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Abstract
In 2002, Stephen Frears directed Dirty Pretty Things –
one of the few mainstream fictional films to highlight the
effects of exile, the complexities of refugee status, and the
trials of migrant labour in the “Western” world. Thus far,
the minimal number of “refugee” films produced is mir-
rored by the minimal discussion about those films (or
their absence). This essay examines Frears’s film with a
critical lens that incorporates both theoretical evaluations
and aesthetic choices. For instance: how do media repre-
sentations of refugees and migrants relegate the significa-
tion of refugee-ism to visceral, silent, repetitiv,e and
subordinated signifiers? Additionally, this essay narrows
its interest upon Senay, the female lead of Dirty Pretty
Things, to open up a dialogue about fragmented body:
missing hands / hyperbolized eyes. Drawing on knowledge
of the theoretical implications of those choices, this paper
addresses refugees and illegal migrants in film with the
hope of initiating conversation about an otherwise rela-
tively silent and untouched cinematic subgenre.

Résumé
En 2002, Stephen Frears réalisa Dirty Pretty Things –
un des rares films de fiction grand public à mettre en
exergue les contrecoups de l’exil, les complexités liées au
statut de réfugié et les tribulations du travailleur immi-
gré dans le monde “occidental”. Jusqu’ici, le nombre in-
fime de films réalisés sur le thème des “réfugiés” est
reflété par le peu de débats sur ces films (ou sur leur ab-
sence). Cet essai examine le film de Frears avec un œil cri-
tique qui intègre aussi bien des évaluations théoriques

que des considérations esthétiques. Par exemple : com-
ment les représentations des réfugiés et des immigrants
dans les médias relèguent-elles le sens du statut de réfugié
à des signifiants viscéraux, muets, répétitifs et subordon-
nés? De plus, cet essai porte un intérêt particulier à
Senay, l’actrice principale de Dirty Pretty Things, dans
le but de lancer un débat sur la fragmentation du corps :
les mains absentes/l’hyperbolique des yeux. S’appuyant
sur la connaissance des significations théoriques de ces
choix, cet article traite du thème des réfugiés et des mi-
grants illégaux dans les films, dans l’espoir de déclencher
un débat sur un sous-genre cinématographique relative-
ment confiné au silence et très peu abordé.

Doctor]: How come I’ve never seen you people before?

Okwe]: Because we are the people you do not see. We
are the ones who drive your cabs. We clean your rooms.
And suck your cocks. – Dirty Pretty Things1

In one of the most anxiety-filled moments of the film
Dirty Pretty Things, Stephen Frears’s primary character,
Okwe, speaks out against the organized dehumanization

of refugees2 and migrants while he participates in the very
trafficking that constructs this version of the London “un-
derground.” Dirty Pretty Things (2002), nominated for nu-
merous industry awards, including an Oscar in the category
of “Best Writing” for screenwriter Stephen Knight,3 is one
of few contemporary, non-documentary, mainstream fea-
ture films that addresses the after-effects of illegal immigra-
tion and the continuousness of refugee and migrant
exploitation in the West4 as its primary narrative plot.5 With
a filmography of relatively few works, refugee narratives lack
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the volume necessary to qualify as an obvious cinematic
genre, and therefore are struggling to make the political
impact that thinkers like Michael M. J. Fischer argue they
are capable of.6 Furthermore, and as a result, there is an
absence of critical theory surrounding the limited number
of films that exist that fittingly parallels the silence of the
subjects themselves. Even Terrence Wright, one of the few
theorists who have published on the topic of refugees and
motion pictures, inadvertently draws attention to the lack of
unique criticism granted to refugee and migrant fiction film.
Situating refugee films within broader generic groups that
homogenize the experiences of refugees and archetype the
works in a manner that could potentially be disempowering,
Wright is forced to look outside of the limited selection of
filmic examples to determine generic qualities with which to
connect the texts. Describing the goal of his introductory
essay entitled “Refugees on Screen,” Wright announces that
his work “considers the ways that the refugee story has been
structured in fiction film and proposes that feature film
portrayals can conform to the “road movie” film genre.”7 By
acknowledging refugee and migrant8 labourer fiction film
within the qualifying characteristics of another genre,
Wright points to the lack of individualism, subjectivity, and
voice of cinema featuring refugee narratives.

