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-By Preeti Thandi

Toronto-based Nisha Pahuja’s 
The World Before Her oscil-
lates between two extreme reali-

at the much-coveted Miss India 
Beauty pageant and contrasts it 
with trainees at a fundamentalist 

provocative, at times shocking, 
moving and disturbing. Already a 
top award winner at the Tribeca 
Film Festival in New York, Pahu-

astound audiences at the ongoing 
Hot Docs Film Festival in Toronto 
this week.

India’s social, religious and cultur-
al fabric and examines a woman’s 
identity in contemporary India. 
“We thought it would be interest-
ing to look at India as a country 
that was going through cultural 
changes and to use the pageant as 
a way to explore the changing role 
of women,” says Pahuja. “Then 
I started to read about the funda-
mentalists and the feminists, who 
oppose the pageants for very dif-
ferent reasons. I realized that the 
real issue was India and what the 

people wanted the country to be. 
It was really about Indian identity 
and how it plays itself out on the 
bodies of women.”

It took Pahuja four years to 

the process as very long and com-
plicated. However, to her credit, 
Pahuja not only gained entry into 
the dressing rooms of the 2011 

Miss India hopefuls but also had 
unprecedented access to the Durga 
Vahini training camps. Durga Va-
hini is a wing of the Vishwa Hin-
du Parishad (VHP) and a female 
counterpart of the militant Hindu 
organization, Bajrang Dal. Pahuja 
had to work hard to gain and main-
tain access. “It took me a long time 

Ready to kill if need be

to get access to the Durga Vahini 

camps. I knew that if I had access, 
then I would have these compet-
ing kind of ideologies – India kind 
of being manufactured, that was a 
very interesting premise for me be-
cause it’s really about the vision of 
what India should be, that’s what I 
was trying to explore and women’s 
rights within that context and how 
women were being shaped both 
by this identity and also helping 
to shape this identity,” reveals Pa-
huja.

Contestant Ankita Shorey who 
later goes on to win the title of Miss 
India International 2011 echoes 
the thoughts of the girls by saying, 
“I’m going to make full use of this 
platform because I think Miss In-
dia would give me the identity that 
I deserve to have because our soci-
ety in India is dominated by men. 
For a woman to have her stand in 
society it’s very important for her 
to go out and to earn for herself. 
You earn for yourself, you live up 
for yourself, you gain respect.” In 
the process the pageant contestants 
go through a strict training and 
grooming regime and get diction 
and etiquette tips from celebrated 
trainer Sabira Merchant. 
On the other hand Prachi, a 

Durga Vahini youth leader who is 
proud of the Hindutva ideology, la-
ments that India’s history is being 
lost in a wave of modernism and 
that it needs to be saved. Speakers 
at the fundamentalist camp preach 
young girls that their peers in the 
cities only think of models/ actors, 
are getting westernized and forget-
ting their culture and that the best 
religion in the world is Hinduism. 

traces the protests against the Miss 
World pageant in India in 1996, the 
2002 Gujarat riots, 2006 Malegaon 
blasts, pub attacks against women 
in Mangalore in 2009 and other 
scenes of violence and atrocities 
lead by religious extremists. 

Dealing with highly sensitive 
and sometimes volatile informa-
tion Pahuja treads a treacherous 
path and exposes how young girls 
are brainwashed and trained how 
to use guns. They are taught to 

-
lims and Christians if need be. A 
13-year-old girl proclaims that 
she is proud of having no Muslim 
friends. A key character goes on to 
brazenly add that she would build 
bombs and kill for Hindutva if the 
need arises. 

In response to whether the ex-
tremists would be worried about 
how they are portrayed in the 
West, Pahuja says, “I am not put-
ting words in their mouth when 
they openly have these beliefs. I 
think they are proud of what they 
believe and they are not dumb. 
They know the powers of media, 
so on one level it was also a PR 
exercise. I think what they will 
have an issue with, is that I don’t 
portray them as victims.” 

-
comes clear how the members of 
the so-called “Hindu Taliban” are 
being manipulated without un-

derstanding or realizing it. “It’s 
very complicated,” admits Pahuja. 
“You have a Government that has 
traditionally been or is seen as be-
ing biased towards minorities and 
that has angered a lot of people 
whether it’s true or not. They feel 
that their own Government prefers 
Muslims and Christians.”

Pahuja thinks, “The Miss In-
dia pageant empowers women 
by default and its goal is to make 
money. With Durga Vahini, it’s an 
intention. They want to empower 
these women but also tell them that 
they have to get married, have chil-
dren and don’t need to work. It’s 

such a bizarre contradiction.”
Meanwhile, at the Miss In-

freely and a plastic surgeon coun-
sels girls on facial symmetry. Skin 
whitening treatments are underway 
and the contestants work out vigor-
ously at the gym and on the ramp. 
They are expected to dress in a cer-
tain way every day and their out-

-
tants cannot afford it and borrow 
from friends or take loans. When 
the girls arrive at a beach in Goa 
a really shocking round of ‘assess-
ment’ takes place. A pageant direc-
tor comes up with a wacky and dis-

turbing way of judging their legs 
by covering their heads with capes, 
making cut outs for their eyes and 
tying the capes at their waists. “It’s 
such a loaded image,” says Pahuja, 
“that’s a dark moment.”

It’s interesting to note that, in 
a way the beauty pageant is sup-
posed to be a symbol of freedom 
for the women but it is really not. 
“That’s exactly the point,” says Pa-
huja. “Are they really free? Then 
the girls at the Durga Vahini camps 
in some sense are gaining more 
power. There’s more empower-
ment in that world than there is in 
the beauty pageant world to a de-

gree. In the end for the girls who 
win the beauty contest or even 
those who don’t it really does ad-
vance their careers.”

-
chi, the youth leader at the funda-
mentalist camp who makes many 
alarming statements, rather than 
the beauty contestants. “I think 
Prachi was more interesting,” ad-
mits Pahuja. “In the end you real-
ize that what Prachi wants for her 
life is very similar to what Ankita 
wants which is freedom.”

Behind the modern Indian women Nisha Pahuja wades into risky waters


