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One way to figure out how many languages are spoken in Mumbai is to hang around shanties
that are called ‘slum cinema’. In the metrapolitan cityscape these shanties are inserted within
unassuming rows of lottery ticket kiosks, tobacco shops, tender coconut stalls, tea vendors’
carts, mohile phone repairers and so on. They screen films 1n the regional languages as well
as X-rated adult films for the migrant wage labourers who come from surrounding states
where different languages are spoken. These establishments, much like their patrons, are
located 1n a special zone of the city, between the unauthorized and the invisible. The migrant
workers are generally brought to the city by contractors, to work at dally wages within a
system of irregular wark flow. Most of them Tive 1n language and clan-based clusters, where
a 10 x 10 feet room houses up to fifteen people. Near these clusters, then, pop up cheap
entertainment shops that show films 1n their native languages: Tamil cinema at Dharawv, Telugu
cinema at Orlem, Bhojpur at Nalasopara, Punjabi at Sion Keoliwada and so on. The near-exile
conditions of existence of these floating populations make them a ready, diehard audience for

films made 1n their languages.

The shanty cinemas are equipped with rudimentary infrastructure; they function with cheap
video prgjectors, often managing with a single TV set. So the picture quality 1s shabby, to say
the least, and sometimes barely visible due to lack of control over light coming 1n from outside.
But what keeps the shows going is the blaring sound tracks, which amplify the mandatory
eratic song or the hyperbolic sounds of vendetta dialogue or the verbalization of intricate
feudal rivalries. The picture, In this case, 1s generic and can be predicted, but the sound 1s
culture and language-specific, and thus occupies the centre of the viewers’ sense of langing
and desire. It is these audio tracks, spilling out of the shanties and filling up the street outside,
that betray the camouflaged existence of the 1llegal entertainment shops. Otherwise the shanty
could be easily mistaken for just another undistinguished, modest shop catering to a poor
neighbourhood of the city.