Allen Feldman takes a more visceral approach to exam-
ining representations of refugees and illegal migrants on
screen:

Generalities of bodies – dead, wounded, starving, diseased, and

homeless – are pressed against the television screen as mass

articles. In their pervasive depersonalization, this anonymous

corporeality functions as an allegory of the elephantine, ‘ar-

chaic,’ and violent histories of external and internal subalterns.9

What is clear from Allen Feldman’s observations is that the
refugee is overtly visualized in the media, reduced to her
body in a visceral, sensationalized, and grotesque manner
that is best described as Julia Kristeva’s “abject.”10 Empha-
sizing the corporeality of media representations of the refu-
gee and migrant labourer (in this case, in non-fiction)
therefore illustrates the simultaneously trivialized and es-
sentialized underminings of the political or psychological
profundity of the migrant state – relegating her signification
to the visual suffering of her isolated body. Prem Kuma
Rajaram notes that “the refugee is lost. […] Without citizen-
ship her plight is not to be characterized as merely culturally
or physically precarious, she is without help, without the
means to call on the protective agency as state,”11 drawing
attention to the refugee’s political lack, while highlighting
the necessity to evaluate refugee status beyond her physical
experience. Thus, characters like Okwe, who identify with

the refugee’s desire for asylum, but who are politically invis-
ible, are emblematic of the invisibility of refugees beyond
their alien bodies. Yet further in his article, Rajaram poign-
antly recognizes that “refugees are consigned to their
bod[ies]”12 – an acknowledgement that suggests the futility
of challenging media representations of illegal migrant bod-
ies. Rather than disavowing the physical depiction of refu-
gees and migrant bodies on screen, it instead becomes a
crucial task to evaluate and deconstruct the mythological
meanings behind these representations – highlighting the
generated implications of those cinematic choices. Thus,
this article will evaluate the visualized representation of the
female migrant body as it appears in Frears’s Dirty Pretty
Things, examining how cinematography perpetuates the
fragmentation and corporeality of the illegal alien body –
and the latent inferences of those methods. For within
Frears’s narrative, the female migrant body is depicted not
only by excessive focus on Senay’s eyes but also by the absent
representation of her hands through framing and camera
angle. Alluding to specific qualities of migrant and refugee
status, including melancholia, silence, mechanization, and
liminality, this article will illustrate how the filmic depiction
of Senay’s eyes and hands metaphorically highlight the so-
cial, psychological, and political characteristics of her exile.13

Set within the paradoxical sceneries of panicked sweat-
shops and classy hotels, Frears’s film highlights the sordid
world of migrant labour in London. Okwe, a former Nige-
rian doctor, and Senay, his Turkish co-worker and friend,
struggle to survive while deceiving the immigration depart-
ment, by working as a hotel receptionist/taxi driver/unli-
censed surgeon and chambermaid/sweatshop worker
respectively. Both Okwe and Senay are dehumanized by the
employment options available to them – options that are
interestingly similar, despite their dissimilar alien statuses.
Following their troubled relationship, Dirty Pretty Things
takes a surprising turn when Okwe discovers that his em-
ployer, Señor “Sneaky” Juan, traffics not only drugs and
sex, but human organs as well. With the promise of citizen-
ship, passports, and security (promises that appeal to Okwe
as an illegal migrant despite his need for refugee status, and
to Senay as a legal migrant, but who finds herself even more
restricted and monitored than her friend), Juan encourages
illegal migrants to “donate” their organs to his black-mar-
ket industry, blackmailing Okwe to put his former medical
expertise to work as a surgeon. Okwe consults his friend
Guo Yi, a mortician at the hospital, for advice and support,
but ultimately complies with Juan’s demands. Senay, on the
other hand, finds herself easily dispensable in a sweatshop
after immigration officers target her for deportation. Two
burly men search her apartment and follow her around
London, fixated on the task of uncovering the truth about
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Senay – that she has indeed been working regardless of her
non-citizen status. Forcing their way into her apartment
and searching her belongings, and later, almost catching
her coming to work at the hotel where she works with Okwe
and Juan, the immigration officers follow Senay to her new
job at a garment factory. Her employer, aware of her pre-
carious position, repeatedly rapes her with forced fellatio,
relegating her formerly industrialized corporeality to one
of sexual subordination as well. After repeatedly submitting
to her boss’s demands, Senay eventually breaks free. In an
interesting parallel, Senay must seek refuge from the sweat-
shop – and eventually does so by fleeing the country. Un-
fortunately, before she is able to ‘escape’ into the United
States, she is lured by Señor Juan into both sleeping with
him and selling her organs on his black market.14 Objecti-
fied by both the dehumanizing nature of her employment
and various forms of inflicted sexual assault, Senay is un-
comfortably silent and passive, until the conclusion of the
film when she is able to assist in the reclamation of empow-
erment – taking back what was stolen from her and other
trapped migrants: ownership of her own body.

