced from their habitat” (Misrahi-Barak and 
Thiara 6). Thus, ethnicity is not a simple axis in intersectionality but as a speci�c site in which the 
state enacts its dual destruction of human life and environmental heritage.

The Postcolonial dimension adds yet another layer to the already existing intersectional 
framework. In a scene, Shankaran is seen attempting to capture a rare butter�y for a foreign 
researcher, which underlines the commodi�cation of nature. The act of taking a butter�y which 
is endemic to Western Ghats points to the colonial practice of appropriating indigenous 
biodiversity and knowledge for the bene�t of outside systems of power. For the foreign 
researcher the Meppara land is not valued for what it means to the people who live within it but 
for the resources that he can capture away from the place to bene�t the foreign knowledge 
system. This is what Rob Nixon identi�es as slow violence — harm that is "dispersed across space 
and time," where “casualties are deferred across generations and the agents of destruction 
remain di�cult to name” (Nixon 14). The harmful e�ects of capturing an endemic species can 
only be understood later as time passes. The researcher’s gaze over Meppara land replicates the 
colonial surveyor’s gaze.This extractive behaviour has a historical root in Wayanad. Colonial 
forest policies systematically displaced the indigenous communities from their land, 
reclassifying their ancestral lands as state-controlled reserves. The state’s present-day 
criminalisation of Dalit-rights movements is not a new one but a continuation of the old colonial 
one that frames demand for ancestral land as terrorism. This dimension deepens Crenshaw’s 
concept of intersectionality. Nixon notes that such violence haunts the lives of those 
"immiserated, abandoned, and humiliated by authoritarian rule and by a purportedly 
postcolonial new world order," where slow violence "coupled with direct repression, can ignite 
tensions, creating �ashpoints of desperation" (Nixon 29). This is precisely what Papilio Buddha 
shows, the Dalit- Adivasi communities of Meppara are not just marginalised by one aspect but 
are entrapped in a loop of marginalising factors.

Consequently, an intersectional approach shows that the oppression in Papilio Buddha is not 
singular but a systemic one. The �lm shows how caste hierarchy, colonial extraction, gendered 
objecti�cation, economic marginalisation, and ethnic othering work together to render the 

Dalit-Adivasi subject expendable. By tracing how these forces converge upon the lives of the 
people of Meppara, Jayan Cherian challenges the idea of oppression as a singular or uniform 
experience. Instead, the �lm demonstrates that the state’s criminalising gaze operates through 
the intersection of these multiple forms of marginality. Consequently, the resistance depicted in 
the �lm moves from mere land-rights activism to a radical ontological shift toward 
Ambedkarite-Buddhism. This is a profound recognition that one cannot dismantle the ecocide of 
the Western Ghats without simultaneously dismantling the intersectional power structures that 
facilitate it. The �lm suggests that the ecological destruction of the Western Ghats cannot be 
addressed without also confronting the social and political systems that sustain it.

In conclusion, Papilio Buddha serves as a powerful articulation of both ecofeminist and 
intersectional concerns. The �nal sequence acts as a striking realisation of how the system of 
power prioritises capital over the marginalised and the natural environment. Cherian choice of a 
silent tone as the residents of Meppara succumb to state power is a profound cinematic 
mourning. As the displaced trek through the lush jungle and emerge into the stark, degraded 
landscapes scarred by the dominant system, the �lm visually maps the transition from organic 
belonging to industrial alienation.From an ecofeminist perspective, this forced exodus signi�es 
the breaking of the deep connection between body and land, where the su�ering of the people 
parallels the degradation of the environment. At the same time, an intersectional reading reveals 
how the Dalit-Adivasi community is rendered expendable within structures of caste, class, and 
state power. The fragile Papilio Buddha butter�y, once a symbol of ecological richness, becomes 
a metaphor for the precarious existence of both nature and marginalised lives under such 
systems. The �lm ultimately suggests that the destruction of the Western Ghats is not merely an 
ecological crisis, but also a social one, involving the systematic displacement of those who have 
historically lived in harmony with the land. In its �nal moments, the �lm leaves the viewer with a 
stark realisation: without meaningful resistance to these intersecting structures of power, both 
the environment and the communities that depend on it face an uncertain and diminished 
future.
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ABSTRACT
This paper discusses Jayan Cherian’s 2013 �lm Papilio Buddha through the theoretical 

frameworks of ecofeminism and intersectionality.  The �lm being set in ecologically rich 
landscape of Wayanad in the Western Ghats of Kerala, foregrounds the systemic violence 
experienced by Dalit communities, women, and the natural environment. Through an 
ecofeminist lens, the study probes into how the exploitation of land parallels the marginalisation 
of the female bodies within a patriarchal and caste-based social order. Drawing on Kimberlé 
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, the study argues that environmental injustice in the �lm 
cannot be understood independently of caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and the 
struggle for Dalit land rights; instead they must be understood as a united single entity. The 
reading also gently focuses on how the Malabar Banded Peacock butter�y, referenced in the title 
of the �lm, symbolically represents transformation and resistance. Additionally, it examines the 
postcolonial implications associated with the butter�y being collected by a foreign researcher, 
suggesting a correspondence between the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 
of local landscapes and communities. By examining the relationship between marginalised 
communities and their ecological surroundings, the paper argues that Papilio Buddha presents 
the landscape not merely as a background but as an intrinsic part of the struggle for land and 
identity. Ultimately, the study argues that ecological destruction in the �lm is closely connected 
to the social struggles of marginalised communities. 

Key Words: Ecofeminism, Intersectionality, Exploitation, Marginalisation.

INTRODUCTION
The correlation between humans and the environment has become a substantial  

apprehension in contemporary literature and cinema. Cinema, as a powerful medium of visual 
representation, enables the portrayal of ecological spaces in a �amboyant manner and Papilio 
Buddha is no exception. The �lm opens not with characters but with the beautiful landscape of 
the untamed nature. Written and directed by Jayan K. Cherian, the �lm focuses on the atrocities 
committed against Dalits, women, and the natural environment. The narrative transpires in a 
�ctional space called Meppara in Wayanad, picturing the beauty of the Western Ghats through 
striking visual imagery. Within this landscape, the �lm explores how environmental spaces form 
a setting for social hierarchies and structures of power. The title referring to the Malabar Banded 
Peacock butter�y found in the Western Ghats, symbolically connects to the region’s biodiversity. 
This paper therefore examines Papilio Buddha through the theoretical frameworks of 
ecofeminism and intersectionality in order to analyse how ecological exploitation intersects with 
caste oppression, gender marginalisation, and struggles for land and identity. 

The paper uses ecofeminism to apprehend how the oppression of women is linked to the 
exploitation of nature. “The new relationship of man's domination and mastery over nature was 
thus also associated with new patterns of domination and mastery over women” (Shiva xv). 
Ecofeminist thinkers like Vandana Shiva argue that the domination of women and nature are 
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal and hierarchical structures. This outlook is 
distinctly relevant to Papilio Buddha, which has been primarily studied only through the lens of 
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