Psychoanlaysis and Cinema: Translating the
Refugee’s Body on Screen
When Sigmund Freud differentiates the concept of mourn-
ing from melancholia, he contends that both states are
triggered by a “reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to
the loss of some abstraction which has taken the place of one,
such as one’s country, liberty, and ideal, and so on.”15 He
goes on to note that the act of mourning progresses by means
of a successful experience of grief, relinquishing emotional
ties to the lost concept.16 Melancholics, conversely, are un-
able to rid themselves of their loss, instead absorbing the loss
into themselves. Two things are highlighted by Freud’s state-
ments. First, the elements included in the above citation
(“country, liberty, and ideal”) make an interesting allusion
to the exiled individual, or at least to migrant experience or
Diasporic subjectivity. For refugees and migrants are not
uncommonly noted as troubled by their lack of nationality,
citizenry, political and financial freedom, and ethnic ideol-
ogy. Freud’s emphasis on the above-listed constituents of
“loss” suggests his awareness of the inherent and unavoid-
able melancholia of refugees, exiles, and migrants. Second,
Freud claims that melancholics are incapable of successful
mourning – and, thus, cannot remove themselves from their
grief-stricken state. However, melancholy is a component of
mourning – a melancholic disorder forming whence the
griever is unable to progress from a melancholic state into
one of natural mourning and, eventually, to relief. I contend
that the numerous narcissistic objects contributing to the
migrant’s ego that are lost (home, family, nationality, cul-

ture, history, etc.) result in an inability to accurately recog-
nize the specific amalgamation of objects of loss – thereby
disabling proper mourning and resulting in perpetual mel-
ancholia. In other words, the assortment of the migrant’s
losses – citizenship, ethnicity, security, subjectivity, and lib-
erty (to name a few) – produce so disarrayed a source of
anxiety that none are properly overcome (i.e. mourning is
unachieved),  and, thus, the  migrant suffers melancholic
despair. Add to this circumstance the impossibility of ever
regaining that stability of that previous national identifica-
tion, or at the very least, the nostalgic comfort of one’s
country (or culture) of origin, and it becomes clear that the
refugee state is one of melancholic unbalance.

Edward Said likewise incorporates Freud’s notions of
mourning and melancholia when he writes his numerous
texts concerning exile.17 Said contends that the exile’s pre-
sent behaviour is linked directly to her loss of the past. In
the essay “Reflections on Exile,” he notes that being an exile
implies that one is in a “fundamentally […] discontinuous
state of being. Exiles [including refugees] are cut off from
their roots, their land, their past.”18 This severance results
in psychological sorrow and what Bruce Robbins refers to
as “dizzying unanchoredness.”19 Robbins goes on to elabo-
rate on the melancholic effects outlined in Said’s work,
asserting, “Said is our foremost specialist in polymorphous
disorder […] the chronic ache of exile from origin, tradi-
tion, and home culture that enervates modern critical con-
sciousness.”20 Emphasized in Robbins’s statement is the
non-linear web of lost (abstract) objects that the refugee
lacks – reiterating the melancholic disarray of anxiety pre-
viously outlined in this article. Polymorphous disorder, or
“assuming […] various forms; multiform”21 suggests a
connection between Said’s theory and melancholia (as op-
posed to mourning) both by its allusion to numerous ob-
jects of loss and by its classification as a disorder (Freud
claims that mourning is natural but that melancholia is
not22).

I wish to impose a brief literary examination to link the
act of looking and eyes to the representation of mourning
(as the encompassing term that includes melancholia) be-
fore returning to the filmic representation of the female
migrant’s body in relation to Freud’s and Said’s analyses.
First, Freud’s description of E. T. A. Hoffmann’s narrative
“The Sand-Man” alludes to “the fear of damaging or losing
one’s eyes.”23 The psychoanalyst later reveals that the anxi-
ety related to potential blindness is synonymous in degree
only with the anxiety of castration – implicitly equating the
eyes with the phallus – the egotistical narcissistic object.24

The narcissistic object, in turn, gains importance, as it is
through ego development that natural mourning is over-
come. Furthermore, the trope relating eyes to mourning is
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popular in both narrative and visual genres. Consider
Shakespeare’s likening of eyes to literal in Sonnet 132
(“Thine eyes I love […] / Have put on black, and loving
mourners be […]” and “As those two mourning eyes be-
come thy face”)25 or the tragic eyes of the saints and follow-
ers in Raphael’s The Entombment.26 Many artists have
notoriously located mourning and melancholia within
their subjects’ eyes, not only as the sites of purgation
through tears, but also as signifiers that emblemize sorrow
and pathos. Consider the affective portrayal of emotion
through eyes in Munch’s The Scream for an obvious exam-
ple of how pain and passion are hauntingly expressed
through the character’s eyes.

Perhaps the basis of the link lies within the noiseless yet
unsilenced manner that expression is revealed through a
mourner’s eyes, enabling profound articulation of pain that
is beyond any vocalization of the like. In Dirty Pretty Things,
it is through her eyes that Senay expresses the depth of her
sadness. As the camera frequently moves into close-up on
Senay, it is her haunting eyes that capture the viewer’s
attention – eyes that are large with both naïveté and expe-
rience. For instance, Senay’s face is framed between the
clothing racks, her anxious eyes peering over the metal bars
while the rest of her face remains hidden from the screen.
The audience reads from her expression the profundity of
her terror – both of immigration officials and of the exploit-
ers of her limited status in England (i.e. her boss who forces
her to perform fellatio upon him, threatening that he will
otherwise report her to the government). Even from the
first appearance of Senay – as she turns her face upward into
the surveillance camera’s view – her eyes are mysterious and
sad, expressing the dehumanizing mechanization of her
employment, a component of her refugee status. It is in her
eyes that Senay demonstrates the melancholy of exile de-
scribed by Freud and Said – eyes that are large with grief,
dark with anxiety, and open with expression.

In response to Spivak’s famously asked question, “Can
the Subaltern Speak?”27 Frears acknowledges varying meth-
ods of communication that, although not as effective as
voice in immediate force, are subtly haunting and express
more than words ever could. For it is with her eyes that
Senay speaks her emotions. Her unblinking gaze at Okwe
makes apparent her love for him, but also illustrates that
she simultaneously fears that love and its repercussions.
Her fixed stare sizes up Señor Juan when she agrees to
undergo surgery, illustrating both the terror and despera-
tion that have led her to this decision. Senay’s unsilenced
eyes express the emotions that her speechless voice is unable
to, whether out of propriety or dread. When Barber Ali’s
character first forces himself onto Senay amongst the racks
of clothing, he holds her mouth shut while uttering his

request. Her jaw restrained, it is only in Senay’s unforget-
table eyes that the viewer understands her profound grief.
She cries to Okwe on the telephone afterward, yet her voice
is incoherent and uncommunicative, as Okwe struggles to
find meaning in her words. However, there is no miscom-
munication between them when he finds her in the office
of the taxi company he works for. Shortly after Senay has
refused to be victimized by her sweatshop boss, she waits
silently for Okwe in the backroom. Upon looking into the
darkness of her eyes, he is aware that something horrendous
has occurred.

And it is not surprising that the female migrant’s voice is
constricted in Dirty Pretty Things, and is thus projected
onto other body parts. For, as Prem Kumar Rajaram would
suggest, speechlessness is a universalizing characteristic
common in all refugee experiences. In an article entitled
“Humanitarianism and Representations of the Refugee,”
Rajaram contends that the refugee’s political and social
abandonment leaves her with only “biological corporeal-
ity,”28 negating any voice of assertion of empowerment29.
Rajaram writes:

The connection of political identity and discourse to the terri-

torial state means that those without citizenship or bereft of it

are speechless (or taken to be speechless), requiring an agency

or expert to speak for them. The ‘speechlessness’ of refugees

reinforces the state-centric political imagination.30

Implicit in Rajaram’s passage is the relationship between the
refugee’s lack (nationality, political support, financial and
familial  provision) that  contributes  to  her voicelessness.
Similar circumstances factor into Senay’s silence in Frears’s
narrative, as Senay is denied speech due to the restrictions
placed on her “legal” migrant status.31 She cannot report her
boss’s wrongdoings, as she will be revealed as working ille-
gally against the terms of her residency. Thus, she remains
silent throughout the attacks, unprotected by the police as a
result of her marginalized position, with only her eyes to
express her devastation at the situation.

Kerry Demusz offers an alternative potentiality for refu-
gee silence. She notes of the conflict zones in Sri Lanka that
the “voices of the refugees, the displaced, the mothers and
the children who have to live in a world torn apart by
conflict or by natural disaster” are restricted by so-called
government aid agencies, such as Oxfam.32 Demusz con-
tends that it is specific political agendas that silence refugees
and disallow them a voice. Rajaram extrapolates Demusz’s
ideas in his essay. He acknowledges the consequences of
politically imposed silence on refugees, stating that “they
are rendered  speechless  and without agency, a physical
entity, or rather a physical mass within which individuality
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is subsumed. Corporeal refugees are speechless and con-
signed to ‘visuality’: to the pictorial representation of suf-
fering and need.”33 In a like manner, while Senay’s political
desperation instigates her silence, her body becomes the
visual focal point of her so-called subjectivity.

Unfortunately, Senay’s silent body quickly becomes Ori-
entalized by cinematic observers of dominant culture. Em-
bodying many of the qualities characteristic of the Oriental
(mystery, exoticism, passivity, and silence), her character
risks perpetuating the migrant stereotype in film and me-
dia. Rajaram continues his argument by alluding to the
refugee’s place in the culture industry. He notes that “[o]ne
of the central effects of this consignment [of the refugee to
her corporeal body] is the ‘commodification’ of the refugee
experience. […] [R]efugee events and experiences become
a site where Western ways of knowing may be reproduced
and recycled.”34 Being adopted into the culture industry as
the stereotypical Oriental,35 Senay’s body perpetuates
Western ideologies that consistently render the migrant
silent by their corporeal visualizations and depictions.
These expectations, in turn, eliminate the individuality of
the migrant, thereby restricting her subjectivity. For, as
Liisa H. Malkki notes in her essay “From ‘Refugee Studies’
to the Natural Order of Things,” media archetypification
results in an oversimplification  of refugee features. She
writes that:

the term refugee has analytical usefulness not as a label for a

special, generalizable “kind” or “type” of person or situation,

but only as a broad legal or descriptive rubric that includes

within it a world of different socio-economic statuses, personal

histories, and psychological or spiritual situations.36

Malkki’s statement suggests the impersonal, overarching
potential of a term like “refugee,” as it removes individuality
from the exile, similar to the processes of cinematic stereo-
typification. The same could be said for discourses sur-
rounding “exiles,” “others,” and “migrants.” For Senay’s
silent performance renders her as Oriental, thus fuelling
expectations and perpetuating archetypes of being alien that
rely on silence and bodily representation.

Rey Chow adopts this notion of bodily objectification
through silence in her essay “Postmodern Automatons,”
which appears in Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott’s anthol-
ogy, Feminists Theorize the Political. She contends that “one
of the chief sources of the oppression of women lies in the
way they have been consigned to visuality.”37 This visuality,
in turn, results in archetypification and expectation, per-
formances of repetition that are predictable and thus
mechanized. Chow suggests that the female body is turned
into an “automaton,” and citing J. Smith characterizes such

as a being that “can be guaranteed to think, speak and act
exactly as you would expect.”38 In other words, the visuality
of the female body reduces her to mechanical predictability,
hyperbolizes stereotypes, and thus commodifies the female
body into an industry that perpetuates its ideology using
her image as a conduit for mythological dissemination.

Not only does Senay’s body in Dirty Pretty Things illus-
trate this process of archetypification stemming from
speechlessness and bodily representation (and, arguably,
expressions from the eyes), but her body likewise is trans-
formed into the automaton Chow speaks of through addi-
tional means, including economics. The mechanical nature
of female migrant labour results in mundane, uncreative,
and silent employment patterns whose foundations rely on
the worker’s repetition of particular movements. When
Judith Butler concludes her foundational text, Gender
Trouble, she makes the important claim that “the subject is
not determined by the rules through which it is generated
because signification is not a founding act, but rather a
regulated process of repetition.”39 In other words, a subject
is not defined through self-decided acts, but instead is
recognized within a structure of repeated performances –
performances that, if unquestioned, construct a socially
subordinate object. Butler’s theory can be extended to
evaluate the repetition of movements performed by Senay
as her body is visualized as executing the same actions
repeatedly When Senay finds employment at the sweat-
shop, she replicates her movements in order to mass-pro-
duce the proper garments. She is objectified by her work
merely from her repetitious, non-agency performances,
only gaining subjectivity and freedom from the structure
when she subverts the system. Senay’s declaration that
“today I bit. I bit. I bit” represents her refusal to perpetuate
the repetitious cycle of her objectification – finally breaking
out of the performance she was forced to embody for so
long. For, similar to the Victorian industry of textiles, an
industry that Beth Harris claims embodies “the dull, repe-
titious act of plying the needle represent[ing …] unfair
confinement,”40 until this subversion, Senay’s employment
consists of pattern following – unoriginal, uncreative, and
tedious. Even sexuality (as it is related to employment) is a
repetitive performance, as Senay’s repeated forced-fellatio
upon her boss is painfully constructed by her expectant
reaction to the demand and repeated voiceless compliance
of it.

I wish to now shift the focus of this article from the
relationship of eyes to mourning and speechlessness (and
thus bodily visualization) to the mutually significant depic-
tion of the female migrant labourer’s hands. For, further
emphasizing the robotic nature of the marginalized female
migrant, work is her undeniable relationship to machinery –
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in Dirty Pretty Things, Senay’s hands work in accordance with
technology. Often observed as the user of factory machinery,
female migrants in film are visualized in relation to their
technical instruments – whereas male migrants use their own
hands and voices to perform their work. Consider Okwe’s
occupations in Dirty Pretty Things. Aside from his taxi driving
position when he obviously has to rely on technology to
properly do his job, when he works as an unlicensed doctor
or as a hotel concierge, he is frequently pictured as using his
hands to directly perform his work. Senay, by comparison, is
only seen working as an extension of the sewing machine that
she utilizes at the sweat shop. Unlike her boss, who is twice
pictured as sewing by hand, or Guo Yi, who hand-sews the
pockets shut on his Asian morgue patients, Senay performs
the same duty but through the conduit of a machine. Her
hands remain unseen.

So often does the cinematic representation of female
migrant labourer’s work construct the machine as an exten-
sion of her own body  that her own identity eventually
coincides with the mechanical nature of her employment.
In her text, “The Female Machine in the Postmodern Cir-
cuit,” Annemarie Kemeny cites Hanjo Berressem when he
says that “the concept of […] psychic and cultural coloni-
zation […], is a gesture that invades the ‘other’ and rede-
fines the subject as a pure object[…] result[ing] in a
universal streaked through with the mechanical. The female
body, however, seems to be the privileged site for  this
mutation.”41 To clarify, Kemeny suggests that the female
body is mechanized in an attempt to maintain the domi-
nant class – by disenfranchising it as the other – the incor-
poreal. She notes that “the deliberate creation of lack as a
function of market economy is the art of a dominant class”
– emphasizing the utilitarian motives behind roboticizing
female workers to serve economic purposes.42

Frears’s Cinematic Codification
Returning to the visualization of migrants and refugees in
film, I contend that the disenfranchised nature of the female
migrant results in what W. E. B. DuBois would call “double
consciousness”43 – or the act of constantly looking at oneself
through the eyes of the dominant culture. The female mi-
grant-turned-refugee in Dirty Pretty Things is thrice-
“othered” due to her lack of national identity, ethnic
resemblance, and phallus. As a result, she becomes emblem-
atic of and ideal for Kemeny’s “site of mutation” – or the
sacrificial being transformed into the figurative gynoid for
the benefit of dominant ideology. In other words, the female
migrant is an abject whose signification, due to her politi-
cally, economically, and socially vulnerable position, quickly
becomes synonymous with machinery – suggesting her un-
originality, archetypification, and lack of subjectivity. Thus,

both Senay’s haunting silence (and, therefore, corporeal
display) and the representation of her body as mechanized
perpetuate the myth of the alien (or the “alientalization”)
prevalent in mainstream cinema.

Yet while Senay’s body is positioned so mechanically (in
terms of repetitive performance and in relation to ma-
chines), there is a striking absentia of filmic framing of her
working hands – assumedly the most significant phsyical
tool for manual labour. Frears continually alludes to
Senay’s industrious motions; however, the viewer is offered
only a brief glimpse at Senay’s working hands as she labours
at the sweatshop – but again, her hands work in conjunction
with the mechanical sewing machine that she operates. The
most common representation of Senay’s work pictures her
sitting in front of the machine, concentrating downward;
motioning with her shoulders to insinuate the nature of her
labour – but Frears never allows the camera to actualize
these assumptions. This framing choice has the potential to
likewise contribute to ideological formation similar to the
visualization and mechanization of the female migrant
body. For, as John Fiske notes in “Television Culture,”
“encoding conventions”44 or “links between producers,
texts, and audiences [that] are the agents of intertextuality
through which texts interrelate in a network of meanings
that constitute our cultural world”45 eventually “attempt
[…] to control and focus […] meaningfulness into a more
singular preferred meaning that performs the work of the
dominant ideology.”46 To clarify, repetition of particular
cinematic techniques (including camera angles,  editing,
casting and mise en scène) construct “codes” that translate
into archetypes and expectations. Thus, Frears’s fragmen-
tation of Senay’s body through the act of un-representing
her hands deconstructs the female migrant body in a man-
ner that has the potential to create an archetype so overly
signified that the practice becomes a code (or “rule-gov-
erned system of signs”47).

The significance of fragmentation of the female body on
screen is evaluated in Laura Mulvey’s foundational text,
“Visual Pleasures and Narrative Cinema,” wherein she
claims that the cinematic gaze (i.e. the camera angle) repli-
cates the male gaze that objectifies women’s bodies. With
specific interest in the manner with which the cinematic
gaze deconstructs the female  body into fetishized  parts
(assumedly by means of close-up, camera pan, and Ameri-
can-shot), Mulvey suggests that the fragmentation of the
female body eliminates the cinematic heroine’s threat to the
male phallus (both of her co-star and of the male audience).
She claims that:

the male unconscious has two avenues of escape from … cas-

tration anxiety:  reoccupation  with  the  re-enactment of the
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original trauma […] counterbalanced by the devaluation, pun-

ishment or saving of the guilty object […]; or else complete

disavowal of castration by the substitution of a fetish object or

turning the represented figure itself into a fetish.48

The fetishized figure is the female body, and although Mul-
vey suggests that visual framing traditionally sexualizes the
heroine (by means of a “close-up […] of legs (Dietrich, for
instance) or a face (Garbo)”49), I maintain that the essential
motivation – to disempower the body through fragmenta-
tion – extends to correlate female migrants in film. For,
intimidated by the enigmatic existence of the female refugee,
the male cinema gaze creates either a monster or an object
of desire out of her – therefore allowing itself justification of
its defence mechanism – the unprotected objectification
through filmic framing. Furthermore, the removal of visual
representation of hands is significantly important in these
films – as hands pose the greatest threat of castration to the
male actor and viewer – although Senay makes her mouth
equally dangerous.

However, I would like to propose an alternative to this
feminist theorization – one that returns to Said’s argu-
ment of exile and mourning. Recall that it is mourning,
for Said, which motivates the actions of refugees, exiles,
and diasporic people, as they are fractured from their
original culture, history, and family. “Reflections on Ex-
ile” identifies the subject in relation to his or her previous
ethnicity, nationality, and identity – as opposed to her
present state of marginalization within her “host nation”
typical of most refugee and migration analysis.50 In an
earlier text, Said elaborates on the liminality of exiled
experience – existing within a chasm formed between the
past and present (national) identity. He writes that the
exiled person is in a

state of never being fully adjusted, always feeling outside the

chatty, familiar world inhabited by natives […] Exile for the

intellectual in this metaphysical sense is restlessness, move-

ment, constantly being unsettled, and unsettling others. You

cannot go back to some earlier and perhaps more stable condi-

tion of being at home; and, alas, you can never fully arrive, be

at one in your new home or situation.51

Said’s reiteration that exiles are “cut off”52 from both present
socialization and their past lives, including nation, family,
and culture, illustrates a fragmentation of identity repre-
sented literally by Senay through the cinematic fragmenta-
tion of her literal body. In other words, the filmic
deconstruction of the female migrant body potentially mim-
ics the psychological fracture occurring between her and her
original identity/nationality.

Proof of this claim lies in the economic symbolism that
Senay’s hands represent. As noted above, the female mi-
grant labourer’s hands are her primary source of survival –
as she financially provides for herself through manual la-
bour. I would argue that the migrant’s body represents her
past identity – one that dances and sings to music,53 one
that can sexually protect itself and is not objectified by the
coercive demands of policing immigration officials. Com-
paratively, her hands embody the nature of their manual
labour – her industrial slavery and sexual exploitation – that
coincides with her marginalized status. By separating im-
ages of the labouring hands from the body, Frears’s film
illustrates  the  binary of Said’s past versus present exile
status. The fragmentation of Senay’s migrant body implies
the destabilized nature of her character – liminal between
nationalities, ethnicities, and identities. For it is only when
the subaltern rejects her status as an industrial slave – a slave
of her status and her new country of residence – that her
working hands are finally visualized. Recall how Senay’s
hands, when assisting Okwe with the surgery on the sleep-
ing Señor Juan,  are  unmechanized, valued, and visible.
Senay is liberated shortly after her working hands become
visible – given a new identity that will release her from her
migrant status and bodily distortion associated with man-
ual labour in film. Therefore, once Senay’s visualized body
is repaired and represented in full she is able to overcome
the limitations of her metaphoric refugee state (as a perse-
cuted, violated, and abused figure who seeks freedom from
the nation that politically allows these oppressions upon
her). Although her newly constructed identity will only
perpetuate Said’s melancholia of liminality in New York (as
she must repress her previous nationality entirely – there-
fore, failing to overcome her grief and disallowing proper
mourning to occur), Senay is now granted subjectivity both
from her  liberation  from repetitive manual labour and
from the wholeness of her body.

In his text “The Mirror State,” wherein he employs psy-
choanalysis to the process of subject-formation, Jacques
Lacan notes that anxiety over “the fragmented body […]
disjointed limbs” creates a phantasmic “fragilization”54 that
is evident as a symptom of hysteria. Fortunately, recogni-
tion of the self’s reflection, the reassemblance of the visu-
alization of the literal body, correlatively occurs with “the
formation of the I” or the development of subjectivity.55

Likewise, Senay’s construction of the “I” of her subjectivity
parallels the moment of liberation when her body is reas-
sembled on the screen. Furthermore, when Lacan suggests
that that conscious-subconscious binary is developed dur-
ing the process of subject formation, he implicitly relates
linguistic development with the construction of the “I.” In
a previous essay entitled “The Instance of the Letter in the
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Unconscious or Reason since Freud,” Lacan writes that
“what the psychoanalytic experience discovers in the un-
conscious is the whole structure of language.”56 Implied by
this statement is the interrelatedness of subjectivity and
language (as both are formed out of repression). What
becomes interesting, thus, is that Senay is able to vocalize
her identity (albeit her “false” identity) for the first time in
the film once she gains her illegitimate passport. Whereas
the viewer never hears Senay use language to identify herself
when she is the visually fragmented migrant, she is able to
repeat her name convincingly after her subjectivity has been
regained through the cinematic assemblage of her body. No
longer does she have to rely on her eyes for expression or
her hands for identity – as her voice is developed alongside
her new-found subjectivity.

Of course, Senay’s constructed identity is problematized
by the mere fact that she must perform a culture, status, and
name that do not belong to her. However, recalling the
works of noted scholars, such as Rey Chow – whose much-
cited notion of “coercive mimeticism” points to the con-
structed and performed nature of culture, ethnicity, and
(implicitly) race – it is revealed that Senay’s relegation to a
new cultural identity is not one of necessary loss through
assimilation/transformation. Instead, Frears concludes his
film by acknowledging the inescapability of performing
culture; he somehow optimistically guides the viewer to
understand that Senay, with her family in New York, will
maintain a cultural identity (possibly further graduating
from the melancholia of exile to mourning), not as a super-
ficial and essentialized performance, but rather as the sub-
stance and identity beneath her disguise.

Subjectivity, it is made evident, is the plight of migrants
and refugees in the film (mimicking reality), as Senay works
toward reconstituting herself in a manner not solely based
on her body. The audience is left to believe (with some naive
relief) that Senay’s new identity allows her to experience
ethnicity in New York without the specific fragmented
objectification and excessive bodily emphasis that she has
previously  endured. After all, the image of the migrant
implies so much more than the visual representation pre-
sented in cinema. Senay is a hybrid of the past and the
present, seeking to gain her own identity by reassembling
her body and shifting her archetypical recognition from
corporeality to her voice.
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